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Abstract 

The main purpose of this study was to increase knowledge on the views of students with reading 

and writing difficulties when it comes to their perception of their difficulties, school experiences 

and future aspirations. The second aim was to increase knowledge about some differences and 

similarities between Malta and Sweden in the subject field. The research questions concerned 

students’ descriptions of their diagnostic processes, perception of their difficulties, strengths and 

coping strategies, school experience and future aspirations. A qualitative interview study was 

conducted with five Swedish and six Maltese upper secondary school students. The Ecological 

systems theory and Didactic theory together with previous research were used to analyse the results. 

To summarise the results, almost all of the students diagnosed with dyslexia showed a positive 

attitude towards having the report. The Maltese students described the absolute necessity of a 

diagnosis to receive support. No student in the study described having received support and 

structured phonological training as recommended by previous research. The students described a 

wide range of difficulties, strengths and coping strategies mainly in line with previous research. The 

importance of concentration when learning and taking tests was accentuated. Listening to a skilled 

teacher was emphasised as one of the best ways of learning, and the importance of willpower was 

highlighted. The students showed the importance of communicating with teachers, finding own 

methods, and make the most of one’s strengths to close the gaps in the areas in which one 

experiences difficulties. For all the Maltese students, private lessons have been a source of support, 

while none of the Swedish mentioned any private training. For the majority, both parents and a 

hobby played an important role when it comes to support and well-being.  

All students described school as difficult, but students’ experiences of school ranged from 

humiliating to somehow supportive. Some of the Maltese students described that they were afraid 

of being judged for using dyslexia as an excuse, while some of the Swedish students described they 

felt the right to support and adjustments. All students but one described that they had lowered 

their future aspirations due to their difficulties. All students seem to rely on their own strategies for 

school success.  

In the light of the theoretical framework – the Ecological systems theory, Didactic theory and 

previous research – the results could imply both a need for improving teachers’ literacy and didactic 

skills within the existing systems as well as a need for curriculum development and change of 

examinations systems.  

Keywords: reading and writing difficulties, dyslexia, students’ perspective, didactics, system-theory, 

Malta, Sweden 
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1 Introduction  

According to the UN (Ds 2008:23 & Article 29), education should be directed towards the 

development of the child’s fullest potential. Schools should make sure that students are given the 

right support to be able to complete their schooling from primary to upper secondary education. 

Universities are also under the obligation not to discriminate students with disabilities. This study 

concerns whether students with reading and writing difficulties are given the chance to equal 

education. Is it possible that a school system’s goals collide with the regulations of its country or 

the UN concerning education? As the results in this study was finalized in November 2019, a 

Swedish municipality was penalized for not allowing a student with dyslexia to use his adjustments 

on the national tests. The court states that the school does not follow the UN Convention on 

Disability Rights and that the National Agency’s instructions for the national tests are contrary to 

the UN convention (Dyslexiförbundet, 2019). It inspired me further to believe that I could give 

voice to some students with reading and writing difficulties, and therefore contribute with 

variations of experiences to the research field. 

I have sometimes referred to special educational support as an intensive care unit to alleviate 

the worst damages since mainstream education sometimes seems to focus only on course 

requirements instead of the Education Act and the UN conventions mentioned. My experience 

has been that students with reading and writing difficulties do seldom reach their goals and 

potential and have to work harder than their classmates to pass their courses. Furthermore, I have 

questioned that the special educators seem to help students on an individual level instead of 

working with changes in didactic methods. From my experience as a teacher supporting students 

in difficulties, a curiosity grew to investigate students with reading and writing difficulties’ school 

experiences and aspirations. A scarcity in research on the perspective of upper secondary school 

students with reading and writing difficulties was discovered. Thus, I found it important to listen 

to some of these students’ stories and highlight their experiences.  

The European Commission (2016) has in the line with their work towards inclusion stated that 

two of their goals are improved support within mainstream education for students with special 

needs and to help students from disadvantaged groups to overcome the challenges to complete 

higher education. The European Agency (2014) argues for the need for comparisons between EU 

countries to increase accountability and to develop evidence-based steering documents for an 

inclusive school.  This aroused my curiosity about how students with reading and writing difficulties 

in other countries experience their education. What are the differences but also similarities between 

Sweden in the far north and the most southern Malta, when it comes to students with reading and 
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writing difficulties’ experiences? The reasons why Malta and Sweden were chosen were due to 

many reasons such as the countries’ similarities and differences, but also language, accessibility and 

contacts. The choice of countries is discussed further in the method section in chapter 5.  

 

The completion of this study could not have been possible without my family’s patience and 

participation. Second, I would like to thank Uppsala University and Erasmus, fellow students and 

supervisors for your support. Third, I want to express gratitude to the most helpful people in Malta. 

Without your network, time and support this could not have been completed. Thank you.  

2 Background 

Before the study is presented, I will firstly discuss reading and writing difficulties. Second, an 

introduction to students’ experiences of their reading writing difficulties/dyslexia as well as school 

interventions for these students are presented. Third, the different education systems in Malta and 

Sweden are described. In this background, sources used are e.g. researchers’ books and publications 

as well as Swedish, Maltese, and international agencies’ contributions to the field. To be noted, this 

study is written in a Swedish context and e.g. background information is written from a Swedish 

perspective. However, I have strived to take both Maltese and international research into account. 

Lastly in this background, the purpose and research questions are stated. 

2.1 Reading and Writing Difficulties  

To begin with, literacy difficulties can be seen as the umbrella term used to describe difficulties 

concerning reading and writing. The term Students in linguistic vulnerability is used by e.g. Bruce, 

Ivarsson, Svensson, and Sventelius (2016) to change the perspective from difficulties within the 

student to the context of the student. Hence, Bruce et. al (2016) purpose a change in focus from 

the individual to the context e.g. by preferring to speak of students “in difficulties” instead of “with 

difficulties”. 

According to a group of Swedish researchers in the field 20 per cent of the pupils have 

difficulties when it comes to reading and writing (Myrberg, 2007). The National Agency for Special 

Needs Education and Schools (SPSM, 2020) states that between five and eight percentage of the 

population has dyslexia. However, the numbers differ between different researchers and their 

definitions (Nilholm, 2013).  

Jacobsson (2006) has developed a model that explains why reading and writing difficulties 

emerge and that may help schools to minimise risks. The model also illustrates how students can 
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have reading and writing difficulties without having dyslexia. Jacobsson (Ibid.) states that one 

fourth of the Swedish adult population have difficulties with text-based learning. Within the 25 

percentage there is a group which has specific reading and writing difficulties i.e. dyslexia. What 

influences reading and writing difficulties are genetics and social context, therefore, the difficulties 

should be seen from both a social and pedagogical perspective, according to Jacobsson (Ibid.). The 

genetic factors are prerequisites for literacy skills (skills needed for reading and writing) and more 

specifically, the phonological factors are important in order to develop decoding skills. The social 

factors that lead to difficulties can be e.g. lack of practice, inadequate teaching, inadequate 

knowledge in the targeted language, social and emotional factors and late maturation. Furthermore, 

medical factors such as hearing and visual impairment, as well as neuropsychological factors may 

influence the difficulties. Jacobsson (Ibid.) argues that intelligence is one of the factors that may 

influence how the reading and writing difficulties are experienced as well as impact on how the 

school should assist the student towards reading and writing development. However, Myrberg 

(2007) emphasises that you inherit genes and not dyslexia directly, but that heritage may increase 

the risk to develop dyslexia. Samuelsson (2010) states that genetical factors strongly affects 

phonological abilities, which are needed in order to be able to develop reading ability. The social 

factors such as the home linguistic environment and reading habits affects vocabulary, grammatical 

morphological abilities, and verbal memory, which all affects reading to learn, according to 

Samulesson (2010). Nilholm (2013) argues for the use of decoding difficulties instead of dyslexia. 

Nilholm (Ibid.) and Myrberg (2007) both claim that it is possible for almost all students to learn 

how to read and develop literacy skills with a preventative approach and the right learning 

environment. Nilholm (2013) discusses Response to Intervention (RTI) as it in the first place 

focuses on factors such as a) evidence-based teaching methods in the regular classroom and, as a 

second step, b) intensive training for students at risk. Thus, one wants to prevent the emergence 

of difficulties. Difficulties are identified only when these proactive measures are not enough. 

Interventions based on RTI have lowered the number of pupils eligible for a diagnosis to 1,5 % or 

below. The earlier schools help students to automatize their decoding skills, the more focus they 

may lay on e.g. reading comprehension and speed. Nilholm (Ibid.) also argues that reading and 

writing ability is part of all subjects’ didactics. 

To find students with reading and writing difficulties, the characteristics to pay attention to are 

difficulties distinguishing between similar sounds, rhyming and language play, which are areas 

where phonological difficulties may show (SPSM, 2020). The child may show low interest for books 

and letters, have difficulties remembering what he or she has read, which may indicate difficulties 
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with phonological working memory. Additional difficulties may include representation of words in 

memory. 

The Government of Malta (2015) refers to the British Dyslexia Association when defining 

dyslexia and states that the core difficulty is usually difficulties in phonological processing and the 

sound and symbol relationship. British Dyslexia Association (BDA, 2019) defines dyslexia as a 

neurological difference, which can influence education, workplace and everyday life. BDA stresses 

individual differences when it comes to the experience of dyslexia, and states that it can range from 

mild to severe and often co-exist with other learning differences. Furthermore, dyslexia usually 

runs in families. It affects how to process and remember information. which then affect learning, 

organisational skills and primarily literacy skills e.g. reading and writing abilities.  

As stated earlier, Myrberg (2007) and Nilholm (2013), argue that students with dyslexia can 

succeed in learning to read and write given the appropriate interventions. Similar arguments are 

found by many researchers in the field. Johnston (2019) claims that interventions should be explicit, 

structured, multisensory, and engaging. To be noted is that instruction, responsibility and the 

cognitive load should be a gradually shifted from the teacher as to the student with the help of 

firstly, guided instruction, then collaborative learning, and finally independent learning, according 

to Johnston (Ibid.). Teachers trained in reading instruction can assist students with dyslexia to 

increase accuracy, reading fluency and text comprehension. Johnston (Ibid.) emphasises 

improvement of teachers’ knowledge of dyslexia and how teachers can support their students.  

Poole (2003) argues for a change of paradigm in order to consider dyslexia from an ecological 

perspective. She stresses that the purpose of education is to help children reach their potential and 

argues that an increasing number of students do not meet the goals and requirements. 

 

“That a growing number of children are increasingly unable to do so, diagnosed with 

learning problems, or because they become emotionally disturbed under the 

pressure, should act as a warning for a change of policy.” (Poole, 2003, p.172)  

 

Poole further argues that dyslexia is man-made and constructed within the system and that an 

ecological perspective would help to change policies and assist schools accepting that children often 

are different from the set standards.  

To sum up, there seems to be agreement that factors at different levels can cause reading and 

writing difficulties and that proper education has the potential to reduce these problems. The term 

“reading and writing difficulties” is in this study used in relation to students who both have been 

identified by the school systems as having dyslexia and who also have experienced that they have 

had pronounced difficulties in this area. When students have received a diagnostic assessment 
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report by a psychologist or specialist confirming dyslexia this will be referred to as students with 

dyslexia, students with a diagnosis or a report.  

2.2 Introduction to the perspectives of students with reading and writing 

difficulties  

Föhrer and Magnusson (2010) conducted interviews with 40 Swedish adults with dyslexia upon 

which they have based their book. They also discuss relevant research on accommodations for 

students with dyslexia. The study’s participants have grown up in a school and a world different 

from the high school students in the present study, which motivates my study. According to the 

participants in their study, teachers need to have more knowledge and understanding of dyslexia. 

Moreover, assistive technology devices and appropriate accommodations were seen as important 

by the students. Furthermore, the results showed e.g. that English lessons often were built on text-

based instruction without accommodations. Föhrer and Magnusson (2010) also claimed that 

students with dyslexia who do not receive support and learn to read in early primary, often get 

worse problems in middle school. Furthermore, the study showed that homework takes longer 

time for students with dyslexia than for peers, test-results are lower than for peers, and their parents 

need to provide support with schoolwork. Some of the difficult challenges for the respondents are 

reading to learn, reading aloud and spelling. The participants have different experiences depending 

on both family background and individual teacher’s treatment. Furthermore, Föhrer and 

Magnusson (2010) showed that students with reading and writing difficulties’ strategies for reading 

in school as well as at work were often to be alone and in a quiet environment. The ones that are 

more open about their difficulties also seem to have a wider range of strategies.  

2.2.1 Reading and writing difficulties in Swedish and Maltese schools 

What do the different school systems acknowledge as reading and writing difficulties? In Malta, 

students need to have a diagnostic assessment report by a psychologist or specialist confirming 

dyslexia to receive support in school as well as for adjustments on exams (Joint Council for 

Qualifications, 2019). A Swedish student may have reading and writing difficulties without the need 

of a formal diagnostic assessment report by a psychologist to receive support and adjustments on 

exams (Skolverket, 2019). However, there are variations between schools and as stated earlier, a 

Swedish municipality was penalized in 2019 for not allowing a student with dyslexia to use his 

adjustments on the national tests (Dyslexiförbundet, 2019). Furthermore, in order to be eligible for 

services at Swedish universities, the student might need a diagnosis from a psychologist or 
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equivalent. Further information on the different school systems and its support system will be 

presented below.  

2.3 The Swedish Education System 

In Swedish education system, preschool class is as from 2019 mandatory from the age of six, and 

children must then attend nine years of compulsory school, which they usually do between age 

seven to sixteen. In upper secondary school, there are eighteen national programmes, six 

preparatory and twelve vocational, which all are three years. Students who attend a vocational 

programme may need to add courses to be eligible to enter university (Skolverket, 2019).  

Swedish schools use a grading scale from A-F, with A-E as passing grades, and A being the 

highest grade (Skolverket, 2019). Mandatory national tests are administrated in year 9 in Swedish, 

English, Mathematics, science and humanities amongst other test taking occasions, for example for 

Swedish and Mathematics also in year 3 and 6. The first grades are reported in year 6 (OECD, 

2019).  

2.3.1 Swedish school support for students with reading and writing difficulties 

Since autumn of 2019, there is a Read-Write-Count guarantee for early interventions for all Swedish 

schools to be used from pre-school and on (OECD, 2019). The Swedish School Inspectorate 

(2011) claims that all schools and their leader should ensure that teachers receive training to meet 

the need of students with reading and writing difficulties. Teachers need to have the know-how on 

how to design lessons and adjust instruction e.g. for language development for all students. 

According to the Swedish Education Act 4§, schools should motivate students to learn, and 

students should be given a supportive and stimulating education (SFS 2010:800). Students have the 

right to develop as far as possible in line with their abilities. According to the Education Act from 

2018, schools not only need to take measure to counteract the negative effects of learning 

disabilities but also support students to reach as far as possible (SFS 2018:1098).  

All students have the right to guidance, support and stimulation. Furthermore, according to 

the third chapter in the Swedish Education Act (SFS 2010: 800), school personnel are obliged to 

report to the principal if a student has difficulties reaching the course requirements. An 

investigation needs to be conducted to see if the students are in need of support e.g. adjustments1 

 
 
1 Swedish: extra anpassningar 
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or special support2. The support should help the student to have the possibility to at least pass the 

course and hence reach the knowledge requirements as a minimum (SFS 2010: 800, Skolverket, 

2015). Examples of additional adjustments may be that the teacher introduce concepts on 

beforehand, give the students clear instructions, additional training in reading or support by a 

special education teacher. When it comes to special support, an action programme needs to be 

developed and extensive support for a longer period of time can be provided (Skolverket, 2015).  

2.3.2 University Entry Requirements in Sweden 

General Entry Requirements is needed to all university studies and is the same for all programmes. 

You need either a school leaving diploma from a preparatory programme at upper secondary 

school or from a vocational programme with at least E in Swedish 2 and 3 as well as English 6 

(UHR, 2019).   

2.3.3 The Swedish School in the Study 

The specific Swedish school in the study is a school run by a municipality and there are both 

vocational and preparatory programmes to choose from. There are individual variations among 

teachers when it comes to adjustments given in class. All students are given a lap-top and may use 

compensatory tools such as spelling programs and text-to-speech to use during lessons and studies. 

The use of these are sometimes regulated during tests depending on subject and/or teacher. The 

school has a support system with a learning support centre with teachers in various subjects 

assisting students in their studies out of class. The support team focuses mainly on helping students 

to pass their courses on an individual level. On the national tests and other examinations, students 

with reading and writing difficulties may have extra time, a reader and a prompter in the classroom 

in which a calm and quiet atmosphere is important. Some of the SEN teachers also provide support 

and work with subject teachers to discuss pedagogical challenges.  

2.4 The Maltese Education System 

The Maltese education system is built in a similar way as the British one. Maltese school children 

attend compulsory school between the age of five to sixteen, with Primary school from age five to 

eleven and Middle and Secondary school from age eleven to sixteen. Students in this study are 

asked about their school experience from the beginning of Primary to the present time at Higher 

 
 
2 Swedish: särskilt stöd 
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secondary school. Higher secondary school is one alternative after finishing compulsory school at 

age 16. In year 6, students have benchmarking (measurable standard results) in English, Maltese 

and Mathematics and then they are placed according to the results in Secondary School classes. In 

Middle and Secondary school, students have half year and annual exams. Students are invited to 

choose subjects they will specialise in in the middle of Secondary and from then on students follow 

a curriculum, which should prepare them for the examinations and Secondary School Certification3 

(SEC) (European Commission 2018, Government of Malta 2016).  

2.4.1 Maltese school support for students with reading and writing difficulties 

The Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD) Service has a team on a national level with of educators 

specialized in dyslexia. They are working for bringing attention to dyslexia and has among other 

things courses for parents, teachers and students with dyslexia. They have also started the initiative 

Dyslexia Friendly Schools to contribute to inclusion of all learners (Government of Malta, 2020).  

In Malta’s SEC-exams of 2016, students with dyslexia and ADHD performed 41 percent less 

well in Maltese and English than other students, and in Mathematics, 30 percent less and when it 

comes to spelling, students are not allowed adjustments to overcome this difficulty (Commission 

for Education, 2016).   

The Maltese National Literacy Strategy for All (Centre for Literacy of the University of Malta, 

2014) claims that literacy is important for social inclusion, aims at promoting a literate community 

and hence strengthen participatory democracy. Furthermore, the strategy aims at bilingualism and 

biliteracy in Maltese and English. To be noted is that the role of parents is focused on as they have 

a central role in the literacy development of the child together with teachers (Centre for Literacy 

of the University of Malta, 2014). The emphasis on parents differs somewhat to the Swedish school 

in which the focus lies primarily on teachers. 

Another difference is that Maltese students with a long-term condition such as dyslexia need 

to apply for Exam Access Arrangements (EAA). Students and guardians need to submit a report 

by qualified professionals with details of the diagnosis, as well as the functional implications and 

recommendations on the “impact of the condition on the candidate’s current functioning during 

examinations as evidenced in classroom observations or clinical assessment. A detailed explanation 

must be provided as to why each EAA is being requested and how it is correlated to specific 

identified functional limitations.” (University of Malta, 2019, p.18).  The most common EAA for 

students with dyslexia is extra time. However, these arrangements are eligible for students only on 

 
 
3 There are three different levels: the O’ level, Intermediate level and Advanced level. 
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exams (e.g. SEC and MATSEC) and not on ordinary tests and in-class examinations throughout 

the school year. According to the Guidelines to MATSEC Examinations Access Arrangements 

2019 (University of Malta, 2019, 2) there are newly implemented changes for 2020 to embrace 

diversity among students to a larger extent with modifications such as coloured exam paper and 

reading pens for severe literacy difficulties. 

Ghirxi (2013) claims that the adjustments (EAAs) in Malta burden schools’ personnel and 

facilities as well as the services conducting assessment of students with learning difficulties. Most 

secondary schools refrain from giving a reader (an assistant reading e.g. questions and texts for 

students during exams) to avoid students from becoming used to the adjustments, which not will 

be given during MATSEC examinations. One of the suggestions by Ghirxi (2013) is for schools to 

try alternative forms of testing and for students to practice using a computer. According to Ghirxi 

(2013) there is a need of a culture change among teachers concerning traditional exam formats and 

alternative testing forms need to be considered. Proposed is also that students need to get trained 

on how to use the EAAs as soon as they acquire them. 

A few examples of issues and limitations of the EAAs in Malta can be seen in the report by 

the Maltese Ombudsman for Education (Farrugia, C., Commissioner for Education Office of the 

Ombudsman, 2017). To start with, a person who assists the students with reading e.g. questions 

and/or a prompter who helps with focus are not considered adequate at SEC level for students 

who aim at further education. Furthermore, Learning Support Assistants cannot be allowed in 

examination halls and students sitting for O-Level examinations should be autonomous. In 

language subjects, such as English and Maltese, spelling mistakes cannot be excused since it is one 

of the components that are assessed (Ibid.). According to same report part of the “academic body” 

and hence the University of Malta’s assessment system is described as conservative and Farrugia 

calls for a more liberal approach to EAAs (Ibid.).  

2.4.2 Entry Requirements for the University of Malta  

The University of Malta administer the exams at three stages: the end of compulsory school; 

Secondary Education Certificate (SEC); and later on, the MATSEC. For admission to university, 

first, applicants must have a SEC passes at grade 5 or better in: Maltese, English Language and 

Mathematics and second, a Matriculation Certificate. The Matriculation Certificate include 6 

subjects4 (University of Malta, 2019, 1). 

 
 
4 2 at the Advanced Level, 3 at Intermediate Level and Systems of Knowledge). 
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2.4.3 The Maltese School in the Study 

The specific Maltese school in the study is a state-run higher secondary school. The school offers 

different courses, but the majority of students attend the Matriculation Certificate Course (MC) 

and hence, prepare for university. In addition, it offers a second chance for students who have 

failed in one of the core subjects required for the secondary school certificate (SEC) level to redo 

these exams. The majority of students are sixteen to eighteen years old. Higher secondary school 

is displayed as a transition between secondary school and university and teachers are seen as more 

similar to university lecturers compared to teachers of younger students.  

In the Maltese school in the study, students who require support because of additional 

educational needs must provide their statementing report. The report needs to contain a 

psychologist’s report, MATSEC’s approved documents and any examinations access arrangements 

such as exam adjustments they have had in the past5. The general adjustments given by the school 

during exams is extra time. In some particular cases, word processor/computer, reader and 

prompter can be provided. A quiet room is difficult to get because of logistics. A few students get 

in and out of class support by a learning support educator (LSE), which could take the form of the 

LSE sitting next to a specific student in class, assisting with notes, asking questions or a 1-1 meeting 

once a week6. To be able to have an LSE the student needs to have a statementing report that 

shows an additional difficulty and hence it is not enough with only dyslexia on its own.   

To summarise, one of the biggest differences between the Maltese and Swedish Education 

systems is that the Maltese include high-stake examinations at the end of courses and schoolyears, 

while the Swedish school include national tests that are merely a guidance for teachers when grading 

students.  

3 Literature Review  

In this section, previous research relevant in relation to the research questions is presented 

thematically. Firstly, research concerning students with reading and writing difficulties in general 

focusing on their experiences is presented. Secondly, research on teacher’s knowledge of dyslexia 

is discussed however briefly since it is brought up also by researchers in the first section. Thirdly, 

research about identification of reading and writing difficulties and intervention programmes is 

 
 
5 As presented by course information leaflet, homepage and the assistant head of school. 
6 Information received by assistant head of school and LSE:s working at school. 
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presented and lastly, two studies concerning future aspirations of students with reading and writing 

difficulties or other learning difficulties are presented.  

The dissertations and articles were found via the Uppsala University Library’s data bases and 

search tools using searches based on key words in the study’s research questions, theories and in 

the field investigated. Research from recent years was prioritized, but relevant dissertations as far 

back as 2011 are included. The aim was to have research from Malta, Sweden as well as other 

international studies to present a broad insight into the field.  

3.1 Students with reading and writing difficulties 

Camilleri, Chetcuti, and Falzon’s (2019) narrative study of eight Maltese secondary and upper 

secondary school students diagnosed with dyslexia showed that these students wanted that their 

grades should reflect their knowledge of the subject and that they did not wish for any preferential 

treatment. The study also brings forward how students with dyslexia can experience frustration and 

failure since progress can be slow. Furthermore, students with dyslexia are often being compared 

to others leading to embarrassment, shame and in the long run even depression. Students describe 

how they experience unnecessary anxiety caused by misunderstanding and lack of knowledge. 

Students felt that they could not show nor reach their full potential. In the study, it appeared that 

students in other countries had adjustments the Maltese students did not have.  

Similar results are shown by Boyes, Leitao, Claessen, Badcock and Nayton’s (2016) analysis of 

previous research of reading difficulties and mental health among children. They investigated what 

reasons there are to mental health problems among these Australian children as well as what areas 

of intervention that are necessary to address. The study emphasised that children with dyslexia 

often have low self-esteem, experience lack of support, difficulties with relationship to teachers, 

and academic failure. Difficulties with peers and experiences of social struggles were also found. 

According to Boyes et al. (2016), the results showed that further research on risks for emotional 

problems need to be conducted in four areas two of them being longitudinal studies on resilience 

promoting factors (e.g. coping strategies and supportive teachers) and how reading interventions 

influence mental health.  

Leitao, Dzidic, Claessen, Gordon, Howard, Nayton and Boyes (2017) interview study with 21 

Australian parents and 13 children, using system-theory, showed how dyslexia impacts on different 

levels and also how these challenges can be dealt with. The results show that some problems can 

be addressed by individual support to the student and some by measures on the school level by e.g. 

informed, supportive and proactive teachers. However, it is emphasised that there is a greater need 

for change on a governmental and societal level. Leitao et al. (2017) suggests that work needs to be 
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done concerning “cultural values regarding ability and perceptions of difference” with e.g. more 

funding for support as well as for society to understand what it means to feel different (Leitao et 

al., 2017, p.333).  

In Ingesson’s (2007) dissertation involving three different studies on aspects of cognitive and 

socio-emotional development, qualitative interviews with 75 young Swedish students diagnosed 

with dyslexia were conducted. In study II, the students expressed that they experienced difficulties 

during the first years of school but that the school experiences improved later on by choosing 

upper secondary school based on interest and by studying more practical programmes. Difficulties 

remained however in reading- and writing related situations. In study III, the purpose was to show 

essential factors for a positive socio-emotional outcome, so-called salutogenic factors. Students 

with dyslexia who had poor peer relations and low parental support showed bigger risk of low self-

esteem and signs of resignation. On the other hand, good peer and family relations, having a hobby 

or being good at sports and having people around who believe in the student’s capacity to cope 

with the situation were important external salutogenic factors. Important internal factors were 

talent, the ability to separate disability from personality, as well as persistence. The majority of the 

students in this third study were labelled “strugglers” and showed persistence and had become 

more successful and adjusted due to hard work and parental support. The other smaller groups 

were the “resigned” and the “relaxed”.  

Pino and Mortari’s (2014) study focused on the inclusion of students with dyslexia in higher 

education and after a systematic review, fifteen studies were analysed using narrative synthesis. A 

number of results of relevance to this study is presented. The study showed that a majority of 

students were positive towards their diagnosis since it provided an explanation of their difficulties. 

Students’ compensatory strategies were receiving notes from teachers, colour coding, help from 

family and friends with e.g. notes and writing, organisation, planning as well as knowledge of one’s 

preferred learning style. As for the qualities which students valued among teachers the following 

were found: a) knowledge of dyslexia b) responsiveness to provide both resources and adjustments 

c) availability d) willingness to answer questions and e) awareness of the consequences of learners’ 

differences. When it comes to lectures, printed or electronic handouts with appropriate font type 

and size and the opportunity to read them in advance was useful. Students preferred opportunities 

to both learn and show their knowledge in different communication styles e.g. to receive study 

materials in multiple formats. Students may be unaware they are entailed adjustments. Some 

students found that the standard adjustments e.g. laptop and extra time were enough while others 

felt discriminated because of the dominance of written assessment. Moreover, many students may 

turn down the opportunity to use adjustments and support to avoid stigmatization, especially if 
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previous school experiences have made them suffer. Pino and Mortari (2014) states that extra time 

does not compensate for the difficulties for all students since written examinations do not reflect 

their knowledge even when they get more time. Therefore, it is argued that alternative assessment 

modalities should be introduced.  

In a qualitative case study in Ireland by O'Byrne, Jagoe and Lawler (2019), interviews were 

carried out with five students diagnosed with dyslexia in the transition period between upper 

secondary and higher education. The results showed, among other things, lack of appropriate 

academic resources, and inconsistencies between support service in secondary and higher 

education. This implies the need of re-evaluating the academic services and individualisation in 

order to enable students. O’Byrne et al. (Ibid.) argue that accommodations received in secondary 

school (e.g. not being marked down for spelling mistakes) should be maintained for students in 

further education to create consistency. Furthermore, supporting students with study planning, 

organisational skills and writing down ideas is recommended. Lastly, training of academic staff on 

how to support students with specific learning needs should also be implemented. O’Byrne et al. 

(Ibid.) propose setting up multi-disciplinary teams to improve support and transition between 

secondary and higher education for students with dyslexia.  

In Olofsson, Taube and Ahl’s study (2015) (which is part of a larger research project) the study 

outcome for 50 Swedish university students with dyslexia was explored by semi-structured 

interviews and a self-report scale. Higher education institutions in Sweden are required to 

accommodate students diagnosed with dyslexia. The most difficult tasks experienced by the 

students were taking notes during lessons and to read and understand course material in English. 

It was also recommended by the researchers that universities take the low confidence, which is 

common among these students into account when developing academic services and support for 

students with dyslexia. The results show that 52% of the students with dyslexia manage quite well 

since their study results were just below the Swedish national average. However, 18% of the 

students had a very low study results and, therefore, need special attention from their teachers.  

Kirby, Silvestri, Allingham, Parrila and Fave, (2008) examined the differences between 

postsecondary students diagnosed with dyslexia to those without a diagnosis by tests and 

questionnaires. They investigated learning strategies and approaches to learning, and the biggest 

differences between the groups were for word reading and for difficulties when it comes to their 

reading history. Furthermore, students without dyslexia outperformed those with dyslexia on 

Reading Rate and Comprehension. Kirby et al. emphasize students with dyslexia’s typical profile 

with slow word reading, which makes comprehension more difficult. This is due to that slow 

reading implies that some of the information may decay before the later information can be 
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encoded. However, there were large individual differences among the students with dyslexia since 

students with dyslexia performed from ¾ standard deviations to more than 2 SD below the mean. 

Furthermore, students with dyslexia showed more use of Time Management strategies and Study 

Aids and less use of Selecting Main Ideas and Test Taking Strategies, which was interpreted as a 

consequence of the word reading difficulties. Finally, university students with dyslexia reported a 

deeper approach to learning than other students (ibid.).  

In a book reviewing compensatory strategies for students with reading and writing difficulties, 

Föhrer and Magnusson (2003) summarises their findings as well as findings from other research. 

To start with, in an older study by Reis, Neu and McGuire (1997; referred to in Föhrer & 

Magnusson, 2003), American students with reading and writing difficulties who manage to pursue 

further education and who have chosen programmes according to their interest and talents, used 

compensatory aid, speak for themselves, and developed study skills that suited them. These skills 

were developed after compulsory school. Intensive training in compulsory focused on reading and 

writing skills and not on compensatory strategies. The students’ biggest asset was the ability to 

work hard (Ibid.). In another study reviewed by Föhrer and Magnusson (2003) Raskind and Higgins 

(1998) showed that students who use compensatory aid become more independent, reach higher 

results and complete their education to a higher degree than students who do not use it. 

Nielsen’s (2011) study used qualitative interviews with nine Swedish students with reading and 

writing difficulties, some of them diagnosed with dyslexia to investigate their opinions about the 

most important things teachers can do to help and support their dyslectic students. The students 

expressed that they wished that teachers should see the individual behind the diagnosis, give 

students appropriate and adapted tools, as well as time and setting for their learning.  

Foughantine’s dissertation (2012) consists of three studies on how people with dyslexia handle 

their difficulties during and after school. In study II, the results indicate a wide range in functioning 

and degree of impairment among the participants. This is brought up to light by other researchers 

such as Kirby et al. (2008), Foughantine (2012), Pino and Moratari (2014), as well as the BDA 

(2019). Furthermore, the experience of the difficulties seems to be influenced by reading 

development, written-language demands and the individual coping strategies. The study also 

showed that many of the participants had not been given any explanation to their difficulties nor 

given special needs education. As a result, many had developed coping strategies such as giving up 

on reading to protect self-esteem. The result also showed that strong support from home and 

information about difficulties are crucial for acceptance as well as for developing functional coping 

strategies. However, coping strategies are often unconscious and related to personal qualities and 

context. Foughantine (2012) proposes that schools should work on preventing social 
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maladjustment among students and national guidelines on how to receive support should be 

available for students with dyslexia. 

To summarise the studies presented above, students with reading and writing difficulties may 

have a wide range of strengths and difficulties. Dyslexia has a large impact on students’ lives, and 

it is common that reading and writing difficulties remain later on in life. However, even though 

students experience difficulties during the first years of school the experience usually improve later 

by the use of coping strategies. Nevertheless, students diagnosed with dyslexia often experience 

shame, low self-esteem, lack of support, academic failure and one reason is problems with written 

examinations. Students felt that they could not show nor reach their full potential. However, as has 

been said, there are individual variations. When it comes to higher education, Swedish students 

with dyslexia found it difficult taking notes during lessons and to read and understand course 

material in English. Regarding the transition between secondary and higher education, lack of 

appropriate academic resources, and inconsistencies between support service were found, however 

in merely one Irish study.  

One of the suggestions to solve the problems found is the need of further research in the 

field. One of the most emphasised findings is also the need of well-educated, informed, supportive 

and proactive teachers in both compulsory school and higher education. Students express a wish 

for teachers to seek understanding of the individual student and to provide appropriate tools. 

Furthermore, what is needed according to research presented here are a) national guidelines on 

student support b) changes in curriculum c) consistence in adjustments d) further resources and 

funding from the government and e) an increase understanding for differences on a societal level. 

Furthermore, successful students with dyslexia have according to the research a wide range of 

functional strategies such as the use of study skills and compensatory artefacts and assistive 

technology, the choice of study programs of interest, the use of support from parents and the 

ability to work hard.  

3.2 Teachers’ knowledge of dyslexia 

As already seen in some of the studies above, many teachers lack knowledge of reading and writing 

difficulties and dyslexia. Three studies with more focus on the area are presented below.  

Knight’s (2010) study of a large-scale survey of teachers’ knowledge of dyslexia in Wales and 

England showed that teachers are not informed of the biological, cognitive aspects and educational 

aspects of dyslexia. Therefore, there is a need of increasing teachers' knowledge with the help of 

recent research and evidence-based teacher training. 
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Nijakowska’s (2019) report the outcome of a survey to 546 English as a foreign language (FL) 

teachers in Cyprus, Greece and Poland. It studied the teachers’ preparedness to meet students with 

dyslexia and other special educational needs. Nijakowska (2019) found that their preparedness is 

rather poor. Nijakowska (2019) claims that FL teachers need more knowledge of dyslexia but also 

that it is of great importance for teachers to believe in their capabilities, and therefore, there is a 

need to boost teachers’ self-efficacy in implementing inclusive teaching practices. It was also found 

that teachers with greater knowledge of and more positive attitudes towards SEN are more 

successful in implementing inclusive teaching methods. 

Solheim Storkaas’s (2014) Master’s thesis consists of a systematic review of didactic 

adaptations for teaching English as a foreign language that was considered applicable in a 

Norwegian context. Two of the results showed that there is a lack of knowledge among teachers 

in the field of dyslexia, which may cause a lack of adaptations. Moreover, students seem to prefer 

achievement to inclusion (when inclusion is defined as place-based).  

To summarise, there is a need of increasing teachers’ knowledge of dyslexia but also, according 

to Nijakowska (2019), it is of importance to boost self-efficacy beliefs among teachers as well as 

provide them with a more positive attitude towards SEN to achieve a better learning environment 

for students with SEN (including students with dyslexia) in the classroom. 

3.3 Early identification and intervention programs  

An introduction to this field was presented earlier, and since it is a very large field the ambition is 

merely to provide a summary of the main findings.  

Colenbrander, Ricketts and Breadmores (2018) literature review on the early identification of 

dyslexia concluded that early identification is crucial, and together with intervention programs and 

continuing monitoring it provides possibilities for students with dyslexia to reach their full 

potential. Response to Intervention is seen as a useful method for intervention for reading and 

writing difficulties.  

The Swedish Agency for Health Technology Assessment and Assessment of Social Services’ 

(SBU) report Dyslexia in Children and Adolescents – Tests and Interventions (2014) shows that structured 

teaching of children with dyslexia to associate phonemes with graphemes known as Phonics can 

improve reading comprehension, reading speed, spelling, and phonological awareness. It also 

shows the possibility to detect dyslexia before children learn to read and write by detecting 

deficiencies in phonological awareness, rapid automatized naming and letter knowledge.  

Foughantine’s dissertation (2012) was presented above. The results of study I implies that 

interventions on decoding skills are important at an early age, while teaching older students reading 
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comprehension strategies is important. Furthermore, individual variation in reading ability should 

according to Foughantine (Ibid.) be explored for the purpose to plan interventions.  

Ferraz, Gonçalves, Freire, Mattar, Lamônica, Maximino and Abreu (2018) studied the effects 

of a phonological remediation reading and writing program in a study with 20 children with 

dyslexia. The program covered phonological, auditory, and visual aspects of reading and writing 

and improvements were found in phonological processing, reading, and writing skills. However, 

the age range 8-14 and the small group of 20 are both considered a limitation to this study’s results. 

However, the study replicates findings from several other studies (cf SBU, 2014). 

Lindeblad, Nilsson, Gustafson and Svensson (2017) investigated assistive technology (AT) as 

reading intervention in a pilot study with 35 students. The researchers found that using AT can 

affect reading ability one year after the interventions were finished. Motivation, interest in reading 

and independent learning was also improved by AT. The research group also call for a change in 

the concept of reading since reading for information could be done e.g. by letting students listen 

for information instead of reading.  

Al Otaiba, Rouse and Baker (2018) reviewed literature and described evidence-based 

interventions for elementary grade students with dyslexia and other learning difficulties. The study 

found that the characteristics of these interventions were: explicit and systematic instruction; 

extensive modelling and daily training; feedback and use of multiple modalities for both practicing 

and memorizing skills. 

To summarise, for students with reading and writing difficulties early identification and early 

interventions, such as explicit and systematic instruction, are seen as crucial for reading 

development. In addition, older students should have the chance to develop reading strategies in 

order to reach one’s potential. Structured teaching on phonemes and graphemes such as Phonics 

has positive effects on reading comprehension, reading speed, spelling, and phonological 

awareness. Furthermore, one study suggests that students with reading difficulties should be 

allowed to listen for information instead of reading.  

3.4 Future Aspirations 

In Parsons and Platt’s (2018) longitudinal study of students with special educational needs (SEN) 

in England, a self-completion questionnaire was used to investigate 11 and 14-year-old students’ 

experience of schooling and their future aspirations. According to the study, teenagers with SEN 

were more likely to be unhappy at school, fewer students with SEN expected to go to university, 

and they had lower job ambitions compared to students without SEN. 
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Foughantine’s (op. cit.) dissertation presented above showed that reading and writing 

difficulties influence both working life and the future way of living to a large extent. As an example, 

the most common aspirations among people with dyslexia in the study is that they choose a 

profession that is practical, creative or require working with others.  

In Diakogiorgi and Tsiligirian’s study (2016) of evaluations of the occupational competence 

of children with dyslexia in a Greek setting, 56 parents of children with dyslexia and 60 School 

Career Counsellors answered a questionnaire. The participants were asked to scale the occupational 

competence of children with and without dyslexia. The study brings up that teachers and parents 

have lower expectations of students with reading disabilities. The results showed, among other 

things, that 42 percent of the Career Counsellors thought the best occupations would be medium 

and low-rated categories (such as blue-collar jobs). Dyslexia is hence seen a limiting factor these 

students will have difficulties to overcome. 29 percent thought that jobs that do not involve writing 

to be the best job for students with dyslexia. For both parents and counsellors, attorney and medical 

doctor were considered as the most unsuitable for children with dyslexia. Parents rated occupations 

in the medium category the highest for students with dyslexia and often thought that hard work 

and effort will pay off. For both parents and counsellors, low category work was considered 

unsuitable for children without dyslexia.  

To sum up, according to the studies presented, reading and writing difficulties influence life 

and choice of profession to a large extent and these students often choose practical professions 

and have lower aspirations than their peers.  

4 Theoretical framework 

To be able to analyse the participants’ stories not only from the individual point of view but to put 

the student in the context of the school system and larger context, Ecological Systems Theory and 

Didactic Theory were chosen. Together they give a broader perspective on a phenomenon 

generally seen as an individual problem, since, traditionally, a student in difficulties is seen as a 

student with difficulties. Therefore, Ecological Systems Theory was chosen since it gives an 

opportunity to understand and see how an individual student is part of and therefore, influenced 

by, the system. The didactic theory could highlight the need to look at learning more from the 

student’s perspective. The didactic theory is usually looked at from the teacher’s point of view but 

in this study, variations of students’ experiences of school may contribute to teacher’s knowledge 

of students with reading and writing difficulties.  
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4.1 Ecological Systems Theory  

Ecological Systems Theory or the Ecology of Human Development is a theory developed by 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) and can be described as a theory of environmental interconnections and 

how different contexts are related to psychological growth. It is through studying the interactions 

and relations within and between the different parts of a system, as well as across different 

ecosystems, that we can understand how they influence children. Hence, in Ecological Systems 

Theory, children’s development can be affected by everything that surrounds them (Ibid.).  

The systems are built up by layers and the individual is in the centre with all his or her 

personality and characteristics. The immediate setting is called the microsystem in which complex 

interrelations and interactions take place and in which children gain experience and are subject to 

influence from other individuals. Family, as well as school environment including teachers and 

peers are microsystems and these are all relevant to this study. The further out the more complex 

are the relationships and interactions and Bronfenbrenner stressed the complexity of development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).  

The second level is the mesosystem, where we find the links and interconnections between 

the microsystems in which the individual participates, e.g. school and parent communication. The 

third level, the exosystem, is the settings the individual child may not take active part in, but that 

still affect his or her development. It is the relationships between settings, e.g. how the parent’s 

work situation may influence the child. How much time do parents have to support their child? 

The fourth level, the macrosystem encompasses ideologies, cultural values, political and economic 

structure of society and public policy, which all affect the individual in some way. What policies 

and structures in education influence students? When society changes corresponding changes 

impact behaviour and development of people. The chronosystem is another dimension and 

contains the sociohistorical context with transitions in life by the influence of time. When 

discussing school transitions, it is of interest to discuss how prior knowledge of a new setting affect 

the behaviour and development in the new setting. This is an example of ecological transitions, 

which often involves a change in role and the role affects how a person is treated (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).  

Relevant to this study is the idea how Bronfenbrenner stresses that it is how the environment 

is perceived by the individual rather than how other people may think reality can be described 

objectively that is important. Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner emphases the possibilities of human 

achievement when adapting the environment to the individual.  
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“remarkable potential of human beings to respond constructively to an ecologically compatible milieu 

once it is made available. As a result, human capacitates, and strengths tend to be underestimated.” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 7).  

 

To be able to analyse a system, one need to know what the goals are (Nilholm, 2016). 

Sometimes systems have goals that are not coherent but rather competitive, which might be of 

importance when analysing parts of the educational system.  

Later on, Bronfenbrenner developed the PPCT-model with Process, Person, Context, and 

Time. Process is the forms of interactions taking place between individual and environment and 

the direct communication between the people close to the individual such as parents and teachers 

are called proximal processes. According to the theory, these proximal processes are the primary 

mechanisms for development, and the power of processes differ depending on the character of the 

Person, environmental Contexts and the Time. Person characteristics influencing the processes are 

e.g. age, gender and health, but also ability, knowledge and skill (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).  

In some of the previous research brought up in this study, the Ecological Systems Theory 

were used to analyse the systems school students are part of. In this study we will see impact on a 

few different levels. For example, in the centre we find the individual with her or his own 

difficulties, strengths, characteristics and experiences. Within the microsystem, the school with its 

teachers, principals, classroom and peers influence the individual in some way, parents and friends 

in another. In the macro- and exo-systems, governmental policies, cultural values and habits 

influence the student from “far away”. When studying students’ context in school it is also desirable 

to look at didactics.  

4.2 Didactic Theory 

Since this study’s broad aim is to deepen knowledge of how different students with reading and 

writing difficulties experience school, didactic theory is of interest. Didactic theory is chosen to 

explore the relation between the student, subject and teacher. The broad sense of didactics 

concerns how teachers should teach and handle the educational situation.  
 

“teaching does not guarantee that learning will occur.” (Uljens, 1997, p. 167). 

 

Didactics is generally divided into the two fields: general didactics and subject didactics. The 

common didactic questions are What?, Why?, How?, and To whom?. The didactic triangle between 

content, teacher and student is one of the historically most used models of didactics (Uljens, 1997). 

Augustsson and Boström (2016) displays the triangle and the axes of teacher-student, teacher-
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subject and subject-student. The aspects of teaching in the axis of teacher-student concerns 

interactions as well as teacher’s values, intentions, and actions in creating a learning environment 

and the ability to manage these processes. The teacher-subject axis refers to what, how and why 

the subject should be communicated. Augustsson and Boström (2016) stress the importance of 

communication in this aspect. The subject-student axis concerns how the subject is made accessible 

and being represented so the student can understand and learn.  

Uljens (1997) describes didactics as the science of the teaching-studying-learning process 

(TSL). He demonstrates a reflective didactic model of school didactics, which presents four 

components: planning; realization/teaching; evaluation; and context with the latter being divided 

between school and local society. In this model Uljens stresses that pedagogical activities are 

perceived in relation to the socio-cultural, economical and historical context. Furthermore, Uljens 

(2007) presents three perspectives in didactics: curriculum; teacher training; and classroom. In this 

study, there is a focus, not only on how subjects are taught and perceived by students, but rather 

on how all pedagogical activities are perceived by the student. The planning processes carried out 

by the teachers are not revealed and cannot be analysed. However, the realisation of teacher’s 

didactic methods as perceived by the students are looked at.  

4.3 Discussion of the Theories Chosen 

In Nielsen’s dissertation presented earlier (2011), the student wish to be treated as an 

individual and not as a dyslexic. The students do not mention any particular teaching method. If a 

student has not experienced or heard of special method, he or she will not know what to ask for. 

It is also in the light of this knowledge, Bio-Ecological Systems Theory and Didactics are chosen 

in this study. On one hand, the Systems Theory could be argued to shed light on the student’s 

situation on its own. On the other hand, in view of the previous research and my own experience, 

I found the need to use the didactic theory to highlight classroom situations and teaching methods. 

However, from a Swedish perspective, there are ongoing discussions on the need of developing 

didactic courses in the teacher training programme. Since previous research indicate that teachers 

lack knowledge of dyslexia, could this study inspire to also bring in the Ecological Systems Theory 

in the discourse? Finally, a combination of the literature review, and the theoretical framework is 

made to compare and contrast the results of this study.   
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5 Purpose and Research Questions 

The main purpose of this study is to increase knowledge on the views of students with reading and 

writing difficulties when it comes to their perception of their difficulties, strengths, coping 

strategies, school experiences and future aspirations. The second purpose is to increase knowledge 

about some differences and similarities between two countries within the EU, Malta and Sweden, 

in the subject field.  

In this study, the following research questions were investigated: 

1. How do the students describe the experience of the diagnostic process? 

2. How do the students describe their difficulties, strengths and coping strategies? 

a. What difficulties are described? 

b. What strengths are described? 

c. What coping strategies are described? 

3. How do the students describe their school experience? 

a. What are the students’ experiences of compulsory school? 

b. What are the students’ experience of upper secondary school? 

c. What are the students’ recommendations for teachers? 

4. How do the students describe their future aspirations?  

6 Method  

To introduce the method used, a brief overview is presented. Since this study aimed at finding 

students’ experiences, the interview was the preferred method. Qualitative semi-structured 

interviews were chosen with five upper secondary school students with reading and writing 

difficulties in a Swedish school, and six from a Maltese school. First of all, the students’ descriptions 

of their experiences were coded based on the research questions, secondly, these coded passages 

were summarised and thirdly the results were compared to research in the field and analysed further 

using bio-ecological systems theory and didactic theory. Using these theories may give the 

somewhat subjective approach a deeper meaning when aiming at showing connections to the 

different parts of the system that students’ experiences are a part of.  

In this section, the choice of the qualitative method, semi-structured interviews and 

transcriptions are discussed first of all. Second, time, place and participants are presented. Third, 

the method of analysis is discussed and lastly, ethics, validity and reliability are brought up.  
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6.1 Qualitative method and semi-structured interviews 

Qualitative interview was chosen since there is a scarcity of student perspectives both in the 

research field and since I would thus like to contribute to deepen knowledge on students’ 

perspective. I considered that the interview has the possibility to provide “a unique access to the 

lived world of the subjects, who in their own words describe their activities, experiences and 

opinions.” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2018, p. 10). Moreover, an interview is an interchange of view 

about a theme and the focus in this study is on nuanced descriptions and varieties of a 

phenomenon. According to Nilholm (2016), descriptions of students’ experiences can aim at 

developing theory, however it could be merely different variations of students’ experiences. 

Nevertheless, when there is a consistency in a description or an experience, generalizations could 

somewhat be made. Therefore, this study aimed at showing both variations and existing similar 

experiences. 

A semi-structured interview approach was chosen with a list of questions in an interview guide, 

but giving the freedom to change order of questions, add or remove questions as the interview 

proceeded adjusting to the answers and topics brought up. However, most questions in the guide 

were being asked and a similar wording were used for flexibility (Bryman, 2016). The purpose of 

the chosen method was to be able to adapt to the lived world and social setting of the interviewees, 

especially since the participants are from two different countries. Therefore, the approach also gave 

the possibility to be able to compare two cultural settings but at the same time having a focus.  

Several pilot interviews were conducted (four in Sweden and two in Malta) to develop the 

wording in questions, adjust the questions to the purpose and research questions but also to 

practice the art of interviewing in the given field as prompted by Bryman (2016). Several different 

types of questions were asked from introductory, specifying, direct and indirect questions to 

structuring, follow-up, probing, and interpreting questions7 (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2018).  The 

interview questions were first written in Swedish for the Swedish participants and then translated 

into the English for the Maltese students. When it comes to language, questions were attempted to 

balance between the subjects’ language usage and the language of the topic research field. Since the 

interviews were carried out in two different settings and languages, they had to be adjusted and 

modified. General kind of information was asked in order to contextualise the students’ answers8 

(Bryman, 2016). The interviews were recorded, and the identity of the participants were 

 
 
7 See Interview Questions in Appendix 3 
8 Background information of the study’s participants is presented in Appendix 2. 
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immediately labelled with codes to protect the identities, which is discussed further in the section 

on ethics.  

6.1.1 Transcriptions 

The interviews were listened to several times, and then transcribed to be able to analyse the results 

as close to the students’ descriptions as possible. The aim was to transcribe in detail; however, 

commas and full stops were added to make the results more manageable and readable for the 

analysis. Furthermore, when students described their personal goals that could endanger the 

confidentiality, words are replaced with e.g. [subject left out]. The full interview transcripts consist 

of several hundred pages and are therefore left out entirely. Because of the word limits, the relevant 

parts of the transcriptions were summarised.  

6.2 Time 

Test interviews were carried out with Swedish students in June, September and October in 2019. 

Interviews for the study were conducted with Swedish students in October and with Maltese 

students in October and November 2019.  

6.3 Malta and Sweden 

How do students with reading and writing difficulties experience their education in different 

countries? What can we learn from each other? As mentioned in the introduction, the European 

Agency (2014) asks for comparisons between EU countries to increase accountability and evidence-

based steering documents for an inclusive school. What are the differences but also similarities 

between Sweden in the far north and the most southern Malta, when it comes to students with 

reading and writing difficulties’ experiences? The reasons why Malta and Sweden were chosen were 

due to many reasons. First of all, Malta and Sweden can be seen as roughly equal when it comes to 

the percentage of budget spent on education, but also on parts of PISA tests. Secondly, Malta was 

chosen because it is an English-speaking country to ease the process of qualitative interviews. Brexit 

also made Erasmus cooperation more difficult between Sweden and the UK and made the selection 

of countries very limited indeed. Because of my own language limitations, I wanted to be able to 

interview students with English as their first or second language. Especially, since these students 

have reading and writing difficulties. Lastly, the contacts and accessibility when it comes to 

university cooperation made Malta the chosen country for this study’s cross-cultural comparison.  
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6.4 Subject Selection 

For subject selection, I was limited when it comes to time and had to choose one school in each 

country. Furthermore, I had to rely on the local system’s definition of reading and writing 

difficulties and remaining difficulties in upper secondary school e.g. a psychologist’s report, risking 

not to pass courses or low results on reading tests at upper secondary. To make the study somewhat 

comparable I aimed at finding 18-year-old students and the selection process was mainly in the 

hands of SEN teachers’ selection in the Swedish school and the assistant head in the Maltese 

school, who tried to find participants for the study. In the Swedish school, I contacted seven and 

five responded to my invitation to interview.  

The students did not have to present a formal assessment of dyslexia, but in Malta I had to 

find the local way of identifying students with reading and writing difficulties, which made formal 

dyslexia diagnosis the most straightforward way to find interviewees. In Malta, dyslexia assessments 

and statementing reports are carried out by educational psychologists or specialists in dyslexia. 

Furthermore, in Malta recruitment of students for this study was carried out by the assistant head 

at the state-run school. The assistant head was the responsible person for students with special 

needs at the school, and also had the responsibility of applying for and distributing learning support 

educators among students with SEN. There are, of course, many limitations to this method of 

subject selection, which is discussed further in the reliability section.  

6.4.1 Participants 

Background information of the study’s participants is presented in Appendix 2 but are summarised 

here. There are five Swedish and six Maltese students, and the students are between 16 and 18 years 

old. Ten of the participants have been diagnosed with dyslexia, but one Swedish student has not 

been assessed. Seven of the eleven students aim clearly at university studies. Three of the Swedish 

students attend a vocational program, but one of these fulfil requirements for university anyway. 

One of the Maltese students do have plans for university but express uncertainty on how and when 

this will happen. All the Swedish participants have Swedish as mother tongue. The Maltese students 

have all learned Maltese and English parallel or sequential. 

6.5 Method of Analysis 

The study’s aim was to find out the experiences of students with reading and writing difficulties 

and then interpret the data and give it meaning. Moreover, the study has tried to locate and describe 

data within a wider social, cultural, and somewhat political context and combine it with the 
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theoretical framework (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2018). Therefore, the results were analysed with the 

help of previous research and theories chosen. As stated in the theory section, Ecological Systems 

Theory and Didactic Theory were used to be able to analyse the participants’ stories not only from 

the student’s point of view but to place the student in the context of the school system. 

The data analysis method used can in short be described as a systematic process when data 

was organised, explored, coded and patterns were identified (Fejes & Thornberg, 2015). As 

introduced before, students’ answers and descriptions i.e. this study’s data, were first listened to 

several times, transcribed and then explored, coded – by i.e. colour coding – based on the research 

questions. Lastly the data was summarised and presented as answers to the research questions. This 

process of analysis was similar to meaning concentration and coding key words described by Kvale 

and Brinkmann (2018). Since there is a focus on research questions, a more abductive, in contrast 

to inductive, oriented approach is embraced in the process of identifying patterns and formulate 

potential explanations of these patterns as stated by Kvale and Brinkmann (2018). With the help 

of the research questions, I grouped students’ experiences when applicable to reflect on variations, 

similarities and differences.  In the result section, the results are presented in order of the research 

questions under thematically named titles, based on the analysis of the students’ most common 

and/or most noticeable answers. In the process, one sub-category emerged that is not highlighted 

in the research questions: How do the students describe their attitude towards their difficulties?. In 

the analysis, the students’ attitude towards their difficulties was found important since all students 

hide their difficulties in the classroom in some way.  

 In this cross-cultural study, comparing and contrasting is of interest, but overall, in a small 

qualitative study the purpose is more to show types of students since generalising on a large scale 

is not intended.  

6.6 Ethics 

Interviews require a balance between the researcher’s determination to deepen knowledge in a field 

and the ethical respect for the integrity of the interviewee. To evaluate ethical concerns Kvale and 

Brinkmann’s (2018, p. 30-37) ethical questions at the start of an interview inquiry were used and 

are analysed below. This study also agrees with the four ethical research principles expressed by 

the Swedish Research Council (2002). The participants were informed about the purpose, method 

and potential risks of the study and the consent was stated as voluntarily. Furthermore, the 

participants were also informed about the researcher’s methods to protect their confidentiality. The 

fourth principle and the concept of beneficence was also followed since the welfare of the 

participant is protected as far as possible. More details will follow below.  
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The students in this study were asked and informed about the study either by me or by the 

assistant head of the Maltese school. A letter of information and a consent form9 were read together 

with the student, and/or sent home to parents if the subject were under 18. Since the Maltese 

students were asked by the assistant head of the school, a more or less subtle pressure may have 

been implied. In communication as well as in the documents, it was stressed as clear as possible 

that all students had the right to interrupt and end the interview before, during as well as cancelling 

their participation after the interview. Questions were also asked throughout the interview on how 

they felt about being asked. Furthermore, the power asymmetry can have affected the students to 

agree and participate. However, the depth of the answers may be also be a sign of their agreement. 

On the other hand, the interviewer as a caring person may also involve ethical issues causing 

interviewees sharing experiences that they may regret later on (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2018).  

The student was given a code name in notes, recorded materials and documents from the start 

to protect their confidentiality. The recording device was protected by password and/or fingerprint 

protection, but risks with stolen material could not be reduced other than by normal procedures 

for private property. No one had access to the audio files, but the interviewer. However, one initial 

transcription was shared with the supervisor, but interviewees’ names and other personal 

information such as family information and occupation that could danger the confidentiality were 

not transcribed. All participants agreed on that transcriptions and audio files could be saved for the 

possible future use for more studies on the subject. Any harm for the participant’s quotes to be in 

the published study are seen to be balanced with the potential benefits for their stories being told, 

as seen by the interviewer.  

The interviewer is the main instrument in the process of obtaining knowledge and there are 

many issues concerning the interviewer’s role e.g. coalition with participants, which often referred 

to as “going native” in anthropology (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2018, p.28-37). This short-term study 

and the single interviews did not jeopardise the role in a large extent, nevertheless, the risk has been 

taken to consideration and might be applicable to some extent since the role of the researcher’s 

occupation, interest and characteristics.   

6.7 Validity, Trustworthiness, and Reliability 

In this study, validity is referred to as an indicator of whether the method correspond to the 

research questions and purpose of the study. Is the method used serious and relevant and is the 

study really studying what it is supposed to do? Since validity is mainly used for quantitative 

 
 
9 See attached forms in Appendix 4a and 4b. 
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research, trustworthiness is also used as criteria for evaluating the study (Bryman, 2016, Trost 

2010).  

The validity of the interviews can be questioned because it may be challenging for the 

interviewees to remember what they have experienced. Furthermore, it is a challenge to minimise 

the interviewer’s effect on how they describe their experiences. As Kvale and Brinkmann (2018) 

states, interview data should not be considered as collected, but instead created together with the 

interviewees. All thinking is situated (Nilholm, 2016) and therefore, respondents could tell different 

stories in different settings, which could influence the validity in this study. However, since the 

results of this study are compared to previous research and correspond to most the stories could 

be deemed as valid and of credibility. Comparing to previous research helps in creating 

trustworthiness and since previous research also show consistency with this study the transferability 

can be approved by some measures. 

The power asymmetry in interviews is important to highlight since it may affect the 

interviewee to answer in a more or less deliberately way what they believe to be heard. It could also 

be a danger that the interview may be a manipulative dialogue if the researcher is following a hidden 

agenda (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2018). However, to challenge this, a majority of questions were 

aimed at being open questions as discussed in the first section of this chapter.  There is always a 

compromise between how a question is asked and how the respondents answer since words, 

expressions and terms could have different meanings to different people. Contradictions of 

interviewees may be due to contradictions in the world and interviews should aim at precision in 

meaning interpretation (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2018). As an example, the terms used in the study 

could be discussed. Our given time, culture and pedagogical surrounding influences the perception 

and specific use of the terms. In Malta, the more specific definition of dyslexia is used in regulations 

and documentations. In Sweden, reading and writing difficulties are more used. The students in 

this study generated the impression to have understood the interview questions the same way but 

there were a few cultural differences. For example, I had to explain the expression “the diagnostic 

process” for the Maltese students who were more used to psychologist’s report or assessment. 

Additional terms which also differ slightly in use between the two countries are adjustments and 

exam access arrangements. In Malta, exam access arrangement is used for the end of year-exams 

and there are fewer discussions concerning classroom adjustments overall than among the Swedish 

students. The somehow coincidental subject selection, as well as the small selection of the 

participants influence the trustworthiness of this study. Nevertheless, the number of participants 

is bigger than normal for this type of study. However, it is to be taken in consideration when 

looking at the results that the Maltese students are somewhat more theoretical than the Swedish, 
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since three of the Swedish students attend a vocational programme. However, one of these three 

are preparing for university and further education.   

The process of interviews – before, during and after – requires a balance between prior 

knowledge about the topic and a presupposition-less attitude, which is a challenging goal to achieve, 

however aimed at in the process of this study. The focus in this study is to deepen knowledge of 

students’ experiences within the frames of the individual project, and to remove the knowledge 

and prior knowledge of the interviewer is difficult, however, a qualified naivety was aimed at (Kvale 

and Brinkmann, 2018).  

Reliability is referred to as “the degree to which a study can be replicated” (Bryman, 2016, p. 

383). However, circumstances and settings are not constant and therefore, the background for a 

new study will change and then influence the results. Therefore, an interview study needs to have 

as explicit and clear method as possible. It is therefore believed possible to carry out a similar study, 

but since the setting of the respondents could be different, the results could also be different. 

Furthermore, since the qualitative interview is not considered standardized in the same way as in a 

quantitative interview, the reliability cannot be analysed in the same way. Instead, the participants’ 

different stories as well as possible missaying and misunderstanding tried to be interpreted in the 

analysis (Trost, 2016).   

Lastly, when collecting the data much more information was discovered then first intended. 

The students presented deeper and further reflections on their school experience and perception 

of their difficulties than what can fit into this study. The word limitation becomes also an 

influencing factor since the transcripts, and also the summarises with students’ quotations are much 

left out. I wish to have given more room for the students’ voices. In another study, different 

strategies such as a narrower focus would have been considered. 

7 Results 

In this section, the results from this study are presented in relation to each research question. The 

results are presented thematically based on the analysis of the students’ common and/or striking 

themes as described in the method section. Differences between the two countries are presented 

where applicable. In the analysis of the first question, all students are represented with their 
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fictitious names10 in order to give the reader background information. Later on, a few examples of 

examples are given when needed11.  

7.1 Positive experiences of being diagnosed with dyslexia 

Ten out of the eleven students in the study have received the diagnosis of dyslexia and all these 

express positive feelings towards receiving the diagnosis. David represents what all these students 

express “I thought it was really nice that I got it. It is an immense advantage to have it on paper”. 

Ian describes a relief saying, “the fact that there was something answering my doubts and 

questions” and Jade wanted to prove that she was not “doing it for the attention”.  However, some 

students also described negative aspects of the process since they were young and did not 

understand what it implied. Furthermore, they described the process as painful since they were 

tested on what is difficult. 

The students who received their report from year six and later wish that they had the 

possibility to received it earlier. The Maltese students received, as reported by themselves, their 

diagnosis on the average age of 9,3 while the four Swedish students received their diagnosis on 

average at the age of 12,75, as reported by themselves. To receive support and adjustments, all the 

Maltese students expressed that they needed the diagnosis and for the Maltese students they needed 

the full statementing report. Fred’s school experience is clearly divided into before and after the 

statementing, “I needed the thing before they could help me.”. in comparison, the Swedish 

students, Eliot, Alice, Bella, Christian and David received some training and/or support from 

school when they did not have the diagnosis. However, the Maltese students Kate and Liam who 

received the reports earliest in this group, also describes the most positive experiences from the 

first years of school.   

The only student who did not experience a diagnostic process, Eliot, describes that both he 

and his primary teachers thought that he had reading and writing difficulties or dyslexia, and that 

that he does not know what happened with his assessment. However, he had phonological training 

done in primary. He describes both that the school never completed the process and their first 

offer of assessing him, but also that he turned the offer down later on, mostly because it took a lot 

of time from normal schoolwork and he was afraid of falling behind even more. He describes how 

 
 
10 Students with names starting with A-E are Swedish and F, H-L are Maltese. 
11  The extended results can be shared for those of you interested. 
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he would have liked to have the assessment done now, but that it is now too late for him since he 

is older than 18, which makes it too complicated.   

7.2 A variety of difficulties, strengths and coping strategies  

The students in this study provided multifaceted stories where one’s difficulty can be another one’s 

strength. E.g., by some students, listening is described as helpful and by others it is described as 

distracting. As Liam states, the characteristics of “dyslexia vary a lot, what helps me maybe doesn’t 

help them. I have friends who are dyslexic, but we are totally different.”. However, there are some 

results that stand out.  

From the overarching question, How do the students describe their difficulties, strengths and coping 

strategies?, the results were divided into sub-categories based on the students’ answers: 

a. How do the students describe their specific difficulties (such as reading, speaking, writing, listening, 

concentration etc.?) 

b. How do the students describe their attitude towards their difficulties? 

c. How do the students describe their strengths? 

d. How do the students describe their coping strategies?  

7.2.1 There are the obvious difficulties, and the more invisible 

The results show difficulties with e.g. reading, writing, speaking, concentration, note-taking as well 

as mathematics and languages. Reading causes problems for all students in this study e.g. regarding 

time, reading comprehension, mixing words up, concentration and to understand questions. For 

all students, reading aloud has caused anxiety and still does. For six of the students, speaking causes 

difficulties. For all students aiming at university, time pressure plays a negative role when it comes 

to writing. All students explain that concentration is either experienced as a difficulty or as an 

important contributory factor for school success. Note-taking causes problems for all nine students 

aiming at university. For some of the students, mathematics is one of the easiest subjects but for 

the majority it is among the more difficult subjects. For a clear majority of the students in this study 

the first or second language, e.g. Swedish, Maltese and English, is the most difficult subject in some 

way. For the Swedish students Alice and Bella, listening in English as a second language class 

causes great difficulties. Lastly, spelling is difficult for all students in the study clearly a sign of their 

dyslexia. 
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7.2.2 Hiding difficulties in the classroom 

For all students, the close family knows about their difficulties and some close friends know about 

they have some difficulties. All students hide their difficulties more or less in the classroom and in 

front of their peers. Kate tells several stories of embarrassment and “Nowadays, I’m trying to hide 

it not to feel left out … mostly because I feel embarrassed or that I feel … less than other people”. 

All eleven students talk about that school has been, and still is, difficult in some way, and all 

students who attend preparatory studies for university believe that they have adjusted and lowered 

their goals and/or work harder than their peers. Liam has private lessons between 4 to 8pm 

Monday to Thursday to repeat two subjects “and then I go home and study … I study far more 

than them and then I get the same marks as them so that’s really frustrating for me”. “I start 

studying at 9[pm] and finish at 1[am]. Alice says, “I listen to the teacher and understand during the 

lesson, but then after I don’t get anything, while others understand immediately”.  Lastly, all believe 

that it is important for them to have strong willpower. Four expressly state that the difficulties 

make them develop a strong character as well abilities you would not have without it Hanna says 

“you have to be more prominent and more decisive, and more strong headed than others because 

I know I have to work harder than others”. 

7.2.3 Better to listen – in some situations 

Kate says “strengths I don’t know that much. But difficulties, I know quite a few.” However, 

strengths among all students were discovered as described by them. For more than half of the 

students speaking is perceived as a strength and some explicitly states that discussions and seminars 

are when one can show one’s ability best. Even if two of these have additional speaking difficulties, 

speaking is considered easier than e.g. writing. Fred says, “I think it’s much easier to speak out my 

thoughts than to write”.  

For all students, listening is perceived as a strength and they express that it helps with e.g. 

learning, concentration, and time. Listening to the teacher explaining things instead of reading is 

preferred. However, there are individual differences and some need to be able to follow the text 

with their eyes while listening and some prefer reading to listening to the text-to-speech’s voice. 

There are also variations among the students e.g. despite dyslexia, Bella’s expresses that her 

strength is reading comprehension. In addition, Eliot does not write as often anymore since he has 

more practical subjects, however, when he does: “You want to come up with something to write, 

so you don’t write for the sake of writing. You want to be able to do something good, something 

interesting, or else it feels like it doesn’t matter, if you just need to sit and write something 
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completely meaningless. But if I come up with something interesting, then I think [my writing] 

flows well”. 

7.2.4 Hobby, parents and study skills 

When students described their strategies, three sub-categories were discovered as well as the 

students’ recommendations for other students. The results show the importance of a hobby, 

parental support and their own study skills and strategies. At the end of this section, students’ 

recommendations for other students with reading and writing difficulties are summarised.  

7.2.4.1 Hobby as a coping strategy 

All the students in this study state that their hobby or interest is of importance to feel good about 

themselves. Two of them clearly express that a hobby helps them believe that you are good at 

something when school is too challenging and another four indicate the same thing. Christian 

refers to his hobby as a refuge “it helps me getting away from all the crap. Go to the [hobby] and 

hide … [from] school … because it is so boring … because you find everything so difficult so you 

just get so fed-up with it.” Kate says “I try to focus on it, that’s the only thing I’m good at right 

now. Reading start to become a hobby”. However, time spent on schoolwork prevents two of the 

Maltese students from doing anything at all besides schoolwork at the moment for the study. Liam 

says “now I stopped it because of school, I don’t have time … I’m quite disappointed. I used to 

have fun … an unwinding process”. On the other hand, Swedish Eliot who attends a vocational 

programme expresses that he does not study much and says, “I probably steal time from school”.  

7.2.4.2 Parental support is important 

Almost all students in the study expressly state that parents have played an important role when it 

comes to help with homework and also with communication with the school. Liam, Bella and 

Hanna explicitly stress that their mothers have been fighting for them to receive the right support 

in school. Liam describes his mother, “she always helped me … she stopped working just for me 

so, I get a good education”. Bella says “but my mom … has told school that it has to support, do 

what they can. And then she has often informed them, because it has often been forgotten. They 

have said that teachers are going to inform everyone, but most often not that many know about 

the diagnosis until you tell them”. For a majority of the students it is clearly the mother in the 

family who has helped them the most, but for Kate it was her father. Eliot does not mention any 

help from parents.  
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For all the Maltese students, private lessons are or have been a source of support, while none 

of the Swedish mention any private training. Hanna had private training because of her difficulties 

from the age of seven and “stopped when I was around 13 … the teacher was specialised to help 

children who were dyslexic. So, she would have tricks, ways and methods that she would help us 

with”. 

7.2.4.3 Study skills and strategies used by the students 

A clear majority of students specifically state that listening to texts and/or to music helps them to 

focus, and to learn better. The three Swedish preparatory students explain that they need and use 

templates and essay structure to be able to attain the goals in the advanced course Swedish 3. 

Despite extra time, three of the Maltese students, experience time pressure and do not have time 

to plan their structure in their written examinations. Almost half of the students mention that 

interacting with teachers and peers is the best way of learning. Slightly more than half of the 

students stress the importance of colour-coding, note-taking, and writing by hand to learn better. 

Liam says, “colour coding really, really helps me, different highlighters, different spirals make a 

huge difference”. Alice says “at home, I write a lot by hand because I know that it activates your 

brain … and I use more colours … I might draw [figures] … play memory.” For all students aiming 

at university, organisation and planning is described as important in order to, on one hand, 

remember deadlines and, on the other hand, to structure e.g. writing.  

7.2.4.4 Strategies for other students with reading and writing disabilities 

The pieces of advice that stand out as most common in the interviews with the students are:  

o “Find your own methods” (Alice, Hanna) 

o  “you should not that say that I’m just like everyone else, instead, you have to accept that you don’t 

have it as easy … take some extra time”. (David) 

o  “Not to let anyone discourage them, tell them they are not worthy of achieving stuff, their dreams” 

(Ian) 

o  “Make the most of [your strengths] to close the gaps in the areas in which you are not as good” 

(Bella) 

o “force yourself to do it … the sooner you try, the sooner you get out”. “there’s not much to do. 

Just continue working. To find something that can help you finish school”. (Christian) 

o “Not to give up. You will see your friends, maybe do better than you … but you will still get there 

… I try my best.” (Hanna) 
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o Take it in your own pace, don’t feel stressed [otherwise you might] end up with so much nothing 

will be done. (Eliot) 

o “try to keep up during lessons, and if there is something you don’t understand, ask… Ask for help 

when you need it” (Eliot) 

o “Learning support educators are there for you to improve, find your strategies, and ask, don’t be 

afraid” (Alice) 

o “It’s important … so everyone knows so you can get the adjustments you need, dare to say what 

you want” (Bella) 

o “Advice your teachers ... some teachers are really helpful if they are aware” (Hanna) 

o “If you believe that you have [reading and writing difficulties] … you should do an investigation… 

It helps an awful lot if you are aware and then you may change your methods and adjust after your 

problems” (David) 

7.3 A wide variety of school experiences  

The section is divided into three parts: first the students’ experience of compulsory school including 

the experience of support and training received; second, the present experience of upper secondary 

school; and third, the students’ recommendations for teachers.  

7.3.1 Wishing to have received more help in compulsory school 

Four of the six Maltese students explicitly describe negative school experiences with e.g. shame, 

embarrassment, lack of teacher knowledge and lack of support. Jade describes how her primary 

teacher had told her mom “that this girl does not want to learn, she does not want to do anything. 

She is a stupid girl. She is an idiot. When it wasn’t actually true.” “Ian says “my dyslexia was worse, 

horrible … I used to hold my book upside down, and turn it back … and the teacher, I remember 

her very clearly, she was shouting at me because I was doing things wrong.” Furthermore, Ian 

“sometimes I stayed up until midnight doing homework”.  However, the two Maltese students 

with the earliest dyslexia assessment reports describe primary school the most positively compared 

to all the other students in the study. For example, Kate describes school positively with “teachers 

were … straight to the point, and the explanation was detailed and helpful”.  Similarly, Liam says 

“So if I didn’t understand something, they would get me out from any lesson and explain it to 

me…”.  

When it comes to the support and training the students have received, and as showed earlier, 

all the Swedish students received some support and training without having the report, while the 

Maltese had to have the diagnostic report to receive any arrangements. However, specific training 
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for e.g. spelling was mostly done with a private tutor for a majority of the Maltese students. David, 

Eliot and Jade reflects on that the intensive training was not a funny experience but all three 

express that they are thankful that they did it, because they believe it helped them improve. One of 

the Swedish students, David, received most specific phonological training of all, and he expresses 

that it has helped him “a great deal” with reading speed, comprehension, and fluency.  Some of the 

students reflects on that it was painful taking time from lessons to work on phonological training 

since they fell behind. Some mention that it was boring, but anyway a positive experience of the 

training since they perceived that it helped them develop e.g. reading skills. A majority of the 

students explicitly wish to have received more help in compulsory school. Furthermore, several 

subjects describe a need for teachers’ notes, oral tests or other alternatives to text-based learning, 

a greater teacher awareness of dyslexia, earlier training and support that focus on both phonological 

training and basic knowledge of English as a second language for the Swedish students.  

A majority of the students mention that they feel or have felt different, and some express that 

receiving support by e.g. an LSE has been embarrassing while some express that since “we are all 

different” it has not influenced them to a large extent. Some received adjustments, which made 

school easier than before while some experienced that pressure on independence became too 

sudden and too high.  

7.3.2 Pressure on student responsibility 

All students believe that they themselves or with the help of parents had and still have to inform 

and/or remind the teachers in order to receive adjustment and support. According the students, 

most teachers do not differentiate and adjust their lectures to student diversity. Some emphasises 

that all students need to show their knowledge in a similar way and most often by a written test, 

even if you would be able to show it better in another way. However, five of them have one teacher 

each who they emphasise as being a good teacher when it comes to interesting lectures, organisation 

and/or adjustments.  

Half of the Maltese students have not told their teachers about their diagnosis either because 

they are embarrassed and/or because they believe the teachers do not care or cannot change 

anything. Some of the Maltese students described that they were afraid of being judged for using 

dyslexia as an excuse. Unlike some of the Swedish students who described that if one has reading 

and writing difficulties one should use the chance to support or the benefits of adjustments that 

the difficulties implies.  

When it comes to compensatory tools, all the Swedish students use computers since there is 

an 1-1 program at their school. They all have access to word processors, text-to-speech and spelling 
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programs but in some tests, access to the last two are restricted by some teachers. The two students 

with the most positive experience of upper secondary school are Bella and David who use most 

compensatory tools and assistive technology and also those who describe having most dialogue 

with their teachers. When it comes to have tried assistive technology and other adjustments in class, 

the Maltese students have had no or less chance to support than the Swedish.  

7.3.3 Students’ recommendations for schools and teachers 

All students wish for more support and earlier training with focus on specific phonological training 

and/or basic knowledge in subjects. They express that the basic training in compulsory school 

gives the foundation to a higher level of school success that they wish to have had. They all believe 

that school needs to take more responsibility for discovering and supporting students with 

difficulties. All students wish that teachers have more knowledge of reading and writing difficulties 

and listen more to the individual student’s need.  

All students propose the importance of a calm study environment especially when taking tests. 

Four students emphasise that teachers should be giving homework focusing on quality instead of 

quantity. The need of clear and easily comprehensible examination questions are mentioned by 

several students.  

All students prefer listening to the teacher rather than reading on their own. Slightly more 

than half of the students also state that they learn better by discussing the content. Several wish for 

visual aids.  

The Maltese students all express frustration when it comes to spelling since the mark is 

reduced, especially in languages, which also affect what words they dare to use in writing. For the 

Swedish students with reading and writing difficulties, spelling is excused and hence, spelling do 

not affect their mark to the same extent. Two of the Maltese students suggests that spelling should 

not affect grading.  

Furthermore, a majority of the students in the study would like to try oral tests or a 

combination of written and oral tests or already do so. The Maltese students all wish to have 

teachers’ notes. 

7.4 The difficulties change future aspirations 

Seven of the students state that they have the intention to go to university. Three of the students 

want to start working, but two of those are open to change of plans and for university studies in 
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the future. One student is unsure of what the future will bring and what she is capable of but aims 

at university in the long run.  

All students, but one, believe their difficulties have made them change their future aspirations. 

Two subject fields stand out as obstructions for students’ school success: Chemistry (for some the 

Maltese students) and languages i.e. Swedish, English and Maltese for some.  

All students in the study have plans to follow their interests. Five of the eleven students are 

directly inspired to choose the same or similar area as a parent. For all students, persistence is of 

utmost importance to succeed in school. A majority of the Maltese students emphasise an academic 

pressure to be successful and in order to earn more money. A majority of the students propose to 

have some adjustments in the future workplace if possible, but no-one believes that to be of great 

importance. 

8 Discussion 

In this section, the results are compared to previous research as well as analysed with the help of 

System theory and Didactic theory when found applicable. Prior research and theory are related to 

each of the research questions in turn.  

8.1 How do the students describe the experience of the diagnostic process? 

Similar to Pino & Mortari’s (2014), all ten students in this study who received the diagnosis of 

dyslexia express relief and positive feelings towards having the report. The students recommend 

other students with reading and writing difficulties to be assessed since it helps with receiving 

explanations and understand oneself, to receive support, adjustments and/or EAAs.  

Related to the first research question, a few culture differences are found. The Maltese 

students received their diagnosis approximately three years earlier than the Swedish students. One 

reason to this could be that all the Maltese students further expressed that they needed the 

statementing report to receive support and EAAs. Furthermore, it is common practice in Sweden 

to wait until after three years of school to investigate dyslexia. All the Swedish students, on the 

other hand, received some training, support and/or adjustment without the assessment done. Both 

phenomena could be seen as in line with the national regulations in each country. However, the 

majority of Maltese students express that it only gives them extra time, which indicates that the 

support is not enough as stated by previous research (see the next section). In the Swedish school 

system, the diagnosis is not formally needed in compulsory school, but nevertheless needed at 
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university, which implies a need for assessment before the age of 18. This implies that the Swedish 

regulations could be seen as contradictory.  

Students in this study wished that they had received earlier training and support that focused 

on both phonological training and, for the Swedish students also basic knowledge of English as a 

second language. Previous research emphasises the importance of early identification together with 

intervention programs and continuing monitoring in order for students to reach their full potential 

(see i.e. Foughantine 2012; Al Otaiba et al. 2018; Colenbrander, Rickett & Breadmore 2018). They 

argue that a child who does not have adequate word reading skills for their age should receive 

training. No students in this study have presented that they had all this in place whether they were 

diagnosed or not. Almost all of the students wanted to have learned more in compulsory, and three 

of the girls explicitly wished to have learned more for life. Furthermore, a majority of the students 

in this study explicitly wish to have received more help in compulsory. They describe how they 

then believe they would have reached higher and closer to their goals and potential. All students in 

the study believe that school needs to take more responsibility for discovering and supporting 

students with difficulties. Foughantine (2012) implies that interventions on decoding skills are 

important at an early age, while teaching older students reading comprehension strategies. No 

students described having been trained in comprehension strategies, which may indicate 

shortcomings in both school policies and didactic methods in schools. Research also seem to focus 

more on decoding than literacy and comprehension strategies, which might share light on this 

deficiency. Föhrer and Magnusson (2003) show that students with dyslexia who do not receive 

support and learn to read in early primary, often get worse problems in middle school. Some of the 

difficult situations for the respondents are reading to learn, reading aloud and spelling, which very 

much agree with the results of this study. Foughantine (2012) proposes that individual variation in 

reading ability should be explored for the purpose to plan interventions. Some of the students in 

this study explicitly state that they wish to be seen upon as individuals and hence receive help based 

on needs, which could stand in contrast to the focus on the need of a diagnosis. We will come back 

to this in the next section.  

The students who received their diagnosis from school year 6 and later wish that they had 

received it earlier because it provides explanation in communication with teachers as well a key to 

receive efficient training. Two Maltese students received the diagnosis earliest of all and have also 

had the most positive experiences from primary school in line with Colenbrander, Rickett and 

Breadmore’s (2018) and Pino and Mortari’s (2014). These two students express that they received 

both help from primary school teachers as well as from private tutors. One of this study’s 

participants’ most common advice for other students have an assessment done if they suspect that 
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they have reading and writing difficulties. In Malta, it is up to the parents to find a psychologist for 

the diagnostic process and the student also need to be statemented by the MATSEC board, and 

then maybe the parents add a private tutor, which makes the process a socio-economic issue. Here, 

another cultural difference is found since private tutoring is found to be crucial for the Maltese 

students’ literacy development as well as general school success while no Swedish student mention 

any private training.  

Some negative aspects to the diagnostic process are described by some of the students such 

as being young and not totally understand what it implies. They described the process as painful 

since one usually is tested on what is difficult. The diagnostic process involves trusting people in 

the microsystem such as teachers as well as having supportive parents. To interpret students’ reality 

from system theory and the context, the only student who did not experience a diagnostic process, 

Eliot, was also one of two students who did not have a strong parental school support, which 

could possibly have been one reason behind this. In addition, schools did not work as systematically 

with identification and intervention at this time. This implies that school needs to make 

arrangements and be clear when communicating with both students and their parents about the 

diagnostic process in order for them to take the right decision. Eliot’s situation can be compared 

to the subjects in Foughantine (2012) who were not given explanations and support. As a result, 

many of those had developed coping strategies such as giving up on reading to protect self-esteem.  

8.2 How do the students describe their difficulties, strengths and coping 

strategies?  

The result in this study showed that the students have a variation of reading and writing difficulties, 

which is consistent with research found such as Kirby et al. (2008), Foughantine (2012) and more.  

The results will be discussed in relation to research on difficulties, strengths and coping strategies, 

and because of this study’s theoretical framework, there is focus on didactics and context such as 

cultural differences.  

First, for a majority of the students in this study the first or second language, i.e. Swedish, 

Maltese and English, is the most difficult subject in some way. Second, some of the students in this 

study stated that e.g. reading comprehension always has been difficult. However, the one student 

who received most training described how his reading speed and fluency had improved a great deal. 

Compared to previous research brought up by Nilholm (2013), Myrberg (2007) and Johnston 

(2019), it is possible to discuss the possibility for these students to have better strategies and tools 

to learn languages if they had more training. Spelling is difficult for all students in the study and 

this will be discussed more in the section on school experience and hence didactics and marking.  
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All students describe that concentration is either experienced as a difficulty and/or as an 

important contributory factor for school success. This was not explicitly found in previous research 

brought up here more than that Föhrer and Magnusson (2003) mention that to read and study 

works better when alone and in a quiet environment. The Swedish students describe the possibility 

of a quiet room for tests and examinations, which the preparatory students used. However, some 

of the Maltese students described a lack of a calm test environment, which influenced their test 

results. The cultural difference could be a sign of both differences in resources as well as a different 

view on support.  

Note-taking causes problems for all the study’s students aiming at university (and therefore, 

also for a majority of the students). In this study, only one student, Fred, described that he had 

received some of his teachers’ notes in compulsory school, which had helped him essentially. Pino 

& Moratri (2014) showed that when it comes to lectures, printed or electronic handouts with 

appropriate font type and size and be able to read them in advance was useful.  When looking at 

classroom didactics, it is of importance comparing note-taking difficulties with listening. For all the 

students, listening is perceived as a strength. They express that it helps with e.g. learning, 

concentration, and time. Listening to the teacher explaining things instead of reading is preferred. 

However, there are individual differences and some need to be able to follow the text with their 

eyes while listening and some prefer reading to listening to text-to-speech’s robotic voices.  

Furthermore, for all students aiming at university, time pressure plays a negative role when it 

comes to writing, reading and many other situations such as test-taking. Pino & Mortari (op. cit.) 

claims that extra time does not compensate for difficulties and argues that introducing alternative 

examination modalities can overcome this. This is in line with several of the students in this study 

who expressed wishes for alternative assessments but said that this felt far from reality in today’s 

classroom. Poole (2003) emphasizes that the purpose of education is to help children reach their 

potential. Poole states that there is an increasing number of students who do not meet the goals 

and requirements, who might become diagnosed with learning problems, and/or become 

emotionally disturbed under the pressure. Poole (Ibid.) argues that education systems construct 

dyslexia within the system and that an ecological perspective would help accepting diversity among 

children.  

For more than half of the students speaking is perceived as a strength even though two of 

them also express that speaking also involve difficulties depending on the situation. On the other 

hand, this study found that more than half of the students experienced speaking as difficult. To be 

noted, alternative examination possibilities for students with writing difficulties in Sweden usually 

contain speaking as an option. For the Maltese students this was not described as a common option. 
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As stated, the overriding message from the field of research as well as from this study is that 

dyslexia, and reading and writing difficulties, have great individual varieties (Foughantine op. cit., 

Pino & Moratri op. cit. and more). Therefore, an indication from these results as well as an 

implication is that schools need to look into a range of examination modalities in order for these 

students to show their potential. Furthermore, giving students chances of exploring different ways 

of learning.   

For all students in the study aiming at university, organisation and planning is mentioned as 

being important. Among other reasons, this could indicate that a difficulty in one area, makes it 

important for students to be in control in another. Similarly, Kirby et al. (op. cit.) showed that 

students with dyslexia showed more use of Time Management strategies and Study Aids compared 

to other students. 

For all the students in this study, a hobby or interest is of utmost importance to feel good 

about themselves. More than half of them explicitly express that a hobby helps them believe that 

they are good at something when school is too challenging. To be noted is that a majority of the 

Maltese students, have no, or very limited, time beside schoolwork. The Maltese students spend 

more hours studying outside school than the Swedish, both on homework and studying to learn 

and review. Ingesson (2007) highlights having a hobby or sport was one important external 

salutogenic factor. This indicates that there are risks to the well-being of the majority of the Maltese 

students when it comes to time for a hobby. However, compared to Ingesson (Ibid.) who also 

found that having people around you who believe in your capacity to cope with different situations 

as an important external salutogenic factor, the Maltese students in this study portray themselves 

as having good support. A majority of the students in the study expressly state that parents have 

played an important role when it comes to help at home with homework and also with 

communication with school. For the majority it is clearly the mother in the family who has helped 

them the most. Foughantine (op. cit.) and Ingesson (op. cit.) showed that strong support from 

home and information about difficulties are crucial for acceptance as well as for developing coping 

strategies. This can contribute to this groups’ persistence and aspirations. In Diakogiorgi and 

Tsiligirian’s study (2016), parents were also seen as more positive than career counsellors when 

looking into career options for students with dyslexia. Hence, for a clear majority of the students 

in this study, as long as one part of their microsystem such as their parents is strong it seems to 

compensate for the difficulties in another setting. Furthermore, the Maltese students seem to 

indicate that the time perspective play an important role to withhold until studies are completed to 

reach their goals. In addition, for all the Maltese students, private lessons are or have been a source 

of support in their microsystems, while none of the Swedish students mention any private training. 
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In line with Leitao et al. (op. cit.) who describe that dyslexia affects the individual, family and 

community level, dyslexia has influenced not only the microsystem but the exo-system since some 

of the families’ set up has changed when e.g. some students’ mothers stopped working to support 

their children’s education. This seems to be the story of all the Maltese students, but this study did 

not focus on finding out if Maltese mothers stop working when having children in general.  

All eleven students talk about that school has been, and still is, difficult in some way, and that 

it is important for them to have strong willpower. Ingesson (op. cit.) highlights important internal 

factors as having a talent, the ability to separate disability from personality, as well as persistence. 

All students who attend preparatory studies for university believe that they have adjusted and 

lowered their goals and/or work harder than their peers. In Foughantine’s study (op. cit.) some of 

the students developed both defence and coping strategies such as giving up on reading to protect 

self-esteem. However, compared to Ingesson’s third study (op. cit.) this study shows a similar result 

with the majority of “strugglers” who have become more successful and adjusted due to hard work 

and parental support. In Ingesson’s study, to be successful strugglers were not only in the academic 

field but could also be success at work. According to Föhrer and Magnusson (2003), for students 

in difficulties, their biggest asset is the ability to work hard. Similarly, in this study, the students’ 

tips to other students in difficulties are: Find your own methods, don’t let anyone discourage you, 

don’t give up, and make the most of your strengths to close the gaps in the areas in which you are 

not as good. Hence, the students in this study portray that their success is in the hands of 

themselves compared to research on special needs and didactics in which teachers’ responsibility 

of differentiation is highlighted (q.v. SPSM, Pino & Mortari). A majority of the students in this 

study show similarities with a more than 20 year-old study by Reis, Neu & McGuire (op. cit.), which 

found that students with difficulties who manage to pursue further education12, have chosen 

programmes according to their interest and talents, used compensatory aid, speak for themselves, 

and developed study skills that suited them.  

Furthermore, Pino & Mortari (op. cit.) show that students’ compensatory strategies were 

receiving notes from teachers, colour coding, help from family, friends with e.g. notes and writing, 

metacognitive such as self-organisation with planning and meta-affective skills such as knowledge 

of preferred learning style. In this study, all students aiming at university had some or all of the 

mentioned study skills. However, as mentioned above, none of them received notes from teachers 

at the time of the study. According to Foughantine (op. cit.), coping strategies are often 

unconscious and related to personal qualities and context. Bringing in systems theory, students in 

 
 
12 i.e. go to e.g. university, 
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this study’s coping strategies seem to depend on what schools offer and what they have been 

trained in when it comes to the use of assistive technology. What you have not seen or heard of, is 

difficult to ask for. Lindeblad et.al. (2017) showed that motivation, interest in reading and 

independent learning was improved by assistive technology. The research group call for a change 

in the concept of reading for information e.g. by letting students learning by listening to gain 

information (see the next section).  

8.3 How do the students describe their school experience? 

In Parsons and Platt’s (2018) study, teenagers with SEN were more likely to be unhappy at school. 

According to Ingesson (2007) children with dyslexia often have difficulties in school the first six 

years, but that school often gets easier over time. In this study, all students wish to have had more 

training in early years to be able to reach their full potential. As Camilleri et al. (2019), Leitao et al. 

(2017) and Boyes et al. (2016), among others, point out students with dyslexia often experience 

lack of support and have low self-esteem, experience embarrassment and shame in the school 

context e.g. when being compared to others, which could lead to depression. In this study, a 

majority of the students mention that they feel or have felt different, and at least two students 

describe that they suffered from depression, academic failure and low self-esteem. Foughantine 

(2012) proposes that schools should work more on preventing social maladjustment among 

students and on national guidelines on how support should be available for students with dyslexia. 

A majority of the Maltese students describe explicitly negative experiences of primary school 

involving e.g. shame, embarrassment, lack of teacher knowledge and lack of support. This is in 

contrast to the two Maltese students with the earliest diagnostic process who also describe primary 

school the most positively compared to all the other students in the study. They describe how the 

teachers were helpful and how the early diagnosis gave them access to early support and therefore 

they seem to have had a more positive start of school. However, the school experiences changed 

also for these two when they were moved to other schools and/or met other teachers who did not 

offer the same support and adjustments. In system theory, transitions often involve a change in 

role and the role affects how a person is treated (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 

Further on, similar to the previous section, the students’ experiences will mostly be analysed 

in relation to research on how to support these students e.g. didactic methods, adjustments and 

other support.  

According to the students’ descriptions, most teachers do not differentiate their teaching 

methods. At the time of the study, less than half of the students each had one teacher who they 

emphasise as being a good teacher when it comes to interesting lectures, organisation and/or 
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adjustments. Pino & Mortari (op. cit.) found that students with reading and writing difficulties 

valued teachers that took differences between learners into account. At the time of the study, three 

of the Maltese students had not told their teachers about their difficulties because they are 

embarrassed and/or because they believe the teachers do not care or cannot change anything. 

According to Pino and Mortari’s (op. cit.) many students may turn down the opportunity to use 

adjustments and support to avoid stigmatization, especially if previous school experiences have 

made them suffer. I will come back to transitions further down in this section. A cultural difference 

between the Maltese and Swedish students can be seen here, since the Maltese students show more 

signs of shyness, pay more attention to authority, which in some cases are signs of a history of 

failure when it comes to asking for adjustments. Some of the Swedish students describe how they 

are confident asking for support. This could be an example of how the context impact pedagogical 

activities (Uljens, 2007). This also probes the question if the school system in Malta has more traits 

of hierarchy and therefore this could indicate a negative influence from the overarching values in 

the macrosystems on the individual. All students hide their difficulties more or less in the 

microsystem of the classroom and in front of their peers. Nevertheless, in the microsystem of the 

home, all students describe that the close family knows about their difficulties, which indicates 

openness and safety in one of the microsystems (see discussion on parental support further down 

in this section). However, only some close friends know about they have some difficulties, which 

could be signs of stigmatization (Pino & Mortari op. cit.). American students with reading and 

writing difficulties who are more open about their difficulties also seem to have a wider range of 

strategies (Reis, Neu & McGuire, op. cit.). Going into the exosystem, all students in this study 

believe that communication and cooperation between students and teachers and special needs 

educators are of utmost importance. All students believe that they themselves or with the help of 

parents have to inform and/or remind the teachers in order to receive adjustment and support.  

Moreover, the majority of students was afraid that others believed their adjustments as unfair 

and some of the Maltese students emphasised that they did not use dyslexia as an excuse and that 

they did not want any privileges. This is in line with Camilleri et al. (2019) who showed that the 

Maltese students with dyslexia in their study wanted that their grades should reflect their knowledge 

of the subject and that they did not wish any preferential treatment. Furthermore, they referred to 

fairness of examinations equated with sameness. However, some of the Swedish students in my 

study expressed quite the opposite, stating that students with reading and writing difficulties have 

the right to receive adjustments, otherwise school is unfair. The different cultural macro-, exo- and 

microsystems could, hence, have influenced these students to have developed different views of 
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how school should support them. Camilleri et al. (op. cit.) showed that students describe how they 

experience unnecessary anxiety caused by misunderstanding and lack of knowledge.  

All students in this study ask for more awareness of dyslexia among teachers and wish that 

teachers would see the individual behind the diagnosis. Some of the students wished specifically 

for more individualisation in the classroom i.e. in the teachers’ didactical approach. Some students 

highlight that all students in their class need to show their knowledge in a similar way and most 

often by a written test even if you would be able to show it better in another way.  

According to the majority of students in this study, most teachers do not differentiate and adjust 

their lectures to student diversity. This is in contrast to individual adjustments spoken for in 

research in which several researchers suggest that teachers need to see children with dyslexia as 

individuals, looking at dyslexia as an educational challenge and not an individual problem (see also 

Poole 2003; Pino & Mortari 2014; Nielsen 2011; Föhrer & Magnusson 2003). Furthermore, the 

students’ descriptions stand also in contrast to how Augustsson and Boström (2016) explain how 

the subject-student axis in didactics concerns how the subject is made accessible and 

communicated so the student can understand and learn. Some of the students describe that most 

of the teachers merely presents their subjects with a presentation tool while some describe that 

they need to find their own information, which resembles that teaching does not ensure that 

students will learn (Uljens, 1997). Lastly, Knight (2010) showed that teachers are not informed of 

the biological and cognitive aspects of dyslexia and the need of increasing teachers' knowledge with 

the help of recent research and evidence-based teacher training. 

Further similarities between research (i.e. Pino & Mortari op. cit., Olofsson et al. op. cit.) and 

wishes from the subjects in this study are to receive teachers’ notes since notetaking is difficult, try 

oral tests and other alternatives to text-based learning. The students in this study wanted 

opportunities to both learn and show their knowledge in different communication styles. One of 

the Swedish students described how he failed both Physics and Technology in compulsory school 

because he could not express his knowledge in a written test, which could be an example on how 

the current text-based examination systems can affect students. Camilleri et al. (2019) describe the 

Maltese examinations as an unnecessary stress for students with dyslexia and that students with 

dyslexia are not provided with opportunities to reach their full potential.  

Pino & Mortari (op. cit.) states that extra time does not compensate for the difficulties and 

argues that introducing alternative test modalities can overcome this. Similarly, the majority of 

students in this study describe the possibility to use extra time (some 15% and some more) but at 

the same time the majority of students do not see it as sufficient aid on its own e.g. to show their 

knowledge on a written test or in an essay. Some of the reasons are that several students describe 
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that they do still not have enough time to plan their essays when writing or working on the 

structure. For the Maltese students, reduced marks for spelling mistakes causes problems so they 

need to spend time finding words they can spell. On the other hand, more time will not be sufficient 

either since energy will not last. Instead, alternative test modalities and other supportive 

adjustments such as assistive technology is proposed both by the students and in previous research 

(i.e. Pino & Mortari op. cit.). However, some of the students showed that they were unfamiliar with 

available adjustments and assistive technology. 

When it comes to the experience of adjustments there are variations, since some express that 

receiving support has been embarrassing while some express that since the sense of student 

diversity is accepted and therefore it has not influenced them to a large extent. Camilleri et al. (2019) 

brings forwards how students were also aware that students in other countries had adjustments the 

Maltese students did not have. This also confirms this study’s result since the Maltese students do 

not have the same possibilities to e.g. assistive technology as the Swedish ones.  

All the Swedish students use computers since there is an 1-1 lap top program at their school. 

They all have access to word processors, text-to-speech and spelling programs, but in some tests, 

access to the last two are restricted by some teachers. The two students with the most positive 

experience of upper secondary school are also the ones who use most compensatory tools and who 

describe having most dialogue with all their teachers. These two Swedish students, David and Alice, 

use e.g. text-to-speech, audio-versions of textbooks, write tests on the computer and spell-check 

programmes as well as are provided extra time and oral tests when needed. David is the student 

most pleased with schooling and also the most successful academically. These are results found, 

but since it is qualitative data, no generalisations could be drawn.  

Five of the Maltese students have not tried nor practiced most of the available compensatory 

tools. Students who use compensatory aid, become more independent, reach higher results and 

complete their education more often than students who do not use it (Raskind & Higgins, 1998 in 

Föhrer & Magnusson, 2003). Furthermore, according to the Maltese students, a computer was very 

difficult to be able to use in the examinations. However, one of the Maltese students believed to 

have the right to write the next exams on the computer. When it comes to have tried compensatory 

tools and other adjustments in class, the Maltese students have had no or less chance to this than 

the Swedish students. This is contrast to that assistive technology devices and appropriate 

accommodations are important to school success (i.e. Föhrer & Magnusson, op. cit., Pino & 

Mortari, op. cit.).  

There are variations when it comes to academic pressure and adjustments in secondary school. 

Some learned to self-advocate and some still needed their parents. Some received adjustments, 
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which made school easier than before, while some experienced that pressure on independence 

became too sudden and too high. O’Byrne et al. (2019) argue that accommodations received in 

secondary school (e.g. being excused for spelling and grammar mistakes) should be maintained for 

students in further education to create consistency. They propose setting up multi-disciplinary 

teams to improve support and transition. In this way, individualisation and consistency with 

accommodations between school levels could be enabling students. Training of academic staff on 

how to support students with specific learning needs should also be implemented, according to 

these researchers (Ibid.).   

To be noted, for some of the students in this study, there is also the dilemma that they pass 

courses without support and hence go unnoticed throughout school. However, they could have 

the potential to reach much higher if they received more support and training. Have schools and 

teachers followed the policies (such as the UN, Ds 2008:23), when students barely pass their 

courses when have potential to reach higher with the right adjustments?  

Lastly, there are signs that all students more or less defend the school system they have been 

raised in. Is it foreign to come to the conclusion that these students believe their school system, its 

demands, requirements and teachers to be the righteous and truth?  

8.4 How do the students describe their future aspirations? 

The results in this study confirms previous studies by Foughantine (2012) and Parsons and Platt 

(2018) to some extent, since all students but one believe their difficulties have made them change 

their future aspirations. However, on one hand, they describe that they do not wish to blame their 

change of plans on their difficulties. On the other hand, when these student in linguistic vulnerability 

or with decoding difficulties (see Bruce et al. op. cit., Nilholm op. cit.) meets the demands of the 

classroom, teachers, exams and curriculum all, but one, describe that they do not reach their 

potential nor goals.  

In Parsons and Platt (2018) study fewer students with SEN expected to go to university and 

had lower job ambitions compared to students without SEN. In this study, the proportion of 

students aiming at university is higher. This could also be seen as a result of subject selection such 

as that the Maltese group of students, which are all preparatory students, and another reason could 

also be the high rate of parent support among the students. It could also be the case that the SEN 

group in the mentioned study include students in other difficulties than reading and writing 

difficulties. However, a majority of the students in this study plan to go to university, and as some 

of the students in Ingesson’s (2003) study, describe themselves as strugglers. Three of the Swedish 
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vocational students want to start working, but two of those are open to change of plans and 

university studies in the future.  

Furthermore, three subject fields stand out as obstructions for students’ school success and 

future aspirations. For the majority, languages i.e. Swedish, English and Maltese is the most difficult 

subject. Chemistry hinders future plans for some of the Maltese students as well as Mathematics 

for some. Since Chemistry is needed for certain university programmes, they need to change the 

course of plans even if they do not intend to study Chemistry at university, which implies a huge 

impact from a macrosystem level on the individual. In the microsystem, the students describe how 

their reading and writing difficulties make these subjects complicated, that their teachers have not 

been able to adjust their didactic methods and material to their needs in order for them to succeed. 

Succeed in this context could mean to be able to take and pass the course to meet the requirements 

at university. Some of the students explicitly show that they are aware of their own limits and that 

they have chosen courses goals and plans according to what they believe is possible to achieve in 

their setting. In this case, their microsystem of teachers, and the current exo- and macrosystem 

with their educational system influence their future plans. Foughantine (2012) showed that a 

reading and writing disability influence both working life and future way of living to a large extent. 

As an example, the most common aspirations among people with dyslexia in their study is that they 

choose a profession that is practical, creative or require working with others. These findings are in 

line with a majority of the students in this study who either choose a more practical or a socially 

oriented occupation. Three of the students aim at more theoretical and technical areas. All students 

in the study have plans to follow one of their interests and all students state that persistence is of 

utmost importance to succeed in school. Both these factors are also key factors to students of 

dyslexia’s success according to Ingesson (op. cit.). Five of the eleven students are directly inspired 

to choose the same or similar area as a parent, which seem to indicate strong parental impact. In 

Diakogiorgi & Tsiligirian (op. cit.), the result showed that neither Career Counsellors nor parents 

recommend high status jobs such as doctor for students with dyslexia. In this study, these 

interactions are not studied in detail and I can merely ask: How do the high or low expectations by 

parents, teachers and others such as counsellors influence the students in this study? As stated in 

previous research (Ingesson op. cit.) strong parental support is of great importance. When it comes 

to future plans there is a tendency that girls are more inspired by their family members’ occupation 

than boys, but generalizations cannot be made. One cultural difference is that five of the six Maltese 

students emphasise an academic pressure to earn money while only one of the Swedish emphasize 

this.  
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9 Conclusion 

The conclusions and implications are merely indications because of the limitations of this study. 

However, since most of the results are confirmed by the previous research studied some 

generalisations could be created.  

This study’s result as well as previous research show that there are great individual variations 

of difficulties and strengths among students with reading and writing difficulties. The result 

indicates that the students in this study depend on individual coping strategies, such as willpower, 

parents’ support, their own strengths and study skills to succeed. Together with previous research 

and the theoretical framework, the results could indicate that research and classroom reality seem 

to be far from each other, regarding early training of phonological awareness, classroom didactics 

and individualisation, transitions for these students between schools and stages as well as alternative 

assessment.  

Students need to be identified at an early age to receive sufficient training and to have time to 

develop both literacy skills, study strategies and become accustomed to compensatory tools. Early 

identification and interventions for younger students could give them a foundation to stand on for 

the rest of their education just as the majority of the students in this study have asked for.  

A further indication of the present study seen in the light also of previous research is that 

schools need to look into a range of examination modalities in order to make it possible for these 

students to show their potential as referred to as a goal for education by policy makers. The school 

systems and exam arrangements can as judged from the experiences of these students to be seen 

unequal and contradictory.  

In the light of previous research together with the experience of the students in this study, 

there is an indication of a need to strengthen the national guidelines in both Sweden and Malta to 

prevent maladjustments and stigmatization among students in reading and writing difficulties. The 

results also indicate a need to improve the knowledge of didactic strategies in teacher training to 

be able to meet the diversity of reading and writing difficulties among students. This presupposes 

also that teachers have non-contradictory policy documents to follow. In the light of the theoretical 

framework and previous research, a change of the curriculum and policies could be of help in order 

to assist teachers in their work for an inclusive school for all. A school in which students with 

reading and writing difficulties instead are seen as in linguistic vulnerability (cf. Bruce et al.) and 

hence, we change the perspective from the individual to the context.  

To be noted, however not shown in this study’s results, is that new regulations such as the 

Swedish read-write-count guarantee (cf. OECD) and the Maltese EAA regulations (cf. University 
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of Malta) and SPLD show that both countries take steps forward to a more dyslexia friendly school 

environment.   

To conclude, there is not a simple solution regarding how schools should educate students 

with reading and writing difficulties, but rather a need for work on different system levels, thus a 

change of policies, improved didactic methods as well as support of the individual student. In short, 

improvements in the macro- and exo-systems could lessen the pressure on the individual level and 

hence improve not only school results but the well-being of more students.  

9.1 Recommendations for Further Research 

• It is recommended that a larger qualitative study is conducted with more focus on 

comparing inclusion as well as support in several European countries, which could help to 

improve equivalence.  

• It is recommended to investigate the academic, economic and social benefits of efficient 

and early support of students with reading and writing difficulties, especially in long-term 

projects.  

• It is recommended that research is conducted on equality regarding the current policy 

documents as well as university requirements when it comes to students with reading and 

writing difficulties.   

• Regarding the need of a diagnosis for support, there are several issues to look into in both 

Sweden and Malta. How could the process be more transparent and understandable for 

children? Do schools really need to have a diagnosis, or could students be helped 

regardless? Furthermore, it is recommended to look into the Swedish university 

requirements for university. How could a more overriding approach be established when 

it comes to requirements for a diagnosis on paper to receive support?  

• It is recommended that a larger study on parental support is conducted.  

• It is recommended that research is conducted on how teacher training as well as 

professional development for current teachers can be carried out in the best way to give 

teachers more knowledge on reading and writing difficulties as well as didactic methods 

and differentiation. 

• In the light of this study, it is recommended that a further study is conducted on how 

students with reading and writing difficulties can reach their full potential and not only 

reach the lowest passing grade. Do teachers and school leaders know what support could 
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be allowed within the present system? Do the policy makers communicate clearly what 

support is allowed?  

• It is recommended that the Swedish read-write-count guarantee and the Maltese EAA 

regulations are evaluated on both individual, school and societal level.   

9.2 Limitations 

There are several limitations already discussed in the method section. Moreover, the English 

language is one of this study’s limitations since I am not a native speaker of English. Second, this 

study is biased since it is written from a Swedish perspective. Furthermore, I am working as a 

Special Needs Educator and therefore I am supposedly biased towards the students and subjects 

of this study’s side. Even though an objective approach is aimed at it is not fully possible to achieve. 

The biggest limitation is the sample size of this study and it needs to be highlighted again, as well 

as the clearly limited subject selection. Therefore, the conclusions as well as the implications need 

to be further explored in a study on a larger scale.     
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Appendix 1: Interview Questions 

Background 

1. How old are you? (You attend a higher secondary school. Which grade?) 

2. What is your mother tongue?  

3. Which gender do you identify with? (man, woman, non-binary) 

4. What programme do you attend? What made you choose this? 

5. How important is it for you to do well in school? (What is your goal?) 

Difficulties 

6. Do you consider yourself to have a special educational need? (What? Diagnosis? Disability?)  

- Do you remember when you were tested and diagnosed?  

- If you remember, what did you think or feel then?  

7. What difficulties do you have?  

� Reading – comprehension, speed, vocabulary, memory 

� Writing – spelling, speed, vocabulary 

� Listening – memory 

� Speaking – articulate your thoughts 

� Memory 

� Concentration 

� Time  

� Structure, planning 

� Difficulties in a certain object 

 

 

Higher Secondary School 

8. Describe school is for you? (experience, 1-5, strengths? positive?) 

9. How much time do you spend on school and homework? (compared to classmates?) 

10. How do you think your difficulties affect you (and your everyday life)?  

11.  Do you believe your teachers have enough knowledge of dyslexia/reading and writing difficulties? 

12. Do you have adjustments/arrangements/accommodations? (with what? How? When? With 

whom? Compensatory aids?) 
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� Longer time? 

� Computer and word processor/programs 

� Oral tests 

� Digital textbooks 

� Spelling programs 

� Other application on your phone/computer 

� Prompts, templates, help with structure 

� Scribe, less amount of text, less homework,  

� Extra lessons with a learning support educator 

� Intensive training with e.g. reading 

� Help with goals and planning 

� Feedback 

13.  Who do you think is responsible for your support and exam access arrangements? 

14. Do you believe to have the right adjustments? Do you believe that you can achieve your full 

potential? (Would you need more support to reach your goals?) 

15. Do you have any other strategies when you are working at home, studying before tests and so on? 

16. If I ask for a list of tips/advice for your teachers, what would you like them to know to help you 

better?  

17. If you could give other students with reading and writing difficulties advice, what would that be?  

18. Have you received any help with schoolwork outside school? (tutor/family members) Who has 

helped you the most?  

19. Do you have a hobby, interest or talent?  

20. How do you feel about your dyslexia? (if normal/like everybody else/different? How? How did you 

feel about it when you were younger?) 

21. Who knows about your difficulties? (friends, peer students, teachers, family?) 

Primary and secondary school 

22.  Which were your strong subjects in compulsory school? 

23. What is your experience of (How did you perceive) primary and secondary school?  

24. Do you remember when you learned how to read?  (Age? How? Positive? Difficulties?) 

25. Do you believe that you received sufficient support and help in primary school? Secondary school? 

What help did you get?  

Future Aspirations 

26. What did you want to become when you were a child – 5-10 years? Why? 
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27. What did you want to become when you were 14? 

28.  What are your future aspirations now? What do you want to work with in 10 years? (if not, what 

choices do you believe to have?) 

- What do you think has influenced your thoughts and dreams?  

- When you were a child you wanted to become …… and now you want to ….. what do you think has 

affected you to change your plans? (interests, friends, parents, money, society, difficulties, climate 

change? In what way?) 

29.  Are there any professions that you opt out (leave/don’t bother about) because of your difficulties? 

30. Do you think you are going to need any support or access arrangements in your future workplace? 

31. May I ask you, what are your parents’ education and occupation? (work with)? 

32. Do you have a role model or someone to look up to? 
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Appendix 2: Participants 

Background information of the study’s participants is presented, as given and estimated by the 

participants in the interviews, in the following areas: 

1. Gender 

2. Age  

3. School Language/s 

4. Educational programme/course: vocational or preparatory for university 

5. Difficulties/diagnosis (estimated age when received report within brackets, as well as eventual 

additional difficulties) 

6. Parents’ estimated educational background: university or non-university 

4.2.1.1 Alice 

1. Female 

2. 18 

3. Swedish 

4. National Vocational Programme, but will fulfil requirements for university. 

5. Dyslexia (14) 

6. Parents: non-university 

4.2.1.2 Bella 

1. Female 

2. 17 (but in final year) 

3. Swedish 

4. Preparatory (for university) 

5. Dyslexia (13) 

6. Parents: 1 university, 1 non-university 

4.2.1.3 Christian 

1. Male 

2. 18 

3. Swedish 

4. National Vocational Programme  

5. Dyslexia (13) 

6. Parents: non-university 
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4.2.1.4 David 

1. Male 

2. 18 

3. Swedish 

4. Preparatory (for university) 

5. Dyslexia (11, additional difficulty)  

6. Parents: 1 university and 1 presumably non-university 

4.2.1.5 Eliot 

1. Male 

2. 18+ 

3. Swedish 

4. National Vocational Programme  

5. No report, but has Dyslexia/reading and writing difficulties according to special needs teachers 

6. Parents: 1 university and 1 presumably non-university 

4.2.1.6 Fred 

1. Male 

2. 16  

3. English and Maltese  

4. Preparatory (for university) 

5. Dyslexia (13, additional difficulty) 

6. Parents: 1 university and 1 presumably non-university 

4.2.1.7 Hanna 

1. Female 

2. 17 

3. Maltese and English 

4. Preparatory (for university) 

5. Dyslexia (8) 

6. Parents: non-university 

4.2.1.8 Ian 

1. Male 
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2. 16  

3. Maltese and English 

4. Preparatory (for university) 

5. Dyslexia (9, additional difficulty) 

6. Parents: 1 university and 1 non-university 

4.2.1.9 Jade 

1. Female 

2. 16 

3. Maltese and English 

4. Preparatory (for university) 

5. Dyslexia (10, additional difficulty)  

6. Parents: Non-university. (O-level) 

4.2.1.10 Kate 

1. Female 

2. 16 

3. Maltese and English 

4. Preparatory (for university, however long-term plan uncertain) 

5. Dyslexia (7, additional difficulty)  

6. Parents: 1 university, 1 non-university 

4.2.1.11 Liam 

1. Male 

2. 17 

3. English and Maltese 

4. Preparatory (for university)  

5. Dyslexia (9) 

6. Parents: 1 university and 1 equivalent to university    
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions Swedish  

Bakgrund 

1. Ålder?  

2. Modersmål? 

3. Könstillhörighet? (Kvinna, man, icke-binär, annat) 

4. Program? (Yrkes eller studieförberedande? Vad har gjort att du valde det?) 

5. Diagnos/självdiagnos? (Beskriv hur det var att få en diagnos.) 

6. När upptäcktes dina svårigheter? 

 

Grundskolan 

7. Beskriv hur det var i grundskolan. (Hur gick det? 1-5? Positivt? Svårigheter?) 

8. Kommer du ihåg när du lärde dig att läsa?  (Hur? Ålder? Positivt? Svårigheter?) 

9. Anser du att du fick du hjälp och anpassningar i grundskolan? (Med vad, hur, när, vem? Extra 

undervisning? Kompensatoriska hjälpmedel? Vad hjälpte dig mest? Brister i stöd?) 

Gymnasiet 

10. Beskriv hur det är i skolan nu. (Hur går det? 1-5? Styrkor och positivt?) 

o 1 – – – – – – 2 – – – – – – 3 – – – – – – 4 – – – – – –  5 

11. Vad har du för svårigheter nu?  

� läsa (förståelse, hastighet, ordförråd, arbetsminne) 

� skriva (Stavning, formulera, hastighet, ordförråd, arbetsminne) 

� hörförståelse (minne) 

� tala (formulera) 

� minne 

� koncentration 

� tid 

� struktur 

� svårigheter i speciellt ämne? (Vilket? Vad? Hur? Om engelska à tala, skriva, läsa, höra, 

annat?) 

� annat_________________ 

12. Hur mycket tid lägger du ner på skolan? (jämfört med klasskompisar?) 
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13. Hur tycker du att  dina svårigheter  påverkar dig? (Positiva konsekvenser? Begränsning? Tid för 

skolarbete/fritid?) 

14. Anser du att du får hjälp och anpassningar nu? (Med vad, hur, när, vem? Extra undervisning? 

Kompensatoriska hjälpmedel? Vad hjälper dig mest? Brister i stöd?) 

� Längre tid (vid t ex prov) 

� Muntliga (test och kompletteringar) 

� Digitala läromedel (t.ex. via Inläsningstjänst) 

� Stavningsprogram 

� Andra appar på dator/telefon: ______________________ 

� Starthjälp, struktur, mallar 

� Anpassade arbetsuppgifter – förenklade uppgifter, färre uppgifter, lättare texter, skrivhjälp 

� Extra undervisning och stöd med speciallärare 

� Intensiv träning som t.ex. lästräning 

� Hjälp med tydliga & kortsiktiga mål 

� Tydlig feedback under arbetets gång 

� Övrigt:__________________________________ 

15. Har du andra knep och strategier? 

16. Skulle du behöva mer hjälp? Hur? 

17. Vem ansvarar för att du får de anpassningar du behöver?  

18. Råd till lärare?  

19. Råd till andra elever med läs- och skrivsvårigheter? 

20. Hobby, intresse eller talang?  

Framtidsplaner 

21. Vad ville du bli när du var barn (5-10 år)? (Varför tror du att du ville bli det?) 

22. Kommer du ihåg vad du ville bli när du var ca 14 år (gick på högstadiet)?  

23. Framtidsplaner? Vad vill du jobba med om 10 år? (Om inte, vad finns det för olika val?) 

o Vad tror du har påverkat att du har dessa planer?  

o När du var liten ville du bli … Och nu vill du bli … Vad tror du har påverkat dig att ändra ditt val? 

(intresse, kompisar, föräldrar & föräldrars förväntningar, pengar, samhället, svårigheter à På vilket 

sätt?) 

24. Har du någon förebild? 

25. Vad arbetar dina föräldrar med? 

26. A) Finns det några yrken som du väljer bort helt på grund av dina läs- och skrivsvårigheter? (Vilka? 

Varför?) 



 

 71 

B) Om du inte hade läs- och skrivsvårigheter, tror du att du hade velat jobba med något annat? (Vad? 

Varför?) 

27. Tror du att du kommer behöva anpassningar på din framtida arbetsplats? Vilka? 

28. Hur vill du beskriva dig själv nu?  

29. Är det något annat du vill ta upp? 
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Appendix 4a: Information Letter  

Dear student and/or parents, 

My name is Frida Zaal and I am a postgraduate student in the field of special needs education at 

Uppsala University, Sweden. I am conducting a thesis under the supervision of Professor Claes 

Nilholm, and this is an information letter for you to consider participating in my study “Students’ 

Perception of Their Reading and Writing Difficulties, School Experience, and Future Aspirations – a Comparative 

Study of Malta and Sweden”.       

My experience as a special educational needs (SEN) teacher – which is also shown in research 

– is that students with SEN have lower future aspirations than students without SEN. I believe 

that educators and the overall school system need to make students with SEN more visible to 

increase equity. Consequently, I claim that students’ school experiences need to be highlighted and 

therefore it is of utmost importance for me to listen to your story.  

The purpose of this study is to increase knowledge on students with reading and writing 

difficulties (such as dyslexia) when it comes to their school experiences, perception of their own 

difficulties, but also their future aspirations. The purpose is also to increase awareness of the 

diversity as well as similarities between Malta and Sweden, within the subject field.  

§ Participation will involve a semi-structured interview of approximately 40 to 60 minutes. 

§ Participation in this study is voluntary.  

§ The participation or non-participation will not affect grades. 

§ The interview will be audio recorded and later transcribed for analysis. 

§ Anonymous quotations may be used in the study, but your name will not appear in the thesis. 

All information you provide is considered confidential. 

§ The audio files will be stored and accessed, encrypted and/or password protected by Frida 

Zaal. The audio files also have code names.  

§ You may receive a copy of the thesis when the study is complete. 

I hope that my study will be of benefit to students with reading and writing difficulties and 

contribute to the research field. I look forward to listening to your story and thank you in advance 

for your contribution. For questions or if you would like additional information, please contact me. 

Yours Sincerely,  

Frida Zaal 
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Appendix 4b: Consent Form  

By signing this consent form, you agree on the following:  

� I have read the information letter about the study being conducted by Frida Zaal at 

Uppsala University and I am aware of the purpose and method of this study. 

� I have had the opportunity to ask questions and to receive answers to my questions related 

to the study.  

� I agree of my own free will to take part in the study. 

� I am aware of that participation in this study is voluntary and that I may decline to answer 

any of the interview questions. I may decide to withdraw from this study at any time 

without any negative consequences by informing Frida Zaal.  

� I allow my interview to be audio recorded and transcribed to text.  

� I allow that interview excerpts may be included in the thesis (and/or publications to come 

from this study). I am aware that the quotations will be anonymous.  

 

Participant’s signature:  ________________________________________   

Participant name (print):  ________________________________________ 

Date:  ________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Parent’s signature if 17 or younger:  ________________________________________ 

Parent’s signature (print): ________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 


