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. E THE ASTON INDEX

A pilot idétrumén;/of dyslexic-type langpuage difficulties , "

- -

MS Thompson _— L/

Within the context of individual differences amongst children it is ;/
now considered by mamy educationists and researchers that a possibility -/
exists of some children entering schéol at 5 vears of age with an‘underlying
psycho-motor organisation nct favouring the accuisition of consistent ‘ .
ordercd symbolic learning. This type of symbolic learning is esschtial ° ‘

their key ccnstraints of consistently crdered symbcls and seauences of

spelling. It is well known that poor sdcic-econcmic factors, so—called

illiterate homes, cultural differences, deprived pre-school experlences

and emcticnal disturbances can be serious disadvantages for young school // ,
beginners. Teachers are in general aware of such cvents. The hypotheses
prescnted here are derived from researches in neurolory, ncurorsychologv,
psychology.and linguistics.. From these sources it arpears that in many ,
cases of language learning difficulties there is a pattern of presentinr
symptoms which4%§nstitutes a "cateacry"”

. This patter may include: ' . ' ' ;

s
.

- A non-resoluticn of domlnance for hané, eye, car languave area in the
train. }
- A familial inciderce of left- -hgnded or ambllateral members . - .
- A familial 1nc1dence of d1ff1cult1es in readlno, srellint, fluent ' -
writing. :
- Somrtimes a familial incidence of - success in Ysratial" OCCU“&thﬂS,
e.g. c1v1l or mechanical engineerinr, art, deslch ‘architccture, )
athletics, pattérn making. \ . . -
- Late dgvelorment of srpeech and lanoua"e hattﬂrnlng in the child.
- Inability to produce a consistent copy of directional SnyOllc material . .
- ‘Reversal, inversion of symbolic form and language material.
- Scmetimes clumsiness and "accident rroneness''.
- Scmetimes early success in perceptual-motor tasks, e. E. ferm beards,
cqnstrqctlonal toys, jigsaws, etc. (Newton 1972).

" All of these symrtoms need nct be present, nor need -they be present
in an gxtreme degree. Sometimes there is a minimal difficulty presenting
a "maturational lag" and peost;yoning the akility tc acquire symbolic, direction-
al material until a later age - say 8, 9 or 10 years of age.

With these concepts in mind, it has been 90551ble to construct a
dlagnostlc instrument which may be used in the fcllcw1n" manner:

9, To Le admlnlstered after the child has been in schocl attendance for'

about 6 months and when the teacher has noticed cifficulties in
gxpected attainment dlscrepant with aprarent "1nte111pnnce“ and scocial.
competence. . ) =

2. To te admipistered at 7+ for ruzzling ecases of non-attainment. This
might include the "slow- learninﬂ" child whn can be ecually affected
Ly dyslexic-tyre cconfusions in symbolic material as well as lesser
all round intellectual funcétoning. -
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such a resisti loarnlnc ﬁattern is 'rCSbnt that funther deeper

This instrumdnt, known as the Aston&Index, con51sts »>f three rarts
which cever Ehn atlgve mentioned stares, desimated Form I, Form II, and
Form III. In genepad, Fecrms I and II are divided un, intc three arcas:
ferieral unlerlyln" akility, child andefamily laterailty and reading history,
and rerformdnce itgms relating to readinc. The Index rerresents an -
'1nterr1tud anproach' end includes well-known items ffom various sources;
these have, been kart as. “=S1g as nossible tc be practical within the time ¢
constr=1nts cf th teachér.‘_ iﬂguﬂ”'

}’w \ . -

Thé follow1ng list of items is a reﬂrﬂductlﬁn from thc Index: -

5't \\ v
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FORM T | - TORM II

- ..’ \ - R \‘ i
Con ] ] L. . eqs

‘Gegeral Under;ylng)Atlllty General Underlyin~ Arility
Lv.PmnmrrmmﬂﬁUD@ . 1. Cocdencuch
2.%  Focalulary i 2. Vecabulary items
8 Goodencugh = " 3. Corying pcometrical designs
4 Copylng oeometrical duSlgnS

a
Famlly History \ Family History

1. Laterality 1. Laterality-
2. Birth history 2. Birth histery
3. Kn:cwledge of left and richt 3. ﬁﬁgﬁgedre of left and richt
4, Socio-cultwral setting 4, Socir-cultural setting
Performance Items ' - . Perforrmance Ttems ;
1.  HWrite or copy name 3 times: 1. Peading Schonell '
2. Visual secuential memory 2. Sprelling Schonell
3. Digits - forward and reverse - 3. "Fres writing ;
4. Sound blencdinsr . v 4. Graphcmotor
5. Scund discrimination 5.  Visyal seruential memory
\ €. Auditory secuential memory ’
7. Sound llendinr
8. Sound discrimination

* !

Form I is for use with children who have btech in school alout € months.
The area of 'eeneral underlyin~ ability'! is 1ncludcd to measure the child's
arility to «ive verbal labels to the worid around him; obviously refore
reading and writing can be-attempted the ability tO\conce“tuallse chjects
is of raramount 1m“ortcnce (early verbalisations cengist mainly of nouns).
Related to this is the vocabulary scale which locks At the ahility to
extract -meanine from words and identifies the recertiVe understanding of
the child. Reading and wrltlnp cannot Yrrogress in a Sgtlsfactory manner

-if the child derives nc meaning from the words he is uding. (Many children,

-

however, although understandlng vertal concepts and semantlcs, are still
unable to” acruire’ the automatic, sequential and arlitrary skills involved
in.written languare. The Index assesses such notentlal‘in the nerformance

* section.) The Goodenough 'Draw-a-man' test is included to ottain some

idea of the child's general ability. The results yielded ty this arparently
. ;
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Simplq{é;awune test heve Leen founﬂ t0 correlate h:phly vith gcores obtained
from ¢other individual measuies cf intellirence. It is necessiry to establish
such “readiness" levels, as 2 child with slow learnine potentinl (i.e. of

low M.A.) may te at risk anyvay in his a.1lity tc acquire the concertual -
framework, as well as rossitle difficulties in rercertual skills.

; Coryine gecmetrical designs recuires the child tc draw the shares of
a cinc}c, square, trianrle and diamnnd. Parformance con this task gives

a mcasure(cf the Derecrtuo-metor development of the child. £t 5 or 6
years old) most children should be allc to reproduce a circle and a saquare,
and, at M. 7 years are a:lle tc cepy adequately a triangle and a diamond. -

As well as the clinical and observational experience cf the writers and
many other educatignists on thes indices of cevelcpmental stages, these
1tems have their oripgin in well standardised and accerted tests such as the
E.P.V.T.? Stanf~rd-Binet Intelllgence Scale, and Goodenough Test; thus
providing the rationale lLehind the 'general underlying abtility' ccncert.

The seccnd area ex; lores the family lackgrcund and child's laterality.
The tyre cofispecific reading difficultv under investiratiosn is cften ~ -
familial cne, as well as !eing asscciated with underlying battcrns of
laterality and cerebral dominance. The child's laterality is therefore
exrlored }v a number cf items investipating handedness, 'footcdness', eyed-
ness, ¢gtc. A nattern cf inconsistent laterality (e.s. left eye/richt hand)
or ufidertain and ccnfused handedness could te indicative of difficulties in
ordeping and secuencing ihe uni-directional task c¢f reading. The rattern
offamily laterality is also fcted tecauss an indication of uncertaipy demin-
ance and c~nfused laterality cften revealed in these cases, together with
a history of ~cor srelling or reading, gives an insicht into the familial
and genetic nature of the disetility (Critchley Orton, Newtcn. Naidoo,
Zanswill and many others). i

If rossitle, the lirth historv is also ncted,’as frequently an 'at-
risk' tirth may give rise tc later d1ff1cult1es in sym.clic tyres of learn-
ing at school (Kewi & Pasamanick).

/

It is also well estallished that psychcrenic factors may ! lock the
accuisition of symlolic learning; a cuestinn is included tc cover these
more sccio-cultural influences.

The performance items forming the thid part of Form I are those which
have Lcen found to correlate with this type cf reading difficulty. The
visual sequential suk-tests and the auditory secuential (dipits forward
and reverse) sub-tests are included. These sive an indication of the
atility the child has to order scunds or symltols in an artitrary secuence,
which is of raramount impertance in this directional ‘task. The nautre of
the tasks to e learnt (reading, spelline, writing) requires the rercen-
ticn, retention, and the reproduction of sounds and symbols in an order
and secuence (Naicdoo, Thomson, Goldrerc). The visudl sccuential memory
consists of symbols and rictures in secuence which the child has to ~ut in
the correct crder after havine a secuence shown to him ty the tester. The
dirit span consists gf the child repeating a series of dirits in the same
order, and in the seébnd test, in the reverg® order. Posr nerformance
in these:secuencing tyres of task wculd arain te ’indicative cf a specific
directicnal and sccuencing diffiqulty. .

A sound-Llendin~ sul'-test is included to measure the alility to make
a meaningful word from its constituent sounds (e.r. c-a-t makes ? - acain
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often a particular difficulty) and'also to sive the teacher some idea of
the efficieyv of a phonic approach tc reading. Relative superiority in
either the visual or auditory subtest would cf course have important
remedial 1mp11cat10ns, ¢.gZ. a stress on the Lketter skill to accuire scme
-reading.with "overlearning teaching to impreve the weaker. Finally., a
sound discriminaticn test is included t» test simply the aktility of the
child to repéat words that are spcken to him, as ¢ crude auditcry acuity
measure¢. Special attention is dirgeted te initial and final scunds. Both
these tests relate to the ability ii distinguish phonemes, and to blend
these tcgether to make symbolic sense (Bannatyme, ‘Shankweiler & Liberman).

- Form II consists cf the same items as Form I for the rerfcrmance
section, excert that the Pictufz Recosnition h=s Leen drornred from the

. feneral ability sectlon and it is sugrested that other reneral abilitv
measures such as E.P.V.T. and Ravens Matrices are used. Because Form II
is more of a diacnostic instrument rather than an '"early warning system”,
some further itcems have been included in the rerformance sectien.

In order to measure the dependent variable the Schonell readins and
srelling tests are included. Readins and srelling age are based upon
graded words becoming progressively more difficult. The level of reading
and spelling should of ccurse le‘®related to the child's ability as well as
chronclogical age, to get a.real measure of mnder- or over-dchievement.

A sample of free writiny is. included, and thls can be an impecrtant
diagnostic facter. The number cf reversals, biZarre srellinrs, pure
rhonetic snellings, peneral motor control, fluency of idea and expression,
syntax, punztuation, etc:, may all add un to an overall plcture of the
child's abilities, and rarticular attention should re directed to a
discrepancy between the child's written performance and his langsuare and
intelligence levels asqmanlfested orally. (Criteria for Free Writinc items -
Rakticnvitch, Critchley, Miles, New#on).

¢ The final performance ifem is the eraphomotor test in which the child
copies a pattern with ripht hand and left hand, with both hands at once,

- - and in different directions. This gives a g:neral idea of fluency andy

- motor countrol as well as relating to the laterality Iitems - 1s the child

fluent with both hands, can he ccpe with two directions at once easily, etc?

Difficulties in directicnal moter fluency are highlighted. This test is

: derived from work on directional confusion in skilled tasks (Gerhardt).

) Form II then should give a wide view of the child s abilities and shills,

in reletion to the reading and writinr task.

/T Form III doss not include any specific test items, rut gives examples
of the types of tests which might ke used if further diagmosis is necessary,
and sugrests refcrral tc shecialist agencies if any problem is-hirhlichted.

The Index-is intended as a first screening rrocedure. It has teen
devised to give teachers (and others concerned with the education of youneg
children) a means of reing alerted tc those children who will te 'at risk'
in our verbally biased educational system tecause of their ,rcdlsnoq1t10n .
to dyslexic~type language difficulties,

| The use of the carly warnins svstem will:

- Give apnropriate awarcness tc teachers at the the critical time.
[ERJ!:‘ - Ensure apnropriatc teachins and learning frogrammes.

»




- Minimise the anxiety and sfuilt in both child and mother.

- Enable optimum learniny tc take place in other spheres.

- . Prevent children leinr regarded as "lesser' than they really are.

- Ensure healthy cmctional and psychic ggewth.

- Fulfil a lcng-term objcctive of satisfactory and effective invelve-
ment in the educaticnal sygtem of thc country. In extreme cases |
this cac help in preventing later 'Aalienatiof” proLlems, pre-
delinquent tehavicur, withdrawal,.anti-social ccmmensatory -
behavicur, involvement-with.drufs, etc.

In less extrcme cases awareness and annmropriate teachins will prevent
personal and familial anxioty and miserv. It cculd also lead te scciety's
tenefit in the effective deplcyment of each person's individual skills.

4 . LY
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