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Abstract 
The present article summarizes various aspects of teaching foreign languages to learners with dyslexia. In 
particular, although it is a matter examined broadly around the world, in Greece there are few references and 
limited research in this field. Furthermore, the lack of foreign language teachers' training in the field of specific 
learning difficulties in Greece is also examined. In this article, we refer to first language and foreign language(s) 
acquisition and focus on the situation in Greece, where the first foreign language taught in schools is English and 
the second foreign language is either German or French. Furthermore, we examine the mechanisms of (second) 
foreign language acquisition as well as the factors that influence this process. Additionally, we consider the 
appropriate time to start learning a foreign language, as well as various reading and spelling difficulties that the 
learners with dyslexia face during this process. A very dominant factor that influences learners with dyslexia and 
causes difficulties in reading and spelling is the phonological awareness (phonemic awareness and syllable 
awareness). Due to the cross-linguistic transfer of this skill, we mention ways to improve phonological awareness 
skills in the first language and in the foreign language(s). 

Keywords: Foreign Language Learning, Dyslexia, Spelling, Reading, Phonological Awareness, 
Teacher Training 

Introduction 
Learning a foreign language is a complex process that requires the development and interaction of 
various skills. This process is based on the skills the learners have developed in the first language 
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(phonological, orthographic, syntactic, and semantic) (Sparks et al., 2006). Thus, the effectiveness 
of a learner's skills in the first language has a significant effect on the success or failure of learning 
a foreign language (Simon, 2000). When learning a second or additional foreign language, the first 
language as well as the first foreign language influence the learners. Moreover, dyslexia is a 
parameter that affects foreign language learning significantly. 

In Greece, there is an evident need for teacher training in this field as well as the connection 
between educational practice and educational research. In the past few years, this situation has 
changed due to the Undergraduate and Postgraduate Programmes of the Aristotle University of 
Thessaloniki, the Hellenic Open University of Patras, and the National and Kapodistrian 
University of Athens, however, there is still a great need for primary research in this field 
(Tsakalidou, 2020, 2022). 

Dyslexic learners should be taught with appropriate methods by trained teachers, who are well 
informed about their difficulties and the nature of dyslexia. They should also be specialized in the 
implementation of appropriate curricula and have the ability to choose the right exercise material 
for each phase of language teaching (Mavrommati, 2004; Tsakalidou, 2020, 2022). 
 
First Language and Foreign Language(s) in the Greek Context 
We should point out that in the Greek educational system, the foreign language teacher is always 
confronted with mixed-ability classrooms. It is almost impossible to have a classroom of beginners 
in terms of language knowledge and learning experience (Tsakalidou, 2022). This fact cannot be 
ignored, as it constitutes many difficulties and in many cases learner-centered adjustments are 
necessary. Some aspects of diversity in the classroom are connected to cultural and social 
experiences, knowledge and cognitive requirements, general skills, learning styles and strategies, 
preferred ways of learning, motivation, and performance, cause of success and failure, personality 
traits, gender, age, and self-confidence, talents, inclinations, and interests (Scholz, 2007; 
Chatzichristou, 2011).  

The first language is the reference point when learning a (second) foreign language and it should 
be actively involved in this process, as it is essentially the language base, to which the learners 
will add new elements, units, and structures of a new language (cross-linguistic influence). A 
question that the teacher should keep in mind is: What elements, units, or structures of the first 
language and/or of the first foreign language can be linked and associated with elements, units, 
and structures of the second foreign language (transfer bridges)? For example, international words 
or loanwords in the new language can be used when learning vocabulary. Equally important is the 
connection of existing learning experiences and processes with the first language and the first 
foreign language in order to adapt and expand them based on the learners' needs while learning the 
second foreign language (Neuner, 2004).  

Consequently, second foreign language teachers use the learners' existing cognitive and 
emotional experiences, while learning their first language and their first foreign language, in order 
to facilitate the second foreign language learning (Hufeisen, 2004). Nevertheless, learners who 
have already conquered a foreign language show a different level of readiness in comparison to 
learners who only know one language (i.e. their first language) (Cenoz, 2001). 
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A language taught and learnt as a second foreign language differs in many ways from a language 
taught and learnt as a first foreign language (Hufeisen, 2003). It is needless to say, that first foreign 
language learners are considered to have no experience as far as foreign languages are concerned. 
On the contrary, when they start learning a second foreign language, they are considered more 
capable, due to the previous experience, while learning the first foreign language. They are usually 
older, with more developed intellectual and metacognitive abilities, and, therefore, have a better 
understanding of the second foreign language system (Cenoz, 2001; Hufeisen, 2000). 

Other factors that may influence learners with dyslexia, while learning a second foreign 
language, are (a) the learners' level and recent involvement with the specific language; (b) the self-
assessment process as far as their knowledge is concerned; (c) emotional factors, which may 
function differently while learning a second foreign language compared to the first foreign 
language; (d) metalinguistic awareness, which is usually more developed in the case of a second 
foreign language and therefore speeds up the process of learning; (e) the learners' interactive skills, 
which are improved in the case of multilingual learners; (f) the conscious or subconscious language 
strategies already acquired in the first language and the first foreign language; (g) the awareness 
of their learning style (Papadopoulou, 2006). 
 
Learners with Dyslexia and Foreign Languages 
There are two different views concerning the appropriate time for learners with dyslexia to start 
learning a foreign language: (a) when they have already overcome the greatest difficulties in the 
first language and have conquered it to a great extent, and (b) at an early age (Lanzinger, 2006). 
The second position is supported by Sambanis (2002), who suggests, that growing up the ability 
to recognize and distinguish sounds is lost, and therefore learning foreign languages at an early 
age is important for learners with dyslexia. Moreover, appropriate teaching methods should be 
used. The ideal age to learn a foreign language is from ten to sixteen years (Lanzinger, 2006). 

Specifically at ten years of age, learning German or French as a second foreign language mainly 
concerns older students with the corresponding cognitive abilities. Therefore, the teacher can add 
new knowledge to the existing knowledge derived from the first foreign language. In the case of 
the Greek learners, the first foreign language is English and it belongs to the same language family 
as German, i.e. Germanic languages (Tsakalidou, 2020, 2021a). Learners who are taught German 
after English have a noticeable advantage in terms of vocabulary, as there are numerous similarities 
between the two Germanic languages (Rösler, 2012). Whereas, French belongs to the romance 
languages, like Italian and Spanish. 

The learners who have difficulties in a specific language system (i.e. in their first language or 
their first foreign language) in reading, writing, spelling, grammar, listening, or reading 
comprehension, may also have difficulties while learning a second foreign language. The degree 
of difficulty may depend, mainly, on the nature and severity of the learners' deficits in the various 
areas mentioned above (Ganschow & Schneider, 2006a). Some errors that foreign language 
learners make are systematic and, in many cases, they derive from the first language. The learners' 
development follows a specific path, although each learner's speed and efficacy are quite different 
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(Mitchell & Myles, 2004). 
According to the Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis (LCDH), the difficulty in learning a 

foreign language stems from the learner's deficits in the first language. These difficulties are to be 
found in various oral or written manifestations of a foreign language. Another characteristic is the 
phonological awareness deficit (Ganschow & Sparks, 2000; Ganschow et al., 1998; Sparks, 1995; 
Sparks et al., 1989). Nevertheless, successful learning of a foreign language is directly affected by 
the performance in the first language. Also, each learner's weaknesses and strengths are transferred 
from the first language to the foreign language(s) (Sparks & Ganschow, 1991). For instance, if a 
learner has phonological deficits in the first language, then he/she is likely to have similar 
difficulties in the foreign language, as well (Simon, 2000). 

The terms Foreign Language Learning Disability (FLLD), Foreign Language Disability and 
Disability for Foreign Language Learning are incorrect, as their use is not supported by research 
data (Sparks, 2006, 2009; von Suchodoletz, 2007a). Specifically, learners with diagnosed learning 
difficulties do not always have difficulties learning a foreign language and do not face significantly 
different difficulties in comparison to their peers without learning difficulties. Also, the difficulties 
while learning a foreign language can range from very severe to very mild (Sparks, 2006). 

In order to be able to examine the effect of dyslexia on learning a foreign language, we must 
examine the factors that influence successful foreign language learning for learners that do not 
have learning difficulties (for example phonological awareness skills). Learners with dyslexia have 
a particularly difficult time learning a foreign language in reading, spelling, and grammar while 
learning new words appears to be a far less difficult task (Helland & Kaasa, 2005; von Suchodoletz, 
2007b). 

When learning a foreign language, dyslexic learners have difficulties with phonological 
processing, long-term memory, serialization, and visual and auditory discrimination (Crombie, 
2000, 1997; Tsakalidou, 2020). Adjustments in the teaching method help learners with dyslexia 
overcome specific obstacles. Improving the learners' phonological awareness is considered to play 
an important role in this endeavor, whereas practice with syllables and later with sounds is 
suggested (Dal, 2008; Ganschow & Sparks, 1995). 

Difficulties in learning a foreign language are usually first encountered in the first language at 
the level of (a) phonological awareness or spelling, (b) syntax, (c) semantics (Ganschow & 
Schneider, 2006b). For example, learners who have phonological difficulties in the first language, 
also demonstrate difficulties memorizing the sounds of letters, pronouncing, reading, or spelling 
words in a foreign language (Tsakalidou, 2020). 
 
Reading and Spelling Difficulties of Learners with Dyslexia 
Learning to read is a complex process, which requires the transliteration of written symbols, or 
graphemes, into spoken sounds, or phonemes. Despite the complexity of written language, the 
majority of children, after proper teaching, manage to learn how to read with relative ease. 
However, a small percentage of children have a special difficulty in acquiring these skills. This 
difficulty is often considered unexpected, as it can appear in children with a high IQ-score, who 
do very well in other tasks. These children are called dyslexic and according to recent estimates 
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constitute 3% to 10% of the population (Snowling, 2000). 
Due to the lack of research in the Greek context about dyslexia in the foreign language lesson 

and the stereotype that dyslexic learners almost exclusively make errors like mirror writing, 
anagrams, permutations, omissions of letters, etc., it is particularly difficult to locate dyslexic 
learners with a high IQ score (Nikolopoulos, 2007). According to research in the field of specific 
learning difficulties, however, it is concluded that support is necessary and the avoidance of 
writing is not a solution, as it is widely recommended in Greece. On the contrary it should be used 
as a tool to support learners with dyslexia (Tzouriadou, 2010). 

When a child, who does not have dyslexia, reads, the brain automatically correlates the letters 
seen on the book page with the corresponding sounds and then puts them in the correct order to 
form a word. Whereas, the brain of a child with specific learning difficulties cannot complete this 
process correctly and tries to read using other brain areas that, in fact, can serve in the production 
of speech or its semantic processing. Therefore, for learners with dyslexia, the areas of the brain 
that are responsible for coding and decoding language and are related to writing, reading, and 
comprehension seem to be under-functioning or malfunctioning (Tsakalidou, 2020, 2022).  

Specifically, the Wernicke's area, located in the temporal lobe of the left cerebral hemisphere 
and related to language comprehension and semantic processing is under-functioning. The Angular 
Gyrus, a region of the inferior parietal lobe, at the anterolateral region of the occipital lobe, 
transfers and correlates the information recorded by visual stimuli with the stored phonemes, i.e. 
the sounds, of a language, and is also under-functioning. On the contrary, the Broca area, the center 
of speech production, may be over-functioning. It is located in the left cerebral hemisphere and 
controls the articulation and coding of speech (Livaniou, 2004). 

Learners with dyslexia have great difficulty in learning reading and spelling, due to the inability 
to master the alphabetic principle, i.e. the ability to use the grapheme-phoneme correspondence to 
decipher words (Gounti, 2010). They also acquire the ability for correct phonemic-graphemic 
translation much later than their peers.  

In the very processes of reading and writing, they follow the indirect path, i.e. the analysis of 
the word in sounds or graphemes, or writing/reading the word based on the grapheme-phoneme 
correspondence. They are unable to access the sight vocabulary, which is compiled with great 
difficulty in their case. It takes a lot of time and the contribution of multisensory teaching methods 
and various aids. However, the number of known words always seems to be incomparably lower 
compared to their non-dyslexic peers (Frith, 1980; Tsakalidou, 2020). 

Usually, learners with dyslexia learn grammar and spelling rules as information, i.e. they 
acquire this knowledge, but at the moment they are writing, they have difficulty applying what 
they know in theory. They tend to write words automatically and correctly only when those words 
exist in their memory as "pictures" (sight vocabulary). 

Grammar rules help learners process the written language systematically and categorize the 
words they encounter, but this does not always mean that the orthographic elements of these words 
are coded in their memory. The words that are in their sight vocabulary are spelled correctly, 
because they are recalled from memory and not because the rules are applied while writing. If 
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learners with dyslexia are asked to spell a word, which does not exist in their sight vocabulary, 
they cannot recall it and so they write it completely randomly in most cases (Mavrommati, 2004). 

Learners with dyslexia often make spelling errors, which remain persistent despite the 
systematic efforts of teachers and parents. Over the years, of course, they improve, and make fewer 
and fewer spelling and reading errors. Nevertheless, there is always a significant difference to their 
peers (Tsakalidou, 2020, 2021a, 2021b). 

The most common errors concern: (a) phonological processing errors, (b) writing a word 
according to its sound, without following the spelling rules, (c) difficulty in recognizing or 
analysing a word in its compounds, (d) words that are not used often, (e) words with no grapheme-
phoneme correspondence, (f) frequently used functional words (for example from, do, not, are, 
etc.), (g) additions, subtractions, replacements and transpositions of syllables and letters 
(Porpodas, 2003). 

Spelling difficulties are much more significant than reading difficulties, because while reading 
dyslexic learners usually apply compensatory strategies more easily. The most common strategy 
is to use words that have already been memorised or to replace the word they do not know with 
one that they know. Thus their vocabulary is limited and this affects their reading comprehension 
and writing skills (Snowling et al., 2000; Tsesmeli & Seymour, 2006). Also, while many learners 
with dyslexia manage to reach a satisfactory level in reading, they continue to have significant 
difficulties in spelling, even well into adulthood (Joshi & Carreker, 2009; Kotoulas et al., 2004). 

Some characteristics of their handwriting are: (a) too small or too large letters, (b) unequal letter 
size, (c) uneven lowercase or capital letters, (d) misspelled letters, and (e) difficulty keeping letters 
on the line (Politt et al., 2004). 
 
Phonological Awareness and Learners with Dyslexia 
Phonological awareness is directly connected to spelling and reading and is a skill that exhibits 
cross-linguistic transfer and allows one to move from the transparent to the opaque elements of a 
language and to acquire the ability to manipulate the basic structural elements of words, such as 
syllables (syllable awareness) and phonemes (phonemic awareness) (Porpodas, 2003). Phonemic 
awareness is a particularly difficult ability to acquire for preschool children as well as for learners 
with specific learning difficulties (Mahfoudhi & Haynes, 2009; Oakhill & Kyle, 2000). 

Due to the causal relationship between phonological awareness and the ability to read and write, 
its assessment should be considered one of the first and basic actions of every teacher in the case 
of specific learning difficulties (Bahr et al., 2009; Berninger et al., 2010; Bruck & Treiman, 1990; 
Caravolas et al., 2005; Cassar et al., 2005; Castles & Coltheart, 2004; Chitiri & Porpodas, 2002; 
Porpodas, 2003; Tsakalidou, 2020). 

Furthermore, the development of phonemic awareness skills contributes to the improvement of 
reading comprehension and spelling, while the development of syllable awareness contributes to 
the improvement of reading accuracy and speed (Diamanti, 2010a, 2010b; Høien et al., 1995; 
Papadopoulos, 2008). Structured teaching and the development of phonological awareness 
improve word recognition skills, spelling, and reading comprehension (Aidinis & Nunes, 2001; 
Mahfoudhi & Haynes, 2009) and are essential when teaching reading and writing (Mavrommati, 
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1995). 
Phonological awareness is acquired relatively quickly in transparent orthographies, like 

German (Tsakalidou, 2020). For example, Goswami (2006) and Lanzinger (2006) emphasize the 
difficulty of English-speaking learners in phonological coding compared to their German-speaking 
peers. 

However, if the first language and the foreign language differ significantly at all levels, the 
learners are required to re-master a different phonological system so that they can successfully 
perform the task of word recognition and master the mechanisms of reading (Gounti, 2010). 
Various ways to practice phonological awareness skills are summarized in Table 1 (Tsakalidou, 
2020, 2021a). 
 
Table 1 
Ways to Practice Phonological Awareness Skills 

 Phonemic awareness Syllable awareness Rhyme awareness 

Discrimination 
Phoneme 
discrimination tasks 

Syllable 
discrimination tasks 

Rhyme  
discrimination tasks 

Subtraction/ 
Deletion 

Phoneme  
deletion tasks 

Syllable  
deletion tasks 

Rhyme  
deletion tasks 

Addition 
Phoneme  
addition tasks 

Syllable  
addition tasks 

Rhyme  
addition tasks 

Segmentation 
Phoneme 
segmentation tasks 

Syllable 
segmentation tasks 

Rhyme  
segmentation tasks 

Blending 
Phoneme  
blending tasks 

Syllable  
blending tasks 

Rhyme  
blending tasks 

Reversal 
Phoneme  
reversal tasks 

Syllable  
reversal tasks 

Rhyme  
reversal tasks 

 
Approaches to Improve the Performance of Learners with Dyslexia Learning a Foreign 
Language 
Some approaches aim to improve the performance of learners with dyslexia, who are learning a 
foreign language, such as (a) focusing on improving phonological awareness, (b) teaching the key 
points of the Curriculum, omitting additional/unnecessary information, (c) slowing down the 
teaching pace, (d) reducing the amount of vocabulary, (e) using continuous assessment, (f) 
applying the multisensory teaching method and (g) differentiating instruction (Ginsberg & 
Wlodkowski, 2000; Schwarz, 1997; Tsakalidou, 2020, 2022). 

It is also important to note that high achievement rates in the first language contribute positively 
to foreign language learning, as phonological awareness and phonological processing skills are 
transferred from one language to another (Nijakowska, 2012). Therefore, it is important to improve 
the skills, in which the learners need support, in the first language and/or first foreign language as 
well (Tsakalidou, 2020, 2021a, 2021b). 
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Furthermore, the positive transfer of language knowledge (pronunciation, grammar, 
vocabulary, writing, spelling) from one language to another, results in the correct use of certain 
forms in the foreign language. In case of an error occurring during this transfer, we speak of a 
negative transfer. If the learner's difficulties are transferred from one language to another, the 
strategies used effectively in the first language can also be used, just as effectively, in the foreign 
language learning process (Schneider, 2009). 

Regarding teaching a second foreign language and subsequent foreign languages, the further 
development of knowledge and language awareness is achieved through the transfer of knowledge 
from the first language and the first foreign language to the second foreign language or additional 
foreign language(s) (Karagiannidou, 2006). 

Initially, it is advisable to recognize various similarities in the typology of the first language, 
the first foreign language, and the second foreign language. For example, Greek learners, whose 
first foreign language is English, already know the alphabet, when they start learning German. 
They only need to learn which letters are pronounced differently and which combinations exist in 
the second foreign language (diphthongs, etc.). Also, there are many similarities in the word 
etymology. At an early stage of learning a second foreign language, the learners can recognize the 
similarities on their own by making assumptions. The teacher must constantly encourage learners 
to compare, formulate hypotheses and discuss them. Later, differences will arise, which will, also 
gradually, be integrated into the already existing knowledge (Tsakalidou, 2020, 2021a). 
 
Conclusion 
Learning a second foreign language occurs through the assimilation of grammar rules, while using 
the first language as a frame of reference. The development of a positive atmosphere in the foreign 
language classroom is a key factor of success. Learners should be rewarded and encouraged to 
express their questions and address their errors as a process of seeking new knowledge and taking 
initiatives (Tsakalidou, 2020). Creating a familiar, stress-free, and supportive learning 
environment ensures the application of individual learning techniques. The appropriate 
individualized time and rhythm should be given so that the learners can experiment with the 
language, and better understand and assimilate knowledge (Balasi et al., 2006). The foreign 
language teacher should try to create an inclusive classroom, respecting the needs of learners with 
dyslexia and their peers, keeping them motivated and happy, so that they can enjoy the process of 
learning and have the best possible results (Tsakalidou, 2020). In conclusion, it is important to 
stress the necessity of teacher training as far as teaching foreign languages to learners with dyslexia 
and other learning difficulties is concerned, so that they have tools to make the necessary and 
effective adjustments in their teaching method and be able to recognise and support the difficulties 
the dyslexic learners face. 
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