
Jenny Lee, national adult dyslexia co-
ordinator with Dyslexia Action, a charity 
providing services and support for people 
with dyslexia and literacy difficulties, explains: 
“Dyslexia – a specific learning dis ability – has 
nothing to do with intelligence or your value 
and worth as a person. There are discernible 
differences in your brain – evidenced by 
international research – which affect the way 
you learn.”

Three areas are affected:
● Phonological awareness – the way in 

which and the speed at which the brain 
manipulates and segments sounds. For 
people with dyslexia, this can present as 
difficulties in establishing the patterns of 
sound in a word, and – consequently – 
spelling.

In 2007, three times Formula One
 world champion Jackie Stewart
 wrote: “I can’t recite the alphabet 

beyond the letter ‘p’, but… I know 
every single gear change and braking 
distance required to negotiate the 187 
corners around the 14.7 mile circuit at 
the old Nurburgring in Germany and 
all that complex information remains 
banked in my brain to this day. Does 
this mean I am stupid or clever?”

He is not alone in questioning himself in 
this way. At any given time, about 2.8 million 
(1 in 10) of the UK’s working population may 
be wondering the same thing. Over one 
mil lion (four per cent) will certainly be. Like 
Jackie Stewart, these people are dyslexic and 
four per cent severely so.
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“…the OH department should clearly understand 
the dyslexic condition and how its various facets 
can affect people in the workplace.”
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● Working memory – long-term memory 
may excel but short-term memory may 
be impaired. People with dyslexia may 
have difficulty recalling a telephone 
number just given them. Or when given 
instructions, they may remember the first 
and last instruction but others may be 
lost.

● Dyslexia may affect the speed of proces-
sing information – whether auditory or 
visual. Mistakes in this area could be fatal. 
For example, complicated health and 
safety signage may take longer to de-
code than is safe. And, to avoid mistakes 
when reading and understanding dispen-
sing instructions on medicine bottles, 
nurses with dyslexia take particular care.

Although the severity of the condition 
varies from person to person, for some people 
with dyslexia, literacy and numeracy requires 
“intense work”. And the required level of 
effort can bring its own problems: stress, 
embarrassment, shame, self-doubt. It also 
begs the question: “Why choose a profession 
which will put you through this? Why not 
choose something easier?”

For many people with dyslexia, the answer 
is “No!” They are fully aware of talents they 
possess which usefully serve their chosen 
profession and far outweigh their weak nesses.

Darlington-based 44-year-old Mark Binney 
is a case in point. He says: “It all started at 
school. I was always treated as an idiot – it 
was as blunt as that. People tried to bully 
me. So – although I’m not naturally that 
way – I became quite tough and developed 
mechanisms that worked to protect myself. 
But I felt isolated. And I lost all confidence. 
When I was put in the lowest class, I felt 
branded by the teachers. I wasn’t allowed to 
have aspirations. I’d almost have been better 
not going to school than what happened.

“When I left school at almost 16 – with 
no qualifications – I needed a way to earn a 
living. When you’re like me – dyslexic – you’re 
almost automatically classed as a manual 
labourer. And, I thought, I can dig holes. So, 
I went into gardening.

“I worked in a garden centre and I was 

enjoying it. I have a genuine interest in plants 
– I know what works, what grows where, 
what doesn’t, soil chemicals and so on. And I 
like design – textures and colours and shape. 
I’m very artistic and creative and I’m good at 
talking to people – communicating with the 
customers etc. But our society is based on 
the written word and the people in charge 
– because I couldn’t read and write and had 
no head for figures – lost interest. So I had 
no way of progressing.”

Mark Binney had hit the glass ceiling so 
many dyslexic people crash their heads 
against.

He continues: “I tried to do something 
about my lack of skills and I tried to access 
the provision available then. The first college 
class I was put into was for foreign immig-
rants who wanted to learn English so they 
could live and work in this country. But they 
all made more progress than I did. So I was 
then put into a class with students with sev-
ere mental problems and general learning 
difficulties, who were never going anywhere. 
I did take a history course – which I enjoyed 
and was good at – but because I couldn’t 
write, I wasn’t allowed to take any exams. 
That didn’t get me anywhere, either.”

So, at 21, Mark started his own landscaping 
and nursery business which he still runs. He 
has a workforce of about fifteen employees, 
some of whom are dyslexic teenagers with 
criminal records. “They’ve also been held back 
because they never gained the qualifications 
necessary to find a job”, he explains, an 

“Dyslexic people are often 
creative. They are imaginative 
and they can visualise 
accurately.”

Dyslexia – difficulties 
and strengths:
Possible difficulties:

● Reading hesitantly

● Misreading, making understanding 
difficult

● Difficulty with sequences, eg. getting 
dates in order

● Poor organisation or time 
management

● Difficulty organising thoughts clearly

● Erratic spelling

Possible strengths:

● Innovative thinkers

● Excellent troubleshooters

● Intuitive problem solving

● Creative in many different ways

● Lateral thinkers

Source: www.bdadyslexia.org.uk
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exemplary and tolerant employer.
Mark also employs a bookkeeper who 

handles the paperwork and the accounts 
books, leav ing him free to grow his busi ness. 
Horses for courses, Mark agrees.

Comments Jenny Lee: “Sometimes people 
are not aware of the difficulties their dyslexia 
will cause until they start training for a job 
but people with dyslexia can be a major asset 
to any employer. Take nursing, for example, 
people with dyslexia can empathise, solve 
problems, think laterally – which is what 
you’d hope for from any nurse.

“Dyslexic people are often creative. They 
are imaginative and they can visualise 
accurately. For example, one dyslexic water 
pipe fitter was valued by his colleagues, 
particularly because although they could 
only guess where the piping was going 
within the fabric of a building – he could 
visualise the pattern in 3D!”

Freelancing in the north-west of England 
– with a special interest in dyslexia – occupa-
tional health adviser (OHA) Wendy Johnson 
says that although in the past 10–15 years 
dyslexia has been more widely recognised 
and screen ing developed, this has been 
focused mainly on school children.

She comments: “A large proportion of 
people with dyslexia over 25 may not be 
aware they have the con dition. And those 
who are aware may not put it on job appli-
cation forms – perhaps because they don’t 
see themselves as dis abled. Or, if they know 
they have dyslexia, and they’re unaware of 
the Disability Discrim ination Act (DDA 2005), 
they may feel it will count against them at 
the recruitment stage. And – unless they’ve 
had an assessment – still rare among adults – 
they may not be able to articulate their own 
specific difficulties.”

Laurell McManus is founder and man aging 
director of London Docklands-based human 
resources consultancy, McManus HRD. She 
believes the recruitment stage is crucial for 
people with dyslexia: “Most HR consultants 
(if honest) will say discrimination often 
happens at this stage – either because of the 
way recruits are tested or because of pre-
conceived ideas.

“We could have the next Richard Branson in 
front of us and refuse them the job because 
we feel we have to rely on the results of a 
certain test.”

When entering for British Dyslexia Asso-
ci ation (BDA) accreditation (which she 
achieved in December 2009), Laurell took 
a hard look at her own company practices. 
As a result, in her view, good recruitment 
practice is:
● Recruit for the skills and knowledge 

needed only for the role advertised and 
don’t test for skills irrelevant for that role

● If someone discloses they need additional 
support, don’t see it as a pain. It could 
work out better for your business in the 
long-term.

● Identify what reasonable adjustment 
can be made. (Laurell comments: “To 
date, my two dyslexic associate staff 

have cost me little or nothing regarding 
‘adjustments’.”)

● Ensure that all processes and documen-
tation are expressed in clear and concise 
language – in line with the BDA style 
guide (www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/
about-dyslexia/further-information/
dyslexia-style-guide.html). This also 
ensures consistency.

Although companies may or may not use 
occupational health (OH) at the recruitment 
stage, OHA Wendy Johnson recommends the 
OH department should clearly understand 
the dyslexic condition and how its various 
facets can affect people in the workplace.

Dyslexic adults, as she points out, will 
develop their own ways of accommodating 
or working around the difficulties posed 
by their dyslexia, according to the nature 
and severity of their condition. But these 
strategies may become less effective as the 
work environment changes. 

“During employment, a hard worker with 
creative ideas and useful solutions may start 
to ap pear chaotic and de-motivated when 
their coping mechanisms fail them,” she says.

However, to help the individual to stay in 
work, various options for the OH dept exist. 
OHAs can:
● Initiate adult dyslexia screening (by gain-

ing funding for assessment and travel to 
a specialist centre)

● Arrange for a workplace assessment by a 
trained specialist

● Contribute to discussions about reason-
able adjustments (as required by the DDA 
guidelines – see: www.dwp.gov.uk/
employer/disability-discrimination-
act/)

“A large proportion of people 
with dyslexia over 25 may 
not be aware they have the 
condition.”

Identifying reasonable 
adjustments
It is important for employers to determine:

1.  The nature of the individual’s dyslexia. 
This should be obtained from their 
diagnostic assessment.

2.  The requirements of the job and 
its related task and competence 
requirements.

3.  The requirements of any associated 
training and assessment.

For more information see: www.
bdadyslexia.org.uk/about-dyslexia/
adults-and-business/reasonable-
adjustments-in-the-workplace.html
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● Encourage employers to initiate people-
based practices that benefit the whole 
company, reducing and eliminating stigma 
and “leaving room for good communi-
cation and understanding”

After a dyslexia assessment, Wendy 
John son says the OH adviser can help the 
individ ual emp loyee to understand their 
own strengths and weaknesses and help 
them to cope with the frustrations, anxieties, 
confusion and despondency caused by the 
condition.

The culture of the organisation may also 
lend support. HR consultant Laurell McManus 
has dyslexic friends and family members who 
excel in work but avoid telling employers 
about their condition because of a possibly 
negative impact on their careers.

As both an employer and HR specialist, 
Laurell believes: “Employers need to create 
an environment conducive to disclosure 
with no repercussions. For example, Ernst 
& Young has a forum and, in this, one 
of the senior management team shares 
his experiences as a senior manager with 
dyslexic tendencies. How positive is that!”

OHAs can also help employers comply 
with DDA 2005. As Wendy Johnson explains, 
although courts or employment tribunals 
determine whether someone is ‘disabled’ 
as defined by the DDA, case law suggests, 
under the Act, people with dyslexia could 
find themselves classed in this way.

But she warns: “The classification only 
high lights the fact that the dyslexic person 
faces certain challenges but – as with all 
classifications for disability – it still tends to 
carry a stereotype that may be incorrect, 

too broad or miss an individual’s specific 
challenges.

“If as an employer you address these chal-
lenges individually, you facilitate a working 
environment which will bring out the best 
in your employees. Workplaces that value 
their workforce tend to have low levels of 
absenteeism and good output from their 
staff.

“And, as an employer, you should endeav-
our to avoid stereotyping. Are you aware 
that some industries and businesses in the 
USA actively seek out people with dyslexia 
for their creativity, ability to think laterally 
and to apply it practically.”

For some people – even those with severe 
dyslexia such as Mark Binney – being classi-
fied as “disabled” is seen as irrelevant. He 
says: “Why should I be considered disabled 
if I can live my life? If someone had a heart 
attack and could no longer run a marathon 
but could still walk and do everything else 
they wanted, they’d only be limited in one 
area and they wouldn’t be considered dis-
abled. It’s the same for me. I don’t like the 
term ‘disabled’ if I’m honest. I’ve no need to 
be edged into that category. All I need is to 
be allowed to get on with what I’m good at.

“People with dyslexia need to know they 
can be good at something,” continues Mark. 
“And employers need to recognise that 
people with dyslexia can contribute. If they 
do – because they’ve [the employee with 
dyslexia] never been given the chance before 
– they’ll be model employees and really try 
to excel.”

Adjustments
Although Jenny Lee recognises that her 

organisation Dyslexia Action mostly deals 
with employers who are sympathetic to 
employees with dyslexia difficulties (105 in 
2008/09), overall she believes the impact of 
DDA 2005 has been positive and, convinced 
that raised awareness is a good starting 
point, she says: “Most employers are keen to 
support dyslexic employees but are unsure 
how.”

Workplace assessments carried out by 
Dyslexia Action (formerly the Dyslexia Insti-
tute) help with this. Explains Jenny Lee: “I go 
to the workplace, talk to the employee, talk 
to the line manager, observe the employee’s 
tasks and shadow them.

“At the end of the assessment, we have a 
group meeting to discuss what adjustments 
[under the DDA] the employers think ‘reas-
onable’. Obviously, what is reasonable to a 
multi-national corporation is not necessarily 
reasonable to an SME.

“And adjustments may be simple, inexpen-
sive strategies such as changing the back-
ground colour of a computer screen. Or 
they may be technical – such as supplying 
voice-activated software to help employees 
use computers more efficiently. Or specialist 

“Most employers are keen to 
support dyslexic employees 
but are unsure how.”

Dyslexia facts
● Dyslexia is a specific learning difficulty

● Dyslexia is not the same as just having 
a reading difficulty. It is a combination 
of abilities and difficulties that 
affect the learning process in one or 
more of reading, spelling, writing, 
mathematics, memory or organisation

● Dyslexia is a complex condition which 
affects each person differently. 
It is life-long, but the effects can 
be minimised by targeted literacy 
intervention

● About 10 per cent of the population 
are affected by dyslexia to some 
degree

● Dyslexia is not classified as a medical 
condition

Source: Dyslexia Action

 16 March 2010 The RoSPA Occupational Safety & Health Journal

 Feature



coaching may be required. Then I prepare 
my report and it’s up to the organisation 
to decide how to implement what we’ve 
discussed.”

Since his assessment carried out by Dys-
lexia Action four years ago, Mark Binney 
has gone from strength to strength. He has 
always loved the outdoor life and, from an 
early age, wanted to be a mountain lea der. 
But, to lead teams out onto the mountains, 
qualifications are required. And, even though 
he can and does successfully run three 
businesses at once – before Mark met Jenny 
Lee at the Darlington Dyslexia Action centre, 
his aspiration to be a mountain leader was 
beyond reach.

“But, Jenny helped me pass my ‘outdoors’ 
and youth worker qualifications – the first 
qualifications I’d ever passed. She helped 
me develop study skills. I learned how to 
produce reports, lesson plans, risk assess-
ments – everything necessary to pass all the 
exams. And, since then, as a part-time job, 
I’ve taken groups of 20 – 30 children – with 
teachers – out onto the Lake District fells. 
And I work with young people in the harder 
areas of Northumbria – tough areas of high 
unemployment – with big issues of self-
esteem and confidence. In fact you could 
say I work with the self-motivated and the 
not-so-self-motivated.

“I’ve been asked to co-ordinate the local 
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award scheme in this 
area. I’m training the deliverers. But I still 
have problems with paperwork and so 
people who know me – and what I can do – 
help me. It’s a great partnership.

“The sad thing is that if someone came 
along who didn’t want to help me – by doing 
those bits I’m not good at – I’d have to give 
up that job!”

The potential loss of talent, all agree, is 
unacceptable, particularly in hard-pressed 
recessionary times. Thankfully employers are 
undergoing a sea-change in attitude. 

When McManus HDR became the first 
private sec tor organisation to achieve the 
BDA Quality Mark, Laurell McManus high-
lighted how: “Just by making a few simple 
changes to training materials, websites and 
internal and external documents, businesses 
can make a huge difference to people living 
with dyslexia.”

And, to help employers foster this suppor-
tive approach towards dyslexic employees, 
McManus HRD is setting up a CIPD centre – 
due to open this month. This will offer (from 
April onwards) a Flexible Learning Certificate 
in Training Practice for training professionals.

Laurell says: “We are the first organisa tion 
to design a programme incorporating the 

British Dyslexia Association style guide and 
providing informa tion about tools and tech-
niques which can help employers and emp-
loyees to cope with the condition.”

The impact of this approach is already 
evident. Laurell says: “We have already 
designed – and run – a number of manage-

ment courses (delivered over 9 – 11 months) 
with an assessment at the end. The materials 
were designed in dyslexia-friendly format – 
using for example, coloured paper, differ ent 
fonts and so on. And three dyslexic managers 
who’ve completed the course say the infor-
mation was much easier to recall.”

Further information and advice for employers and employees:
● www.beingdyslexic.co.uk

● www.bdadyslexia.org.uk

● www.dyslexiaassessmentandconsultancy.co.uk

● www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk

● The Adult Dyslexia Checklist contains questions that are predictive of dyslexia. BDA
www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/about-dyslexia/adults-and-business/
i-think-i-might-be-dyslexic.html

● The government’s Access to Work scheme 
www.direct.gov.uk/en/DisabledPeople/Employmentsupport/
WorkSchemesAndProgrammes/DG_173083

● Disability Equality Scheme
www.odi.gov.uk

● Jenny Lee can be contacted by email: jlee@dyslexiaaction.co.uk

● Wendy Johnson OHA, BSc(Hons) Nursing, Dip OH, RGN can be contacted by email: 
wenjo202@yahoo.co.uk

● For further information about the new CIPD centre and the work of McManus HRD, 
see: www.mcmanushrd.com

● Making the curriculum work for learners with dyslexia. Jenny Lee. National Institute of 
Adult Continuing Education (NIACE). 2002. £10.95

● Winning is not enough. Jackie Stewart. Headline Publishing Group. 2007

“… adjustments may be simple, inexpensive strategies such as 
changing the background colour of a computer screen…”
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