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English Summary

Almost everywhere you look, you see text - text that is asking to be read. It is therefore not
surprising that literacy skills are considered essential in our modern-day society. For most
adults, reading and writing are subconscious processes that can be done without much effort.
However, for some people, reading and writing can be very time-consuming activities that
cause multiple problems. A significant number of these people are diagnosed with dyslexia, a
disorder that is characterized by problems with reading and/or spelling at a word level.

Although dyslexia is primarily defined as a severe word reading and spelling problem, it
has broader consequences as well. The impact of dyslexia is wider, especially for students
in higher education. The goal of this thesis is to study the wide-range impact of dyslexia in
higher education, by focusing on the secondary consequences, such as reading comprehension
and writing. The general aim of this thesis is to examine the impact of dyslexia on students’
performance in Dutch higher education, based on four empirical studies.

Introduction

The most important definitions and characteristics of dyslexia are presented in Chapter 1
of this thesis. Next, the characteristics are more specifically reviewed for higher education
students with dyslexia. Different models and theories are introduced and summarized for
reading comprehension and writing, as well as different predictors of reading comprehension
and writing. Studies that investigated the reading comprehension and writing skills of higher
education students with dyslexia are also discussed. Furthermore, the importance of English
as a second language (L2) is considered because many papers, courses or even complete
programs are taught in English. That is why English as L2 for Dutch students with dyslexia
is an important pillar in this thesis. After providing a theoretical basis, Chapter 1 ends with
the outline of the most important goals and research questions of this thesis.

A new diagnostic instrument

In Chapter 2 of this thesis, a new diagnostic instrument for higher education students with a
presumption of dyslexia is presented. The validity of this new diagnostic instrument, called
the Flamingo Test, was studied in two different experiments. The goal of experiment 1 was to
study if the Flamingo test is able to discriminate between students with and without dyslexia.
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40 students with dyslexia and 63 control students were compared on three different variables:
accuracy, speed and reading efficiency. The number of substantial errors and time-consuming
errors was also noted. Students with dyslexia perform significantly worse compared to the
control students on all three variables. The goal of experiment 2 was to compare the Flamingo
test to two existing word reading tests, a one-minute word reading test for higher education
students, named the LEMs, and the Klepel, a non-word reading test. 51 students with dyslexia
and 51 matched control students were tested. The results revealed that all three tests were
able to discriminate between students with and without dyslexia. High correlations between
the three tests were found and moreover, the predictive validity of the tests was high. On
the basis of experiment 1 and 2, it can be concluded that the Flamingo test is a sensitive
diagnostic instrument for students with a presumption of dyslexia, because of the tests high
discriminatory power and comparability with the two word reading tests.

The effect of test type on reading comprehension

In the study in Chapter 3, we compared the reading comprehension abilities of students with
dyslexia and matched control students. Reading comprehension is one of the most important
skills in higher education, because it is the basis of what can be learned and studied. Therefore,
we examined how students with and without dyslexia perform on reading comprehension in
Dutch, their native language, and English, their L2. It was also studied whether the use
of certain test types, such as true/false questions and summary writing, has an effect on
the reading comprehension outcome. Lastly, it was examined whether predictors, such as
working memory, fluid IQ, language proficiency and print-exposure, have an effect on reading
comprehension scores. 60 students with dyslexia and 60 control students, matched on age,
gender and field of study were tested. They were asked to read two short texts, one in Dutch
and one in English. Afterwards the students had to answer either true/false questions or
had to write a summary. Students were additionally tested on language proficiency in both
languages, working memory and fluid-IQ and lastly, they were asked to fill in a background
questionnaire with questions about print-exposure (e.g., how much time do they spend on
printed text in Dutch and English). The results demonstrated that students with and without
dyslexia perform similarly on answering true/false questions in Dutch. However, students
with dyslexia perform significantly worse in answering true/false questions in English and
writing a summary in both languages. It was also reported that language proficiency and
working memory are the most important predictors of reading comprehension, components
in which students with dyslexia also perform poorer than the control students. It can, thus,
be concluded that students with dyslexia have a disadvantage in reading comprehension in
especially English, their L2, and even more so if they have to write a summary.

Academic reading comprehension and the effect of text-to-speech software

The academic reading comprehension skills of higher education students with and without
dyslexia were presented in Chapter 4. Text-to-speech software, an instrument that reads aloud
digital text materials, was added as a compensatory aid. We asked 60 students with dyslexia
and 60 matched control students to read two short academic texts, one in Dutch and one in
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English. Every student had to read one of the texts with the use of text-to-speech software
and one without the use of software. After reading the text they were instructed to answer
a few open questions. Additionally, they were tested on word reading, language proficiency
in both languages and on print-exposure. The results showed that both groups of students
performed equally well on reading comprehension in Dutch. Language proficiency, a skill that
students with dyslexia performed poorer on, largely influenced these results. No effect of
reading software was found. For English, however, a significant difference was found between
the two groups: students with dyslexia performed poorer on answering open questions after
reading the short academic text. Also, language proficiency had a large effect on these results.
More importantly, a negative effect was found for text-to-speech software for students with
dyslexia. Students with dyslexia that read the text with the software performed significantly
poorer than the students with dyslexia that did not use the software. Nonetheless, we do
believe that text-to-speech software could be a beneficial tool for students with dyslexia if
learned how to use it correctly.

Spelling and writing

The spelling and writing skills of students with and without dyslexia were covered in Chapter
5 of this thesis. Students were tested on two spelling tests, one in Dutch and one in English,
and were asked to write two short summaries in both languages after reading a short text.
For summary writing, the score, the number of errors, the text length and sentence length
and writing time were taken into account. Students were additionally tested on several
cognitive predictor variables, such as working memory and phonological awareness, and several
background variables, such as print-exposure, high-school grades and self-reported writing
skills, all asked in the background questionnaire. The results demonstrated that students
with dyslexia performed significantly poorer on word spelling in both languages. Phonological
awareness was the strongest predictor of the spelling outcome, a skill that students with
dyslexia also performed poorer on. For summary writing, it was found that students with
dyslexia received lower scores on their summaries with more spelling errors in both languages.
Text length, sentence length and writing time were similar for both groups. The strongest
predictors of writing were working memory and the self-reported writing skills. It can be
concluded that students with dyslexia experience a disadvantage in spelling and writing in
comparison to students without a learning disability.

Discussion and conclusions

In Chapter 6, the final chapter of this thesis, an overview is provided of all the results reported
in this thesis. These results are taken together to answer the main research question of this
thesis. It can be concluded that students with dyslexia perform worse on word reading
and spelling and thus that dyslexia persists into adulthood. However, difficulties of higher
education students with dyslexia are not limited to reading and spelling alone. Students with
dyslexia also experience problems with – some aspects of – reading comprehension and writing,
such as summary writing and answering open questions. At the same time, it appears that
these so-called secondary problems are more prominent in English, their L2, than in Dutch,
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their L1. Next, some implications were discussed in this chapter for both research and clinical
practice (i.e., higher education). Students with dyslexia may benefit from clear guidelines
and instructions and tailored compensatory methods. Lastly, some limitations of the current
study are reviewed and, on this basis, also some suggestions for future research are mentioned.
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