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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to plan activities adequate for both dyslexic and non-dyslexic 
students with the specific objective of teaching English vocabulary. After a brief review of 
the history of research on dyslexia, a comprehensive overview of the main explanatory 
hypotheses formulated about developmental dyslexia on different levels of analysis 
(cognitive, cerebral, and neurological) will be provided. Afterwards, the key aspects of 
foreign language vocabulary knowledge and the factors influencing its acquisition will be 
explored, while making specific considerations about the role of dyslexia. Subsequently, 
the principles of inclusive and accessible foreign language education will be outlined, 
accompanied by a selection of vocabulary teaching techniques recommended when 
dyslexia is involved. In conclusion, a practical realisation of what was discussed 
throughout the study will be presented in the form of two didactic proposals planned in 
compliance with the principles of inclusive and accessible education, and aimed at 
teaching English vocabulary for two different types of proficiency levels: elementary and 
intermediate students. 
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Introduction 

More than one hundred years of research on dyslexia have led to a tremendous 

amount of findings, evidence, and knowledge about the cognitive, behavioural, 

psychological, and neurobiological aspects that characterise individuals born with this 

specific learning difference which poses significant challenges in terms of acquisition of 

new knowledge and skills. 

As dyslexia primarily affects language skills – reading and writing in particular – in 

terms of both receptive (decoding and comprehension) and productive (coding and 

integration of meanings) processes, the typical difficulties experienced by dyslexics 

emerge in the school environment when reading instruction begins. However, the 

challenges posed by dyslexia represent a life-long condition which not only influence 

one’s academic career, but also their professional and everyday life. 

Nevertheless, when dyslexia is identified and assessed at an early stage (beginning 

of primary school, or even kindergarten), and if adjustments and accommodations in the 

teaching process and environment are promptly implemented in order to remove the 

barriers set up by mainstream education, there is no reason why a dyslexic student could 

not achieve successful results as their non-dyslexic peers. 

Much has been accomplished, and yet much still has to be done for students with 

dyslexia who approach the study of a foreign language. If we consider the unequivocal 

statement according to which «the ability to speak foreign languages constitutes [a] 

prerequisite of success in our fast-developing, multilingual society» (Nijakowska 2010, 

vii), and we combine it with the most up-to-date investigations and findings about specific 

learning differences and what they tell us about the condition of students presenting 

different learning patterns, what emerges as a consequence is the dire «necessity to create 

equal educational opportunities for all children» (Nijakowska 2010, ix). 

In order to do so, it is crucial to keep raising awareness about the existence of 

specific learning differences, including dyslexia, among teachers, as well as institutions, 

parents, and students themselves; and encourage the realisation of an inclusive and 

accessible language education. 

This paper in particular focuses on the issues regarding the acquisition of English 

vocabulary in the context of classroom-based foreign language education addressed to 

both dyslexic and non-dyslexic students. 
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Specifically, Chapter 1 aims at providing a brief historical framework concerning 

research on dyslexia through the decades: who are the protagonists responsible for its 

identification, and from which diverse perspectives it has been investigated, which led to 

an equally interesting number of hypotheses, conclusions, as well as clinical and 

educational interventions. With the intention of exploring and understanding the 

underlying causes of a multi-faceted, complex condition such as developmental dyslexia, 

an overview of the main explanatory hypotheses formulated on different levels of analysis 

(cognitive, cerebral, and neurological) will be provided. 

Chapter 2 deals with foreign language vocabulary acquisition, while making specific 

considerations about the role played by dyslexia in the learning process, and what 

difficulties students might face in memorising and using new lexical items in the foreign 

language. Considerable emphasis will be placed on the multiple aspects involved in word 

knowledge and which factors affect their acquisition, such as memory, pupils’ mother 

tongue, or learning styles preferences. 

Having considered the effects of dyslexia on processes of language development, 

and the specific aspects and factors involved in foreign language vocabulary acquisition, 

the focus of the paper shifts in Chapter 3 onto the educational intervention concerning 

dyslexic students in terms of EFL vocabulary acquisition. Emphasis will be placed on the 

importance for teachers and institutions to adopt the model of an inclusive and accessible 

education, which stands upon a methodological structure informed by insights coming 

from different research domains (neurosciences, cognitive linguistics, etc.), which 

represent the theoretical foundation for the development of specific teaching techniques 

to be implemented in classroom-based activities. Specifically, far from proposing a single 

intervention program suitable for all dyslexic students, the model of inclusive and 

accessible education encourages all the parties involved (institutions, teachers, students, 

parents) to collaborate for the realisation of a continuous educational process, where 

constant monitoring and observations are at the basis of a personalised learning plan 

which keeps being updated and adjusted according to the specific needs of the pupil and 

the results emerging from the teaching intervention. 

Finally, by drawing on the basis of the information gathered in the previous 

chapters, Chapter 4 aims at presenting two didactic proposals – differentiated according 

to age and level of proficiency – designed for the acquisition of EFL vocabulary, suitable 

for students with and without dyslexia in the context of classroom-based learning. The 
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accommodations and adjustments that characterise these teaching materials have been 

implemented with the intention of taking into account, on the one hand, the cognitive 

factors that influence the learning process in dyslexic students, and, on the other hand, 

the linguistic aspects specifically involved in foreign vocabulary acquisition; and they are 

meant to be compliant with the methodological principles necessary for an inclusive and 

accessible foreign language education. 
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1. Dyslexia 

1.1. Literature review: a brief history of research on 
dyslexia 

The characteristics of what is known today as dyslexia were first identified by the 

German neurologist Adolph Kussmaul, who in his work upon the disturbances of speech 

used the term «word blindness» (Kussmaul 1877, 770) to describe the reading difficulties 

he and other physicians observed in literate adult patients, women or men who had 

suffered from a brain injury or trauma. Interestingly, he remarked a lack of regularity in 

the manifestation of the reading difficulties: patients «recognize the individual letters, but 

are unable to put them together to form words, or, vice versa, they read the words but 

cannot read the individual letters» (Kussmaul 1877, 775). Furthermore, it was him who 

firmly clarified that patients may suffer from word blindness, «although the power of 

sight, the intellect, and the power of speech are intact» (Kussmaul 1877, 775), and thus 

recognising it as a reading impairment, rather than a mental disorder, as previously had 

been done. In analysing his patients’ brains post-mortem, Kussmaul’s attention was 

caught by a further aspect which deserves to be mentioned. As a matter of fact, it emerged 

that all the brains presented damages (e.g. hemorrhages) in the same cerebral area: the 

left temporal lobe. 

His studies influenced the German ophthalmologist Rudolf Berlin, who, almost a 

decade later, coined the term ‘dyslexia’ from two Greek words: the prefix ‘dys’, meaning 

alteration or difficulty, and the root ‘lexis’, meaning word or discourse. By using this term, 

he intended to refer to «das characteristische Symptom [dass] in einer Erschwerung des 

Lesens besteht»1 he observed in some of his patients (Berlin 1887, 1). Similarly to 

Kussmaul, he excluded that the faulty reading characterising his patients was linked to 

eyesight pathologies or speech production issues. Rather, as Kussmaul before him, «he 

stated […] on the basis of post-mortem dissections done on his patients brains that […] 

anatomical lesions were found in the left hemisphere» (Wagner 1973, 61). 

Other analogous cases were reported by different physicians, such as the Scottish 

ophthalmologist and eye surgeon James Hinshelwood, who published his first work, Word 

                                                        
1 «the characteristic symptom [that] consists of a difficulty in reading» [translation my own]. 
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blindness and visual memory (1895), in the medical journal The Lancet; or the French 

neurologist Joseph Jules Déjerine, who, together with his American wife Augusta Dejerine-

Klumpke, also a neurologist, tried to develop knowledge about the «cerebral localization 

of language» by analysing brain «lesions of patients with aphasia or language deficits […]. 

By using the most sophisticated methods available at [their] time, including […] serial 

sectioning», they both actively contributed to emphasizing «the role of subcortical 

structures in the genesis of aphasia and pure alexia» (Krestel, Bassetti, and Jagella 2013, 

581). 

However, it is crucial to note that the early work on dyslexia was strongly informed 

by clinical insights deriving from the observation of adult literate patients who developed 

a certain degree of the so called word blindness only after suffering from cerebral lesions. 

This is what today is known as acquired dyslexia. 

The establishment of a clear distinction between acquired dyslexia (loss of function) 

and what was referred to as ‘congenital word blindness’ (absence of function) is credited 

to the English general practitioner William Pringle Morgan. In 1896 he published an 

article in The British Medical Journal in which he presented the case of a 14-year-old boy 

called Percy F., who «did not read a single word correctly, with the exception of “and", 

"the", "of”, "that” […], [although he was] bright and of average intelligence» (Morgan 1896, 

1378), and did not display any eyesight issues. As Morgan explains in his article, this case 

«is unique […] in that it follows upon no injury or illness, but is evidently congenital, and 

due most probably to defective development of that region of the brain […] that is the left 

angular gyrus» (Morgan 1896, 1378). Thus, echoing the previous findings upon acquired 

dyslexia, Morgan located the origin of this condition in the left lobe of the brain. 

Between the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, a growing number 

of case reports on ‘congenital word blindness’, ‘congenital alexia’, and ‘congenital 

dyslexia’ made its appearance in medical journals and publications, contributing to an 

increased debate and therefore awareness – at least among the medical community – 

about this recently discovered condition. Among others, Nettleship is prominent for being 

«the first to describe developmental dyslexia in young adults, one of his patients being 23 

years old and another 21 years old […], the first to describe dyslexia in a woman, and […] 

also the first to call attention to the preponderance of males with the condition» (Benton 

1980, 11). Fisher and Thomas also distinguished themselves for hypothesizing the 
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existence of a genetic factor that provided an explanation for «the tendency for dyslexia 

to run in families» (Benton 1980, 12). 

However, as stated by the neuropsychologist Arthur Lester Benton, «the growth of 

empirical knowledge during this period was not accompanied by any basic change in 

conceptions about the etiology of dyslexia or its underlying mechanisms» (Benton 1980, 

13). Indeed, the origin of this congenital condition was attributed to a «faulty 

development […] of the angular gyrus of the dominant hemisphere, [which was 

considered to be] the centre in which visual memory images of letters and words were 

deposited. […] A maldevelopment [of this area] would hence undermine the ability to 

retain the visual memories of letters and words […] with a consequent impairment in the 

ability to read» (Benton 1980, 13). 

Research in the field of dyslexia experienced a major progress when psychologists 

started investigating this condition towards the end of the second decade of the 20th 

century. As a matter of fact, the contribution of Psychology was crucial as it emphasized 

for the first time the importance of considering all the abilities and psychological 

processes involved in reading. Their effort was focused on «identificar las habilidades 

básicas comprometidas que subyacen a las dificultades de lectura»2 (Melero 2013, 553) 

found in dyslexic patients, rather than on ascribing their failure to learn to read 

exclusively to cerebral damages as observed in acquired dyslexia. 

This need for an extensive research on the topic of dyslexia by employing insights 

from Psychology was well expressed by Augusta Fox Bronner, an American psychologist 

who in 1917 – reviewing the literature of previous physicians – stated in her book The 

psychology of special abilities and disabilities that: 

«On the whole, from a psychological standpoint, these cases have been very 

inadequately studied and poorly analysed; no psychological tests have been 

used, and no standard for gauging general intelligence has been employed. […] 

All together, the material is most unsatisfactory. […] When we consider the 

complexity of the reading process and the various phases of mental life that are 

involved therein, we are led to wonder whether the phrase "congenital word-

blindness" is anything more than a blanket term, easy to apply, but of little value 

                                                        
2 «identifying the compromised basic abilities which caused the reading difficulties» [translation my 

own]. 
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either for understanding the problem or for offering help in regard to training» 

(Bronner 1917, 87). 

Psychologists advanced the hypothesis that the origin of a faulty reading lay in 

defective connections between the different processes involved in reading (visual, 

auditory, memory). Bronner referred to it as «some subtle synthetic process» (1917, 100), 

while another American psychologist, John Edward Wallace Wallin, wrote about 

«connections between the centers for the images of spoken words and for the images of 

written words» (1920, cit. in Benton 1980, 14). The research on the mental processes 

involved in reading was still in its early stages, and some scholars rejected the previous 

hypotheses in favour of an environmental explanation for the reading impairments. 

Among them, the educational psychologist Arthur I. Gates, who, finding «no evidence of 

defective visual or auditory perception and memory, […] ascribed poor reading 

achievement to environmental factors such as inadequate instruction and poor habit 

training» (Benton 1980, 15). 

Thus, in the second decade of the 20th century, Psychology contributed to a major 

shift from an initial identification and description of the symptoms of dyslexia to an 

elaborate effort in understanding the underlying mechanisms of a defective reading. 

However, the distancing from the neurologists who first recognised this condition 

resulted in the fact that «there was no great interest in identifying a neurological basis for 

the disorder» (Benton 1980, 16). 

A new neurological theory was then proposed by the American physician Samuel 

Torrey Orton, who, starting from the observation of highly frequent tendencies in dyslexic 

children – such as «reversals in right-left orientation in the reading of letters and words; 

[…] left-handedness; lack of established hand preference; mixed hand and eye 

preference» (Benton 1980, 16) – advanced the hypothesis that at the origin of reading 

difficulties lay «a specific fault in cerebral development, namely, a failure to establish 

hemispheric specialization for the visual perception of symbolic stimuli» (Benton 1980, 

16). To refer to this condition, he coined the term «strephosymbolia» (Benton 1980, 16), 

to underline that the problem was attributable to a ‘twisting of symbols’, rather than a 

‘word blindness’. Although Orton’s hypothesis was later refuted, the publication of his 

major work Reading, Writing and Speech Problems in Children in 1937 initiated a renewed 

debate among the scientific society aimed at finding evidence for neurological explanation 

and understanding of dyslexia. 
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Additionally, during the 1930s clinicians and educational psychologists developed a 

new interest in the relationship between dyslexia and behavioural disorders. As they 

observed, the vast majority of their patients not only had reading difficulties, but also 

manifested a range of «conduct problems» (Benton 1980, 19). As a matter of fact, many 

children were brought to them because of their deviant behaviour in the first place, and 

only afterwards were they identified as dyslexics. The interpretations of this correlation 

followed two opposite paths: some viewed the «child’s emotional disturbances» as a 

consequent reaction to the frustration, «stresses and failure experiences» deriving from 

the reading difficulty (and its mistreatment); while others considered dyslexia as an 

«expression […] of the personality disorder», hence «psychotherapy [was considered] as 

a necessary element in treatment» (Benton 1980, 19). 

«After World War II, there was an enormous growth of interest in dyslexia» and in 

the difficulties related to learning to read, as attested by «the impressive magnitude of […] 

monographs, papers and reports published between 1960 and 1977» (Benton 1980, 19-

20) aimed at providing a definitive description and explanation of this condition. 

However, although the gathering of copious empirical findings led to the development of 

new ideas and terminology, «little agreement» (Benton 1980, 23) was reached between 

the plethora of varied interpretations provided by the research undertaken during this 

period. 

A line of investigation embraced and promoted early themes such as the correlation 

between dyslexia and «deficiencies in visual and auditory perception» (Benton 1980, 19). 

Deficits in visual processes such as visualization, visual sequencing, and visual memory 

were considered to be at the basis of reading difficulties, however, further research 

conducted during the 1980s and 1990s proved that this kind of visual deficits are 

comparable between poor and normal readers. As a matter of fact, these studies 

investigated visual processing by minimizing the influence of verbal coding, thus leading 

to the conclusion that «visual abilities were relatively poor predictors of word 

identification, spelling, pseudoword decoding, and reading comprehension» (Vellutino et 

al. 2004, 9). 

New experimental methods were used to further investigate Orton’s theories on 

hemispheres conflict for cerebral dominance. 

Possible neurological causes of deficient reading ability were investigated, even 

through electroencephalography, as in Hughes’ Electroencephalographic and 
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neurophysiological studies in dyslexia, published in 1978. Cerebral structural anomalies 

were studied by Hier, as well as Galaburda and Kemper in the late 1970s. Methods for 

assessment of brain injury and anomalous development in children with dyslexia were 

developed by Martha Bridge Denckla in her study Minimal brain dysfunction and dyslexia: 

beyond diagnosis by exclusion published in 1977. 

In addition, other cognitive processes were analysed, such as sequential perception 

and temporal ordering, as in Bakker’s Temporal Order in Disturbed Reading published in 

1972, and intersensory integration, as in Birch and Belmont’s Auditory-Visual Integration 

in Normal and Retarded Readers published in 1964. 

Initial research on the heritability of dyslexia was conducted during these years, 

although relevant results started to appear only between the late 1990s and the first 

decade of the 21st century. As a matter of fact, while the former studies relied mainly on 

surveying the incidence of patients’ relatives and family members with adverse language 

history (twin and family studies, such as Hallgren’s Specifc dyslexia (``congenital word 

blindness''): a clinical and genetic study or Bakwin’s Reading disability in twins); the latter 

investigated the possibility of identifying specific genes involved in reading disability 

(molecular-genetic studies, such as Grigorenko’s Susceptibility loci for distinct components 

of developmental dyslexia on chromosomes 6 and 15). 

As a result of this extraordinarily abundant and diverse research findings, an 

additional hypothesis emerged, according to which instead of one dyslexia, there was 

proof for the existence of many different «dyslexias, a group of disorders centring on 

reading disability» (Sampson 1975, 19). A variety of multiple classifications was first 

presented during the 1960s, with Bannatyne’s A suggested classification of causes and 

types of dyslexia in 1966, and Keeney’s Comprehensive classification of the dyslexias in 

1968; and expanded in the 1970s, with Mattis, French and Rapin’s work Dyslexia in 

children and young adults: three independent neuropsychological syndromes in 1975, and 

Doehring and Hoshko’s Classification of reading problems by the Q-technique of factor 

analysis in 1977. 

Hence, at the end of the 1970s, researchers had considerably enhanced the 

knowledge about dyslexia by providing insights from a variegated series of fields, such as 

genetics, psychology, neurology, and education. However, as dyslexia proceeded to 

become a multifaceted concept, little agreement was to be found among the different 

streams of research, whose investigations had so far been conducted without a productive 
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interrelation. This heterogeneous group of perspectives not only represented a critical 

source of confusion on a general level, but also specifically prevented the scientific 

community from providing a valuable and effective response in terms of remediation 

and/or support programs aimed at helping patients overcoming the obstacles posed by 

dyslexia. 

In 1979, by publishing Dyslexia: Theory and Research, the American professor of 

Psychology Frank Vellutino contributed to a significant change of trend in dyslexia 

research, as he suggested that «el déficit no solo era un problema de procesamiento visual 

sino que también – y quizá principalmente – en el procesamiento del lenguaje»3 (Melero 

2013, 555). This theory experienced a major refinement during the 1980s which 

culminated in the development of the phonological deficit theory, that remains to this day 

one of the dominant theories to provide an explanation for the symptoms of dyslexia. 

Considerable progress has been achieved by the dyslexia research community in the 

past 40 years, and despite the problematic question of providing a definitive definition of 

dyslexia and its underlying causes, a wide variety of equally valuable hypotheses has been 

advanced, a selection of which will be presented in the next section. 

  

                                                        
3 «the reading deficit was also – and maybe mostly – associated with issues regarding linguistic 

processing, rather than just visual processing» [translation my own]. 
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1.2. Explanatory frameworks and levels of analysis of 
developmental disorders 

As stated at the end of the previous section, over the past 40 years a large and varied 

quantity of research has been undertaken in the field of dyslexia. As a number of 

researchers and «pure theorists are interested primarily in [discovering] the underlying 

cause(s) of dyslexia […], many applied theoreticians are [more] concerned with 

educational attainment» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 5) and therefore with the 

development of intervention programs and the testing of their effectiveness. However, 

despite the unrivaled amount of studies researchers have developed in their specific 

domain of expertise, it still appears to be a challenging task to find agreement among this 

heterogeneous collection of theories, and build instead a univocal and unanimous theory 

of dyslexia. 

A groundbreaking, valuable solution to this problematic question was suggested by 

Morton and Frith by the identification of a research «framework within which different 

views of developmental disorders can be modelled» (Morton and Frith 1995, 357). To 

create such framework, two major points must be taken into account.  

First, when defining developmental disorders or conditions it is crucial to 

«distinguish between [three different] levels of discourse: biological, cognitive and 

behavioural» (Morton and Frith 1995, 357). Hence, in the dyslexia framework, while the 

biological level has been mainly investigated by researchers with medical background 

who looked for neurological causes of the reading impairment, such as Galaburda and his 

team (1989); psychologists and education experts, such as Marie Clay (1979), have 

provided insights for the directly observable behavioural signs and symptoms shown by 

dyslexic children. Additionally, the cognitive level is presented as a trait d’union between 

the former levels of analysis, as it refers to the «functional description of the brain’s 

activity» (Morton and Frith 1995, 358), and the mechanisms underlying information 

processing, which, for dyslexia, during the 1980s and the 1990s were identified in a 

deficient phonological system which resulted in a grapheme-phoneme conversion 

disability. 

Secondly, Morton and Frith (1995) emphasise the importance of adopting a causal 

model of explanation, rather than a descriptive one. Indeed, as the latter can account for 

one level of analysis at a time by providing «snapshots of a moving scene»; the former has 
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«the principle of change over time built in it» (Morton and Frith 1995, 357), and therefore 

it proves to be more suitable to render a thorough explanation for a developmental 

disorder like dyslexia. 

  



19 
 

1.3. Cognitive level explanations of developmental 
dyslexia 

As anticipated above, «the cognitive level provides a valuable descriptive level 

between brain and behaviour» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 21). It may be interpreted, on 

the one hand, as «a causal explanation in terms of behavioural symptoms, [and, on the 

other hand,] as a descriptive symptom in terms of brain level explanations» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2010, 21). 

In the following section, an outlining of the most accredited cognitive theories for 

dyslexia will be presented. 

1.3.1. Phonological Deficit hypothesis 

As previously stated, the general belief that dyslexia was caused by visual 

perception problems was challenged by Vellutino (1979) as he suggested that specific 

reading difficulties were attributable to language functioning impairments. 

As a number of studies conducted between the late 1970s and the early 1980s 

(Bradley and Bryant 1978, 1983; Lundberg, Olofsson, and Wall 1980) «established that 

the most powerful predictor of later reading and writing skills was phonological 

awareness» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 22), researchers started investigating the role 

of phonological difficulties in dyslexics, and tested the efficacy of intervention programs 

aimed at training poor readers in developing their phonological skills (Snowling 1981; 

Williams 1984; Bradley and Bryant 1985; Liberman and Shankweiler 1985; Rack 1985; 

Maclean, Bryant, and Bradley 1987; Vellutino and Scanlon 1987; Wagner and Torgesen 

1987; Lundberg, Frost and Petersen 1988). 

«Phonological awareness is a metalinguistic skill involving knowledge about the 

sounds that make up words» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 24). It refers to the ability to 

manipulate discrete sound units of words, namely syllables and phonemes. Syllabic 

awareness may be measured by different tasks, such as counting or deleting syllables. 

Phonemic awareness may be observed in a varied number of abilities, such as counting, 

deleting, and substituting phonemes. The ability to identify and distinguish onsets and 

rimes in words falls into the phonological awareness framework as well. 

Therefore, a phonological deficit would manifest in terms of difficulty in making 

explicit reports about «sound segments, naming difficulties (of colours, letters, numbers, 
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pictures), difficulty in manipulating phonemes in word games, problems in keeping 

linguistic material in short-term memory, and problems in reading and writing short or 

long nonwords» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 23-24). 

Drawing from the plethora of studies conducted during the 1980s which provided 

extensive evidence of phonological processing deficits found in dyslexic children, 

Stanovich laid the theoretical framework for the phonological deficit hypothesis by 

presenting his phonological-core variable-difference model. Resting on the «assumption 

of specificity – according to which the cognitive deficit affecting dyslexics is specific to the 

reading task, […] and does not extend into other domains of cognitive functioning» 

(Stanovich 1988, 601) – this model «posits the core of phonological deficits as the basis of 

the dyslexic performance pattern» (Stanovich 1988, 601), rejecting the possibility that 

this disorder is «accompanied by other cognitive limitations» (Stanovich 1988, 602). 

Although the phonological deficit theory accounts for certain difficulties in terms of 

phonological awareness observed in dyslexic children and adults, it should be noted that 

«not all the difficulties typically displayed by dyslexics can be attributable to phonological 

deficit» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 25) (e.g., slow performance on rapid naming task). 

1.3.2. Double Deficit hypothesis 

Evidence of a deficit in automatization of verbal responses to visual stimuli 

(pictured objects, colours, letters and numbers) that correlates specifically with dyslexia 

was already identified in the mid-1970s by using the Rapid Automatized Naming (R.A.N.) 

technique (Denckla 1972; Denckla and Rudel 1976a, 1976b). 

As further studies investigated the issue (Bowers and Swanson 1991; Wolf 1991, 

Bowers and Wolf 1993), in the late 1990s Wolf and Bowers (1999) advanced the double-

deficit hypothesis, according to which both phonological and rapid naming impairments 

can cause reading difficulties. 

The authors hypothesised that the «phonological deficits and the processes 

underlying naming speed deficits represent two separable sources of the reading 

dysfunction» (Wolf and Bowers 1999, 415), hence they identified three subtypes of 

dyslexics: «two single-deficit subtypes […] – [one presenting only the phonological deficit, 

and the other presenting exclusively the naming-speed deficit] – and one double-deficit 

subtype» presenting both phonological and naming-speed deficits; the latter manifesting 

«more pervasive and severe impairments» (Wolf and Bowers 1999, 415). 
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However, in a thorough review of the research that has tested the hypothesis, 

Vukovic and Siegel affirm that «evidence in support of the double-deficit hypothesis of 

developmental dyslexia remains limited» (Vukovic and Siegel 2006, 44). As a matter of 

fact, «research that has examined the independence of naming speed from phonological 

awareness has demonstrated inconsistent findings» (Vukovic and Siegel 2006, 45). On the 

one hand, «the existence of a naming speed–only subtype of dyslexia has not been 

consistently documented» (Vukovic and Siegel 2006, 44); instead, it has been established 

that phonological deficits and speed deficits tend to co-occur (Pennington et al. 2001; 

Schatschneider et al. 2002). On the other hand, «the hypothesis that children with a 

naming speed deficit would not benefit from phonological interventions [emerged to be] 

not supported» (Vukovic and Siegel 2006, 45). 

In conclusion, it would appear that naming speed may be considered as a 

phonological variable, as there is limited evidence that naming speed should be 

characterized separately from the phonological skills family. Hence, the double-deficit 

hypothesis may be conceived as an expansion of the phonological deficit hypothesis. 

1.3.3. Automatization Deficit hypothesis 

The automatization deficit hypothesis is a cognitive level theory of explanation 

proposed by Nicolson and Fawcett (1990), who started investigating the concept of 

automatization, being it «the most critical factor» (Adams 1990, 14) necessary for the 

acquisition of literacy. The dyslexic automatization deficit (DAD) hypothesis suggests that 

«dyslexic children have abnormal difficulties in making any skill automatic» (Nicolson 

and Fawcett 2010, 68), whether it is a cognitive skill as in reading, or a motor skill, as in 

balance or catching. 

The first investigations were conducted in form of tests on dyslexics and controls on 

«a range of fine and gross motor skills, with absolutely no linguistic involvement» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 69) (thus the phonological deficit hypothesis could not 

provide explanation). The results showed balance deficits in dyslexic participants under 

dual-task condition (i.e. participants had to balance while undertaking a secondary task); 

instead, no abnormalities were registered in single-task condition (i.e. participants had 

merely to balance) (Nicolson and Fawcett 1990). Concurrently, the authors developed the 

conscious compensation (CC) hypothesis, which accounted for the fact that «dyslexic 

children – despite their limited automaticity – proved to perform at apparently normal 
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levels (as in the single-task condition) by consciously concentrating on performance that 

would normally be automatic» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 68-69). However, when a 

secondary task was introduced in addition to the previous one, the effort required by 

dyslexics in order to consciously compensate for both tasks was overwhelming, and 

therefore they performed poorly. 

Further tests were undertaken on dyslexics and controls based on the investigation 

of primitive skills – «phonological skill, working memory, information processing speed, 

motor skill» – for the specific reason that this kind of skills «are not normally trained 

explicitly, and are not easily subject to compensatory strategies» (Nicolson and Fawcett 

2010, 74). Evidence from these studies (Fawcett and Nicolson 1994, 1995a, 1995b) 

showed significant impairments in dyslexic participants in the following tasks: spelling, 

segmentation, word flash, picture naming speed, bead threading, balance on one foot 

blindfolded, dual-task balance. The authors concluded that automaticity was at the origin 

of balance difficulties and deficits across the spectrum of primitive skills as found in 

dyslexic participants. 

However, it must be noted that this theory only provides an account for the range of 

difficulties encountered by dyslexics on many tasks, as well as for their general 

performance characteristics (lack of fluency, greater effort, more errors), rather than an 

explanation of the mechanisms underlying skill automatization problems. The need for an 

answer at an explanatory level led to the development of the cerebellar deficit hypothesis. 

  



23 
 

1.4. Brain level explanations of developmental dyslexia 

The deepest level of analysis aimed at providing an explanation for dyslexia is the 

brain level. 

An attempt at outlining the results of the most accredited neurobiological theories 

will be made in this section. 

1.4.1. Cerebral Cortex hypotheses 

Studies at this level were first undertaken during the 1970s and the 1980s on brains 

of dead dyslexics and control people with the intention of finding – by comparing and 

contrasting - neuroanatomical evidence for dyslexia. 

These post-mortem studies were mainly conducted by Geschwind, and Galaburda 

and his team of researchers (Geschwind and Galaburda 1985; Galaburda et al. 1989) who 

identified anomalous patterns in terms of cerebral symmetry. As a matter of fact, while 

«in the normal brain the left (language specialist) hemisphere is typically larger than the 

right, dyslexic brains showed either a perfect symmetry or a reversed asymmetry» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 30), being the right hemisphere larger than the left one. 

Additionally, evidence was provided for «microscopic abnormalities (ectopias) […] 

particularly marked in the language areas of the cerebral cortex (perisylvian regions)» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 30). 

However, limitations of these post-mortem studies emerged in terms of the quantity 

of specimens observed, as well as quality of the specimens – «doubts remain as to whether 

the dyslexic specimens were indeed dyslexic or indeed only dyslexic; […] [plus,] 

specimens were not fully matchable on age» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 31) – and finally 

in terms of obsolete investigating techniques, compared to the ones available today. 

Indeed, major progress has been achieved since the introduction of brain imaging 

techniques, such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), 

electroencephalography (EEG), and magnetoencephalography (MEG). These new 

techniques not only allowed assessments of «live participants (with a consequently larger 

number of patients to be assessed), but also contributed to the observation of regional 

brain activity while the participants were undertaking reading related tasks» (Nicolson 

and Fawcett 2010, 31). 
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However, it is crucial to remark that the picture of differences in cerebral structure 

and function that emerged after the implementation of such techniques proved to be 

«more complex and far less clear than originally thought» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 

31). 

1.4.2. Magnocellular Deficit hypothesis 

Data emerging from neuroimaging studies have provided evidence for «readers 

with dyslexia [who] activate different regions [of cerebral cortex] when reading as 

compared with peers with typical reading» (Kearns et al. 2019, 181). 

Furthermore, additional studies have advanced the hypothesis according to which 

the impairment not only is located in certain brain areas, but also it involves the pathways 

used for the transmission of visual and auditory signals to and from the peripheral and 

the central system. The magnocellular deficit hypothesis explores this possibility. 

It has been discovered that «in both visual and auditory modalities there are two 

pathways involved in the transmission of audio-visual information: magnocellular and 

parvocellular» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 32). Magnocells are larger than parvocells, 

and, as far as the visual pathway is concerned, their primary role is the «detection of large 

(low spatial frequency), […] low-contrast, moving stimuli. They are much more strongly 

excited by visual transients, changing, flickering or moving stimuli which have high 

temporal frequency content, than by steady, stationary lights. […] The magnocellular 

system provides the brain with information about the location and the broad outline of 

letters and words in reading (Stein 2008, 58-59). On the contrary, parvocells «dominate 

responses to stationary, fine detailed (high spatial frequency) and coloured stimuli» 

(Stein 2008, 59). 

Several empirical results are consistent with the distinction between magnocellular 

and parvocellular pathways, and the hypothesis of the former being impaired in dyslexics. 

Among them, Martin and Lovegrove’s study (1987) shows how «dyslexics need greater 

contrast between narrow black and white gratings in order to discriminate them; plus, if 

the gratings flicker, dyslexics show lower sensitivity at all spatial frequencies» (Nicolson 

and Fawcett 2010, 32). Further evidence was provided by anatomical investigations on 

the lateral geniculate nuclei (centres for the sorting of visual information, received from 

the retina and sent to the visual cortex for processing, located in the thalamus) of dyslexic 

brains, which showed – compared to controls – «abnormalities in the magnocellular, but 
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not the parvocellular, layers, being the magnocells smaller and fewer than normal» 

(Livingstone et al. 1991, 7943). 

Stein develops this hypothesis by remarking the crucial role played by the 

magnocellular pathway system in the dorsal stream of visual information. As a matter of 

fact, «the magnocellular system controls eye movements during reading […] in terms of 

eye fixation, saccades (flickering movements between fixation moments), and 

determination of positional order of letters and words» (Stein 2008, 60-61). Moreover, 

Stein ascribes eye vergence control to the magnocellular system, «an impairment of which 

might lead to particularly unstable vergence control, […] resulting in what dyslexics 

describe as words appearing to split, reverse, and move over each other» (Stein 2008, 61). 

Finally, he asserts that magnocellular pathways are essential «not only for controlling eye 

movements, but also for controlling the focus of visual attention» on letters and words 

during reading, which – unlike in other circumstances – needs to «proceed in an unusual 

linear-sequential manner» (Stein 2008, 62-63). 

As far as the auditory magnocellular pathway is concerned, Tallal and her colleagues 

(1993) were the first who «proposed that the phonological difficulties (and hence the 

reading-related difficulties) shown by dyslexics may be attributable to the underlying 

difficulty in rapid auditory processing» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 34). Evidence for 

«neuroanatomical abnormalities in the auditory magnocellular system» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2010, 34) was provided by brain studies conducted by Galaburda, Menard, and 

Rosen (1994). Stein (2008) later emphasised the importance of «auditory magnocells […] 

for rapid temporal processing, and hence their crucial role in the analysis of temporal 

changes in the frequency and amplitude of speech sounds which is needed for phonemes 

discrimination. […] The development of auditory magnocells appears to be impaired in 

dyslexics, which may account for their lower sensitivity to changes in auditory frequency, 

[…] and the development of differences in the acquisition of phonological skills» (Stein 

2008, 66). 

Finally, as growing evidence has emerged for impairments not limited to the audio-

visual modalities, hypotheses for a pansensory magnocellular deficit have been advanced, 

as in Stein (2008). He explains that as «large magnocells specialised for temporal 

processing are not confined to the visual system – [but rather] they are found as well in 

the auditory, somatosensory, memory, and motor systems through the whole brain – […] 

[it may be hypothesised that] they constitute a specialised [magnocellular] subsystem 
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devoted to temporal processing [and that] dyslexia may at root be due to impaired 

development of all these magnocellular systems as a result of inheriting genetic alleles 

that slightly alter the migration of these neurons during early development in utero» 

(Stein 2008, 67-68). Hence, «the great variety of visual, phonological, kinaesthetic, 

sequencing, memory, and motor symptoms shown by dyslexics may arise from 

differences in the particular magnocellular systems that are most affected by […] the 

particular mix of alleles that each individual dyslexic inherits» (Stein 2008, 68). 

 

1.4.3. Cerebellar Deficit hypothesis 

The cerebellar deficit hypothesis was «developed out of the automatization deficit 

hypothesis» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 36), combined with the need for a deeper 

explanation of the disorder. 

In terms of structure, the cerebellum is a «highly convoluted [element] […] nestled 

behind the brain within the skull» which «accounts for 10-15 per cent of brain weight, 40 

per cent of brain surface area, and 50 per cent of the brain’s neurons. […] There are two 

cerebellar hemispheres, each comprising folded cerebellar cortex» (Nicolson and Fawcett 

2010, 92), which is «composed of three layers of neurons: the molecular layer, the 

Purkinje cell layer, and the granule cell layer». The cerebellar cortex «receives massive 

inputs from all the senses (including auditory, visual, somatosensory, and proprioceptive 

systems) by ‘mossy fibers’ or via ‘climbing fibers’; while output from the cerebellum is 

generated by Purkinje cells, which send information indirectly throughout the brain» 

(Vogel 2005, 1253; Fawcett and Nicolson 2008, 92). Traditionally, the cerebellum was 

considered to be «responsible primarily for the coordination of movement and motor 

learning. However, more recent anatomical and functional studies indicate that the 

cerebellum plays a wider role in many cognitive functions, such as language, executive 

functions, and spatial cognition» (Vogel 2005, 1253). As a matter of fact, the cerebellum 

is «linked not only with the frontal motor areas of the brain, but also with some areas 

further forward in the frontal cortex, including Broca’s language area, [which led to the 

conclusion that] the cerebellum plays a central role in the acquisition of language 

dexterity» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 96). 
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A further significant fact is that «the cerebellum rarely acts alone, but always in 

conjunction with other brain regions, and it acts to optimize the functioning of the skill 

that is controlled by that other region» (Fawcett and Nicolson 2008, 80). 

The cerebellar deficit hypothesis was developed on the basis of direct behavioural 

evidence of specific cerebellar abnormalities in a certain range of skills. Thus, dyslexic 

participants were tested on skills associated with cerebellar functions, such as motor 

skills, time estimation skills, and articulation skills. 

Evidence for motor skill impairment has been provided by tests on dyslexic 

children’s motor skills related, as well as unrelated, to reading. The former refers, for 

instance, to articulation difficulties (Fawcett and Nicolson 2002), eye movement 

abnormalities, and static eye control anomalies (Stein 2008); while the latter involves 

difficulty in tying shoelaces (Miles 1983), failure to throw up a ball, clap several times, and 

catch the ball, failure to walk backwards in a straight line (Haslum 1989), difficulties in 

reproducing the rhythm of a metronome using both hands (Wolff et al. 1990). 

Time estimation skills have been tested as well, following suggestions about the 

involvement of the cerebellum in timing functions (Ivry and Keele 1989). Indeed, dyslexic 

children showed significant difficulties with the time estimation (i.e. comparing and 

saying which of two sounds is played longer) (Nicolson, Fawcett, and Dean 1995). 

Further clinical tests of cerebellar function were undertaken on the basis of earlier 

findings (Dow and Moruzzi 1958) which provided evidence for significant cerebellar 

deficits showed by dyslexic participants (e.g., finger and thumb opposition, tremor, hand 

tap, and muscle tone), thus confirming the hypothesis. (Fawcett, Nicolson, and Dean 1996; 

Needle, Fawcett, and Nicolson 2006). 

Neuroanatomical studies corroborated the existence of differences between 

dyslexic and control cerebella. «Abnormal distributions of Purkinje cells were found in 

anterior and posterior lobes of the cerebella» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 129), being the 

amount of magnocells higher and the amount of parvocells lower than in control 

cerebella. A similar distributional pattern was seen «in the inferior olive nucleus in the 

brainstem (source of cerebellar input), but not in the dentate nucleus (output cerebellar 

pathway)» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 129). 

Finally, a neurofunctional study conducted by Nicolson and his colleagues (1999) 

established evidence of abnormal patterns of cerebellar activation in dyslexic participants 

while they performed a motor sequence learning task. Indeed, «the control group showed 
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greater activation in the right cerebellum, while the dyslexic group presented greater 

activation in large areas of the frontal lobes» (Nicolson et al. 1999, 1665). 

To sum up, the cerebellar deficit hypothesis «provides a principled explanation of 

the three criterial difficulties of dyslexia, namely reading, writing, and spelling» (Fawcett 

and Nicolson 2008, 91). The hypothetical causal chain identified by the authors (Figure 1) 

highlights a «cerebellar abnormality at birth» (Fawcett and Nicolson 2008, 84) as the 

biological origin of a series of impairments. First, cerebellar impairment «leads to mild 

motor and articulatory problems». While motor skill impairment explains writing 

difficulties, «the lack of articulatory fluency leads to an impoverished representation of 

the phonological characteristics of speech, hence to the difficulties in phonological 

awareness that subsequently result in problems in learning to read» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2010, 133). Second, outside the phonological domain, a number of 

interdependent factors deriving from automatization problems (e.g., weak verbal 

working memory, slow word recognition module, difficulties in developing orthographic 

knowledge) lie at the base of reading and spelling difficulties. 

Figure 1. A hypothetical causal chain (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010). 
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1.5. Neural Network level explanations of developmental 
dyslexia 

Subsequent research following the formulation of the cerebellar deficit hypothesis 

revealed «difficulties in isolating the specific contributions of any single brain structure, 

as it emerged that the cerebellum itself is intrinsically linked to a range of other brain 

structures» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 189). 

Hence, the mere brain level could no longer represent a valuable framework of 

explanation for dyslexia. 

In order to overcome this limitation, and to provide a valid explanatory framework 

within which the interaction of different brain regions (via underlying neural systems) 

could be accounted for, Nicolson and Fawcett proposed to consider an «intermediate level 

between the cognitive and the brain level: the neural network level» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2010, 189). 

The neural systems perspective proved to be a valid explanatory framework for 

dyslexia (as well as other developmental disorders) since – while considering the 

interaction between the cerebral and the cognitive levels - it is sufficiently close to the 

brain to investigate the underlying neural systems causes, and close enough to cognition 

to be meaningful in terms of behavioural outcomes and consequent research on 

educational intervention (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010; Nicolson et al. 2010). This kind of 

approach has been investigated as its simultaneously broad and narrow nature would 

allow the achievement of a reunification among the fragmented theories developed so far. 

1.5.1. Specific Procedural Learning Deficit hypothesis 

The Specific Procedural Learning deficit (SPLD) hypothesis (Nicolson and Fawcett 

2007) suggests that dyslexia could be ascribed to the cerebellar branch of the language-

based procedural learning system. 

In order to understand this, it is crucial to bear in mind the established difference 

between declarative and procedural memory systems for learning (Anderson 1982; 

Squire et al. 1993). 

«Declarative memory (memory for facts and events) and procedural memory 

(memory for skills and habits) are developed by two processes respectively: declarative 

learning and procedural learning» (Nicolson et al. 2010, 196). 
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Specifically, declarative learning is involved in the «encoding, acquisition, 

consolidation, storage, retrieval and use of memories about facts and events» (Nicolson 

and Fawcett 2010, 191). The declarative memory system «subserves explicit memory […] 

and is available to conscious introspection» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 59,192-193). At 

the brain level, the declarative learning system «depends on medial temporal lobe 

structures (hippocampal region, parahippocampal cortex, entorhinal cortex, perirhinal 

cortex, ventro-lateral prefrontal cortex)» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 190). 

Procedural learning is involved in the «acquisition, storage, and execution of non-

explicit procedural skills» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 192). The procedural memory 

system is not consciously accessible. In terms of brain circuits, the procedural learning 

system «depends on basal ganglia, frontal cortex, parietal cortex, superior temporal 

cortex, and the cerebellum» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 191). 

A major contribution to the understanding of these learning systems was offered by 

Ullman (2004), who «related these two concepts to human language» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2010, 190), by affirming that the procedural/declarative distinction applies just 

as much to language circuits as it does to motor circuits. The innovative conception 

advanced by Ullman consisted in affirming that «language depends on brain systems that 

also subserve other functions» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 190). 

His model includes two components: mental lexicon and mental grammar. 

According to the declarative/procedural (DP) model by Ullman, on the one hand, 

«the brain system underlying declarative memory also subserves the mental lexicon. 

Hence, this system is responsible for the acquisition, storage, and use of knowledge of not 

only facts and events, but also words (including information about their meaning, sounds, 

word category, etc.)» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 191-192). 

On the other hand, «the brain system underlying procedural memory also subserves 

the mental grammar. This means that this system is responsible for the acquisition, 

storage, and use of ruled-based procedures that specifically govern the regularities of 

language (e.g., procedures of combination of stored items and abstract representations 

into complex structures that have sequential and hierarchical relations)» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2010, 192). Hence, «all subdomains of grammar (i.e. aspects of syntax, 

morphology, phonology, semantics) which depend on these procedures rely upon 

procedural memory» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 192). 
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In order to develop the SPLD hypothesis, Nicolson and Fawcett (2007) combined 

the Ullman procedural language learning system with further results in cognitive 

neuroscience related to procedural motor-skill learning. In particular, they referred, on 

the one hand, to the Doyon and Benali (2005) model of stages of motor-skill learning; on 

the other hand, to the Doyon/Ungerleider (Doyon, Penhune, and Ungerleider 2003) 

model of motor learning circuits. 

Doyon and Benali (2005) identify five main phases of acquisition of motor skills: 

1. Stage 1: fast learning (minutes). Improvement can be seen in a single training 

session. 

2. Stage 2: slow learning (hours). Several sessions of practice can result in further 

gains. 

3. Stage 3: consolidation (overnight). Spontaneous increases in performance may be 

experienced. 

4. Stage 4: automatization (hundreds of trials). Minimal cognitive resources, and 

resistance to interference and the effects of time are required for skilled behaviour. 

5. Stage 5: retention (weeks). The motor skill can be executed even after long delays 

without practice on the task. 

The second fundamental model considered by Nicolson and Fawcett is the 

Doyon/Ungerleider model, which identifies the existence of «two different systems 

involved in motor-skill learning: the cortico-striatal system, and the cortico-cerebellar 

system. The former is responsible for motor-sequence acquisition, while the latter for 

environmental motor adaptation» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2007, 136). Considering the 

brain systems involved, «the cortico-striatal system involves loops from the motor cortex 

to the basal ganglia to thalamic nuclei and back to the motor cortex; while the cortico-

cerebellar system involves loops from the motor cortex to the cerebellum to thalamic 

nuclei and back to the motor cortex» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2007, 136)..A major key point 

regarding this model is that «the cortex, the basal ganglia, and the cerebellum are all 

involved in the initial learning phases (stage 1 and 2), but as we approach the 

automatization stage the roles of the two systems diverge, which means that once the skill 

is well learned its neural representation involves only either the cortico-striatal system 

or the cortico-cerebellar system» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2007, 136; Nicolson and Fawcett 

2010, 197). 
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According to this framework, Nicolson and Fawcett concluded that «if impairment 

affected the cortico-striatal circuit, the individual would have problems in motor-

sequence activities; and if the impairment affected the cortico-cerebellar circuit, the 

individual would have problems in skills such as balance and adaptive timing» (Nicolson 

and Fawcett 2010, 197). 

Relying on evidence for the existence of two major neural routes (motor and 

cognitive routes) involving two way connections between the cerebral cortex and the 

cerebellum (Ramnani 2006; Balsters et al. 2010), the authors suggested that similar 

learning processes observed for motor skills (depending on cortico-striatal and cortico-

cerebellar loops) occur for language as well. 

To sum up, Nicolson and Fawcett – combining the Ullman procedural language 

learning system, the Doyon/Ungerleider model of motor-skill learning, the cognitive 

neuroscience of the human cerebellum as a motor loop and a cognitive/language loop, 

and the evidence of cerebellar abnormality for function and structure in dyslexia (i.e. the 

cerebellar deficit hypothesis) – developed the SPLD hypothesis, according to which 

procedural learning – which underlies the mental grammar – includes cortico-striatal and 

cortico-cerebellar loops for both motor- and language-related cortical regions. 

«Procedural difficulties are subdivided into four subtypes, depending on whether the 

problems are derived from the cortico-striatal or cortico-cerebellar system, and whether 

the cortical problems are derived from the language-related regions of the cortex or the 

primary motor cortex» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2007, 137). 

Dyslexia is described by this model as a «procedural learning difficulty specific to 

the language-related (rather than motor-related) cortico-cerebellar (rather than striatal) 

component of the procedural learning system» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 210) (Figure 

2). SPLD hypothesis thus suggests that «there is an impairment of the part of the 

procedural learning system specific to language» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 211). 
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  Figure 2. A neural system typography for learning difficulties (Nicolson and Fawcett 2007). 

 

In advancing this hypothesis, the authors highlight that its value is represented by 

the fact that the procedural learning framework may «subsume all the theories previously 

developed to provide an explanation of dyslexia» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2010, 211). 

As a matter of fact, the SPLD hypothesis accounts for the automatization deficit 

hypothesis, as – according to the former – «automatization is the end product of 

procedural learning» (Nicolson et al. 2010, 196), and if the procedural learning is 

impaired, automatization will be negatively affected. Furthermore, relying on the neural 

system framework, the SPLD hypothesis tackles the criticism of underspecificity (lack of 

sufficient investigation of the underlying causes) directed to the cognitive level theories, 

which the automatization hypothesis is part of. A similar statement can be made for other 

cognitive level theories, such as the phonological deficit and the double-deficit 

hypotheses. Indeed, phonology and naming-speed are only two of the numerous 

procedural aspects that might be impaired in a dyslexic subject, hence the phonological 

deficit and the double-deficit hypotheses are explained by the SPLD hypothesis as well. 

In addition, the SPLD hypothesis takes into account the crucial role played by the 

human cerebellum as explained by cerebellar deficit hypothesis, however, 

simultaneously, it tackles the criticism of overspecificity (cerebellum as the only cause) 

directed to the latter, by considering the interaction between the cerebellum and other 

brain regions in terms of neural networks. 
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For these reasons, the SPLD framework provides an adequate, realistic, and 

proportioned level of specificity which allows, on the one hand, to understand the 

underlying mechanisms that cause dyslexia, and, on the other hand, to correlate the 

neural level impairments to the outcomes on a behavioural level. 

Several studies on different groups of children and adults with dyslexia revealed the 

existence of diverse patterns of difficulties, reflecting equally variegated patterns of 

underlying impairments (Nicolson et al. 2002; Howard et al. 2006; Brookes, Nicolson, and 

Fawcett 2007; Nicolson and Fawcett 2010b; Gabay, Schiff, and Vakil 2012; Lum, Ullman, 

and Conti-Ramsden 2013; Needle, Nicolson, and Fawcett 2015). 

This collection of disparate patterns is in strict correlation with procedural learning; 

and research has highlighted the existence of «several non-declarative learning systems» 

(Nicolson et al. 2010, 206). 

This assumption led the authors to conclude that the existence of «many forms of 

learning, which show a varied pattern of interdependencies in terms of modality and 

timescales, represents the ultimate explanation of the considerable heterogeneity found 

within dyslexia, as well as the remarkable cases of comorbidity between developmental 

disabilities», which would be considered «normal, rather than an exception» (Nicolson 

and Fawcett 2007, 139; Nicolson et al. 2010, 206). 

1.5.2. Delayed Neural Commitment hypothesis 

After advancing the Specific Procedural Leaning Deficit hypothesis, Nicolson and 

Fawcett recently proposed a novel theory which aims at deepening the analysis on the 

neural networks impairment by assuming a developmental perspective. 

The Delayed Neural Commitment (DNC) hypothesis proposes that, «in addition to 

slower skill acquisition, dyslexic children take longer to build (and to rebuild) the neural 

networks that underpin the acquisition of reading» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 1). 

The approach adopted by the authors aims at designing «a “forward model” […] 

[which intends to provide] an explanation of the situation at birth […] and how this 

consequently affects subsequent development in dyslexic children» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2019, 8). 

The authors propose that «a slightly abnormal neural migration process during 

gestation» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 8) leads to subtle differences in brain 

organisation. In terms of information processing, this may result in «greater intrinsic 
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processing variability, which is neurologically recognized as higher processing neural 

noise» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 8). «Processing variability impairs automatization» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 8), which is the cognitive process at the basis of skill 

development. Consequently, according to the researchers, «greater [processing] 

variability [in dyslexic children] will lead to difficulty in building up automatic skills, […] 

[as well as to impaired] construction of individual or integrated neural networks 

underlying these skills (e.g., fluent reading network, balance network, executive function 

network)» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 8). However, it is crucial to highlight the fact that 

«declarative processing is not affected by the impairment, and it is, instead, possibly over-

performing in dyslexics» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 8). 

Furthermore, the authors report Kuhl’s concept of neural commitment (Kuhl 2004) 

as the key principle underlying the developmental processes involved in infant language 

learning.  

In language acquisition, infants up to the age of 6 months can discriminate any sound 

in any of the human languages; however, by 12 months they discriminate only the 

phonemes of their mother tongue. This specialization process happens via «statistical 

(self-organising) learning», in coordination with exposure to mother tongue speech, 

which «allows the infant’s auditory processing to “neurally commit” to the phonology and 

prosody that it encounters. In this way, in terms of perception, the infant «adjusts the way 

it hears to better match the sound regularities it encounters, and combines sound inputs 

into the appropriate phoneme categories […]. Once this learning process has occurred, the 

brain changes itself to incorporate these generalizations, and deletes neural connections 

that previously allowed all sounds to be discriminated» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2008, 199). 

In terms of speech production, the infant – between 7 and 10 months of age – moves from 

canonical babbling to first attempts of language-based utterances, via trial-and-error 

learning and social learning (interaction with mother). At this point, infants have built 

neural network structures that are «committed to specific patterns of variation that 

describe a particular language, so that further learning patterns that conform to those 

initially learned will be promoted, while the non-conforming ones will be inhibited» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 9). 

An impairment of this mechanism which results in the delay of neural network 

commitment to a language-specific hearing and speaking skills processing method is 
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hypothesized to derive from the «minimal brain differences arising during gestation» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 9) cited above. 

Implications of a delayed neural commitment have been identified in terms of: 

− «Delayed and less precise acquisition of language-related skills, which leads 

to less well-organised phonological networks», and consequently to 

phonological impairments and delays. 

− «Difficulties in automatizing skills in many domains», such as language skills, 

and motor skills. 

− Difficulties in «unlearning previous skills […] depending on less efficient 

neural circuits». 

− Delays and difficulties in «constructing the neural networks needed for the 

development of executive functions» (including self-control, selective 

attention, mental flexibility, working memory) (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 

10). 

In this regard, it may be useful to provide some clarification. 

The first two consequences outlined above are consistent with evidence from, 

respectively, the phonological deficit hypothesis, and the automatization deficit 

hypothesis. 

As far as unlearning is concerned, it is important to note that it is a «key requirement 

for the construction of cumulative skills such as reading» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 8). 

It has been established that dyslexic children have difficulties in unlearning previous 

skills. For instance, McPhillips and colleagues emphasise the «persistence of primitive 

reflexes beyond the normal timespan in dyslexics as an indicator of neurological 

impairment, which interferes with subsequent development […] and leads to learning 

difficulties» (McPhillips, Hepper, and Mulhern 2000, 538). Further evidence is provided 

by Nicolson and Fawcett’s study (2000) which shows dyslexics’ difficulties unlearning 

previously automatized key-finger movements in order to play a keyboard game. 

Finally, the authors introduce the hitherto overlooked prominence of the 

development of executive functions in children, and its influence on reading acquisition 

and further academic performance. Executive functions are «higher-order cognitive 

processes» (Meixner et al. 2019, 62) related to the «emergence of controlled processing» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 9), therefore «essential for controlling behaviour, setting and 

monitoring goals, and managing more complex cognitive processes» (Meixner et al. 2019, 
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63). They depend on the construction of neural networks needed for executive control. 

Executive functions have been classified (Diamond 2013, 152) into “cool EFs” and “hot 

EFs”. The former referring to processes operating in «emotionally neutral» (Diamond 

2013, 152) contexts, while the latter being processes that occur in «emotionally laden […] 

or frustrating situations» (Diamond 2013, 152), such as «control of anger, impulsivity, and 

anxiety» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 9). As far as “cool EF” are concerned, three core 

components have been identified: «inhibition (ability to suppress dominant responses, to 

shield distractors, or to attend to goal-relevant stimuli), updating (ability to store, 

monitor, exchange, and operate on information in working memory), and attention 

shifting (ability to flexibly switch the attentional focus between internal goals, sets, tasks 

or strategies to adapt to changing environmental demands)» (Meixner et al. 2019, 63). 

Executive functions «develop with experience and maturity […] throughout childhood 

and adolescence» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 9), and have been identified as valuable 

indicators of school-readiness, as well as predictors of academic performance (Fitzpatrick 

et al. 2014). Extensive evidence of the impact of executive functions difficulties observed 

in dyslexic children has been provided by fruitful recent studies conducted in the field 

(Clark et al. 2014; Engel de Abreu et al. 2014; Varvara et al. 2014; Moura, Simões, and 

Pereira 2015; Cartwright et al. 2019; Meixner et al. 2019). 

After considering the extent of the consequences of a delayed neural commitment, 

we may conclude that the major contribution introduced by the DNC hypothesis refers to 

the significant broadening of perspective upon dyslexia, as well as towards other 

developmental disorders. As a matter of fact, the DNC framework, on the one hand, 

represents a «connection with current theories of the cognitive neuroscience of language 

and language development», and, on the other hand, «considers the entire information 

processing architecture, encouraging to look beyond reading, and to consider the “big 

picture” for human development rather than a set of independent skills» (Nicolson and 

Fawcett 2019, 10). 

Furthermore, the DNC framework is consistent with all the previously developed 

theories on dyslexia, as «it provides an explanation for all the frameworks, including 

inefficiencies in phonological access, automatization processes, and executive functions» 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 10). 

Additionally, the DNC framework «accounts for the well-established evidence of 

comorbidities between learning disabilities (especially dyslexia, ADHD, DCD, and SLI), as 
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each disability presents a set of problems relating to motor skills, executive function, and 

language, all consistent with difficulties in some or all components of the procedural 

learning system» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 11). 

Finally, in terms of support, the DNC hypothesis suggests the crucial importance of 

considering school and reading readiness by «attesting the presence of the necessary 

neural networks (EF skills as well as pre-reading skills) before starting formal reading 

instruction» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 12), in order to «allow the subskills [involved 

in reading] to be integrated into a fluent process» (Nicolson and Fawcett 2019, 11). 
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2. Foreign Language Vocabulary Acquisition and 

Dyslexia 

As previously stated, the focus of this work is English as a foreign language 

vocabulary acquisition by students with dyslexia.  

After exploring dyslexia and the related explanatory theories in the previous 

section, the following paragraphs will be dedicated to the other key component of this 

study: foreign language vocabulary acquisition. 

The aim of this chapter is to provide – from a didactic perspective – a general 

presentation of the communicative competence model (being the communicative 

competence the goal of language education), with a specific focus on the vocabulary 

component, by exploring the main theories about what it means to know a word, and 

which factors play a major role in influencing foreign vocabulary learning and dyslexic 

students. 

2.1. The Communicative Competence Model 

Research in the field of foreign language teaching and learning has provided a 

variegated amount of theories and models about what it means to know a language. 

The model that will be presented in this paragraph, and on which all the subsequent 

reflections on foreign language teaching and learning will be anchored is based on the 

conceptual structure developed by Balboni (2013; 2014). 

Figure 3. Communicative Competence (Balboni 2014). 
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The Communicative Competence model by Balboni may be visually represented as 

in figure 3 and interpreted as follows.  

The aim of language education is to develop a communicative competence, which is 

«una realtà mentale che si realizza nel mondo, in eventi comunicativi realizzati in contesti 

sociali dove si usa [la lingua] per compiere un’azione, per raggiungere uno scopo»4 

(Balboni 2014, 86). 

In the mind, three groups of competences constitute the knowledge of the language 

(«sapere la lingua»): 

− The «linguistic competence», which refers to the ability to produce and 

comprehend language in terms of phonology, morphology, syntax, textuality, 

and vocabulary. 

− The «extra-linguistic competences», which include non-verbal 

communication, such as body language (kinaesthetic communication), 

perception and use of space in communication (proxemics), and 

communication via objects (e.g., clothes). 

− The «contextual competences», which refer to the socio-pragmatic 

competence, and the intercultural competence (Balboni 2014, 86-87). 

These «competenze mentali si traducono in azione comunicativa quando esse 

vengono utilizzate per comprendere, produrre, manipolare (riassumere, tradurre, 

parafrasare, prendere appunti, etc.) testi»5 (Balboni 2014, 87). The degree of language 

knowledge of each learner depends on their degree of mastery of these abilities («saper 

fare lingua»). 

Finally, the oral or written language produced or perceived by the learner exists in 

the world as communicative events («saper fare con la lingua»). 

It is crucial to emphasize that this model should be read thoroughly from a dynamic, 

developmental perspective, according to which each aspect of the communicative 

competence grows progressively over time in harmonious balance with the other 

components (i.e., all the components should receive equal attention in terms of quantity 

and quality in order to achieve a balanced, comprehensive communicative competence). 

                                                        
4 «a mental reality that has its actualization in the world through communicative events that take 

place in social contexts where [language] is used to perform an action in order to fulfil a purpose» 
[translation my own]. 

5 «mental competences translate into communicative action when the learner uses them to produce, 
comprehend, and manipulate (summarizing, translating, paraphrasing, taking notes, etc.) texts» 
[translation my own]. 
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2.2. Vocabulary: what is a word? 

Lexical competence emerges as one of the key components which constitute the 

linguistic competence in the wider scheme of the communicative competence (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Lexical competence as part of Linguistic competence (Balboni 2014). 

For centuries language teaching approaches focused mainly on the importance of 

learning grammar, neglecting vocabulary acquisition, and assuming it would occur 

spontaneously during the learning process. 

Starting from the last decades of the 20th century, research began acknowledging 

and debating the crucial role played by the development of the lexical competence in 

language teaching and learning, thus reflecting the common tendencies among the 

research community moving away from the grammar-translation method, and favouring 

instead the communicative approach (Henning 1973; Atkinson and Raugh 1975; Carey 

and Bartlett 1978; Pany, Jenkins, and Schreck 1982; McKeown and Curtis1987; Willis 

1990; Lewis 1993; Harley 1995; Kame'enui and Baumann 2004). 

Defining what a word is has proven to be a challenging, complex task that has 

sparked off a heated debate among the research community. 

For instance, a record player is in fact a single lexical item composed of two words 

designating a device for reproducing the sounds stored on a record. However, if the two 

words are considered separately, an intricate pattern emerges: player is a derivative form 

of the verb to play, which can refer to multiple meanings, from sportsperson to musician 

or participant in a business deal. Similarly, the isolated word record, depending on its 

pronunciation, can either refer to a verb /rɪˈkɔːd/ or a noun /ˈrekɔːd/; and, furthermore, 

the noun may designate a vinyl, as well as a criminal history. If we had to do a count, 
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should record player be considered as one word? Or should we count two separate words? 

With which meaning? 

Similar and even more intricate configurations abound in every language, therefore 

researchers have largely attempted over time to systematise the lexicon into more or less 

rigidly defined categories. Lewis (1993, 91-95) identifies at least four main categories: 

− «Words»: the most basic unit, the individual word. It may be with a low 

informational content (i.e., functional word), such as from; of; about; or with 

a high informational content, such as laptop; stalagmite; electrocute. 

− «Polywords»: the messiest category that refers to phrases, word chunks 

larger than the individual word, which constitute a lexical unit. Semantically, 

the meaning of a polyword can range on a continuum from immediately 

apparent (the day after tomorrow; black and white) to totally different from 

the isolated words (make up; of course). Structurally, polywords can vary 

from having a completely fixed form (all at once), or may allow a certain 

degree of variability for some slots (one/two day/weeks ago). 

− «Collocations»: individual words which tend to co-occur with high frequency. 

Variation might or might not be possible, just as for polywords (e.g., in 

English you can make/take a decision, but you can only make a choice, and 

not *take a choice. Again, you can commit a crime, but not *perform a crime. 

It may be a serious crime, but not *a dangerous or *a grave crime). 

Collocations – like individual words and polywords, and unlike 

institutionalised expressions – are not pragmatically tied, nor pragmatically 

identifiable. This means that words are associated with the content the user 

expresses, rather than the action the user is performing. 

− «Institutionalised expressions»: fixed utterances which effectively convey 

what the user is doing with language. Routine expressions such as good 

morning!, see you later!, or I beg your pardon(?), or just a moment, please 

ensure a quick identification of what the user is doing with words 

(salutations, ask for a repetition/express shock, ask someone to be patient 

and wait…). Also proverbs (curiosity killed the cat), fossilised metaphors 

(you’re my rock), and idiomatic expressions (fit as a fiddle) are part of this 

group as they are lexical entities firmly anchored to language use, tradition 

and local culture. 
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The entire lexicon of a particular language includes all the lexical items belonging to 

the categories described above. It might be considered in its entirety from a diachronic 

perspective, or in terms of selected historical periods, from a synchronic point of view 

(contemporary English, English during the 16th century, etc.). 

Nobody masters thoroughly the lexicon of their native language; rather, each user 

develops their own vocabulary, which is only a portion. 
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2.3. Learning Vocabulary: what does it mean to know a 
word? 

Knowing a lexical item involves developing knowledge of the several components 

that constitute a word. 

2.3.1. Receptive/Productive distinction 

Before investigating the aspects of word knowledge, it is appropriate to state the 

importance of distinguishing between receptive and productive knowledge. 

Receptive knowledge concerns «perceiving the form of a word while listening or 

reading, and simultaneously retrieving its meaning»; while productive knowledge entails 

the user’s will to «express a meaning through speaking or writing, and retrieving and 

producing the appropriate spoken or written word form» (Nation 2001, 38). 

They represent two distinct dimensions of lexical knowledge, which need to be 

seriously taken into account, especially in foreign language learning contexts, where it is 

crucial for learners to be trained and tested equally in both skills. 

Generally, «it seems that receptive learning and use is easier than productive 

learning and use» (Nation 2001, 42). This may be due to a series of causes, among which 

the fact that usually in foreign language classrooms (especially large ones) «receptive 

skills are more practised than productive ones» (Nation 2001, 43). Additional factors 

determining a wider receptive – rather than productive – knowledge may be identified in 

the fact that «for productive purposes knowledge of the word form needs to be more 

precise» (Nation 2001, 42); and recalling a word may be more difficult because of «many 

competing, stronger paths to choose from (e.g.; the user’s L1)» (Nation 2001, 43). 

2.3.2. Aspects of Word Knowledge: Form, Meaning, and Use 

An exhaustive description of the aspects involved in knowing a word is presented 

by Nation (2001, 40-41) (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Word knowledge by Nation (2001). R=Receptive knowledge; P=Productive knowledge. 

Form 

As far as word form is concerned, it is important to distinguish between spoken and 

written form, as well as word parts. 

Spoken Form 

Spoken word form refers to the phonological ability to recognise the heard word, 

and to produce the spoken form of a word (sounds and stress). Learning the spoken form 

of a word is affected by its pronounceability: it is easier to «learn a word whose sounds 

(and the way they are combined) and stress are similar to the user’s L1, as well as if the 

relation between sounds and spelling is more transparent and explicit» (Nation 2001, 56). 

R   What does the word sound like?

P   How is the word pronounced?

R   What does the word look like?

P   How is the word written and spelled?

R   What parts are recognizable in this word?

P   What word parts are needed to express the meaning?

R   What meaning does this word form signal?

P   What word form can be used to express this meaning?

R   What is included in the concept?

P   What items can the concept refer to?

R   What other words does this make us think of?

P   What other words could we use instead of this one?

R   In what patterns does the word occur?

P   In what patterns must we use this word?

R   What words or types of words occur with this one?

P   What words or types of words must we use with this one?

R   Where, when, and how often would we expect to meet this word?

P   Where, when, and how often can we use this word?

Collocations

Constraints on use 

(register, frequency…)

Form

Meaning

Use

Spoken

Written

Word parts

Form and Meaning

Concept and Referents

Associations

Grammatical functions
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Written Form 

Written word forms are stored in our memory in different ways, such as whole-word 

representations, or according to the grapheme-phoneme correspondence. As a 

consequence, «learning the written form of a word is influenced by the degree of 

regularity of the FL writing system, as well as its similarity to the user’s L1» (Nation 2001, 

62). 

In a language learning context, it is crucial to stress the importance of 

simultaneously practicing both spoken and written word forms, as they are intrinsically 

intertwined. As a matter of fact, learning a word’s pronunciation without correlating it to 

its spelling – and vice versa – inevitably leads to a limited, incomplete word knowledge. 

Word Parts 

The learning burden of a word form may be lightened if the user develops 

knowledge of word parts, both in their L1 and FL. «Drawing users’ attention on the 

importance of learning affixes and stems and how they combine in word building is 

crucial» (Nation 2001, 64) as it enhances word form knowledge, and the ability to both 

produce and process language in general. 

Meaning 

Meaning is another key component of word knowledge. There are several aspects 

concerning meaning which need to be taken into consideration when teaching and 

learning vocabulary. 

Form and Meaning 

First, especially at the initial stages of learning a language, it is important to establish 

connections between form and meaning. On the strength of this relationship depend «the 

user’s readiness to retrieve – on the one hand – the meaning when seeing/hearing the 

word form (receptive knowledge); and to retrieve – on the other hand – the word form 

when wishing to express the meaning (productive knowledge)» (Nation 2001, 64). 

Concept and Referents 

As proficiency develops and previously practiced form-meaning connections are 

strengthened with each encounter and repetition, users learn that these kind of 

relationships are not univocal. Rather, it is not unusual that one word form may carry 

several meanings. In some cases, the meanings expressed by a single word are quite 

different (e.g., the noun seal may refer to a design stamped on wax, as well as a large sea 

mammal with flippers; the former’s origin is Latin, and the latter’s is probably Finnic); 



47 
 

while in some other cases, an «underlying, shared concept may be found as appropriate 

for all the different meanings indicated by the same word» (Nation 2001, 66) (e.g., the 

verb to scramble conveys a general concept of an action carried out quickly, by mixing 

something, or performed in a messy, impulsive way, which covers the range of uses of 

scramble as in the prisoner scrambled to his feet, the words in each sentence are scrambled, 

and scrambled eggs). 

The way one general concept lies behind the various shades of meaning carried by 

one lexical item should not be neglected in the FL classroom. As a matter of fact, looking 

for the underlying concept is particularly fruitful for receptive knowledge, as when users 

meet a word, they try to work out the specific meaning of the word in that particular 

context by relying on the general concept stored in their memory that underlies that 

lexical item. Additionally, learning by identifying the underlying concept may help 

lightening the learning burden, especially during the initial stages, when learning only one 

item and its underlying concept (instead of one item and an endless list of detailed, 

different meanings) may turn out to be a solid foundation upon which the user – at every 

repetition and encounter – can build further, more specific meanings around that item, as 

proficiency develops. 

Associations 

Finally, the process of vocabulary acquisition should conform to the way we tend to 

store pieces of information in our memory, which is mainly through «campi semantici e 

sistemi completi»6 (Balboni 2013, 41). Although cognitive studies have shown the deep 

involvement of phonological memory in foreign language vocabulary acquisition, further 

research has provided evidence of its fading role once learners move from the early stages 

and make progress in their learning. As a matter of fact, once learners have attuned 

themselves to the phonological system of the foreign language, lexical items are processed 

and stored mostly according to semantic, rather than phonological, associations (Cardona 

2010, 129). Hence, in order to develop a wide and varied vocabulary, it is easier and more 

effective for the user to learn lexical items which are semantically related (e.g., furniture, 

weather, family, means of transport, etc.) and whose associations establish a meaningful, 

thorough network, as it is the case – for instance – for nouns which are associated in terms 

of hierarchy (e.g., hyper/hyponyms: to see > stare; gaze; glimpse; mero/holonymy: body > 

                                                        
6 «semantic associations and complete systems» [translation my own]. 
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arm; leg; head); opposition (antonyms, such as above-below; fast-slow; buy-sell); or similar 

meaning (synonyms, such as to meet > encounter; come across; bump into). 

Use 

Grammatical Functions 

Knowing a word means also to know how to use it. As previously stated, words do 

not exist as isolated items, rather they intrinsically carry grammatical functions. Hence – 

in order to achieve effective communication – the user should learn what part of speech a 

certain word is, and what grammatical pattern it fits into. «Lexical items [inevitably] 

include aspects of grammatical knowledge», as it is the case for the «choice of a certain 

verb, which determines the grammatical construction of the sentence» (Nation 2001, 73), 

such as in the use of prevent which implies a specific sentence construction: prevent + 

noun (the rules are intended to prevent accidents), or prevent someone from doing 

something (his back injury may prevent him from playing in tomorrow’s game). 

As far as FL learning is concerned, it is important to consider that the grammatical 

learning burden associated to vocabulary learning mainly depends on the similarities or 

differences between the learner’s L1 and the FL grammar systems and categories (e.g., for 

an Italian learner of English as a FL, learning articles the, a/an will be easier than for an 

English student to learn Italian articles il/lo/la/i/gli/le/l’, un/uno/una/un’), and on 

grammatical similarities (or lack of them) between words of related meaning in the FL. 

For instance, in English, verbs like drive and ride require the same verb+noun 

construction, as in drive a car and ride a bicycle; on the contrary in Italian these meanings 

are conveyed through different patterns, verb+noun as in guidare la macchina, and 

verb+preposition+noun as in andare in bicicletta (you cannot say *guidare la bicicletta 

nor *cavalcare la bicicletta). To sum up, a similar grammar pattern shared by words of 

related meaning facilitates acquisition as they “guide” each other, while different patterns 

may hamper it. 

Collocations 

«Knowing a word involves also what words it typically occurs with» (Nation 2001, 

74). Every speaker has in their mother tongue a vast store of «memorised, fixed 

expressions […] and ready-made word chunks for instant retrieval» (Nation 2001, 74) 

which allow them to speak fluently and indeed sound like native speakers. Head of the 

household, bird of prey, junk mail, at room temperature, master a language, general strike, 

prove a point, gain weight are just a few examples of the enormously rich and often 
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arbitrary field of co-occurrences. Collocations may differ in size (return ticket, fail a test, 

in years to come, the truth of the matter), and in type as well (content+function words as 

in wait for; content+content words as in green fuel; variable closeness of collocates as in 

trial and error or he was wearing smart black shoes; possible range of collocates as in your 

hopes/fears/plans for the future). 

The importance of teaching and learning collocations has been receiving 

progressively growing attention after being neglected for centuries in favour of grammar 

rules and single word dictionary definitions. Collocations play indeed a fundamental role 

in foreign language learning as their acquisition «fosters fluency, enables to process and 

produce language at a faster rate, […] makes thinking easier as it reduces efforts and saves 

a considerable amount of space in our working memory, […] leads to improvements in 

pronunciation in terms of stress and intonation when reading, […] and [furthermore] it 

boosts learners’ confidence» (Lewis 2000, 53-56), possibly triggering a virtuous circle of 

motivation and ongoing progress. 

Constraints 

An additional, fundamental aspect that constitutes the ability to use language is 

represented by constraints. As a matter of fact, «there are several factors that limit where 

and when certain words can be used» (Nation 2001, 75), and generally their 

characteristics may be represented on a scale ranging between two opposites: 

− «Extent: international-national-regional-local-individual. 

− Quantity: low frequency-medium frequency-high frequency. 

− Currency: obsolete-archaic-in present stable use. 

− Level: cultivated-general-uncultivated. 

− Register: formal-informal-familiar. 

− Figuration: metaphoric-literal» (Nation 2001, 75). 

In the FL classroom, especially starting from the intermediate level, «it is important 

to deal explicitly with constraints on use», encouraging moments of reflection on the use 

of language (e.g., the verb attempt is more formal than try and is used especially in written 

English), as well as «cross-cultural comparisons» (Nation 2001, 76). 
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2.4. Intralexical Factors 

The previous paragraph has shown that word knowledge is a rich and complex 

construct – both in terms of size (quantity of words a student has to learn), but also in 

terms of depth of knowledge (several aspects a student has to master for each individual 

lexical item). 

As far as acquisition is concerned, «the learnability of a word depends on, and is 

affected by, the intrinsic properties of the lexical item: the intralexical factors» (Laufer 

1997, 141). 

Orthography and transparency 

Among the formal factors, a major influencing component is represented by 

orthography. In a lexical item, the degree of correspondence between written symbols 

(grapheme) and the language sounds that they represent (phoneme) may facilitate or 

hinder its acquisition. «In some languages, such as Italian, the sound-script 

correspondence is fairly straightforward: it associates a particular letter (or a cluster of 

letters) to one particular phoneme» (Dal 2008, 443) (e.g., <a> is always pronounced as 

/a/; <sch> as /sk/; or <c> as /ʧ/ before <e> or <i>). In other orthographies, such as the 

English one, this correspondence is less transparent. A sound may be represented by 

different letters, as /ɔː/ in ought, north, abroad, water, four, almost, law, ball, author, war; 

and a letter may represent several sounds, as <i> in risk /rɪsk/, pipe /paɪp/, birthday 

/ˈbɜːθdeɪ/. «Words characterised by such grapheme-phoneme incongruence are likely to 

produce pronunciation and spelling errors» (Laufer 1997, 144). The difficulty arising 

from the orthographic opacity typical of the English language may represent a potential 

obstacle to vocabulary acquisition particularly for the dyslexic learner, whose 

phonological «impairment puts them at an immediate disadvantage» (Dal 2008, 444), 

evident in terms of «lettura lenta e/o inaccurata, e difficoltà nel riprodurre lo spelling 

delle parole»7 (Daloiso 2012, 41). 

Word length 

Another linguistic feature that might influence vocabulary acquisition could be 

identified in word length. One might affirm that longer words are harder to learn than 

                                                        
7 «lack of fluency and inaccuracy in reading, and difficulty in reproducing the correct form of a lexical 

item» [translation my own]. 
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shorter words, however this kind of generalization cannot be made. Additional, more 

relevant factors contribute to the learnability of a lexical item, such as – for instance – 

morphological transparency. As a matter of fact, «if the components (morphemes) of a 

long word are familiar to the learner, there is no reason why a longer word, [such as 

internationalism], should be regarded as more difficult to decode or memorise than a 

shorter word, [such as hatch]» (Laufer 1997, 145). 

Inflectional complexity 

A morphological feature that may influence lexical acquisition is represented by 

inflectional complexity. 

Both Italian and English are synthetic languages as they allow affixation such that 

words may (though are not required to) include two or more morphemes. For instance, 

plural is expressed in both languages by attaching a suffix to the lexical item; however, if 

English uses the single suffix -s valid for all lexical items (excluded very few exceptions 

where the entire word form changes, such as mouse-mice), Italian has multiple 

morphemes since they not only carry the ‘plural’ information, but also the ‘gender’ 

information (which is not expressed in English): generally, -i for masculine plural, -e for 

feminine plural. 

Another example may be provided by verbs. In the Italian form chiamò, the suffix -ò 

carries information about the verb tense (past) and the person (3rd singular). In contrast, 

the English suffix -ed in regular forms like called, enjoyed, shared does not provide 

information about the person, which is instead expressed by the compulsory external 

element of the personal pronoun (he, they, I…). So, if Italian has six different verbal 

inflections corresponding to the verbal person, English only has one (excluding irregular 

forms). Hence, this characteristic of Italian being more synthetic and presenting a wider 

multiplicity of forms compared to English determines in this case a greater learning 

burden for Italian, rather than English. 

Overall, «the multiplicity, as well as the irregularity, of morpheme forms for gender, 

singular-plural number, noun cases, or verb inflections increases the inflectional 

complexity» (Laufer 1997, 145), hence the lexical learning burden as well.  

Derivational complexity 

As previously affirmed, being able to recognise the individual morphemes of which 

a word is made up can facilitate learning. For instance, knowing that the English suffix -ly 
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produces adverbs, it will be easier for the learner to decode and learn the meaning of a 

lexical item which includes it, such as happily, slowly, calmly, especially if they already 

know the meaning of the stem. 

However, «the lack of regularity with which morphemes can or cannot combine to 

create meanings, and the multiplicity of the meanings can be a source of difficulty» (Laufer 

1997, 146). For example, in redo, rewrite, reconsider, reintroduce, reheat the prefix -re 

means ‘again, once more’, however in remuneration, repressive, return it means ‘back, 

backward’; or the prefix -over, which in overpopulation, overcook, overreact means ‘too 

much’, and in overhanging, overhead, overland means ‘above’. 

Therefore, awareness should be raised among students about these differences – 

concerning both inflectional and derivational complexity – in order to develop their 

lexical knowledge, as well as their readiness before irregular, complicated features of 

language. In particular, this kind of metalinguistic reflection is fundamental for dyslexic 

students, considering their great need for explicit teaching of underlying language 

mechanisms. 

Synformy 

For learners, confusion may arise from the encounter of synforms: lexical items that 

share phonological and/or morphological features. 

As a matter of fact, «in learning a new word, form interference might be experienced 

for words that sound and/or look alike, so that an already known word prevents the new 

lexical item from being memorised» (Laufer 1997, 147). This phenomenon in which the 

high degree of similarity between two items negatively influences the recall or the 

acquisition of the newer one is called «interferenza proattiva»8 (Cardona 2010, 69). 

Memorisation may as well be impeded when two or more similar foreign lexical 

items are not presented separately – as it usually happens with lists of words in 

alphabetical order, or in lists of words in general.  

Confusion may occur between similar lexical items both in word recognition and 

production. 

Several categories of synforms have been identified according to the specific 

synformic similarities shared by the lexical items (see Laufer 1997, 148). Instances may 

be represented by synforms that share all their phonemes except for one 

                                                        
8 «proactive interference» [translation my own]. 
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vowel/diphthong in the same position (staff /stɑːf/-stuff /stʌf/; lie /laɪ/-lay /leɪ/), or 

except for one consonant (price /praɪs/-prize /praɪz/; lain /leɪn/-laid /leɪd/); or synforms 

identical to each other in their consonants but different in their (more than one) vowels 

(dairy /ˈdeəri/-diary /ˈdaɪəri/); or synforms which share the same root but have different 

prefixes (repress-suppress, upturn-overturn). 

In order to avoid negative interference and to restrict errors caused by lexical 

confusion it may be helpful to present synforms to both dyslexic and non-dyslexic 

learners separately, as well as raising awareness about the emergence of this 

phenomenon. 

Semantic features 

It is often assumed that «abstract words are harder to learn compared to lexical 

items which have a concrete referent. […] However, there is no evidence supporting this 

argument» (Laufer 1997, 149-150). In fact, in some cases it may be easier to learn an 

abstract word (e.g., simply learning a new form for a familiar concept, such as love, justice, 

idea) rather than a concrete one, if the latter contains – for instance – other difficulty 

factors (e.g., casket, one lexical form that carries multiple meanings: ‘coffin’, and ‘small 

jewellery box’, on which Italian as L1 might negatively interfere with the word casco, 

which means ‘helmet’). 

As briefly outlined in the previous example, an additional semantic feature that 

might influence vocabulary acquisition is the multiplicity of meaning. As a matter of fact, 

it is not unusual for one lexical form to carry several meanings, as well as for one meaning 

to be expressed by different forms. 

In the first case, learning obstacles may be represented by the tendency of learners 

of – in recognition tasks – refusing to «abandon the meaning they know for an additional 

new one» (Laufer 1997, 152), or – in production tasks – avoiding the use of the word with 

one of the many meanings because «it just seems unreasonable or incompatible with the 

other meaning» (Laufer 1997, 152) (e.g., the English word bank: Italian learners might be 

reluctant to abandon the meaning ‘banca’ for the other meaning ‘argine/sponda’, also 

considering the influence of the L1). 

In the second case, difficulty may arise from one concept that is expressed by 

different lexical forms. As a matter of fact, learners may experience uncertainty in 

choosing the appropriate item. However, confusion can be avoided, and acquisition can 
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be enhanced by explicitly teaching the dissimilarities, such as explaining the reason why 

two different items exist to express the same meaning (e.g., different etymological origin), 

or clarifying diverse register restrictions concerning the different items (e.g., blow up: 

informal-explode: formal). 
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2.5. The Influence of L1 

It is generally accepted that the mother tongue influences the acquisition of a foreign 

language. «When it occurs at the lexical level, this phenomenon is referred to as lexical 

transfer» (Agustín-Llach 2019, 50). In fact, cross-lexical interactions may flow in varied 

directions (e.g., L1 to L2/FL; L2/FL to L1; L2 to L3), however – coherently with the specific 

subject of this study – this paragraph will focus exclusively on the influences of the mother 

tongue on the foreign language. 

The mother tongue may affect the acquisition of the foreign language vocabulary 

either in a positive or in a negative way. 

Positive cross-lexical influence occurs when the interference reduces the learning 

burden. That is the case with cognates – «words which share some formal and semantic 

features both in the native language and in the foreign language» (Agustín-Llach 2019, 

50). As a matter of fact, the formal and the semantic similarities facilitate the foreign 

vocabulary acquisition. For instance, for an Italian speaking student, learning English 

words such as possible (possibile), study (studio/studiare), and describe (descrivere) will 

be certainly easier and faster compared to words such as forbidden (proibito), ghost 

(fantasma), anger (rabbia). The fact of sharing the linguistic ancestor (Latin or Greek) 

clearly facilitates the acquisition of certain words, compared to others with a different 

origin (e.g., Germanic). «The automatic use of cognates produces significant effects 

particularly in the early stages of vocabulary learning» (Hall 2002, 69), when students 

search for similarities between the mother tongue and the foreign language in order to 

establish connections with existing knowledge, and hence to support their acquisition. 

A likely consequence of this phenomenon may be evident in terms of 

«overproduction, such as in over-use of Latinate cognate words by speakers of Romance 

languages» (Benson 2002, 69). 

Moreover, the pronounceability of a lexical item is a key factor influencing word 

learnability. A higher familiarity with the phonological and suprasegmental features of 

the foreign language being learned positively affects vocabulary acquisition; and – on the 

contrary – a higher distance in terms of phonological similarities between the mother 

tongue and the foreign language may hinder vocabulary learning (Laufer 1997, 142-143). 

For instance, Italian speaking learners of English usually struggle – particularly in the 

early stages – with sounds that do not exist in their mother tongue: consonants such as 
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/h/ as in holiday; /ð/ as in without, or /ŋ/ as in strongly or swing; as well as vowels such 

as /ʊ/ as in book, or /ʌ/ as in but, and the distinction between vowel length as in lead 

/liːd/ and lid /lɪd/. What usually happens is that learners avoid the difficult sound by 

choosing another lexical item, or – more generally – they tend to substitute the 

problematic sound with the most similar one in their native language (e.g., */ɡo/ instead 

of /ɡəʊ/ for go; or */tæŋk/ instead of /θæŋk/ for thank). However, on the other hand, 

compared to Spanish speaking learners of English, Italians do not struggle with sounds 

such as /dʒ/ in just, or /ʃ/ as in shop, because they are shared by both Italian and English 

phonological inventories, but not by the Spanish one. 

Linguistic affinity plays a valuable role also for dyslexic students, as similarities 

enhance the transfer to the foreign language of already acquired strategies for the mother 

tongue, thus lightening the learning burden. 

However, it is important to consider that the interference of the mother tongue may 

also lead to «erroneous conclusions, because of the following reasons: 

− lexical units in two languages are not exact equivalents (i.e. there is more 

than one translation); 

− equivalent lexical units in related languages have different permissible 

grammatical contexts; 

− equivalents belong to different word classes; 

− equivalents are false friends» (Pavičić Takač 2008, 9) (e.g., students 

recognise formal similarity and incorrectly assume semantic similarity as in 

factory, wrongly recognized/produced as ‘fattoria’; or library as ‘libreria’). 

Having considered that, students may tend to avoid certain words because they may 

not feel at ease with them, with the consequence of limiting their production to simpler, 

more general lexical items; or of recurring to periphrases. This phenomenon is called 

«avoidance» (Laufer and Eliasson 1993; Benson 2002, 68; Pavičić Takač 2008, 9; Agustín-

Llach 2019, 51), and it may occur even when there is a «semantic void in the mother 

tongue» (Pavičić Takač 2008, 9), or – more generally - it may be «determined by systemic 

incongruence between the mother tongue and the foreign language» (Laufer and Eliasson 

1993, 36) (e.g., walk the dog, juggle a job with kids and housework, make a point), hence 

the absence of foundation on which foreign language knowledge may be built might 

induce the learner to avoid a lexical item. 
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Thus, as lexical transfer may be a double-edged weapon, it can be valuable – 

especially for dyslexic students – to explicitly point out and elicit awareness of differences 

between the mother tongue and the foreign language. 
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2.6. The Role of Memory 

«The cognitive theory of learning deals with the mental processes involved in 

learning […] and, as far as foreign language acquisition is concerned, it suggests that 

linguistic codes and structures are processed by, stored in, and retrieved from the 

memory in the same way of other kinds of information» (Pavičić Takač 2008, 26-27). 

Memory is characterised by two main functioning stages: the working memory and 

the long-term memory. 

The working memory is described as a «temporary storage system under attentional 

control that underpins our capacity for complex thought» (Baddeley 2007, 1), 

characterised by a limited storage and duration capacity. It involves all the «processi 

cognitivi necessari alle operazioni mentali relative al ragionamento e al problem solving 

sulla base delle informazioni trattenute»9 (Cardona 2010, 100-101). The central executive 

of the working memory allocates attention to the two main slave systems: the 

phonological loop (which deals with auditory information), and the visuo-spatial 

sketchpad (which deals with visual and spatial information). 

On the other hand, long-term memory is large in capacity in terms of both storage 

space, and time span. It is usually defined as the «archivio in cui viene trattenuta […] la 

nostra conoscenza del mondo»10 (Cardona 2010, 75). 

As a storage of a vast number of words, the mental lexicon – being it of one’s mother 

tongue or second/foreign language – is part of our long-term memory. However, our 

mental lexicon is not static; rather, it changes according to the inputs it may or may not 

receive. 

It is crucial to emphasise the fact that working memory and long-term memory are 

not disconnected, but, on the contrary, they interact in a dynamic way. In his presentation 

of the reviewed model of working memory, Baddeley introduces a fourth component – in 

addition to the central executive, the phonological loop, and the visuo-spatial sketchpad – 

called «episodic buffer, [which] is the principal link between working memory and long-

term memory» (Baddeley 2007, 153). An instance of their interplay is represented by the 

dynamics involved in vocabulary acquisition. As a matter of fact, when learning new 

                                                        
9 «conscious cognitive processes necessary for reasoning and problem solving based on the held 

information» [translation my own]. 
10 «archive where our knowledge of the world is stored» [translation my own]. 
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words, lexical «material is transferred from one system to another by means of 

phonological and visual repetition in the working memory system, which also contains a 

central executive component whose task is to direct a limited amount of attention. The 

working memory also holds ‘records’ from long-term memory […] that interact with new 

information» (Pavičić Takač 2008, 27) so that further mechanisms of confrontation and 

correlation with existing knowledge are triggered in order to transfer and integrate the 

new item permanently into the mental lexicon. 

Acquiring a developmental perspective, it is important to point out that previous 

studies (Papagno, Valentine, and Baddeley 1991; Service 1992; Papagno and Vallar 1995; 

Masoura and Gathercole 1999) have shown the prominent role played by phonological 

working memory, especially involved in the first stages of foreign vocabulary learning; 

while semantic associations have been observed to belong to later stages of acquisition, 

coherent with a higher proficiency, and a greater word knowledge, both in size and depth. 

An additional distinction needs to be clarified as far as explicit memory and implicit 

memory are concerned. Explicit memory plays a fundamental role in acquiring 

declarative knowledge about vocabulary (e.g., –s suffix in English verbal forms of lexical 

items might signal present tense third-person singular); while implicit memory is 

responsible for the automatization of language knowledge. This process is crucial for the 

language learner to become more fluent: the cognitive load of the working memory 

significantly lightens as a result of the decreased use of conscious control, allowed by 

automatized linguistic encoding and decoding processes (Daloiso 2012, 66). 

Having said that, it seems clearly evident that the way the mental lexicon develops, 

and is organised in our memory is «complex, yet efficient» (Pavičić Takač 2008, 11). 

Words in our mind are connected in a multi-dimensional system which involves 

phonological, morphological, and semantic networks, unceasingly criss-crossing and 

stimulating each other in a fluid, flexible, and dynamic way, activated by processes of 

word retrieval for language production, as well as word recognition for language 

comprehension. 

Therefore, it is indisputable that the fruitful interaction between the working 

memory and the long-term memory is at the heart of all the cognitive processes that 

underlie the development of the mental lexicon, which is indeed a dynamic, memory 

system in which «not only are new lexical items constantly added, but the information on 

existing ones is expanded and completed» (Pavičić Takač 2008, 13). 
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For the dyslexic student acquiring new foreign vocabulary, both working memory 

and implicit memory may represent two serious obstacles to overcome. 

As a matter of fact, working memory components, such as the phonological loop 

and/or the visuospatial sketchpad, might function in a less efficient way compared to non-

dyslexic students (Jeffries and Everatt 2004, 196; Daloiso 2012, 66), in so that if the 

phonological component is impaired, it will be the visual component that compensates 

the shortages of the other (grapheme-phoneme conversion deficit), and vice versa 

(whole-word coding route deficit). Considering the specific cognitive and learning style of 

the student, the teacher can play a major role in alleviating the learner’s difficulties by 

choosing to adopt the most suitable and helpful teaching methods according to the 

student’s needs. 

Furthermore, dyslexic students’ foreign language fluency may be affected in a 

disadvantageous way by impairments connected to the implicit memory, responsible for 

the automatization of procedures such as vocabulary acquisition. If non-dyslexic learners 

gradually cease to rely on conscious control as they interiorize vocabulary knowledge in 

order to use it automatically; dyslexic students generally fail to do so, and compensate 

their lack of automatization with conscious control. This forces a tremendous amount of 

cognitive load upon dyslexic learners, who consequently might show this distress in terms 

of behaviour: high distractibility, demotivation, exhaustion, anxiety. The teacher could 

help the student by both allowing more time to acquire some words, and decreasing the 

number of lexical items to be learned in a defined time span. 
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2.7. The incremental nature of vocabulary knowledge 

«Not all [the aspects of word knowledge] can be mastered simultaneously» (Schmitt 

2010, 22). Rather, vocabulary knowledge is incremental both in terms of size, and in terms 

of each individual word aspect. It is «a complicated, but gradual process […] which ranges 

on a continuum […], [in the sense that] a know/does not know description of vocabulary 

knowledge does not reflect the continuous nature of lexical learning» (Schmitt 2010, 21-

22). 

Some aspects may develop before others (e.g., basic form-meaning connection 

before collocational competence), and they may be only partially mastered (e.g., some 

grammatical patterns of a lexical item may be acquired, while others are yet to be 

discovered) in the course of the learning process. 

Time and repetition are two decisive factors that enhance the incremental 

knowledge of vocabulary; which means that each lexical item as well as each individual 

component of an individual item need to be met many times over an extended period of 

time in order to be successfully learned. 

As highlighted in the previous paragraph and as supported by cognitive studies 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2000, 2010), dyslexic students require a significantly larger 

amount of time and efforts in order to master language-related skills. Complete disregard 

for memorization and automatization difficulties, as well as phonological and 

orthographic struggle typically experienced by dyslexic students leads to dramatic 

consequences on the development of their mental lexicon, which has serious implications 

for higher levels of linguistic competence, such as syntax and textual competence. Hence 

the importance of adopting adequate teaching methods which involve specific techniques 

aimed at incrementally develop students’ vocabulary knowledge. 
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2.8. Vocabulary attrition and long-term retention 

Although lexical knowledge is incremental in nature, it has been widely 

acknowledged that vocabulary «attrition is an equally natural fact of learning» (Schmitt 

2010, 23). 

As suggested by the interlanguage theory (Selinker 1972), a dynamic, evolving 

language system underlies the learning process experienced by language learners. This 

system perpetually undergoes mechanisms of re-organisation and questioning, where 

hypotheses about language are formulated, tested, confirmed, rejected, contradicted, 

abandoned, revived. 

Hence, new knowledge is not piled up on existing knowledge in a linear way; rather, 

it is involved in this convoluted, evolving process, where «learning and forgetting occur 

until – in the case of vocabulary – a word is mastered and fixed in memory» (Schmitt 2010, 

23). 

However, a lexical item – or some of its aspects – may be forgotten. As a matter of 

fact, it seems that «vocabulary is more prone to attrition than other language subsystems, 

such as grammar or phonology» (Alharthi 2015, 87). This might be attributable to its 

intrinsically multifaceted nature: if the conditions which keep a lexical item alive in our 

memory cease to exist (e.g., repetition, use, periodical encounters), it is hard that all the 

aspects of that lexical item will be remembered. 

Moreover, some studies have provided evidence for the fact that «productive 

mastery is more likely to be lost» (Schmitt 2010, 23), rather than receptive knowledge. 

Specifically, factors affecting attrition have been identified in «age, proficiency level 

(learners with larger vocabulary retain more residual knowledge of their vocabulary), 

motivation and attitude, vocabulary learning strategies, intrinsic difficulty of lexical items, 

and language practice» (Alharthi 2015, 86). 

It seems preferable to address this phenomenon in terms of forgetting, rather than 

loss. As a matter of fact, studies have proved that the forgotten lexical item is still in 

memory, however it is not accessible. Hence, the connections that used to make available 

that lexical item – or, again, some of its aspects – might deteriorate, causing «a loss of 

lexical access» (Schmitt 2010, 23), but the word is not totally erased from memory. 
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2.9. Individual differences 

Although not exclusively related to foreign language vocabulary acquisition, it is 

crucial at this point to emphasise the importance of recognising the role played by 

individual differences in educational contexts, and, specifically for the case of the present 

study, in the field of dyslexia and foreign language learning. 

As pointed out by Kormos (2013) in her review of research on dyslexic EFL learners, 

a predominant number of studies has focused on the distinction and comparison between 

dyslexic and non-dyslexic students, completely disregarding the learners’ individual 

psychological characteristics, in terms of motivation, affective disposition towards foreign 

language learning, personality, learning and cognitive styles, and learning strategies 

preferences. 

Furthermore, the classic individual differences paradigm (Dörnyei 2005) has been 

seriously challenged in the past decade, leading to a major change of perspective: if, 

traditionally, individual differences were considered distinctly definable, stable, 

monolithic, and learner internal, research has proved that, on the contrary, they are 

«ongoing, evolving, and socially interdependent constructs – rather than stable learner 

traits» (Dörnyei 2015, 8)– which significantly affect academic achievement. 

Having considered the above mentioned remarkable progress of differential 

psychology (the science investigating individual differences) and the still limited picture 

regarding dyslexics’ individual characteristics in learning, it is important to insist on the 

potential risks posed by a lack of concern about learners’ differences. 

As a matter of fact, on the one hand, the label of ‘dyslexic’ may prevail over the 

peculiar characteristics of the student, in so that their specific learning styles, preferred 

learning strategies, and personality traits may be neglected by a teacher whose attention 

is focused on trying to offer a ‘treatment’ for the problems experienced by the ‘typical’ 

dyslexic foreign language learner. In other words, generalisations about the dyslexic 

learner should be avoided, in favour of an individual analysis of the student’s specific 

characteristics, needs and preferences. 

On the other hand, a total disregard of dyslexia may result in misleading analyses 

which attribute poor performances to the learner’s psychological traits and attitudes 

towards foreign language learning (such as anxiety, carelessness, disorganisation, 

secrecy, irritation, uncooperativeness, avoidance of taking notes, lack of attention, refusal 



64 
 

to read aloud), hence wrongfully identifying as a cause what in fact is the consequence of 

their neglected condition of dyslexics. 

Overall, over the last ten years, the scientific investigations of differential 

psychology have provided further insights to the field of foreign language acquisition as 

far as learners’ individual differences are concerned. The classic assumption regarding 

the possibility of a clear, modular classification and analysis of the learner’s individual 

differences has been challenged, and a new perspective has emerged as a result of the 

need for a more realistic model, capable of describing and understanding the evolving, 

multifaceted psychology of the foreign language learner. By suggesting to consider 

individual differences concerning personality, abilities, and learning styles and strategies 

as unstable, interactive constructs, shaped by mechanisms of adaptation to the external 

environment, integrated in a dynamic, interconnected system that ultimately describes 

the foreign language learner, «this new, alternative perspective is admittedly less tidy, but 

more robust and adaptable to the demands of researchers and teachers» (Dörnyei 2015, 

207). 

Additional, valuable insights may be provided about individual differences of 

dyslexic students in foreign language learning contexts in terms of both – on the one hand 

– processes of interaction between the components of the individual differences’ system 

(e.g., how attitude towards foreign language learning may change if different learning 

strategies are introduced), and – on the other hand – adaptive mechanisms of the whole 

system of individual differences in response to the features of a real-world context (e.g., 

the mainstream classroom). 
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3. Foreign Language Vocabulary Teaching and 

Dyslexia 

After investigating the numerous aspects that affect foreign vocabulary acquisition 

and the difficulties that people with dyslexia may experience in their foreign language 

learning process, the attention will be now focused on the teaching methodologies and 

techniques necessary for an inclusive and accessible language education. 

3.1. Inclusive and Accessible Language Education 

The main goal of inclusive and accessible foreign language education is to «garantire 

pari opportunità di apprendimento linguistico all’allievo con bisogni speciali […] 

rimuovendo le barriere a livello fisico, psico-cognitivo, linguistico e metodologico»11 

(Daloiso 2012, 99). 

From a terminological point of view, it is preferable to avoid using the term 

‘integration’ as it «implies a ‘deficit’ model which assumes that the child is the source of 

difficulties, […] and it suggests that students need to adapt to the established school 

system, rather than schools transforming their practices and adapting in order to include 

a greater diversity of pupils and accommodate a diversity of needs» (Nijakowska et al. 

2013, 49). 

An inclusive approach assumes that individual differences need to be 

acknowledged, and it is the education system that needs to guarantee the same 

educational experiences and opportunities to all students with the implementation of 

arrangements and accommodations addressing all learners’ needs. 

As suggested by Daloiso (2012, 103) there are three main fundamental phases that 

characterise the process that leads to accessible language education: «analisi dei bisogni, 

azione didattica, e processo valutativo»12. What is crucial about this process is that 

«ciascuna fase conduce alla realizzazione di prodotti concreti»13 (Daloiso 2012, 104) 

(student’s profile, individualized education plan, teaching material, accessible tests…) 

                                                        
11 «guarantee equal learning opportunities to all the students, including those with special needs, by 

removing barriers at a physical, psycho-cognitive, linguistic, and methodological level» [translation my 
own]. 

12 «needs analysis, teaching approach and techniques, and assessment» [translation my own]. 
13 «each phase leads to concrete tools and products» [translation my own]. 
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that allow an actually tangible accessible language education to be put into practice, 

instead of lingering as a mere conceptual principle. 

The following paragraphs will explore the details characterising the three main 

phases with a specific focus on vocabulary. 
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3.2. Needs Analysis 

The needs analysis represents the first key phase characterised by an initial moment 

of observation in the classroom aimed at developing the dyslexic learner’s profile and, 

ultimately, at defining an individualized education plan. 

The observation conducted by the foreign language teacher should identify the 

learner’s difficulties, atypical performances, and phonological awareness, as well as their 

learning style and preferences (see 2.9). 

Atypical performances may concern difficulties in following a spoken text, or in 

saying the alphabet, in counting in the foreign language, as well as in improvising role-

plays and conversations. Further difficulties may be found in reading quality (speed 

and/or accuracy), and quality of what is copied from the blackboard. As far as vocabulary 

is concerned, it might be noted that dyslexic students tend to use simple and general 

lexical items, have spelling difficulties (especially with non-transparent languages such as 

English), find it hard to repeat and remember long words, and may write the same 

(usually high-frequency) word in different ways. Moreover, they may show difficulties in 

identifying compound word constituents, and in analysing words using abstract 

categories. 

Furthermore, as suggested by Daloiso (2012, 110-114) when measuring 

phonological awareness (number of syllables, onset and rime, syllable scheme, phoneme 

segmentation) it is important to privilege «attività in forma orale […] che contengano 

suoni simili a quelli della lingua materna»14. Words should be selected with the aim of 

avoiding further difficulties, such as interference between the spoken and the written 

form. Finally, it is crucial to take into account that poor results in activities testing 

phonological awareness may be due to a lack of familiarity with this kind of exercises. 

Thus, this type of measurement should be made «in lingua straniera solo nel caso in cui 

l’insegnante abbia lavorato in precedenza con gli allievi sulla fonologia in maniera 

strutturata e non occasionale»15. 

Eventually, all the data gathered through observation of the learner’s needs should 

result in the development and construction of a concrete individualized education plan, 

                                                        
14 «oral activities and words with sounds similar to the mother tongue» [translation my own]. 
15 «in the foreign language only in case that the teacher has previously worked on phonology with 

their students in a structured, non-occasional manner» [translation my own]. 
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where the teacher – in agreement with the student and their family, as well as the other 

teachers – defines: learning goals, compensatory tools and dispensatory measures, 

methodological approaches, and assessment procedures. 
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3.3. Methodological Aspects 

Far from representing an «unfair advantage», special accommodations and 

arrangements offered to dyslexic learners are meant to respond to their special 

educational needs and to enable them to «prove their knowledge», show their potential, 

demonstrate attainment, and «complete the same assignments as other learners despite 

the difficulties they encounter» (Nijakowska et al. 2013, 49). 

Systematicity 

A systematic approach plays a crucial role among the methodological principles of 

foreign language instruction to dyslexic learners. Over the past years, communicative 

approaches which emphasise implicit learning have experienced an increase in popularity 

and support from the scientific community; however, it is important to consider that this 

kind of methods may cause «un senso di disorientamento nell’allievo dislessico, che lo 

induce a disperdere energie attentive e mnemoniche»16 (Daloiso 2012, 137-138). Hence, 

it is necessary to organise the lesson in a structured, systematic way, providing students 

with clear information about the goals of the lesson and the steps that will be taken to 

reach that goal (e.g., lesson scheme, cognitive map of lesson). Moreover, concepts should 

be systematically reviewed in order to strengthen memory, and additional accessible 

consolidation activities aimed at strengthening specific weak points should be assigned 

(paying attention not to simply increase the workload). 

Multimodality 

Furthermore, teaching to dyslexic learners needs to be characterised by a 

multisensory approach, where elements of the foreign language are taught through the 

«activation of auditory, visual, tactile and kinaesthetic pathways. […] [As a matter of fact,] 

the parallel use of several sensory channels (other than verbal) facilitates language 

acquisition as it counterbalances phonological difficulties, and makes learning more 

memorable and enjoyable» (Kormos and Smith 2012, 127), thus lowering the affective 

filter and enhancing acquisition. Colour coding, drawings, pictures, objects, total physical 

response activities, games, sports, theatre are all examples of multisensory teaching 

                                                        
16 «disorientation in the dyslexic student, as well as dissipation of valuable mnemonic and attentive 

resources» [translation my own]. 
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strategies and techniques that have the power to facilitate memorisation through 

enhanced involvement of all learner’s senses. 

Multimediality 

«Le glottotecnologie […] sono una componente imprescindibile per una 

glottodidattica accessibile»17 (Daloiso 2012, 142). In order to provide effective help, 

technological devices for language learning should be intuitive, quick, flexible, interactive, 

and applicable in several contexts. Moreover, they should have a high degree of 

«accettabilità da parte dell’alunno»18 (Daloiso 2012, 144). As a matter of fact, in order to 

be fruitful, auxiliary tools such as technologies should be known and used by all the 

students in the classroom, to avoid fear of stigmatisation and hence refusal of the tool. 

Text-to-speech apps, voice recorders, speech recognition software, mind 

mapping/graphic organizers software are some examples of technological devices that 

may be implemented into the foreign language classroom. 

Language Accommodations 

The foreign language teacher needs to introduce several modifications in order to 

make the linguistic input accessible to the dyslexic learner. 

Simplification – of a text, for instance – may not be welcomed by the student as it 

may stigmatize them. In order to avoid damaging the affective sphere of the learner, it is 

important to bear in mind that if simplification is used as a methodological strategy, it 

should always be oriented to «giungere in un secondo momento alla fruizione della 

versione assegnata alla classe»19 (Daloiso 2012, 146). Furthermore, an additional, 

valuable strategy to promote inclusion while implementing simplification is represented 

by differentiation, which will be explored more precisely in the next paragraph. 

Additionally, a general deceleration should characterise the teacher’s way of 

speaking, as well as the pace of activities carried out during the lesson. As a matter of fact, 

students should have enough time to focus on few, specific linguistic goals and concepts, 

to carefully think about what they are dealing with, and to practise it. For instance, in case 

of oral response stimulation, teachers should allocate « enough time for preparation as 

                                                        
17 «Technological devices represent a vital tool for an accessible language education » [translation 

my own]. 
18 «acceptability by the dyslexic student » [translation my own]. 
19 «a gradual progression towards the original version employed by all students in the classroom» 

[translation my own]. 
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well as providing in advance the questions and issues [they] want to discuss in a lesson, 

rather than calling on students for spontaneous responses» (Nijakowska 2010, 147). 

Step-by-step instruction is also highly recommended (Daloiso 2012, 146). Lesson 

work should be broken down into subsets, as well as linguistic material should be 

presented in small, manageable chunks before dealing with larger units of language. 

Proceeding with a systematic, cumulative approach significantly enhances language 

acquisition. 

Finally, frequent repetition and revision is crucial for linguistic consolidation 

(Daloiso 2012, 146). Teachers should provide plenty of practice opportunities – 

reinforcement, repetition and overlearning (Nijakowska 2010, 123)– such as, for 

instance, a short vocabulary practice activity at the beginning of each lesson, in addition 

to periodic review of previously encountered lexical items. 

Differentiation 

As anticipated above, in order to manage individual differences in an appropriate 

and non-stigmatizing way, «l’assegnazione di ruoli e/o compiti diversi per ogni studenti 

o gruppo di studenti [può] creare un’interdipendenza positiva»20 (Daloiso 2012, 147). As 

a matter of fact, by differentiating materials, assignments, and roles, each and every single 

student or group «diventa esperto di una porzione di sapere che dovrà condividere con i 

compagni»21 (Daloiso 2012, 147) in order to successfully carry out the task. 

Differentiation is one of the strategies that characterise cooperative learning, and has 

major positive outcomes not only in terms of language acquisition, but also for the 

personal, affective sphere of the learner, indiscriminately regarding dyslexic and non-

dyslexic students. 

Explicitness 

As previously stated (see 2.6), dyslexic students show a smaller capacity of short-

term working memory, as well as automatization difficulties. Hence, it is important not to 

waste their mnemonic and attentive resources by taking inferential learning for granted, 

as their energies would be lost in trying to understand what their attention needs to be 

focused on and why, rather than concentrating on the actual subject matter. Providing 

                                                        
20 «assigning different roles or tasks to each student  or group of students  can represent a valuable 

strategy to create a positive interdependence » [translation my own]. 
21 «is responsible for one essential portion of knowledge that will necessarily be shared among the 

classmates» [translation my own]. 



72 
 

«explicit instruction» (Nijakowska 2010, 126) and continuous student-teacher 

interaction is thus necessary in order to enable dyslexic student to fully develop their 

potential. 

3.3.1. Teaching Vocabulary 

After exploring the main methodological aspects characterising an accessible 

foreign language education, this paragraph will provide an overview of specific, basic 

principles underlying foreign vocabulary teaching to dyslexic students. 

As mentioned before, dyslexics’ difficulties in vocabulary learning are due to a 

reduced phonological awareness, a smaller capacity of phonological short-term working 

memory (which impedes encoding verbal information in long-term memory, and hinders 

the implicit acquisition of new words), and the abundant amount of aspects involved in 

lexical knowledge. 

Consequently, when teaching vocabulary, it is crucial to follow some simple, yet 

necessary, methodological parameters. The ones that will be suggested in this paragraph 

are based on the studies by Nijakowska (2010), Kormos and Smith (2012), and 

Nijakowska et al. (2013). 

First of all, it is usually best to limit the number of new lexical items to a maximum 

of six/eight per lesson. 

When presenting new items for the first time, it is important to focus explicitly on 

teaching sound-meaning correspondence before moving on to the spelling and other 

aspects of the item. Attaching the phonological form to the most frequent meaning of the 

word first is especially recommended for opaque languages such as English. Once learners 

correctly associate the spoken form with meaning, further information concerning 

spelling, morphological and syntactic aspects, as well as less common meanings may be 

added. This is essential in order to avoid overloading students with the massive amount 

of information concerning a single item in only one lesson. 

Moreover, it is useful to provide a kinaesthetical cue (like a mime or a gesture) as 

well as a visual cue (pictures or sketches, even produced by the learners themselves; 

flashcards; mind maps) to complement their pronunciation; this will be helpful for later 

retrieval of the word as well. 
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New vocabulary should be presented in context, rather than in isolation. This 

facilitates anchoring the word to the mental image of the situation in which it was 

encountered (computer or electronic games; outdoor activities, storytelling). 

Similar sounding words, and words with a similar meaning should not be taught in 

one single lesson. As a matter of fact, it is better to increase the interval between teaching 

similar words as much as possible, in order to avoid or at least reduce lexical confusion. 

In her study, Sarkadi (2008, 125) notes that even similar looking words – some of them 

did not seem to be similar to the researcher but were considered to be visually similar by 

the student – may be problematic. 

In learning spelling, it is useful to have learners notice familiar patterns in the words, 

as well as pointing out unusual phoneme-grapheme correspondences. Observing and 

learning word-formation rules is equally important to enhance recognition and 

production of lexical items. Tracing words using large arm motions (air writing) and then 

gradually reducing the scale to tracing the letters on the page can be a useful technique to 

reinforce the acquisition of the sequence of letters. 

Finally, extensive practice and frequent revision are essential for the dyslexic 

learner. Ideally, students should have several opportunities to hear and produce the new 

items within the lesson they are presented in. Furthermore, new lexical items should be 

repeated at least on 3-4 consecutive occasions after the presentation session, as well as 

periodically reviewed fortnightly if not weekly. 
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3.4. Vocabulary Teaching Techniques 

The above mentioned methodological aspects represent a theoretical reference 

background which foreign language teachers need to consider when defining which 

practical teaching techniques are eligible for inclusive and accessible education, and 

which ones are to be avoided. 

Accessibility: criteria for teaching techniques 

Daloiso (2012, 150-151) proposes a set of criteria which provide a valuable help to 

determine the degree of accessibility of any teaching technique. Specifically, these 

parameters refer to: 

− Cognitive complexity 

− Linguistic analysis 

− Semiotic elements 

− Compositionality 

− Structure. 

All these criteria take into account the typical traits that characterise dyslexic 

learners, either difficulties or strengths. Cognitive complexity covers automatization 

difficulties and its compensation with increased levels of attention and conscious control; 

linguistic analysis and semiotic elements refer to the typical preferences linked to the 

right hemisphere (global; need of extra linguistic elements, paratext); and finally, 

compositionality and structure cover the limited attentive resources. 

Ideally, in the foreign language learning process, teachers should begin employing 

techniques which are characterised by a low degree of cognitive complexity, linguistic 

analysis, and compositionality; and by a high degree of structure (step-by-step activities; 

examples and guidance provided), as well as a considerable amount of semiotic elements 

(linguistic input combined with pictures, gestures, objects…). Gradually, teachers should 

progressively implement more challenging techniques, with a higher degree of cognitive 

complexity (need for attentive resources, reasoning, retrieval of previous knowledge), 

linguistic analysis (multiple aspects considered simultaneously), and compositionality 

(multiple linguistic abilities required; activities composed by multiple phases). 
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Overall, it is important to bear in mind that the tasks assigned should never be too 

easy; rather, they need to pose a challenge to the learners, in order to be engaging and 

effective in terms of acquisition (Daloiso 2012, 152). 

Linguistic prerequisites: teaching phonological and orthographic awareness 

Before presenting some useful techniques to effectively teach vocabulary, our 

attention will be focused on introducing techniques aimed at strengthening phonological 

and orthographic awareness, which represent a fundamental, often underestimated and 

neglected prerequisite for foreign language learning. The goal of these techniques is to 

develop learners’ ability to identify, distinguish and manipulate the sound structure of 

words, as well as establishing connections with their written form. 

First of all, it is crucial for the learner to develop familiarity with a sound or a group 

of sounds before being presented with its written form, and even before trying to detect 

speech sounds within words. In this phase, kinaesthetic and tactile techniques may prove 

useful, such as using objects which share the same sound, or focusing on the movement 

of the lips, as well as the vibration of the vocal cords. Gradually, the teacher can introduce 

activities aimed at recognizing the same mouth movement in different contexts. When 

proposing activities that involve the identification of a specific sound and its position in 

lexical items, it is important to bear in mind that the initial position is the easiest, followed 

by the final position, with the medial position being the most difficult to recognise. 

After being introduced to a phoneme, learners need to establish an association 

between the sound (phoneme) and its written form (grapheme). To do so, the teacher 

should encourage learners to develop «strategie di aggancio mnemonico per ricordare le 

associazioni tra grafemi e fonemi»22 (Daloiso 2012, 154). In this phase, playful activities 

are fundamental, such as associating phonemes with a creature, an animal, an action, or 

an object that is familiar to the student (e.g., /s/-<s> with the drawing of a hissing snake; 

/ʃ/-<sh> with the gesture to be quiet). Other examples are odd-one-out activities, 

grouping activities, becoming acquainted with regular patterns through pairing activities 

or listen-and-choose activities (e.g., /æ/-/eɪ/when <-a->-<-ate> as in mad-made, fat-fate, 

rat-rate, mat-mate; or /aɪ/ when <-ine> as in fine, wine, mine, pine, nine, line). Overall, the 

aim is to help students finding and establishing their own meaningful connections in 

                                                        
22 «mnemonic strategies to remember grapheme-phoneme correspondences » [translation my own]. 
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order to memorise phonetic and orthographic rules according to their learning style 

(Daloiso 2012, 156). 

In order to practice these associations, learners need to be encouraged to reproduce 

both the sound and its written form. This may occur with kinaesthetic activities such as 

air writing, or a «stepping stone activity» (Rule, Dockstader, and Stewart 2006, 197), 

where the student identifies a certain sound (single phoneme or cluster of sounds, such 

as vowel+consonant) in words called by the teacher and steps on the paper stone 

representing the same sound − e.g., r-controlled /ɑːr/ sound and its correspondent 

grapheme <ar> found in car, barn, garden; or long vowel sound /iː/ and its correspondent 

grapheme <ee> found in sheep, feed, deep, bee, see. In this game students recognize and 

practise sound-spelling combinations, allowing them to decode and spell these words 

more easily. 

For students preferring a visual approach, activities involving the research of 

pictures (in a magazine, in a previously prepared activity box, etc.) representing words 

with a particular phonological and/or graphemic characteristic are particularly effective. 

Other examples are represented by colour-coding, flashcards (picture cards, onset and 

rime cards, syllable cards), spelling choice stickers, flipcards, word slides, and dominoes 

(Nijakowska 2010, 153-164). 

Overall, it is important to emphasise that the focus of these activities is to develop 

phonological and orthographic skills, and not teaching word meaning or other lexical 

aspects. This is crucial in order to avoid overwhelming students with excessive amount of 

information, which would only result in confusion, intense concentration, exhaustion, 

feelings of inadequacy and failure, and consequent loss of motivation and self-confidence. 

Vocabulary teaching techniques 

In order to facilitate vocabulary acquisition, teachers can turn to verbal, auditory, 

visual and kinaesthetic-tactile strategies when presenting new vocabulary. 

As far as visual modalities are concerned, it is useful to introduce new lexical items 

accompanied by pictures, illustrations, as well as drawings made by the students 

themselves. As a matter of fact, drawing and colouring not only facilitates lexical 

memorisation, but also releases tension connected with learning new challenging 

vocabulary. 
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Colour-coding vowels and consonants (e.g., vowels in red and consonants in blue) 

can also be helpful, especially when presenting long, complex words, or items that might 

be easily confused with others. If considered effective, this technique may also be used by 

learners when writing lexical entries in their personal notebook. 

New lexical items may also be presented along with objects and gestures, thus 

employing kinaesthetic and tactile modalities. Students may also be encouraged to bring 

objects from home and then work on them, making the most of personal, familiar items. 

Gestures might be initially introduced by the teacher; however, learners should be 

encouraged to associate new words with personal gestures that prove to be meaningful 

for them. 

Techniques involving kinaesthetic and tactile modalities may also be used for 

practice between lessons, such as air writing − which consists in using arm motions to 

trace the word in the air − or miming. It is important to bear in mind that using these 

techniques may prove helpful in some contexts, and unfruitful in others. Sarkadi (2008, 

122) – for instance – reports the case of a dyslexic student which normally found miming 

ineffective; however, she benefited from this technique when learning body parts. 

Additional visual techniques that may be employed are mind maps and flashcards. 

These two techniques are extremely versatile and easy to use. Mind maps and flashcards 

prove to be significantly helpful for dyslexic students if they are created by learners 

themselves. They may be used to learn, practice, and memorise all the aspects of 

vocabulary, from phonology, and morphology to semantics, as well as grammar and use. 

Mind maps consist in creating visual diagrams that illustrate the hierarchy and 

connections between different lexical items. For example, when learning interrogative 

words, mind maps with question words in the centre (e.g., how) and potential collocates 

(e.g., much; far; old; many; are…) may be built by the students with the help of the teacher. 

In order to make it as multi-sensorial as possible, colours, pictures, and even objects may 

be involved in creating a mind map. Mind maps are particularly helpful to revise before a 

lesson or a test; for instance, by covering the centre of the mind map and guessing it by 

reading branches and vice versa. 

Flashcards may have exclusively verbal input, as well as additional visual cues, such 

as pictures, cuts from magazines, drawings, and much more; and they may be used – for 

instance – to play a memory game, where the student creates pairs of flashcards with the 
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English target word on one card and its translation in the first language on another, and 

plays with them until all the pairs are correctly matched. 

To facilitate attaching meaning to word form, students may also play a scribble 

game, where they randomly pick a word from a box and need to have their partner guess 

it by drawing what the word stands for. This activity involves verbal, kinaesthetic and 

visual modalities and fruitfully combines them in a playful dimension where learners 

practice the foreign language while having fun. 

For students preferring auditory strategies, teachers can encourage them to practise 

new lexical items by using text-to-speech converters, and digital voice recorders, or by 

engaging in activities specifically designed to get the most out of listening to songs. This 

kind of tasks helps learners to focus on pronunciation as well as word meaning. 

Mnemonic devices such as keywords can be helpful in some cases to facilitate 

memorisation. This technique consists in associating the English target word with a 

keyword in the first language that resembles the target word for its written or spoken 

form, or for other kinds of connection. For example, if the target word is the verb to feed 

with its meaning ‘nutrire’, it may be linked to the typical Italian name for a dog which is 

Fido, and consequently connected to the familiar action of feeding the dog. However, 

finding a meaningful keyword is not as simple and automatic as it may seem, so it is not 

advisable to make excessive efforts and waste energy trying to find an appropriate 

keyword for every new lexical item encountered. 

A final suggestion is represented by a technique that involves the creativity of the 

student, which consists in having learners write funny or crazy short stories using 

problematic vocabulary and collocations. This may help the learner to successfully 

retrieve and produce the lexical items in question. 

This paragraph provided an overview of the main vocabulary teaching techniques 

that may be used by foreign language teachers with both dyslexic and non-dyslexic 

students, as suggested in the studies by Sarkadi (2008), Nijakowska (2010), Daloiso 

(2012), Kormos and Smith (2012), and Nijakowska et al. (2013). It is crucial to consider 

that these and other strategies should be adapted according to the personal needs and 

preferences of each student, keeping in mind that the final goal is an inclusive and 

accessible language education. 
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3.5. Assessing Vocabulary Knowledge 

Assessment represents the final phase of the process of accessible education, and it 

consists in «accertarsi dell’avvenuto raggiungimento degli obiettivi formative e linguistici 

stabiliti nel piano glottodidattico personalizzato e perseguiti attraverso specifici 

interventi didattici»23 (Daloiso 2012, 171). 

In this phase, foreign language teachers need to focus on building accessible tests, 

which need to provide reliable data and results. 

In order to gather the necessary data regarding linguistic acquisition, teachers may 

rely on both formal and informal assessment modalities. 

Continuous observations (Daloiso 2012, 178-180) carried out during lessons 

represent an example of informal assessment modality. This monitoring activity is 

fundamental as it provides a valuable source of information concerning the student’s 

progress in the language learning process (identifying weak and strong points), as well as 

in terms of personal, cultural, and relational development. For this reason, informal 

observations and formal testing represent complementary assessing modalities aimed at 

providing a complete and reliable evaluation of the student. 

Formal assessment comprises both written and oral tests. 

Generally, written tests need to be accessible in terms of fruition. If laptops are 

available, written tests can be carried out with the help of a text-to-speech software, and, 

depending on the severity of dyslexia, with the support of a person who translates the oral 

answers into written entries in the test. 

The graphic layout of the written test is equally important for accessibility reasons. 

It is preferable to use large sized, sans serif fonts (such as Arial or Verdana). Inter-letter, 

inter-word and line spacing – avoiding exaggerations – also enhances readability. To 

signal emphasis on certain words, it is advisable to highlight it with colour or use bold. 

Overall, the disposition of the tasks must not be crowded, in order to avoid confusion. 

Task instructions should be clear, brief, and explicit, as well as not excessively vague. 

If the exercise requires more than one action, it is preferable to structure the instructions 

                                                        
23 «verifying the degree of fulfilment of the linguistic objectives formulated in the individualized 

education plan, and pursued conforming to specific methodological aspects and teaching techniques » 
[translation my own]. 
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using bullet points instead of lengthy sentences. An example showing how the task should 

be carried out is required as a guideline for each exercise. 

In case of particularly demanding tests (e.g., involving both comprehension and 

production), it is possible to break the test into chronologically distanced subtests, in 

order to reduce the cognitive burden. 

Additional time may also be granted up until 30% of the total. 

Finally, both tasks’ contents and techniques need to be consistent with the linguistic 

goals expressed in the individualized education plan, as well as with the topics and the 

modalities that were dealt with during lessons and practice. 

In this regard, exercises should be structured, and should avoid open-ended 

questions, as well as free writing. Compiling charts, tables, and mind maps, as well as 

completing sentences when a multiple choice is provided represent accessible techniques 

for data gathering. Additionally, when developing multiple choice exercises, teachers 

should carefully select items in order to utterly minimise form and meaning interference 

between the distractors and the correct answer. 

Moreover, «in order to allow learners to have the greatest chance of showing the 

vocabulary knowledge they have, it seems useful to test lexical items contextualised in 

sentences» (Nation 2001, 571) or texts, instead of assessing them as isolated words. 

Finally, multisensory modalities can be implemented also while testing; for instance, 

by asking students to carry out word-picture matching activities. 

While carrying out written tests, students should be allowed to use handouts, 

prompts, and mind maps that help them compensate for laborious automatisms which 

heavily influence their performance in terms of cognitive burden. 

As far as oral assessment is concerned, it is fundamental to plan tests in advance, 

allowing dyslexic students enough time to prepare on the topics that will be subject to 

evaluation, in order to reduce linguistic and performance anxiety. 

During the oral test, it is important to consider the three main phases of linguistic 

activation: «riscaldamento, preparazione, e produzione»24 (Daloiso 2012, 178). 

Consequently, at the beginning of the oral test students should be stimulated and receive 

inputs aimed at activating their knowledge of the foreign language. Hence, the first few 

minutes do not provide reliable data concerning the learner’s knowledge. During the 

                                                        
24 «warm up, preparation, and production » [translation my own]. 
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second phase, students are provided with task instructions and sufficient time to reflect, 

consult their prompts to accelerate information retrieval, and elaborate their answer. 

Finally, the student carries out the task, possibly avoiding the use of prompts. 

To conclude, once the necessary data have been gathered through tests, teachers 

need to analyse and interpret the data in order to carry out their assessment. During this 

phase, it is important for the teacher to assess the learner’s linguistic knowledge in 

consideration of the personal path of students and their progress compared to the starting 

point. Indeed, informal observations play a major role at this stage, allowing to avoid a 

decontextualized evaluation of the learner’s knowledge. 
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4. Teaching English Vocabulary: accessible didactic 

proposals for foreign language acquisition 

In the previous chapters we made an attempt at providing an overview of what 

dyslexia is, and what it means to teach and learn foreign language vocabulary when 

students with dyslexia are involved. 

In particular, chapter 1 and 2 provided information about the evidence of specific 

differences concerning – among other cognitive aspects – phonological working memory, 

automatization mechanisms, and phonological awareness in dyslexic students and how 

these differences affect specifically the way they learn vocabulary, and, as a consequence, 

the way they acquire a foreign language. Accordingly, as underlined in chapter 3, specific 

accommodations and arrangements in terms of teaching methodologies and strategies 

need to be implemented in order to respond to dyslexics’ specific needs, and thus provide 

an inclusive and accessible education. 

Having considered that, in this final section two didactic proposals will be presented, 

the aim of which is English vocabulary acquisition for two different types of proficiency 

levels: elementary and intermediate students. 

The proposed activities have been developed, on the one hand, in compliance with 

the general paradigms of foreign language education; as well as, on the other hand, 

according to the specific methodological aspects necessary for an inclusive and accessible 

language education. As a matter of fact, with the intention of considering a realistic 

scenario, the following materials have been conceived indeed to be employed in a 

classroom where both dyslexic and non-dyslexic students are present. 
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4.1. EFL Vocabulary Teaching Activities for Elementary 
Level Students 

The activities that will be presented in this section are aimed at teaching English 

vocabulary about the natural world.  

The ideal recipients for these activities are lower secondary school students (11-14 

years old), who are progressively developing a mastery of language which corresponds to 

the A1-A2 level of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. 

The tasks are divided into three main activities, which respectively are aimed at 

presenting new vocabulary (Activity 1), expanding and practising new vocabulary 

(Activity 2), and practising vocabulary (Activity 3). 

4.1.1. Activity 1 – Presentation of new vocabulary 

Activity 1 (Appendix 1) consists of six tasks. All the tasks involved in Activity 1 

revolve around four lexical items representing four main natural landscapes: the 

mountains, the desert, the forest, and the seaside. Further lexical items will be presented 

in Activity 2. 

First of all, before approaching the tasks, students will be given a handout with a 

blank spidergram. The spidergram represents a useful tool for the systematisation of the 

new information that students will progressively encounter during the lesson. 

Task 1 is meant as a warm up activity, aimed at eliciting students’ pre-knowledge 

about the topic that will be explored: nature. A set of four pictures representing four 

different landscapes has been chosen for this task; and they are presented in the shape of 

four Instagram posts, in order to make it as realistic as possible for adolescent students 

who are familiar with this kind of photo-sharing social networking service. The use of this 

Instagram-like layout for picture presentation will also be useful for further tasks aimed 

at practising vocabulary, when students will be asked to geotag the picture and use target 

words for the hashtags written in the picture caption. In this initial phase, the teacher may 

gather on the whiteboard (or screen) any word suggested by the class, identifying the 

word nature as the main topic, which will be circled and will become the centre of the 

spidergram. Students – with the help of the previously supplied handout – will be able to 

start filling in the spidergram about the natural world vocabulary. 
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Task 2 still belongs to the warm up activities, and it is both aimed at eliciting 

students’ pre-knowledge, and making the students feel at ease by gradually approaching 

the topic. As a matter of fact, verbal knowledge is not necessary for this initial task, where 

students are supposed to link a particular sound of nature to the corresponding landscape 

in the Instagram posts (e.g., sound of waves-seaside). Easily recognizable and intuitive 

sounds can be effortlessly found on YouTube. 

Task 3 introduces the spoken form of the four target words through a listening 

activity where students hear the four brief captions of the posts, and need to link them to 

the corresponding picture. As anticipated in the previous chapter, the sound-meaning 

correspondence should be explicitly taught before introducing the spelling of the lexical 

item. Indeed, this task involves as well a moment of oral repetition (Task 3.1) – which is 

important for fixation – in which the teacher alternately shows a picture and, first, the 

entire class, and then, individual students need to say the corresponding target word. 

Task 4 introduces the written form of the target words. Students listen to the 

captions and need to link them to their written form. Target words are highlighted in bold. 

As they are listening and reading the short sentences of the captions, students in this 

phase get used to recognising the target words in a context, while at the same time they 

are prompted to focus their attention on the target words’ spoken and written form. 

Finally, Task 5 encourages students to link the pictures to the corresponding 

location label (e.g., desert picture-in the desert), and then to write it directly on the 

Instagram post next to the geotag symbol. In this way both recognition and production of 

the written form are practiced, with the support of the visual stimulus of the picture. 

At the end of Activity 1, the teacher should draw students’ attention back to the 

initial spidergram, and, in a final moment of recap, students are invited to add the four 

new words to the ‘nature’ spidergram, thus systematising the new knowledge. An 

additional advantage of the spidergram is the fact that students can personalise it with 

colour-codes, symbols, pictures, stickers, drawings, etc. 

Overall, Activity 1 has been built in compliance with the specific methodological 

aspects necessary for an inclusive and accessible language education: visual and auditory 

stimuli reflect the multisensoriality paradigm; a small number of new words is 

introduced; target words and essential words in the task instruction are highlighted in 

bold; the font is sans serif and relatively large, with both inter-letter and inter-line extra 

space; the spoken word form-meaning correspondence is established before the 
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presentation of the written form; and finally, both the spoken and the written forms are 

continually and explicitly repeated throughout the tasks. Although it might be argued that 

the number of tasks is excessive and that it could have been easily merged into one or two 

exercises where the picture is presented with both the spoken and written form of the 

word, it is important to bear in mind that for dyslexic students the simultaneous 

presentation of spoken and written word form may cause confusion, especially when 

more than one new lexical item are introduced at the same time. Therefore, in order to 

avoid overwhelming students with too much information condensed in one brief moment, 

it is advisable to break down one task into reasonably accessible sub-steps that may take 

a little more time, but lead to a successful result for the entire classroom. 

Finally, a brief summary of the associations’ scheme involved in the tasks of Activity 

1 may be found in Figure 6. 

 

Task 1. Pictures 

Task 2- Non-verbal sound−Picture 

Task 3. Spoken form−Picture (R) 

Task 3.1. Picture−Spoken form (P) 

Task 4. Spoken form−Written form (R) 

Task 5. Picture−Written Form (R) + (P) 

Figure 6. Associations involved in Activity 1. 

R=Receptive skill; P=Productive skill. 

4.1.2. Activity 2 – Expansion and practice of new vocabulary 

Activity 2 (Appendix 2) consists of four tasks, which are meant, on the one hand, to 

encourage the repetition and practice of the four lexical items encountered in Activity 1, 

and, on the other hand, to introduce new words linked to those presented in Activity 1. 

Specifically, for each landscape presented in Activity 1, two or three new lexical items are 

added (e.g., mountains: tree, snow, lake). 

Task 1 is a warm up activity aimed at eliciting the revision of the words met in 

Activity 1. The visual inputs represented by the Instagram posts – which include pictures, 

captions and symbols – are the ones used in Activity 1, so that students will build new 

knowledge starting from a familiar framework. In this first task, students are encouraged 
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to pinpoint the location where the picture was taken using the lexical items learnt in 

Activity 1 (e.g., at the seaside). 

Task 2 introduces the spoken form of the new target words through a listening 

activity where students hear three sentences, each one including one target word (e.g., ‘In 

summer, James loves to swim in the lake’), and have to link them to the corresponding 

picture. In this way, the new word is introduced in the context of a sentence, which is also 

meaningfully connected to the picture of the Instagram post, hence providing a solid 

mnemonic anchorage for the new word to be acquired. This task involves as well a 

moment (Task 2.1) of oral repetition similar to Task 3.1 of Activity 1, where the teacher 

alternately shows a picture and, first, the entire class, and then, individual students need 

to say the corresponding target word. As stated in the previous paragraph, this task is 

important for fixation of the spoken word form-meaning correspondence. 

Task 3 introduces the written form of the target words. Students listen again to the 

sentences presented in Task 2 and have to link them to the corresponding target word. 

Target words are here presented in shapes that may remind the referent expressed by the 

lexical item (e.g., a triangle for tree; an oval for lake; a snowflake-like shape for snow). This 

kind of visual cues are important in this phase of new word presentation since it helps 

establishing a link between the written word form and its meaning, without representing 

an excessive burden for students’ working memory, which is already actively busy 

decoding the written word form. 

Finally, Task 4 encourages students to complete the same sentences they heard in 

Task 2 and 3 with the correct written form of the missing target word. Each sentence 

comes with the corresponding picture, already met in Task 2. Once sentences are 

correctly filled in, students have to write the target words directly on the Instagram post, 

as they represent the hashtags ideally written by the author of the post (e.g., #tree; #snow; 

#lake). 

When Tasks 1-4 are completed for one landscape, the teacher should draw students’ 

attention to the spidergram used in Activity 1, in order to systematise the new lexical 

items within the scheme, to have a visual validation of the lesson’s (and hence of their 

knowledge’s) progress, and to expand that reference mind map they started to build at 

the beginning of this lexical journey. 

In the same way of Activity 1, Activity 2 has been built in compliance with the 

specific methodological aspects necessary for an inclusive and accessible language 
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education. Additionally, the structure of the activity (Task 1-4) is repeated for each 

landscape (mountains, desert, forest, seaside). Although it might be argued that the 

continuous repetition of the same tasks may affect negatively students’ curiosity 

(otherwise enhanced by different and unexpected tasks), it is important to bear in mind 

that in presence of dyslexic students it is advisable – especially when presenting new 

vocabulary – to avoid an excessively varied range of exercises, in favour of a more 

structured and predictable framework, which allows all the students to have some 

reference points which help them keeping pace with the lesson’s activities, without losing 

focus, or feeling confused and overwhelmed with excessive, variable information. 

Finally, a brief summary of the associations’ scheme involved in the tasks of Activity 

2 may be found in Figure 7. 

 

Task 1. Picture−Written Form (P) 

Task 2- Spoken form−Picture (R) 

Task 2.1. Picture−Spoken form (P) 

Task 3. Spoken form−Written form (R) 

Task 4. Picture−Written Form (P) 

Figure 7. Associations involved in Activity 2. 

R=Receptive skill; P=Productive skill. 

 

4.1.3. Activity 3 – Vocabulary practice 

Activity 3 (Appendix 3) consists of three tasks aimed at the repetition and practice 

of the lexical items that students have gradually met in the previous Activity 1 and Activity 

2. 

The tasks presented in this paragraph are all characterised by a playful connotation, 

and they all involve a phase of cooperation – when students are encouraged to work in 

pairs – as well as a phase of sharing and discussion with the classroom. 

Task 1 is a Pictionary game. Students work in pairs, and they are given a set of cards, 

each reporting the written form of one of the lexical items encountered in Activities 1 and 

2 (mountains, desert, forest, seaside, snow, lake, tree, sand, clouds, moon, river, waves, 

beach, island). Students have to take turns in picking a card without showing it to their 
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rival, and drawing in the left column box on the worksheet what is indicated by the word 

written on the card they picked. When the rival guesses the word right, he or she writes 

the correct word in the right column box. Each guessed word is one point, but if the 

student cannot remember the word the point goes to the rival. This is a very simple, yet 

engaging and surprisingly fun game which indeed elicits both receptive and productive 

language skills, simultaneously involving both verbal and visual aspects, thus allowing 

students to actively practice vocabulary and word-meaning correspondences while 

having fun.  

A summary of the associations’ scheme involved in Task 1 of Activity 3 may be found 

in Figure 8. 

 

Player 1 Written form (R)−Picture + Spoken form (R) 

↕  

Player 2 Picture−Spoken form (P) + Written form (P) 

Figure 8. Associations involved in Task 1 of Activity 3. 

R=Receptive skill; P=Productive skill. 

 

Task 2 is a Memory game. Students work in pairs, and they have to cut all the boxes 

from the worksheet on which they previously worked during Task 1. Once they have 

obtained a set of cards with the pairs of drawing and corresponding written word form, 

they mix up the cards and lay them face down on the desk. Students will take turns in 

turning over any two cards, and if the two cards match (e.g., drawing of waves-waves) the 

student keep them; if they don't match, the student turn them back over. The game is over 

when all the cards have been matched. 

This is another example of an engaging game which is particularly useful for 

strengthening the association between the written word form and its meaning. Moreover, 

using the original drawings that students made on their own enhances the possibility of 

establishing a solid, personal mnemonic connection between written word form, its visual 

representation, and consequently its meaning. 

Finally, students can keep the flashcards and use them on their own as a tool to 

practise and revise vocabulary in an enjoyable way before a test. 

Task 3 is a Find the odd one out game. Given a group of four items, students have to 

identify an element that does not fit and provide a valid motivation for their choice. 
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Moreover, as a further challenge, students can proceed eliminating an additional element 

among the remained three, always providing a valid explanation (e.g., given the pictures 

of trees, mountains, desert, and forest, the first odd one out might be desert because there 

are not any trees, and the second odd one out among the remaining trees, mountains, and 

forest might be trees because it has one syllable, while mountains and forest have two). 

Students first work on their own, then discuss their choices in pairs, and finally 

share their answers as a pair with the entire class. This kind of cooperative work divided 

into individual-pair-class stages is highly recommended to remove affective barriers and 

promote an anxiety-free oral exposition in front of the class. Furthermore, this is an open-

ended task, where there is not a single absolutely correct answer; rather, a variety of 

answers are possible. As a matter of fact, in finding the odd one out, students can provide 

different reasons behind their choice, what matters is that they use the foreign language 

to make hypotheses and communicate. 

This task may be carried out with groups of pictures (preferably familiar ones, as 

the same used in Activities 1 and 2), as well as with groups of lexical items. In the 

worksheet presented in Appendix 3 examples of both can be found. 

In order to allow a structured systematisation of information, for each exercise 

students are provided with a chart they can fill in by writing down some notes about the 

reasoning leading them to choose one item rather than another. This is a helpful technique 

to practise vocabulary orthography, but mostly to have a quickly accessible scheme to 

refer to when explaining and discussing their choice. 

On the worksheet, students may also find two boxes where useful words and 

expressions are indicated to help them explain their choice and the reasoning behind it 

(e.g., the odd one out is… = l’intruso è). Before starting the actual task, it is advisable for the 

teacher to guide the entire class through an example, in order to clarify and remove any 

doubts concerning the activity. 

Overall, this last task is particularly fruitful since students need to actively use (i.e., 

recognize, recall, pronounce, write down) the words they learned through the previous 

activities in order to produce meaningful sentences that reflect their deductive reasoning 

about a problem solving task (rather than just repeating the lexical items in isolation). 

Both receptive and productive language skills are effectively involved in this task with the 

final goal of communicating and discussing an opinion using the foreign language. 
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4.2. EFL Vocabulary Teaching Activities for Intermediate 
Level Students 

The activities that will be presented in this section are based on the use of a video 

for two main objectives: teaching vocabulary necessary to express an opinion, agreement, 

or disagreement; and teaching phrasal verbs. 

The video can be found on YouTube, published on the official channel of BBC Radio 

1. It is an excerpt of the entertainment radio show hosted by Greg James where, together 

with famous guests, he reacts to listeners’ unpopular opinions about various topics. 

This video was chosen with the intention of using authentic material which could be 

perceived by students as stimulating, engaging, and fun. 

As far as dyslexic students are concerned, the intrinsic multisensoriality which 

characterises videos (audio-visual stimulation) represents a valuable aspect which allows 

the realisation of an accessible education. Indeed, students can rely not only on verbal 

stimuli, but also on non-verbal stimuli: physical behaviours such as gestures, facial 

expressions, body posture, and eye movement; combined with prosodic aspects such as 

intonation, stress, and pauses. Nevertheless, when employing authentic material, it is 

utterly important to provide students with well-structured activities aimed at carefully 

and purposefully guiding them throughout the information they encounter, in order to 

avoid overwhelming feelings of frustration and incapability. 

Providing students with the opportunity to work in advance on the video at home 

allows them to manage their time and watch the video, pause and replay it as many times 

as they require, in a completely anxiety-free context. This will also allow them to be more 

confident during the in class activities as they are already familiar with the video itself, as 

well as with the specific vocabulary that will be analysed and practised. 

Finally, as previously anticipated, the approach to the video is not left to chance; 

rather, students are thoroughly guided through the viewing of the video, as it is described 

in the following paragraphs. 

The ideal recipients for these activities are upper secondary school students (14-18 

years old), who are progressively developing a mastery of language which corresponds to 

the B1-B2 level of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. 

For each objective, the tasks are divided into two main activities: at home activities 

(Activity 1 and Activity 3), and in class activities (Activity 2 and Activity 4). 
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As outlined in Figure 9, at home activities are divided into three phases: pre-

activities (carried out before watching the video); during-activities (carried out while 

watching the video); and, finally, post-activities (carried out after watching the video). 

Moreover, in class activities comprise two main phases: a thorough check on the at 

home activities; and activities focused on the practice, fixation, and use of the vocabulary 

introduced with the at home activities and analysed during the first phase of the in class 

activities. 

 

Figure 9. Outline of EFL Vocabulary Teaching Activities for Intermediate 

Level Students presented in this section. 

 

4.2.1. Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home 
activities 

As anticipated above, Activity 1 (Appendix 4) is divided into three phases: pre-

activities; during-activities; and, finally, post-activities. 

When instructions are given, it has to be made clear that students are not expected 

to understand every sentence uttered in the video. Rather – as the objective of the activity 

does not revolve around the thorough comprehension and analysis of the video – students 

should be encouraged to watch the video several times in order to get familiar with what 

is going on; and, specifically, to focus their attention only on specific words and 

expressions, which represent the target items for this particular activity. 



92 
 

Pre-activity. Before watching the video 

The pre-activity in this case involves one task, which should be carried out before 

watching the video, and is meant as a warm up activity aimed at eliciting students’ pre-

knowledge about the distinction between agreement and disagreement. 

Students are asked to indicate if the people represented in given pictures agree or 

disagree with a certain utterance. The pictures come with a short sentence expressing the 

opinion of one of the people in the picture (e.g., “Burger King’s fries are better than 

McDonald’s fries!”). The students’ choice between agree/disagree is supposed to be based 

solely on the observation of the body language of the people in the pictures. This is 

because the aim of the activity is not to present the actual lexical items used to express 

agreement or disagreement, but only to introduce the topic of the following activities, 

which is indeed the vocabulary necessary for expressing opinions, agreement, and 

disagreement. 

During-activity. While watching the video 

The during-activity comprises three tasks, which should be carried out while 

watching the video, and are aimed at orienting students’ attention towards those 

expressions used in the video to express opinion, agreement and disagreement. 

The target items are: that’s true!; that’s the way!; touché!; no, come on!; totally 

disagree!; it wasn’t for me; at the end of the day; who doesn’t like…?; let’s be honest; I think. 

Instructions for the activity come with suggestions (e.g., “feel free to pause and 

replay the video as many times as you like”) and useful tools (e.g., an outline of the main 

sections which comprise the video) in order to carry out the tasks with success. 

Instructions, suggestions and tools are systematised in a chart accompanied by symbols 

which facilitate their comprehension, and simultaneously provide a list of valuable 

actions and strategies to approach this kind of activity, which may be useful for further 

tasks in the future. 

Task 1 requires students to complete a selection of sentences produced by the 

participants in the video, by choosing among the corresponding items provided in a box. 

Students are invited to specifically focus on what participants say when they want to 

express their opinion, agree, or disagree. 

This task is built so as to allow each student to use the most suitable strategies 

according to their learning style in order to carry out the task, also considering the tools 

at their disposal. Some students may rely mainly on the written form of words and use it 
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as a guidance while watching the video to better understand its spoken form; whereas 

others may find it more effective to first concentrate on the spoken form of the word, and 

then move on to observe how that sound translates into its written form. Overall, when 

assigning this kind of activities at home it is crucial to insist on students’ awareness of 

both their strengths and weaknesses, and to encourage them not to be afraid of trying 

different strategies to carry out the task. 

Task 2 encourages students to consider the expressions presented in the previous 

task and to classify them according to their function: introduce/express an opinion, 

express agreement, or express disagreement. As anticipated above, non-verbal 

communication represented by body language and prosodic aspects visible in the video 

greatly help students in the activity of systematization of information, which otherwise 

would rely only on its written form. 

Task 3 is aimed at establishing the connection between meaning and word form, by 

relying on students’ receptive and productive skills. Students are asked to classify the 

expressions hitherto encountered according to the person who utters them. In this case, 

conversely to task 2, the classification is not function-oriented, but it is uniquely aimed at 

a repeated stimulation of listening skills, as well as written word form production. 

Overall, tasks 1, 2, and 3 of the during-activity are aimed at presenting both spoken 

and written form of new useful expressions for a specific function 

(expressing/introducing opinion, expressing agreement and disagreement) along with 

non-verbal communication aspects, which are extremely valuable for meaning 

comprehension, function classification, and memorisation. The activities gradually lead 

students towards establishing a meaningful connection between meaning/function and 

word form, both spoken and written. 

Post-activity. After watching the video 

The post-activity comprises two tasks, which should be carried out after watching 

the video, and are aimed at expanding students’ vocabulary knowledge about expressions 

used to express an opinion, agreement, and disagreement. 

Task 1 asks students to complete sentences with the words provided in the box. To 

facilitate the task and engage students, each sentence comes with a picture. Although this 

is a presentation activity, students are encouraged to make hypotheses about which 

words would best suit each sentence, this time without the support of a video. Although 

this might be regarded as a challenging task, especially for dyslexic students as in this case 
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they only have to rely on the written word form and few pictures, it should be highlighted 

that the expressions in the box involve words students should be familiar with, both from 

their general knowledge, and the previous activities (e.g., don’t; think; agree), which 

strongly facilitate their orientation among the new expressions and, consequently, their 

final choice.  

Moreover, this kind of activity trains students to activate their inferential strategies 

when coming across new vocabulary. As the words which help students to infer the 

meaning or the function of the new expressions are relatively simple, this also may trigger 

a positive boost of confidence when students realise they can successfully deal with new 

vocabulary thanks to their pre-knowledge. 

Finally, if some students heavily struggle with written word form, it might be 

advisable to have them carry out the activity on an electronic device provided with a text-

to-speech synthesizer; or, again, colour-coding the expressions in the box (e.g., agreement 

expressions=green; disagreement expressions=red; introducing/expressing 

opinion=blue). 

Task 2 is strictly linked to task 1 as it encourages students to classify the expressions 

used in the previous exercise according to their function: introducing/expressing opinion, 

expressing agreement, or expressing disagreement. As previously stated, this kind of task 

is crucial for practising written word form production, and for the systematisation of new 

knowledge in a chart that is built by the students themselves, which is important for 

fixation and memorisation, as well as for future retrieval of information, as they can get 

back to this reference tool whenever they need it. 

In conclusion, in order to address the individual differences that characterise each 

dyslexic (as well as non-dyslexic) student, it is advisable to contemplate the 

differentiation of some tasks. This is valid for all the tasks involved in this activity. In 

addition to using a reduced number of target words, for instance, if the teacher knows 

that a student finds helpful the colour-coding of vowels and consonants, it would be 

possible to provide the new items colour-coded. Another example would be that if a 

student has stronger visual, but weaker acoustic skills, they should be encouraged to use 

strategies to overcome it, such as reducing the playback speed of the video, or activating 

subtitles, or, again, being provided with a script of the main dialogues along with 

corresponding screen captures from the video. 
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4.2.2. Activity 2 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. In class 
activities 

At home activities presented in the previous section represent a solid foundation for 

the practice activity that subsequently will be carried out in the classroom. 

However, before asking students to use the vocabulary the encountered during 

activity 1, it is important to devote a considerable portion of the in class lesson to a 

thorough correction and review of the at home activities. 

This phase is crucially important as it is aimed at clearing up any doubt concerning 

the new vocabulary and its use. 

For this stage, it is advisable to rely on a cooperative approach and divide the class 

into balanced groups. For each task groups are allowed few minutes to compare and 

discuss their answers, which will be proposed in front of the whole class as a group. This 

approach enormously contributes to ease class anxiety, and most importantly it is an 

example of peer working where students discuss as equals in order to choose the correct 

answer. In this moment, a first step of correction takes place among peers, rather than 

being imposed by the teacher, who ultimately provides their final adjustments after a 

journey that began with the individual student and subsequently went through a 

discussion and correction among peers in a group. Furthermore, if, for instance, a dyslexic 

student was provided with a differentiated task (e.g., new words in task 1 of the post-

activity already presented colour-coded according to their function), the group will 

address to the dyslexic student for double checking the correct answers, hence triggering 

a positive, active inclusion of the dyslexic student in the group discussion. 

Overall, in compliance with the principles of both the humanistic theory and the 

inclusive theory of language education, the teacher does not impose any knowledge; on 

the contrary, knowledge is built by all the students, who, finally, willingly turn to the 

teacher to dispel any doubts or disagreements arising from the group discussions. 

Finally, this phase represents a valuable occasion for vocabulary repetition and 

revision, which is ultimately crucial for memorisation and acquisition. 

After this initial phase of discussion, clarification and systematisation, an interactive 

activity may be proposed. Students are asked to emulate the radio game they watched in 

the video presented in the at home activities, that is Unpopular Opinion. Students may be 

asked to prepare in advance their unpopular opinion(s), and share it with the class. To 
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make it more engaging, and to ease class anxiety, the teacher may collect the anonymous 

unpopular opinions in a box and read them to the class one at a time, encouraging 

students to react expressing agreement or disagreement for each unpopular opinion. 

With this activity, students not only are asked to participate to an engaging activity 

that they are already familiar with, and for which they can rely on all the necessary tools 

to actively get involved; but also they are strongly encouraged to meaningfully use the 

vocabulary they worked on to functionally and purposefully communicate among 

themselves in the foreign language. 

4.2.3. Activity 3 – Phrasal Verbs. At home activities 

As stated above, Activity 3 (Appendix 5) is divided into three phases: pre-activities; 

during-activities; and, finally, post-activities. 

As for Activity 1, the objective of the activity does not revolve around the thorough 

comprehension and analysis of the video; rather, it has to be made clear that students 

should be encouraged to watch the video and to focus their attention only on specific 

words and expressions, which represent the target items for this particular activity. 

The video that will be used for this activity is the same used for Activity 1. If we 

suppose that students have already gone through Activity 1 and Activity 2, then we can 

confidently assert that they will have a considerable advantage in facing this further 

activity, as they are already familiar with the video. 

Pre-activity. Before watching the video 

The pre-activity consists of one task, which should be carried out before watching 

the video, and is meant as a warm up activity aimed at eliciting students’ pre-knowledge 

about phrasal verbs. 

Students are asked to underline the phrasal verbs they recognise in a selected small 

number of sentences. Since this is a warm up activity, the target phrasal verbs involved 

are supposed to belong to students whose foreign language knowledge corresponds to 

the A1-A2 level of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (i.e., 

wake up; stand up; sit down; get out). 

Moreover, each sentence comes with a picture that stimulates the recognition 

and/or the retrieval of the phrasal verb all the more. 

An example is provided at the beginning of the task, so even if students do not 

immediately recall what a phrasal verb is, they can rely on the example to understand the 
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instructions and what they are asked to do. However, it may possible to provide students 

with an intuitive handout which briefly shows what a phrasal verb is. As far as dyslexic 

students are concerned, the pictures support the execution of the task as a visual, non-

verbal hint; and additionally it may be allowed the use of a text-to-speech synthesizer in 

case students might need the spoken realisation of the sentences. 

During-activity. While watching the video 

Once students got familiar with the topic that awaits them in the subsequent tasks, 

it is time to prepare them for watching the video. 

As in Activity 1, students are provided with a chart including instructions, as well as 

useful suggestions and tools to guide them throughout the viewing of the video (see 4.2.1). 

Task 1 of the during-activity invites students to focus their attention on the phrasal 

verbs uttered by the participants, and write them down in a grid where the main verb is 

already provided. Hence, students are supposed to complete the phrasal verb with the 

correct particle, which should not represent a particular burden for dyslexic students, as 

at this proficiency level they should be familiar with frequent, short particles such as out 

or on. The reason behind this choice is that it is preferable for students to gradually 

approach the target phrasal verbs, being this a presentation activity. In any case, one must 

always bear in mind that it is possible to differentiate tasks according to students’ learning 

style and proficiency level. For instance, it might be possible that a dyslexic student still 

struggles with the spoken form-written form correspondence of some particles. In this 

case, the student may be allowed to activate subtitles; or, if the latter are not available, 

they might be provided with a list of the written form of target particles, and encourage 

them to use the text-to-speech synthesizer in order to double check the correct spoken 

form-written form correspondence. 

Task 2 asks students to fill in the blanks of the sentences uttered by the participants 

with the phrasal verbs they collected in the grid in task 1. So, after focusing on the form 

(both spoken and written) of phrasal verbs during task 1, students are asked to make a 

further step and pay attention to the use of the phrasal verb in its particular context. The 

input comes both in its spoken (from the video) and written (from the task) form. As 

highlighted in the previous sections, each student should be encouraged to adopt the most 

suitable strategies according to their learning preferences. For instance, a dyslexic 

student with strong listening skills may prefer to rely on the spoken form coming from 

the video and text-to-speech synthesizer used to read the sentences written in the task. 
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Furthermore, in order to strengthen the meaning-form correspondence, in addition 

to relying on the video’s non-verbal aspects, it might be possible to consider the 

implementation of a further task where the English sentences have to be matched with 

their Italian translation. 

An additional consideration should be made about the form of the target lexical 

items. As a matter of fact, when authentic materials are used as in this case, it might occur 

to end up with potentially problematic elements, such as lexical items with a similar form 

(written and/or spoken), whose simultaneous presentation should be avoided, especially 

with dyslexic students. In this case, it still may be possible to tackle the issue and remove 

this linguistic barrier. For this specific activity, the two pairs come on-move on and get 

into-get out may represent potentially problematic elements for their written form 

similarity. However, in order to address the issue, we might rely on their spoken forms, 

which show their difference more evidently. For instance, if we consider come on and 

move on, the difficulty arises as they share the same particle and in both cases the main 

verb has four letters, ends with an <e>, and the second letter is an <o>. In this case 

students may be encouraged to focus on the difference between the first sound in the two 

main verbs (…), as well as on the fact that the sound represented by the <o> is long in 

move, whereas it is short in come. 

Post-activity. After watching the video 

The post-activity includes one task, which should be carried out after watching the 

video, and is aimed at strengthening written word form production, as well as the 

meaning-form correspondence through the use of phrasal verbs in the context of a 

sentence. 

Students are asked to complete novel sentences with the phrasal verbs encountered 

in the previous tasks. To facilitate the exercise and engage students, each sentence comes 

with a picture. Since these sentences are different from the ones uttered in the video, 

dyslexic students who require it may use a text-to-speech synthesizer to access to their 

spoken form. Finally, the pictures provide a useful visual hint for understanding the 

sentence and, as a consequence, the phrasal verb which is required. 
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4.2.4. Activity 4 – Phrasal Verbs. In class activities 

As previously stated for Activity 2, at home activities are necessary for the 

development of students’ knowledge about new vocabulary which will be practised and 

used during the in class activities. 

However, before asking students to perform tasks involving the use of vocabulary, 

it is crucial to spend a considerable portion of the time in the classroom doing a thorough 

correction and review of the at home activities. For details about this phase, see 4.2.2. 

After this initial phase of discussion, clarification and systematisation, practice 

activities may be proposed. 

In this case we propose two tasks (Appendix 6), all based on a game-like structure. 

Task 1 is a pairing game with flashcards. Students work in pairs, and are given three 

decks of cards. Deck 0 is composed by eight flashcards, each carrying one of the pictures 

used in the post-activity of the at home activity, hence visually representing the eight 

phrasal verbs presented in Activity 3. Deck 1 and 2 are composed by cards carrying either 

the main verb of the phrasal verb, or the particle. It is important to check that Decks 1 and 

2 are balanced, and each deck should not carry elements that match. In this case Deck 1 

has 5 main verbs and 3 particles (get, get, come, move, off, off, belt, up), whereas Deck 2 

has 3 main verbs and 5 particles (out, into, on, on, turn, cut, out, hang). As in this case, cards 

may be colour-coded (i.e., main verb=green; particle=pink). 

Player 1 plays with Deck 1, and Player 2 plays with Deck 2. The cards in Deck 0 are 

placed in a Draw Pile face down. Alternately, players turn face up one card from the Draw 

Pile, and each player has to recall the phrasal verb linked to the picture, and choose the 

card that matches the picture (verb or particle). The chosen cards are put face down next 

to the picture. When both players played their card, the cards are turned face up: if, 

together, the cards form the correct phrasal verb that matches the picture, both players 

get +5 point each; if Player 1 played the correct card, and Player 2 played the wrong card, 

then Player 1 gets +2 points, and Player 2 gets +0 points; if both players played the wrong 

card, they both get +0 points. When the cards from Deck 0 finish, the player who collected 

more points wins. 

This game has been developed in compliance with the principles of the inclusive and 

accessible theory of language education, as it involves not only verbal, but also visual non-

verbal inputs, in the form of pictures, colour-coded cards, and if necessary, colour-coded 
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vowels and consonants. Moreover, it offers a valuable opportunity for practice and 

repetition of the target lexical items, which is crucial for memorisation and acquisition of 

the meaning-form correspondence. Finally, the challenging, engaging, fun contexts of the 

card game is likely to favour the acquisition of the phrasal verbs as it contributes to the 

lowering the affective filter. 

Task 2 is inspired by the American television game show “Jeopardy!”, where 

contestants are presented with clues in the form of answers, and must phrase their 

responses in the form of questions. In this case, the class should be divided into groups of 

3 or 4 members each. On the class screen, or on a previously prepared poster, a grid is 

shown as the one in Appendix 6, from which each group, alternately, chooses a box to play. 

The teacher unveils the content of the chosen box (i.e., shows the written form in the box, 

but also reads it out loud), which is a phrasal verb (e.g., come on), and the group who takes 

the turn first (e.g., a member is appointed to raise their hand when they all agree on the 

answer) gives the response in the form of a question (e.g., what’s the phrasal verb used to 

say that something starts playing on the radio/TV?). If the response is correct the group 

wins the amount of points which corresponded to the chosen box, otherwise another 

chance is given to the remaining groups. 

This is a helpful game that fosters the memorisation of the meaning-form 

correspondence. The game relies on the spoken form of words, thus facilitating the task 

for dyslexic students who particularly struggle with the written form. Moreover, each 

group, when quickly discussing the response, can refer to the pictures used for the 

flashcards game, which may help them with the retrieval of the corresponding meaning, 

and it also allow the use of a non-verbal, immediate language which does not penalise the 

dyslexic student in the group mechanisms. 
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5. Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to plan and develop learning activities adequate for both 

dyslexic and non-dyslexic students with the specific objective of teaching English 

vocabulary in the environment of a mainstream classroom. The idea stemmed from the 

fact that research about dyslexia and other specific learning differences has provided 

«effective language teaching programmes, but most of these instructional programmes 

were administered outside mainstream classes, where dyslexic language learners were 

taught in isolation from their peers» (Kormos 2013, 87). 

As the number of students with a certified specific learning difference keeps 

exponentially growing in Italian schools – SpLD students increased from 0.7% in year 

2010/2011 to 3.2% in year 2017/2018, and 40% of them are certified with dyslexia 

(MIUR 2019, 4; 14) – raising awareness about specific learning differences and promoting 

inclusive and accessible teaching methodologies represent a crucial challenge for 

educational institutions and teachers. 

In order to successfully include dyslexic students in classroom-based activities, it is 

necessary for teachers and future teachers to gain a thorough knowledge about the 

learning differences associated with this condition. 

With this critical objective in mind, in this paper we attempted to provide, first, a 

brief historical framework regarding research studies about dyslexia, and, secondly, a 

comprehensive overview of the main explanatory hypotheses formulated about 

developmental dyslexia on different levels of analysis (cognitive, cerebral, and 

neurological), which was particularly helpful to understand the reasons behind the 

existence of disparate, sometimes contrasting, definitions of developmental dyslexia. 

Indeed, the research field of specific learning difficulties is informed by evidence coming 

from multiple disciplines (neurosciences, cognitive studies, psychology, linguistics, 

educational studies, etc.), each providing a valuable perspective upon the issue. 

A general framework about dyslexia was then outlined, which allowed us to 

understand that dyslexia is a learning difference that has neurobiological origins, it is 

often inherited, and it may overlap with other specific learning difficulties, such as ADHD, 

dyscalculia, or dysorthography. Language learning in dyslexics is strongly influenced by 

impaired phonological awareness (difficulties in perceiving subtle differences between 

sounds and sound manipulation issues), reduced processing speed, automatization 
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difficulties, smaller working memory capacity, and limited attentive resources. The 

combination of these cognitive factors causes difficulties in reading and writing, but also 

in listening and speaking, both at word level, as well as text level. 

As the focus of this paper was specifically on EFL vocabulary acquisition, we 

examined the multiple aspects involved in word knowledge and which factors affect their 

acquisition. Memory, students’ mother tongue, foreign language’s orthographic depth or 

inflectional complexity, and learning styles preferences play a significant role when 

learning vocabulary from a foreign language, especially when dyslexia is involved. As far 

as acquiring vocabulary is concerned, dyslexic students generally display difficulties in 

memorising form-meaning links, as well as learning additional information about a 

specific lexical item (e.g., spelling, pronunciation, grammar information, multiple 

meanings, etc.). They also have difficulties retrieving words and being lexically accurate, 

and they might mix up words because of their similarity in form or meaning. 

Having considered the specificity of learning foreign vocabulary when dyslexia is 

involved, we moved on to investigate how teachers can practically facilitate and promote 

foreign language learning for students with dyslexia. Therefore, we explored the 

principles of inclusive and accessible foreign language education, whose aim is to develop 

a communicative competence in the chosen additional language in an anxiety-free 

classroom context by adopting specific, evidence-based accommodations and 

adjustments in the teaching process which are necessary in order to remove the linguistic, 

psychological, environmental, and social barriers which put dyslexic students at a 

disadvantage when learning a foreign language at school. 

It is crucial to emphasise that the model of inclusive and accessible education 

ultimately aims at developing a certain degree of independence for the dyslexic student 

by encouraging them to discover their learning styles preferences, and by assisting them 

in exploring and developing effective learning strategies. As a matter of fact, the 

theoretical foundation at the base of the model of inclusive and accessible education 

suggests that a single intervention program suitable for any dyslexic student does not 

exist, as all dyslexic students – just like their non-dyslexic peers – are different and show 

individual characteristics that teachers must acknowledge, and, as a consequence, adapt 

their teaching techniques in order to break down barriers and allow them to express their 

full potential. The more the teacher will implement specific adjustments in terms of class 

environment, class communication and interaction, study skills and strategies, course 
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content and materials, and task differentiation, the more dyslexic students are likely to 

feel included, motivated and develop a positive attitude towards the foreign language, 

which is the fundamental psychological component necessary for a successful foreign 

language learning. 

With these critical, valuable principles in mind, the tasks and materials presented in 

Chapter 4 of this paper may represent an example of how teachers can adopt 

accommodations and adjustments when teaching EFL vocabulary in the mainstream 

classroom which can facilitate the acquisition process for both dyslexic and non-dyslexic 

students. Even though the tasks and materials were developed in compliance with the 

principles of the inclusive and accessible theory of language education, it is important to 

emphasise that didactic proposals of this kind should always be combined with careful 

observations of the individual needs, strengths and weaknesses of each student, keeping 

in mind that language learning and teaching does not consist in a monolithic system; 

rather, it constitutes a continuous, evolving educational process. 
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Appendix 1 
Activity 1 - Presentation of New Vocabulary. 

1- Osserva  le immagini.  Secondo te,  di  cosa par leremo 

oggi?  
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2- Ascolta  i  suoni del la natura e collegal i  a l  post 

corr ispondente. 

 

 

♫1 ♫2 ♫3 ♫4 
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3- Ascolta le d idascal ie dei post e collegale  al  post 

corr ispondente. 

 

 

 

♫1 ♫2 ♫3 ♫4 
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4- Ascolta le d idascal ie dei post e collegale  al la loro 

vers ione scr i t ta.  

 

 

 

 

♫1 ♫2 ♫3 ♫4 
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5- Collega  le  geo-local izzazioni  a l  post corr ispondente e 

scrivi le  sul  post accanto al  s imbolo  .  
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Appendix 2 

 

Activity 2 - Expansion and Practice of New Vocabulary 

                            

1- Geo- local izza i l  post ! Dove  s i  t rova l ’autore del post? 

Scrivi lo  nel post accanto al  s imbolo .  

2- Ascolta  g l i  indiz i  e collegali  al l ’ immagine corr ispondente. 

Ogni indiz io cont iene una parola chiave  che t i  può aiutare! 
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3- Ascolta  ancora gl i  indiz i  e col legal i  al la parola chiave  

che sent i .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4- Osserva  l ’ immagine e completa  le f ras i  con la parola 

chiave corret ta.  

Poi scrivi  le parole chiave nel post vic ino ai  s imbol i  # .  
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1- Geo- local izza i l  post ! Dove  s i  t rova l ’autore del post? 

Scrivi lo  nel post accanto al  s imbolo .  

2- Ascolta  g l i  indiz i  e collegali  al l ’ immagine corr ispondente. 

Ogni indiz io cont iene una parola chiave  che t i  può aiutare! 
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3- Ascolta  ancora gl i  indiz i  e col legal i  al la parola chiave  

che sent i .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4-  Osserva  l ’ immagine e completa  le f ras i  con la parola 

chiave corret ta.  

Poi scrivi  le parole chiave nel post vic ino ai  s imbol i  # .  
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1- Geo- local izza i l  post ! Dove  s i  t rova l ’autore del post? 

Scrivi lo  nel post accanto al  s imbolo .  

2- Ascolta  g l i  indiz i  e collegali  al l ’ immagine corr ispondente. 

Ogni indiz io cont iene una parola chiave  che t i  può aiutare! 
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3- Ascolta  ancora gl i  indiz i  e col legal i  al la parola chiave  

che sent i .  

 

      

 

 

 

4-  Osserva  l ’ immagine e completa  le f ras i  con la parola 

chiave corret ta.  

Poi scrivi  le parole chiave nel post vic ino ai  s imbol i  # .  
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1- Geo- local izza i l  post ! Dove  s i  t rova l ’autore del post? 

Scrivi lo  nel post accanto al  s imbolo .  

2- Ascolta  g l i  indiz i  e collegali  al l ’ immagine corr ispondente. 

Ogni indiz io cont iene una parola chiave  che t i  può aiutare! 
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3- Ascolta  ancora gl i  indiz i  e col legal i  al la parola chiave  

che sent i .  

     

 

 

 

 

4-  Osserva  l ’ immagine e completa  le f ras i  con la parola 

chiave corret ta.  

Poi scrivi  le parole chiave nel post vic ino ai  s imbol i  # .  

 

 

 

 



128 
 

Appendix 3 

 

Activity 3 – Vocabulary Practice 

1- Giochiamo a Pict ionary!  

  A turno, pesca  una carta e disegna  per fare indovinare  

la parola al  tuo compagno.  

  Chi indovina scrive  la  parola nel r iquadro accanto al  

d isegno. 
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2- Memory! 

  A coppie ritagliate  i  r iquadr i  del l ’eserc iz io 1.  Otterrete 

un mazzo di carte con disegni e parole.  

  Distribuite  sul  banco le carte coperte.  

  A turno, gira  due carte.  Se i l  d isegno corr isponde al la 

parola corret ta conserva  le carte.  Se non corr isponde 

rigira  le carte.  
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3- Find the odd one out ! /  Caccia al l ’ int ruso!  

  Osserva  le immagini ed elimina  quel la che secondo te 

non c’entra e spiega  i l  perché. 

  Continua a eliminare  le immagini f ino al la coppia 

f inale,  sempre spiegando  i l  perché. 

  Scrivi  nel la tabel la g l i  int rus i  e i l  perché. 
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3- Find the odd one out ! /  Caccia al l ’ int ruso! 

  Osserva  le parole ed elimina  quel la che secondo te non 

c ’entra e spiega  i l  perché. 

  Continua a eliminare  le parole f ino al la coppia f inale,  

sempre spiegando  i l  perché. 

  Scrivi  nel la tabel la g l i  int rus i  e i l  perché. 
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Appendix 4 

 

Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

1- BEFORE  YOU WATCH. 

  Look  at  the pictures. Someone says something: how do 

their  f r iends react? 

  Circle  the r ight opt ion for each picture,  as shown in the 

example. 
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Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

0- WHILE YOU WATCH. 

 

ht tps: / /youtu.be/H3FcCz2y2mM 

Watch  th is video from the BBC 

Radio1 show hosted by Greg 

James. 

Greg and the actors Jake 

Gyl lenhaal and Tom Hol land from 

the movie Spiderman: Far From 

Home  react to l is teners ’  unpopular 

opin ions. 

 

You can pause  the video and 

replay i t  as many t imes as you l ike.  

 

You can slow down  the playback 

speed (set t ings→playback 

speed→choose 0.25, 0,5,  or 0,75).  

 

Video outl ine :  

0:05-1:06→  Smal l  ta lk 

1:07-1:55→  John 

2:30-3:10→  Andy 

3:20-4:20→  Brandon 

4:20-5:56→  Smal l  ta lk 
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Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

1- WHILE YOU WATCH. Pay attention  to the way Greg, Jake 

and Tom react to the unpopular opin ions and how everybody 

expresses: •  agreement 

     •  d isagreement 

     •  their  opin ion. 

Complete  the expressions below wi th the words in the box .  

 

way t rue think disagree honest 

come l ike for me At the end Touché! 

 

1.  I t  wasn’t  ____for  me_____! 

2.  That ’s _____________. 

3.  ________________ of the day, 

4.  That ’s the _____________! 

5.  I  _____________ 

6. No, ____________ on! 

7.  Total ly _______________! 

8.  Let ’s be ________________, 

9.  Who doesn’t  ____________ …? 

10.______________!  

 

 

 

 



141 
 

 

Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

2- WHILE YOU WATCH.  

Write the expressions from the previous task in the table 

below. Decide  i f  they are used to express: •agreement 

          •disagreement 

          • their  opin ion. 

 

Agree Disagree Express opinion 

  

I t  wasn’t  for me! 
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Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

3- WHILE YOU WATCH.  

Who  said that? Identi fy who says the expressions f rom the 

previous task, and write them in the table below. 

 

Greg 

 

Tom - I t  wasn’t  for me! 

Jake 

 

John 

 

Andy 

 

Brandon 
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Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

1- AFTER YOU WATCHED.  

Complete  the sentences wi th the expressions in the box. 

 

Me neither You’re r ight don’t  th ink so 

The t ruth is st rongly bel ieve  

agree with No offence, but  

 

 

“ I  _______strongly bel ieve_______ 

in equal i ty for al l !”  

 

-  “2016 was the greatest year for  

Pop music” 

-  “Yeah, I  ____________________ 

that !”  

 

-  “ I  don’t  understand th is passage” 

-  “_____________________!”  
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Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

 

 

-  “Art  is just  useless!”  

-  “_____________________ I  

can’t  agree with that” 

 

-  “The t ickets for  the concert  are 

so cheap! We should buy them 

immediately” 

-  “____________________, we 

can’t  miss i t !”  

 

-  “__________________ I ’m too 

old to f ind another job” 

-  “ I  ______________________. 

Your exper ience in market ing is 

unrival led, you’ l l  f ind a job soon!”  
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Activity 1 – Express opinion, agree, disagree. At home activities. 

2- AFTER YOU WATCHED.  

Write the expressions from the previous task in the table 

below. Decide  i f  they are used to express: •agreement 

          •disagreement 

          • their  opin ion. 

 

Agree Disagree Express opinion 

  

I  st rongly bel ieve 

( in) 
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Appendix 5 

 

Activity 3 – Phrasal verbs. At home activities. 

1- BEFORE YOU WATCH. 

  Underline the phrasal verbs  in the fo l lowing sentences, 

as shown in the example. 
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Activity 3 – Phrasal verbs. At home activities. 

0- WHILE  YOU WATCH.  

 

ht tps: / /youtu.be/H3FcCz2y2mM 

Watch  th is video from the BBC 

Radio1 show hosted by Greg 

James. 

Greg and the actors Jake 

Gyl lenhaal and Tom Hol land from 

the movie Spiderman: Far From 

Home  react to l is teners ’  unpopular 

opin ions. 

 

You can pause  the video and 

replay i t  as many t imes as you l ike.  

 

You can slow down  the playback 

speed (set t ings→playback 

speed→choose 0.25, 0,5,  or 0,75).  

 

Video outl ine :  

0:05-1:06→  Smal l  ta lk 

1:07-1:55→  John 

2:30-3:10→  Andy 

3:20-4:20→  Brandon 

4:20-5:56→  Smal l  ta lk 
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Activity 3 – Phrasal verbs. At home activities. 

1- WHILE  YOU WATCH.  

  Pay attention  to the phrasal verbs  you hear.  

  Complete  the phrasal verbs with the particles  you 

hear.  

Get Into 

Move  

Come  

Cut  

Turn  

Hang  

Belt  
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Activity 3 – Phrasal verbs. At home activities. 

2- WHILE  YOU WATCH.  

  Pay attention  to the phrasal verbs  you hear.  

  Complete  the sentences you hear with the correct 

phrasal verb. 

 

1.  We should _get__ _into__ the game. 

2.  Let ’s ______ ______! 

3.  You th ink you know the words, and then the song 

______ ______ … 

4. Have you seen that th ing that people keep doing? They 

f i lm their  f r iend ______ ______ a song in the car,  and 

just  as the big high note ______ ______ they ______ 

the music ______! 

5.  Oh no! Just ______ ______ on him! 

6.  Sean Paul  makes every song better.  You can be stuck in 

t raf f ic and he ______ ______ and you want to dance! 

7.  Brandon? I ’m sorry we’re going to p lay Sean Paul now 

to ______ ______ of this whole thing! 
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Activity 3 – Phrasal verbs. At home activities. 

1- AFTER  YOU WATCHED.  

  Complete  the sentences wi th the correct  form of the 

phrasal verbs f rom the previous tasks. 
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Activity 3 – Phrasal verbs. At home activities. 
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Appendix 6 

 

Activity 4 – Phrasal verbs. In class activities. 

1- PAIRING GAME WITH FLASHCARDS. 

  Player 1 s tarts wi th Deck 1;  Player 2 starts wi th Deck 2.  

The cards in Deck 0 are placed in a Draw Pi le face 

down.  

  Player 1 turns face up the top card from the Draw Pi le.  

  Players 1 and 2 recal l  the phrasal verb l inked to the 

picture,  and choose the card that matches the picture 

(verb or part ic le) .  They put the chosen card face down 

next to the pic ture.  

  When both players played their  card, the cards are 

turned face up:  

o  I f ,  together,  the cards form the correct phrasal verb 

that matches the picture,  both players get +5 point  

each.  

o  I f  Player 1 p layed the correct card, and Player 2 

p layed the wrong card, then Player 1 gets +2 

points,  and Player 2 gets +0 points.  

o  I f  both players played the wrong card, they both get 

+0 points.  

  When the cards f rom Deck 0 f inish, the player who 

col lected more points wins.  
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Activity 4 – Phrasal verbs. In class activities. 
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Activity 4 – Phrasal verbs. In class activities. 

2- JEOPARDY. 

 

 50 POINTS 100 POINTS 200 POINTS 

+10 60pt 110pt 210pt 

+20 70pt 120pt 220pt 

+30 80pt  230pt 

 



155 
 

  

Activity 4 – Phrasal verbs. In class activities. 

 

 

 50 POINTS 100 POINTS 300 POINTS 

+10 Get out Get into Come on 

+20 Move on Cut off Belt out 

+30 Turn off  Hang up 
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