
 

Inquiry Project 

Inclusion for Students with Dyslexia at UCLA 

Travis Lee 

University of Colorado Denver 

October 2019 

Need 

Dyslexia is one of the most common learning disabilities represented at UCLA according to data 
gathered at UCLA’s Center for Accessible Education (CAE). In the year 2019 UCLA has 224 
students enrolled who have been verified as dyslexic. According to Dyslexia International the 
actual number of Americans with dyslexia is closer to 5% to 10% of the population, so the actual 
number of UCLA students with dyslexia is likely much higher than the reported and verified 
cases. We may have as many as 4,000 students with dyslexia of the 45,000 total students. Many 
students with dyslexia struggle to keep up with reading and writing assignments. 

My proposal is to design a teaching and learning framework that is more inclusive for students 
with dyslexia. The program will focus on the accessibility of online reading material, universal 
design for learning and a soft skills training. The main goal of the program will be to ensure that 
all documents are accessible to screen-readers and assistive technology that can export text to 
audio formats such as MP3 and designing classes that are inclusive for students with dyslexia. 

As a student with dyslexia I know first hand the difficulty to complete reading assignments. One 
of the best tools that I have found are audiobooks and text to speech software. For assistive 
technology to work correctly the documents must be OCR (optical character recognition), this 
means the text can be highlighted, copied and pasted. I have encountered many PDFs in the CU 
Denver program that are not OCR, they are just PDFs with an image of text, likely scanned from 
a book and made into a course reader. For most students this is a minor inconvenience. For the 
nondisabled students it means they cannot do word searches and they cannot cut and paste 
citations and quotes. For a dyslexic student it might mean they are unable to complete the full 
reading due to reading speed and the inability to listen to the text. For a blind or low vision 
student it will be impossible for them to access the document at all. Document accessibility is 
one of the most important aspects of the program. 

Guiding Questions 

The questions below guided my inquiry. 

● How can UCLA become more inclusive of students with dyslexia? 
● What interventions are most effective and low cost for the institution? 
● How can UCLA build a culture of accessibility? 
● What tools, technology and interventions will be needed to implement the dyslexia 

program? 
● How will we measure the success of the program? 

Inquiry Method 

I will use published literature to support the need for the program and the nature of the 
interventions. I used Google Scholar and the UCLA library database called Melvyl UC Catalog 
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for my research. Additionally I have interviewed UCLA students with dyslexia for other projects 
and have reviewed their testimonials. I will also reflect on my own education as a student with 
dyslexia, what worked for me and what did not, how did I feel excluded in my education and in 
what ways did faculty and teachers make me feel included and supported. 

The UCLA Dyslexia program should also take into account soft skills training such as how to 
talk to a student about disability and not embarrass them. 

The section below describes the data I collected to answer my guiding questions. It includes 
information from published literature as well as personal observations and conversations. 

Interventions (Finding & Recommendations) 

Document Accessibility 

Document accessibility  is often the low hanging fruit of accessibility. When a university is 
reviewing the accessibility of a class for accessibility and  WCAG 2.0 AA compliance the course 
readings are often the first things reviewed. Based on interviews I have conducted at UCLA with 
students with disabilities document accessibility is one of the most important aspects to course 
completion and satisfaction.  

Laura Vonessen’s (2018) dyslexia study found the following: 

In previous work we conducted a study of dyslexic and non-dyslexic adults and found 
that dyslexic searchers award lower relevance scores on average than searchers who do 
not have dyslexia. Moreover, we also reported an association between document 
readability and document relevance, with hard-to-read documents tending to command 
lower relevance scores. In interviews, dyslexic searchers indicated that documents were 
often abandoned due to poor accessibility. 

 

I have also found that I too would abandon and document if it had poor accessibility. The worst 
offenders at UCLA are scanned image PDFs. In student interviews at the UCLA disabilities and 
computing offer I often hear students with and without disabilities complaining about the quality 
and readability. Below is an example of a scanned image only PDF. 

 



3 

Dyslexia Inclusion at UCLA 
 

 

The intervention I would propose to UCLA would be full PDF training for all TAs and faculty 
who upload PDFs to the UCLA LMS. Most faculty already have the full version of Adobe 
Acrobat however TAs and grad students do not have access. The UCLA faculty have historically 
been resistant to accessibility training opting to use our CAE to do an accommodation for 
students with disabilities. Most students with disabilities do not disclose or seek accommodations 
meaning unless the document is accessible from the start, many students will not read the 
document at all. According to Krupnick (2014), “Just a quarter of students who received help for 
their disabilities in high school acknowledge in college that they need the same assistance, 
according to the National Center for Learning Disabilities. And while 94 percent of high school 
students with learning disabilities get some kind of help, just 17 percent of learning-disabled 
college students do (p. 1)”. 

TAs will also need to be trained in PDF accessibility. The answer to document accessibility is 
training and a willingness of the document creators to think about all students as they upload 
readings. The other option would be to encourage the use of HTML and .Doc formats for 
readings, these formats are natively more accessible than PDF. This latter option is very unlikely 
given the penetration that PDF has in the higher education market. 
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Universal Design for Learning 

One of the most important aspects within Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is allowing 
students to learn using a diversity of modalities. Within the UDL framework this is called 
multiple means of representation. According to Rose’s journal article (2010), “There is no 
perfect way to present information to all users. Any means of representing information creates 
obstacles for some and differential benefits for others. The key to universal design for learning is 
to provide alternatives rather than a "one-size-fits-all" solution (p. 2) 

As Rose states above there is no one size fits all solution for learning and presenting. This is 
especially true for students with dyslexia. Dyslexia is a complex disorder that is often comorbid 
with other disabilities. Very often dyslexics are also diagnosed with ADHD and other attention 
disorders.  

According to Eva Germano and Paulo Curatolo (2009): 

Over 80% of children with ADHD and 60% of children with RD meet the criteria for at 
least one additional diagnosis. RD, commonly referred to as dyslexia, is defined as an 
unexpected, specific, and persistent failure to acquire efficient reading skills despite 
conventional instruction, adequate intelligence, and sociocultural opportunity (APA, 
2000). ADHD is one of the most prevalent developmental disorders, characterized by 
excessive activity, short attention span, and impulsivity (APA, 2000). Recent advances 
from neuroimaging and molecular genetics have improved our understanding of the 
neurobiology of ADHD. 

This means that when educating students with dyslexia we should also consider attention 
disorders. The current framework for teaching at UCLA is very traditional, often readings are 
assigned, lectures are presented and many of our assessments are multiple choice.  

The intervention I would propose to UCLA online teaching and hybrid classes would be to offer 
more lecture chunked into 5 minute captioned lectures similar to micro learning that is happening 
in the private sector. The ability for students with disabilities to rewind and read the captions for 
spelling will help not only dyslexic students but also our 20% Engish language learners. 
Allowing student with dyslexia the option to also listen to instructional content such as a podcast 
would also help keep them engaged. Although reading is an important skill in higher education 
when it comes to learning it is more important that we engage these learners than to setting up a 
class in such a way that is unnecessary exclusive of the dyslexic learning style.  
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Soft Skills Training 

People with dyslexia from an early age feel excluded in a society that does not value their 
learning style or distinct way of thinking. The life outcomes for people with dyslexia are often 
poor and include a much higher rate of incarceration. According to Moody (2008), “While the 
prevalence of dyslexia in the general population is about 20%, the prevalence of dyslexia in 
prisoners is more than twice that, or 48% according to a scientific study my colleagues and I 
conducted at the University of Texas Medical Branch in conjunction with the Texas Department 
of Criminal Justice (p.1)”. 

The rejection of students with dyslexia and other learning disabilities has created a direct 
pipeline for students from special education to incarceration. The goal of a soft skills training 
program at UCLA would be the destigmatization of dyslexia. In this training directed at faculty, 
TAs and undergrads we would cover the data around dyslexia, how to engage the dyslexic 
learners and how to talk about disability to young students. 

I can remember as a freshman in 1998 at UCSD when my lecturer called me out by name and 
was told to stay after class. It was a room of over 300 people and there were about 15 students 
with accommodations for testing. It was humiliating to be outed like that in front of all my 
friends and girls I was trying to impress. This is not an uncommon experience for students with 
disabilities. The soft skills training can cover topics like being discreet about talking to students 
with  disabilities. After a few experiences like that I made a commitment to myself that I would 
no longer identify as a person with a disability and I would no longer seek accommodations for 
my dyslexia.  

Soft skills training would include the following topics: 

● What is dyslexia 
● Data around dyslexia 
● Personal testimonials by a student with dyslexia 
● How can I include students with dyslexia in my lessons  
● How to better assess the learning for students with dyslexia 

These soft skills training can be workshop based and might include redesigning curriculum to 
include some aspects of UDL and accessibility. 

Conclusion 

This inquiry argued the need for inclusion for students with dyslexia. Dyslexia has been part of 
the human experience since the beginning, it is only recently (since the industrial revolution) that 
reading and writing has been integral for success in modern life. Dyslexia was first discovered in 
the 1870s by German physicians Adolf Kussmaul and Oswald Berkhan who called it word 
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blindness. Today dyslexia is a strong predictor of poor academic outcomes. At UCLA my 
department would like to change this through a dyslexia inclusion program that focuses on: 
document accessibility, Universal Design for Learning and soft skills training. This project has 
outlined the justification for the interventions and also provided evidence for the need of the 
proposal. The dropout rate for students with dyslexia continues to be much higher than the 
general population, especially among high school students. I believe that these students with 
dyslexia at UCLA have proven that they have the intelligence and grit to make it into a school as 
competitive at UCLA therefore we should give back to this community by making small 
adjustments to our teaching and content practices. 
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