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Abstract 

Dyslexia has often been viewed as a disability that needs to be remediated. Dyslexia is now 

being considered a variation of human brain development, neurodiversity, that is attributed to 

specific dyslexic strengths. It was primarily seen as challenges with word recognition, poor 

spelling, decoding and phonological difficulties, and reading comprehension. Poor self-image, 

low self-confidence, and a lack of belonging are widely reported by people with dyslexia. 

Research has shown that students with dyslexia are predisposed to advantages including Material 

reasoning, Interconnected reasoning, Narrative reasoning, and Dynamic reasoning, among 

others. Following a strength-based approach, these dyslexic strengths have the potential to be 

enhanced for academic and social purposes. A review of the literature on effective teaching 

methods suggested bibliotherapy is a useful tool in primary education. This project and the 

accompanying picture book ‘Building Blocks’ show that with the knowledge of dyslexic 

strengths for teachers and students, along with the implementation of peer support through 

bibliotherapy, dyslexic students have the potential to benefit socially and academically. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background 

Dyslexia is common in classrooms today. Dyslexia is defined by the International 

Dyslexia Association (2020) as:   

A specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is characterized by 

difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and 

decoding abilities. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological 

component of language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and 

the provision of effective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may include 

problems in reading comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede 

growth of vocabulary and background knowledge. (para. 1)  

In 2017, the International Dyslexia Association described the rate of occurrence of dyslexia. In 

the USA, half of the children who qualify for special education have a learning disability. Of this 

group of students, 85% have a learning disability in reading and language processing. Of this 

85%, 15-20 % have symptoms of dyslexia (International Dyslexia Association, 2017).  

In the newest edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM-5) released in 2013, learning disorders have been changed to specific learning disorders. 

Previous types of learning disorders including dyslexia, dyscalculia, and disorder of written 

expression are not being recommended, but will be included in descriptive text. The American 

Psychiatric Association (2013) stated:  

 Broadening the diagnostic category reflects the latest scientific understanding of the 

condition. Specific symptoms, such as difficulty in reading, are just symptoms. And in 

many cases, one symptom points to a larger set of problems. These problems can have a 
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long-term impact on a person’s ability to function because so many activities of daily 

living require a mastery of number facts, written words, and written expression. (p. 1) 

However, there has been a debate whether or not to use the term dyslexia. As Malchow 

(2014) explained, some argue the term dyslexia describes too many conditions, is broad, and 

should be replaced with the term reading disorders. Those who oppose this idea believe that the 

term reading disorders is even broader and does not provide the power of common language that 

dyslexia does. Malchow (2014) stated the term dyslexia offers a common understanding for 

teachers, parents, and students that reading difficulties are not easily explained by laziness or low 

intelligence. Defining dyslexia as a neurodevelopmental condition allows students to receive 

evidence-based interventions to ensure success. 

In British Columbia under the Special Education Services Category Checklists, dyslexia, 

although not directly named, falls under the Learning Disabilities category. The Ministry of 

Education (2010) outlined that assessment documentation for learning disabilities should show: 

Persistent difficulties in the acquisition of pre-academic and/or academic skills such as 

recognition of letters and numbers in the early primary years or acquisition of reading, 

written language, and/or numeracy, in spite of appropriate opportunities to learn . . . 

average to above-average cognitive ability [and] weaknesses in cognitive processing that 

contribute to persistent difficulties with learning. (p. 14) 

Learning disabilities, coded Q in British Columbia, receive no funding (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2010). Although students can be formally identified and given supports in the 

classroom without funding, dyslexia seems almost invisible. There is a fear that priority will be 

given to students whose identification leads to provincial funding. With the rate of dyslexia as 

high as it is, and the move toward a more general term of Specific Learning Disability, there is a 
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worry it will become even more invisible, receive less support, lead to many children moving 

through school undiagnosed, increase social and emotional impacts on these students, and 

highlight the gaps in teacher training in this area. 

Statement of Problem  

As many dyslexic students progress through school, and as Glazzard (2010) described, 

they begin to lose confidence in themselves and develop poor self-esteem and a negative self-

image. Often, this is due to the influence of peers, parents, and teachers. According to Glazzard 

(2010), students with dyslexia were more likely to be timid, lack confidence, avoid work, 

develop learned helplessness, and feel excluded. A significant influence in a student’s self-

esteem and self-concept was comparison with peers. In Glazzard’s (2010) study, during 

interviews, participants described feeling stupid in comparison to peers due to their struggle to 

complete similar work. Another finding for students included feeling disappointed in themselves 

with the struggle to complete work and therefore giving up easily. Feelings of isolation from 

peers was also strong. Either they felt there was no-one similar to them to relate to, or they were 

left to finish challenging work while their peers moved on. In more extreme cases, dyslexic 

students were teased, ridiculed, and bullied when trying to explain their difficulties to peers.  

Ingesson (2007) researched teenagers and young adults’ descriptions of their youth and 

their psychosocial experiences while growing up with dyslexia. The study included 75 

participants aged seven to 19 years, 27 females, and 48 males in a dyslexia clinic in Sweden. The 

participants were a part of the dyslexia clinic between the years 1994-1999. All participants had 

difficulties with reading and writing to varying degrees. Each participant received some form of 

special education support, but none attended a special class or school specifically for dyslexic 

children. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the method in this study due to the 
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participants having difficulty with reading and writing. Questions during the interviews 

addressed the following themes: Success or failure in school, feelings of wellbeing in school, 

reactions to the diagnosis, the impact of dyslexia on school accomplishments, self-esteem, peer 

relations, and on present situation. The results of this study showed that 40% of participants felt 

that dyslexia negatively impacted their self-esteem. Participants rated this negative experience as 

“quite a lot” or “very much.”  A common description about self-esteem was, “because I felt 

inferior to the others” (Ingesson, 2007, p. 580). In terms of peer relations, a third of participants 

reported being teased or bullied due to their difficulties in reading and writing, which impacted 

their self-esteem. Participants reported poor feelings of wellbeing, which negatively impacted 

their peer relations, particularly in the first nine years of school. There was also a feeling of not 

being as “smart” as their peers. Ingesson (2007) found that to increase their self-esteem and peer 

relations as they grew older, participants avoided scholastic subjects, chose careers where their 

reading and writing difficulties would not impact them, and instead, tapped into their strengths 

and talents. This study shows that peer interactions play a large and important role in a student’s 

self-esteem and later impacts their choice of career. Furthermore, the study revealed that many 

students were able to choose careers that emphasized their strengths and talents.  

Glazzard (2010) believed teachers influence dyslexic students’ social and emotional 

development both positively and negatively. In the author’s (2010) study, participants said that 

their difficulties were put on display to their peers by the teacher. Also, participants said the 

overuse of writing as the primary way to show their learning and not being allowed to use other 

methods made their dyslexic difficulties highly visible to peers. Conversely, teacher support is 

also often attributed as the key to success for dyslexic students. Teachers who were successful in 

positively impacting students with dyslexia were teachers who: developed strategies to support 
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literacy, language and language difficulties; built strong relationships; took value in the 

development of students’ social/emotional learning; and promoted positive peer interactions. 

Increasing positive peer interactions can not only benefit a student socially and 

emotionally, but these interactions can also promote learning. Sporer and Brunstein (2009) 

asserted that the development of positive attitudes toward learning and improvement in 

understanding on a particular subject can be developed through peer-assisted learning. Peer-

assisted learning has the ability to be guided and give immediate feedback, which is not always 

available with teacher-led instruction. Having this guided instruction and immediate feedback 

could be beneficial to dyslexic students.  

Strengths-Based Approach  

An important aspect of dyslexia that does not often receive much attention are the 

specific strengths often shown by students with dyslexia. Eide & Eide (2011) stated: 

Like a telescope the concept of dyslexia is a human invention; and like a telescope it can 

either expand and clarify our view of individuals who struggle to read and spell or, used 

‘the wrong way around’, it can cause our view of these individuals to shrink. (p. 7)  

Dyslexia can often impact others’ perceptions, including those of teachers, to focus only on a 

student’s language, literacy, and learning difficulties. This creates a negative view of the student 

and does not take into account their strengths, specifically their dyslexic strengths. Students who 

have typical dyslexic struggles can also exhibit strengths or advantages, e.g., they can assert 

overall strengths in big picture, holistic, or top-down processing. However, they struggle with 

fine-detail processing. Eide and Eide (2011) believed there were four main areas of strengths or 

advantages: Material reasoning, Interconnected reasoning, Narrative reasoning, and Dynamic 

Reasoning (MIND Strengths).  
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Material Reasoning 

 Dyslexic students who have a strength in Material Reasoning excel in spatial reasoning. 

They can see 3-D images in their mind, can walk around them, take them apart, and reconnect 

them. These strengths are often seen outside of the classroom building, drawing, or creating. 

Students with these strengths have great potential and often grow up to be creative people (Eide 

& Eide, 2011). 

Interconnected Reasoning 

 A strength in Interconnected Reasoning is the ability to find connections in different kinds 

of information. These students can see relationships between perspectives, fields of knowledge, 

think big picture, and make global connections, which creates a heightened ability to detect 

context and relevance (Eide & Eide, 2011). 

Narrative Reasoning 

 Narrative Reasoning is associated with powerful episodic memories for events and 

experiences with much weaker abstract and procedural memories. These students’ memories 

have a highly narrative or “scene-based” format where they recall experiences or examples (Eide 

& Eide, 2011). 

Dynamic Reasoning 

Dynamic Reasoning is the ability to “read” patterns in real life, reconstruct past events, 

predict likely future events, and preview plausible outcomes. This is particularly valuable for 

situations when things are not completely known, changing, or ambiguous. Other students often 

struggle with these changing situations. However, for dyslexic students, this is a strength (Eide & 

Eide, 2011). 

Positive Psychology 
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A strength-based approach to teaching is a perspective from positive psychology 

research. Wilding and Griffey (2015) described the aim “to achieve a more balanced view of 

human functioning, which also considers the conditions and processes that contribute to the 

flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups, and institutions” (p. 44). Positive 

psychology believes the deficit model focuses on problems “within the child” to define what a 

child cannot do, then to remediate their difficulties, which is often the focus of dyslexia. Positive 

psychology or a strength-based approach does not intend to replace the more traditional deficit 

model. Wilding and Griffey (2015) explained the aim of strength-based approaches was “to 

enhance the positive developmental pathways of pupils through augmenting their strengths, as 

opposed to focusing solely on reducing or eliminating the stated issue of concern” (p. 46).  

Bibliotherapy 

Stories have long been used to teach children not only curriculum but social-emotional 

development, transitions in life, and other important issues. Iaquinta and Hipsky (2006) defined 

bibliotherapy as “the use of literature to teach about the issues that one personally faces through 

identifying with a character in the book” (p. 209). Through stories, children can learn about 

themselves, others, problem solving, and behaviours. Using stories is a useful tool for teachers in 

the inclusive classroom. Iaquinta and Hipsky (2006) explained the benefit of bibliotherapy: 

“Particularly in today’s inclusive classrooms, where teachers are perpetually encountering a 

range of student needs, literature about disabilities has a specific and valuable purpose: it can 

help students become more accepting of individual differences” (p. 209).  There is potential for 

bibliotherapy to be used to promote dyslexic strengths, foster peer support, and develop positive 

social-emotional development. 
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Dyslexic students are often seen for their literacy and language difficulties. Their 

strengths are not a focus of their development. If the development of these strengths were given 

equal importance in the classroom, they might have a more positive self-concept, self-esteem, 

and peer interactions.  

Personal Context 

Teaching internationally solely throughout my career, I have been able to work with 

children from all over the world. I believe that literacy is at the core of learning. Reading, 

writing, speaking, vocabulary, and comprehension skills are vital for all types of learning and 

allow children to fully express themselves. With these literacy skills as a key to students’ 

development, they are often connected to a student’s self-esteem and self-concept and can affect 

their interaction with peers. Throughout the years, I have observed both typical and atypical 

student literacy development. I have experienced students with low self-esteem, particularly 

linked to their reading and writing ability, develop a negative self-concept. I have witnessed 

peers teasing and excluding these students from partner work and group activities. When 

working with these students with dyslexia or with other language difficulties, I was able to see 

their strengths such as creativity and imagination. I was able to foster these strengths and support 

students’ social and emotional development by encouraging them to share their strengths with 

their peers. Taking a strength-based approach with these students, I believe, is vital to their 

academic and social-emotional development. In my experience, I have received very little 

training in dyslexia, including strategies and interventions for support, or information on a 

strength-based approach.   

Rationale for Study  
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To ensure the academic success and positive social-emotional development of dyslexic 

students, effective, empirically supported practices must be implemented for these students. This, 

however, is not often the case. Teachers are not equipped with the knowledge and techniques. 

Cook and Schirmer (2003) stated that “the majority of the effective techniques reviewed in this 

topical issue are unlikely to be used with all students because many teachers in general education 

do not recognize the need for them and/or do not know how to implement them” (p. 203). When 

working with a student with dyslexia, often only the well-known difficulties are being addressed 

such as phonological processing, spelling, writing, and reading. Teachers are often not equipped 

with effective, empirically supported practices due to a lack of training in this area. Furthermore, 

there is little to no focus on the specific dyslexic strengths. Cook and Schirmer (2003) also 

indicated that most teachers are confused with which strategies, interventions, and practices for 

dyslexia have empirical support and how to fully implement these. This prevents recognizing, 

supporting, and using a strength-based approach to teaching students with dyslexia.  

Overview of Project 

Though research provides an understanding of dyslexic strengths, identifies the value of 

peer support with other learning disabilities and exceptionalities, and demonstrates the value of 

bibliotherapy for self-esteem of students with disabilities, there is a lack of resources and 

children’s books that link these understandings and strategies to provide a strength-based and 

peer-support system for students with dyslexia. The following evidence presented in the 

literature review was used in the development of Building Blocks. The purpose of this book is to 

introduce all children to dyslexic strengths, enhance the opportunities for learning with peer 

support, increase a sense of belonging, and build the self-esteem of students with dyslexia. It will 

provide teachers with a resource that allows them to develop a peer-support, strengths-based 
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system in their classroom using bibliotherapy. It will enable teachers to become knowledgeable 

of dyslexic strengths as outlined in detail by Eide and Eide (2011) and become confident to 

implement this strength-based approach to support students academically as well as in their 

students’ social and emotional development. Teachers, special education teachers, and other 

professionals must be equipped with knowledge and professional skills to enhance a strength-

based approach. It may be transferrable to other situations where teachers are supporting students 

with dyslexia, or interested in strength-based, peer-support approaches using children’s books. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Understanding all aspects of a dyslexic student is essential to a strength-based approach 

and individual success. This section will identify literature explaining dyslexia and dyslexic 

strengths more in depth, giving a holistic view of a dyslexic student. The importance of a 

strength-based approach will be examined. The efficacy of bibliotherapy as a tool to support 

positive social-emotional development will be explored. Finally, peer support will be evaluated 

as a method to be used in a strength-based approach to dyslexia. The information in this section 

is intended to give teachers the knowledge to become comfortable and confident to use 

children’s books in a strength-based approach to dyslexia. 

Dyslexia 

Dyslexia is a hidden disability. It is often not visible to a teacher, parent, or the child. It 

may be overlooked if the signs are not highly apparent or a teacher or a parent is not looking for 

them. Children and adults who are dyslexic have average or above average intelligence and 

possess the motivation to be fluent readers. Dyslexia is a learning disability that occurs on a 

continuum and is hereditary. Shaywitz and Shaywitz (2005) described the phonological theory to 

dyslexia:  

This theory recognizes that speech is natural and inherent, while reading is acquired and 

must be taught. To read, the beginning reader must recognize that the letters and letter 

strings (the orthography) represent the sounds of spoken language. In order to read, a 

child has to develop the insight that spoken words can be pulled apart into the elemental 

particles of speech (phonemes) and that the letters in a written word represent these 

sounds; such awareness is largely missing in dyslexic children and adults. (p. 1303)  
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A child with dyslexia has difficulty decoding and identifying words. The phonological 

deficit theory is separate from other non-phonologic abilities including higher-order cognitive 

and linguistic functions such as comprehension, general intelligence, reasoning, vocabulary, and 

syntax. When teachers are looking for signs of dyslexia, they will focus on accuracy, fluency, 

and phonological skills. If a student shows significant difficulties in these areas, the student will 

be recommended for a comprehensive evaluation. The International Dyslexia Association (2012) 

stated this testing will include intelligence, academic achievement, language skills, both 

receptive and expressive language, and phonological skills. The ability to read lists of words in 

isolation, not just in context, should also be assessed. An important factor in the diagnosis is 

early detection. Once a student has been diagnosed with dyslexia, they will receive an individual 

reading intervention. A multi-sensory technique is often used such as the Orton-Gillingham 

approach. The Orton Academy (2018) described this approach as direct, explicit, multisensory, 

structured, sequential, diagnostic, and prescriptive. This type of approach, most commonly used, 

is often associated with one-on-one instruction. Outside of these one-on-one instructions, a 

dyslexic student may receive accommodations to further support their learning such as assistive 

technology, extra time to complete assignments, options in presentation to access information, 

ability to show their learning in different ways, and a change in location.  

Dyslexic Strengths 

Students with dyslexia are often first viewed for their challenges and their other abilities 

are frequently overlooked. “Because we first recognized dyslexia as a learning disorder rather 

than a learning or processing style, we’ve paid little attention to whether dyslexic processing 

might also create talents and abilities” (Eide & Eide, 2011, p. 9). Neurodiversity is a paradigm 

shift that is changing the view of dyslexia and other learning disabilities. Rappolt-Schlichtmann, 



STRENGTHS-BASED APPROACH TO DYSLEXIA 
 

 
 

13 

Boucher, and Evans (2018) described the neurological differences associated with dyslexia not 

as a pathology, but a normal human variation. Cooper (2009) further explained this paradigm 

shift as replacing deficit with difference. He believed being dyslexic was only being different; 

“there is nothing wrong with being ‘dyslexic,’ but that we should be building on strengths rather 

than disabling people by attempting to ‘remediate’ perceived deficits” (p. 3). Second, “the 

‘difficulties’ experienced are real, but they are socially imposed, rather than an individual’s 

‘deficits’” (p. 3). Therefore, approaches to dyslexia should be seeking social and educational 

solutions instead of only remediation. Using a neurodiversity lens enables teachers to become 

intentional in supporting the self-concept and identity of those with dyslexia (Rappolt-

Schlichtmann et al., 2018).  

Young dyslexic students who possess an ability in M-strengths (Material Reasoning) will 

show a natural engagement in highly spatial tasks. Such tasks include building involving LEGO 

and K’NEX, creating small to large outdoor models, and construction projects. As Eide and Eide 

(2011) described, it may be claimed that students with M-strengths gravitate to these tasks 

because their reading and writing challenges make other activities too difficult and less desirable. 

Their spatial interest and abilities are inherent and not compensations. There are two components 

to M-strengths that make it exceptional. Those who possess this strength have an imagery system 

that can store and accurately display spatial information in a mental-spatial matrix.  Second, they 

can manipulate mental images by rotating, repositioning, moving, or modifying these as well as 

being able to have them interact or combine with other mental images. This is a highly valuable 

skill that should not be overlooked by teachers. I-strengths (Interconnected Reasoning) is the 

ability to find connections in different kinds of information. There are two types of these 

relationships including the relationships of “likeness” (similarity) and “togetherness” (or 
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association). Eide and Eide (2011) explained these in detail. The relationship of likeness links 

objects, ideas, concepts, sensations, emotions, or information. Those who possess this strength 

range from highly literal to purely figurative. A study (Everatt et al., as cited in Eide & Eide, 

2011) compared performances of dyslexic college students with non-dyslexic students on two 

visual-spatial creativity tasks. The first was an “alternative uses” task in which students named as 

many uses as possible for a can of soda or bricks. Second was a “picture production” task in 

which students formed as many pictures as possible using five geometric shapes. Results showed 

dyslexic students outperformed the non-dyslexic students. These skills of correlation are highly 

valuable in real-life situations. Another study, Graves (2009), confirmed that using multisensory 

and experiential education fosters students’ creativity. In this study, students attended a school 

with a camp-like feel in which they often participated in fort play. This authentic learning 

experience allowed for dyslexic students to show their creativity outside of the typical classroom 

setting. N-strengths (Narrative Reasoning) can be thought of as thinking in stories. Eide and Eide 

(2011) described this as when defining terms or concepts to respond with examples, illustrations, 

anecdotes, or descriptions with physical features. For example, defining the word bicycle, a 

student with N-strengths may respond with an analogy such as, “It’s a motorcycle, but you make 

it go yourself.” This strength is useful in a job or task in which personal experience can be used 

to solve problems, persuade, negotiate, counsel, or shape others’ perspectives. D-strengths 

(Dynamic Reasoning) are associated with predicting. D-strengths are closely related to N-

strengths; thinking in stories leads to predicting and processing over a long period of time. Eide 

and Eide (2011) also called this qualitative reasoning. Eide and Eide (2011) described this as 

building mental scenes of patterns observed in the real world. Someone with dyslexia can arrive 
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at a practical, best fit solution for difficult, unusual, or unprecedented problems without 

assuming any ambiguities. This skill is important in problem solving.  

Strength-Based Approach 

A traditional deficit model used in special education focuses on a student’s difficulties 

and what a student cannot do. Wilding and Griffey (2015) argued that this can impact the student 

negatively. It will promote the use of problem-focused language. It can affect how teachers view 

a student. In addition, to meet the requirements to get funding for support, it requires the student 

to fail. As stated in the Resiliency Initiative (2011):  

If we ask people to look for deficits, they will usually find them, and their view of the 

situation will be colored by this. If we ask people to look for successes, they will usually 

find it, and their view of the situation will be colored by this. (p. 2) 

A strength-based approach uses positive language, recognizes the student’s difficulties, but 

focuses on the strengths, and does not require the student to fail. It allows the teacher to see 

opportunities and hope rather than problems and hopelessness. Strength-based assessments are 

needed to identify each individual’s strengths. Hodges (2004) described StrengthsFinder 

(available at http://wwww.strengthsfinder.com) as an assessment that is grounded in more than 

three decades of study of success and is used in more than 30 countries. This assessment 

identifies themes of talents. When these are supplemented with relevant knowledge, skills can be 

developed into strengths. Hodges (2004) described such a study in which college freshmen were 

introduced to strength-based development using StrengthsFinder and compared to a control 

group. The results showed only two participants from the strength-based development group did 

not meet minimum standards, while eight of the control group did not. This indicates that a 

strength-based approach did have some merit. This is one of many strengths assessments that can 
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be used by teachers as a starting point to identify their students’ strengths. Once these strengths 

have been identified, teachers must be guided in how to implement a strength-based approach.  

 The Resiliency Initiative (2011) outlined nine principles for this implementation. First, the 

importance of an absolute belief by the teacher that every student has unique strengths and 

potential. Second is the understanding that what a teacher focuses on becomes the students’ 

reality. Focusing on what a student can do is essential. Teachers must see challenges as 

opportunities and not see what the child cannot do and challenges as something to avoid. Third, 

awareness that the language used by teachers and students creates reality. Fourth, teachers must 

believe that change is inevitable. All students can and will be successful. Fifth, authentic 

relationships will result in positive change. Students must know teachers care and will be there 

unconditionally. Sixth, what students believe about themselves is their reality or story. Teachers 

must start the process of change with what is important to the student. Seventh, students have 

more confidence and comfort to move into the future when they start with what they already 

know. Eighth, building capacity is a process and a goal. It is a dynamic process to create 

effective and sustainable change in meaningful ways. Finally, teachers must value differences 

and the need to collaborate. In order to create transformational change, collaboration is essential. 

It is an inclusive and participatory process. With the use of a strength-based approach, teachers 

have the opportunity to help influence students’ positive self-concept and social-emotional 

development. 

  In Scott-Beale (2016)’s study, teachers described the process used to foster social-

emotional competencies in dyslexic students. The results showed dyslexic students responded 

most to a safe and supportive environment. “This was facilitated by providing students with 

positive feedback, helping them identify their strengths and talents, and creating opportunities for 
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experiencing positive social and emotional outcomes” (Scott-Beal, 2016, p. 92). This safe and 

supportive environment is partially in response to identifying strengths and talents.  

Students’ feelings of happiness are important factors in child development. Positive 

psychology asserts students must be “flourishing” to be successful. Proctor et al. (2011) 

described “to be ‘flourishing’ as being filled with positive emotion and to be functioning well 

psychologically and socially” (p. 377). The authors also suggested that school was the ideal place 

for increasing happiness, which is where students spend the majority of their day. The main goal 

of Proctor et al.’s (2011) study was to test the outcome of the Strengths Gym program on life 

satisfaction and the wellbeing of adolescents. The Strengths Gym program aims to encourage 

students to build on their strengths, learn new strengths, and to recognize strengths in others. The 

participants in the study included 319 adolescents, 150 males and 169 females, from two 

secondary schools in Great Britain in years eight and nine. Participants were able to self-identify 

their self-strengths at the beginning of each level and re-evaluate before moving to the next level. 

The life satisfaction and wellbeing of participants were measured using the Students’ Life 

Satisfaction Scale, a 7-item self-report scale that assesses global life satisfaction for students 

aged eight to 18. The positive and negative affects schedule (PANAS), a 20-item self-report 

measure was also used. Finally, the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (RSE), a 10-item self-report, 

was used. These measures were administered by classroom teachers during classroom time. In 

each lesson, the definition of a character strength was focused on, two Strengths Builders 

exercises were given for students to choose and one Strengths Challenge with three levels 

moving through each year. The results showed those who participated in the Strengths Gym 

program had higher life satisfaction than students who did not. Furthermore, the results showed 

those students who participated in regular character strengths-based activities had increased 
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happiness and wellbeing. Proctor et al. (2011) stated that it was “reasonable to assume that, if not 

fostered, strengths may be lost over the course of development” (p. 379).  Incorporating a 

strengths-based approach to dyslexia has the potential to increase student happiness and 

wellbeing to counteract the negative self-image many dyslexic students face. Particularly, using a 

strengths-based approach will help other students recognize strengths in not only themselves but 

also dyslexic students.  

Bibliotherapy 

Bibliotherapy has the potential to be beneficial for students in a variety of ways. Ostrosky 

et al. (2013) described these as relating to students’ personal, social, and intellectual 

development. In particular, it is a platform for discussion that can have a positive influence on 

children’s attitudes towards peers with special needs. Ostrosky et al. (2013) explained that 

students also learn from direct experiences such as interactions with students with special needs 

and indirect experiences such as books and other media. These direct and indirect experiences 

are highly influenced by the students’ primary social group. In a federally funded research study, 

Ostrosky et al. (2013), teachers reviewed children’s books that included characters with 

disabilities to determine effectiveness of using story books to change student’s attitude towards 

students with disabilities. These books were used in a six-week program, Special Friends, with 

the goal to improve attitudes towards students with disabilities. In previous studies, bibliotherapy 

has helped students to decrease obsessive-compulsive behaviours and develop coping skills 

(Rozalski et al., 2010). Storybooks can be used to increase students’ understanding about human 

exceptionalities, which can lead to increased peer support and social acceptance. This importance 

was stated by Maich and Belcher (2012): 
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The influence of peer groups grows in importance as students mature; and consequently, 

children with disabilities may become socially isolated over time even in inclusive 

classrooms. This warrants a proactive, educational approach for explaining 

exceptionalities to peers with honesty, accuracy, empathy and acceptance. (p. 207) 

Milonnet (2008) conducted a study to increase preschoolers’ emotional vocabulary using 

bibliotherapy. The participants included 64 preschoolers between the ages of two and five years 

old from high income, low income, and middle-income households. The study was conducted in 

four private daycare facilities where the participants took part in twelve 20-minute sessions. A 

pre-test and post-test method was used. Results showed a significant interaction between time 

and condition for emotion naming supporting the use of bibliotherapy to increase emotional 

vocabulary. A strength of this study is that bibliotherapy was successfully used in a diverse 

population of participants. Additionally, a strength of bibliotherapy is its low cost. Milonnet 

(2008) explained the materials needed were minimal. The books could be found at the public 

library with no cost and only paper and crayons were needed, which every classroom has. He 

went on to describe other benefits of bibliotherapy including it encourages reading 

comprehension and listening skills, which can help with kindergarten readiness. Niman, Yunita, 

and Handayani (2019) stated, “[b]ibliotherapy is useful for building self-concept, knowing 

human attitudes and motivations, alleviating emotional stress by realizing the problems, 

discussing problems openly to find out other alternatives in problem-solving” (p. 682). The 

authors of this study were focused on the relationship between self-esteem in early adolescents 

and the use of bibliotherapy. Self-esteem is an important aspect of a child’s development not 

only for but particularly for dyslexic children. Niman et al. (2019) described self-esteem as being 

“formed as the results of interaction with the external environment involving comparison and 
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confrontation, and appraisal created at the end of the process” (p. 681). This directly links to 

students with dyslexia comparing their deficits to their peers. In their study, 11 students from an 

elementary school in Indonesia participated in a quantitative study with a pre-experimental one-

group pre-test post-test design to determine if bibliotherapy had influence on students’ self-

esteem. An inventory coppersmith self-esteem (CSEI) that consisted of 58 statements was used. 

As well, bibliotherapy was used as a therapeutic tool developed by the researchers. The 

bibliotherapy was used three times a week for two weeks. The results showed bibliotherapy had 

a positive influence on the self-esteem of the participants and can be used as a method to help 

other students in other areas of their development.  

The studies discussed above indicate that bibliotherapy is a successful tool to support 

student learning and development. Heath et al. (2011) explained the use of stories throughout 

history: “Stories and metaphors such as fables and parables have been used for centuries, passing 

wisdom from one generation to the next” (p. 12). Therefore, bibliotherapy has potential for 

success in developing student self-esteem and positive peer interactions for dyslexic students.  

Peer Support     

Peer support is a method used to develop positive relationships between peers, as well as 

to give valuable one-on-one support in a variety of areas. Audley-Piotrowski et al. (2015) stated 

that “peer groups provide acceptance, belonging, and status to children in the classroom, which 

can positively influence academic achievement and academic motivation and school belonging” 

(p. 192). Peer interactions are not always positive and can lead to self-esteem issues, poor 

confidence, and negative self-concept. Teachers play a large role in not only a student’s 

academic life but their social life in the way that they are grouped with peers. Audley-Piotrowski 

et al. (2015) described that while many teachers may have a basic understanding of social 



STRENGTHS-BASED APPROACH TO DYSLEXIA 
 

 
 

21 

pedagogies, they may lack training to implement peer relation-based pedagogies. Additionally, 

teachers often unintentionally invisibly influence a student’s social environment and peer 

relationships (Audley-Piotrowski et al., 2015). Teachers should be more intentionally 

considering peer dynamics rather than only peer affiliations. This is particularly true of students 

with dyslexia, who often experience negative peer interactions. Grouping dyslexic students 

intentionally with strengths of both the dyslexic child and typical child in mind can be 

academically and socially beneficial to both.  

  Kiefer et al. (2015) conducted a mixed-methods study in a large urban, ethnically diverse 

middle school to investigate teacher and peer support of young adolescents’ academic 

motivation, classroom engagement, and school belonging with 1038 participants. The authors’ 

two main questions in the study were: (1) How do teacher and peer support relate to student 

motivation, engagement, and belonging? and, (2) In what ways do teachers and peers support 

student motivation, engagement, and belonging? First, surveys were used to gather quantitative 

data to examine relationships between teacher support (autonomy, structure, involvement), peer 

support (academic, emotional), and adjustment (motivation, engagement, belonging). Second, 

individual follow-up interviews were done to collect qualitative data to gain a deeper 

understanding of the ways in which teachers and peers support adolescent adjustment. Results 

showed both teacher and peer supports are critical elements of a developmentally responsive 

learning environment to promote positive student adjustment (Kiefer et al., 2015). Further, peer 

emotional supports promoted students’ sense of belonging and may provide a foundation for 

academic motivation and classroom engagement.  

Marr et al.’s (2011) study was focused on a more intensive reading intervention for 

those students who required extra support out of the classroom. Their research goal was to 
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assess the efficacy of delivering supplementary, targeted, group instruction as a preventative 

intervention within the context of independent worktime using peer coaching as a primary 

level intervention for students requiring more intensive reading support. Marr et al. (2011) 

had three research questions: To what extent was oral reading fluency performance different for 

students in treatment and control classrooms? To what extent was reading comprehension related 

to oral reading fluency performance for students in treatment classrooms? To what extent was 

reading comprehension different for students in treatment classrooms? The participants were 

second-grade classes in 14 elementary schools serving a large number of students at risk for 

failure. The control group received Open Court Reading instruction, which is a district-wide 90-

minute literacy block of whole-class instruction followed by 30 minutes of small group 

instruction and/or independent work. Students in the treatment group participated in peer 

coaching fluency building during the 30-minute independent work time. A systematic evaluation 

of targeted group fluency-building intervention (Peer Coaching Fluency Building: PCFB) was 

done. The results of this intervention showed a statistically significant increase in oral reading 

fluency over the year for students participating in the peer-coaching program. Marr et al. (2011) 

stated that researchers consistently documented high positive correlations between scores on 

fluency and comprehension measures, thus proving peer coaching has a positive effect on 

students’ reading. A limitation to this study was that expression was not assessed in fluency 

testing and it did not measure comprehension. 

Rafdal et al. (2011) investigated the Kindergarten Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies 

(KPALS) program to determine whether it can be used as an effective peer support mode. Rafdal 

et al. (2011) had two research questions: Does participating in K-PALS result in improved 

critical beginning reading skills for students with IEPs? Does the level of support given to the 
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teacher affect outcomes for students with IEPs? Researchers used the KPALS sound play and 

decoding interventions for this study. The participants were from 47 classrooms: Nine control, 

19 K-PALS Level 1, and 19 K-PALS Level 2. K-PALS was implemented four times a week for 

18 weeks. The K-PALS sessions ran from 20 to 30 minutes. Students were placed by teachers in 

pairs of higher and lower performing students. During the activities, each student took a turn 

being the coach and the reader, the higher-level reader beginning as the coach and the lower-

level student being the reader. Teachers monitored progress throughout. After the guided 

activities and independent practice, students would time their reading of the assigned passage 

while being encouraged to read fluently and with expression for one minute. The coach would 

monitor how far the student read in the passage, and the reader then counted and recorded how 

many minutes they read. The teacher later monitored progress and moved the student to a higher-

level passage when needed. All participants were given a battery of beginning reading measures 

pre and post treatment. In Rafdal et al.’s study (2011), the results showed that for children with 

disabilities in a general education classroom, K-PALS successfully improved decoding skills and 

initial alphabetic principle.  

This study indicated that KPALS appears to be effective not only for general education 

students, but also for many students with disabilities who are included in general education 

classrooms. It also suggests that minimal training is necessary for teachers to implement K-

PALS with adequate fidelity to achieve positive outcomes for students with learning disabilities. 

Calhoon (2005) investigated the effects of peer-mediated instruction on phonological and 

reading comprehension skills of middle school children with reading disabilities. The study had 

two research goals. First was to examine the combined effects of the Linguistic Skills Training 

(LST) and Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies (PALS) programs on the reading skill acquisition of 
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middle school students with reading disabilities. Second, the author wanted to see if successful 

intervention could demonstrate that LST/PALS could be implemented by special education 

teachers within special education classrooms. The participants were 32 sixth, five seventh, and 

one eighth grader from four special education language arts classrooms. All students met federal 

state requirements for having a learning disability in reading, were receiving reading instruction 

in special education resource rooms, had an Individualized Education Program (IEP) with 

reading goals, and were reading at least three grade levels below their current grade. Teachers 

implemented the LST/PALS intervention for 31 weeks. LST was delivered three times a week. 

The PALS program was implemented two times a week. Finally, they participated in Prediction 

Relay, which extends Paragraph Shrinking to make predictions larger units of texts.  The contrast 

treatment group was taught Saxon Phonics Intervention three times per week. The Woodcock-

Johnson Test of Achievement– III (WJ-III) was administered before the treatment and at the end 

of the 31-week intervention. The results showed statistically significant differences between 

groups. The effect sizes were large, ES = 1.10 for Word Identification and ES = .99 for Word 

Attack. There was no significant difference between conditions found for reading fluency. There 

are two limitations to this study: the small sample size and the teachers were randomly assigned 

to conditions, but the students were not randomly assigned. 

The studies above show that these peer-support strategies proved successful in 

improving reading fluency, phonics, and reading comprehension for students as well as 

promoting students’ sense of belonging. Marr et al. (2011) described that this peer-support 

program was implemented with minimal teacher direction and was able to address each 

student’s individual needs. The results of these studies are promising in suggesting that peer 

support may be useful to support students with dyslexia. 
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Gaps in Research 

The goal of this review was to provide a summary of the important factors needed to 

move from a deficit view of dyslexia to a strength-based approach. With the rate of dyslexia 

being as high as it is and 15-20% of children with a learning disability having symptoms of 

dyslexia, changing the perspective from a deficit model to a strength-based approach is needed. 

With a constant focus on dyslexic challenges, this model can create a negative self-concept, poor 

peer interactions, and hinder a child’s social-emotional development. Based on the review, 

dyslexic challenges can be viewed as strengths, as a processing style, or neurodiversity. Eide and 

Eide (2011) explained this as seeing challenges of different patterns of brain organization. This 

brain organization predisposes people with dyslexia to develop valuable skills. MIND strengths 

can help to better understand dyslexia and can be used in a strength-based approach. With the 

understandings of dyslexia, dyslexic strengths, peer support, and strength-based approach can all 

be used together to support all aspects of the dyslexic child. They can be presented to children 

through bibliotherapy. Bibliotherapy has the possibility to teach dyslexic children and peers 

about their strengths, to teach children ways to support each other, and to build positive 

relationships and social-emotional development. Though research provides understanding of 

dyslexia strengths, identifies the value of peer support, and demonstrates the value of 

bibliotherapy to support the self-esteem of students with disabilities, there is a lack of resources 

and children’s books that link these understandings and strategies to provide strength-based 

supports for students with dyslexia. The proposed resource can give teachers a tool and the 

knowledge they need to implement a strength-based approach to dyslexia. 
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Chapter 3: Considerations for Implementation of Product 

Chapter Overview 

The purpose of this project is to create a storybook to introduce elementary children aged 

five to nine years old to dyslexic strengths, enhance the opportunities for learning with peer 

support, increase a sense of belonging, and build the self-esteem of students with dyslexia. 

Information is presented in a storybook that can be used by teachers or parents to introduce 

dyslexic strengths, peer support, and strengths-based learning. The storybook can also be read 

independently by children as a part of reading time. This chapter describes an overview of the 

product and how it should be implemented, as well as the importance of using bibliotherapy to 

teach about dyslexic strengths and peer support.  

Project Description 
 

The information in Building Blocks (Appendix A) will be presented to children in a story 

book format with a target range of elementary-aged children five to nine years old. Within the 

storybook, a note to parents and teachers is provided to describe the intended purpose of the 

book. Background information on dyslexic strengths and peer support is given to enhance the 

parent or teacher’s knowledge on the topic. Finally, a lesson plan is given with specific learning 

outcomes to guide teachers and parents. A pre-reading activity is supplied to introduce students 

to the concept of strengths and to share a strength. During guided reading, their attention is 

focused on the characters’ strengths and the ways in which they support each other. Two post-

reading activities are listed. The first is a prompt to discuss the concept of empathy in the story. 

The second is a partner activity in which they share a strength and something they feel they 

would like to improve on. Last is a follow-up activity to extend learning of peer support. 

Students can write about an experience in which another student support them.  
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Purpose 
 

The purpose of Building Blocks is to create a child-friendly resource to increase the 

knowledge of dyslexic strengths and peer support, as well as a practical resource that teachers 

and parents can use for the same reasons. The remediation and supports of dyslexia are well 

known in education. However, the recognition of and encouragement of dyslexic strengths are 

lesser known. “These wiring differences often lead to special strengths typically more than make 

up for the better-known dyslexic challenges (Eide & Eide, 2011, p. xvii). This book aims to 

make these dyslexic strengths more well known, specifically material reasoning, and to show the 

value and depth of this spatial reasoning some dyslexic students possess. This “real-world” 

strength may not always be recognized in a classroom setting but has great value in creative 

occupations later in life such as designers and builders. The fostering of this strength should not 

be neglected.  

The book further aims to increase the knowledge of peer support and its value in 

strengths-based learning. As previously stated, many students with dyslexia suffer from poor 

self-image and lack a sense of belonging. Kiefer et al., (2015) showed peer support promoted 

dyslexic students’ sense of belonging and provided a foundation for academic motivation and 

engagement in the classroom. Building Blocks will provide an example of how students with 

dyslexia can be supported by their peers, develop positive relationships, and increase self-

confidence. Furthermore, it will provide an example of a dyslexic student using her spatial 

reasoning strengths to support another student.  

The goal of Building Blocks is for students with dyslexia or reading difficulties to relate 

to the character, Milla, in the book. To see her struggles and strengths and see the same in 
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themselves. As well as for these students to see the potential positive peer relationships they can 

have and develop self-confidence.  

Dissemination of Product 

I will share this resource with all the teachers at my school, Grades 1-5, in a staff meeting 

as a basic introduction to the resource, dyslexic strengths, and peer support. I will provide a 

printed copy of the book to our school library to be shared. Additionally, I plan to hold a more 

comprehensive meeting with the primary teachers at my school, Grades 1- 3. In this meeting I 

will provide more in-depth information of dyslexic strength, specifically Material reasoning, as 

well as peer support. During this meeting we will discuss the story line, the lesson plan, and 

activities associated with the resource. I will ask the learning support teacher to be a part of the 

meeting to provide additional information on dyslexia and dyslexic strengths. “Collaboration 

across special education teachers, general education teachers, and related service personnel can 

enhance the quality of peer support” (Brock & Huber, 2017, p. 162).  

Support for the Project 

The research reviewed in chapter two clearly shows bibliotherapy is an effective tool to 

teach students about special needs. As Ostrosky et al. (2013) described, using storybooks to 

teach students about special needs is a natural extension of real-life experiences and provides an 

opportunity for discussion and reflection. Furthermore, Ostrosky et al. (2013) explained how the 

use of bibliotherapy can specifically be beneficial for younger students. First, the early 

introduction to human differences can help improve their understanding of special needs. 

Second, this early introduction can increase acceptance and inclusion of these special needs 

students. This further supports the use of my storybook to introduce dyslexic strengths and peer 

support to elementary-aged children.  
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To ensure bibliotherapy is an effective tool, a basic outline is necessary, as described by 

Heath et al. (2011). The resource must be teacher and parent friendly. A lesson plan should be 

included in the story or as a supplementary material. A pre-reading plan should be provided to 

gain student interest, discuss new vocabulary or concepts, and to make a personal connection. 

During the guided reading process, a focus can be given, and an opportunity for a personal 

connection to be made deepens. The authors went on to further emphasize the importance of 

post-reading activities. They explained these activities strengthen the link between the core 

message and personal relevance. Finally, follow-up activities should be used in the future to 

check students’ understanding.  

Building Blocks provides this basic bibliotherapy outline with background information on 

dyslexic strengths and peer support followed by a detailed lesson plan at the back of the book. 

Pre-reading will introduce the concept of strengths and make a personal connection to a time 

they felt confident. During guided reading, the teacher or parent will focus the children’s 

attention on the characters’ strengths and how they support each other. This will be introducing 

peer support. After reading the story, it gives the opportunity to discuss the concept of empathy 

and relate it to the characters in the story. To make a strong personal connection, each student 

will work with a partner to write or draw a strength and a goal to share with the class. Finally, to 

further extend learning, a follow-up activity focusing on peer support is given in which each 

student will write about a time they were supported by a peer.  

Project Design 

I relied on research findings from a review of the literature to inform the development of 

story that could be effectively used as bibliotherapy. Finding this research to prove this tool is 

important was essential to my project. Bibliotherapy has been used to develop an understanding 
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of other special needs such as Autism Spectrum Disorder anxiety, and other areas, including 

bullying. The research showed bibliotherapy is an effective method to foster inclusion. 

Therefore, it is transferrable to this storybook promoting an understanding of dyslexic strengths 

and peer support.  

Research around the social emotional development of students with dyslexia was vital to 

character development. I read many qualitative studies around self-image, self-confidence, 

bullying, peer interactions, and perceptions from teachers of dyslexic students. These personal 

accounts help to develop the character, Milla. A large focus of this project is on strengths; 

therefore, collecting information about the specific types of strengths students with dyslexia have 

was essential to character development. Finding a strength for Milla that was relatable for 

elementary-aged children allows for a personal connection. Once the research and characters 

were developed, creating a story outline to show each character’s strengths and needs was 

created while showing how peers can support each other. The outcome of this book is for 

dyslexic students to have a more positive self-image, greater confidence, and better friendships.  

Conclusion 

This product is created to be engaging, relatable, and easy to use by teachers and parents.  

A resource promoting dyslexic strengths and peer support is a valuable addition to information 

surrounding dyslexia. This product promotes a positive perspective of dyslexia, which is needed 

to further enhance the self-image and self-confidence of dyslexic students.  
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Chapter 4: Reflection 

I wanted to create a resource that could be used by teachers and parents and read 

independently by students to highlight dyslexic strengths and teach about peer support. 

Presenting this information in a storybook format, bibliotherapy, as the research showed, is one 

of the most accessible resources used by teachers and well known to elementary-aged children. 

Storybooks allow students to relate to characters and make a personal connection. They are also 

an effective tool to introduce new concepts, support social-emotional development, and develop 

empathy towards special needs. Using storybooks with elementary-aged children allows for the 

early introduction and acceptance of special needs.  

The intention of this storybook was to create a positive view of dyslexia for both dyslexic 

students and typical students. It has the potential to enhance a sense of belonging for dyslexic 

students, who often feel different or excluded. Further, it has the ability to build confidence and 

self-image and empower dyslexic students to show their strengths.  

My motivation to create this resource is rooted in my passion for literacy in primary 

education. Working with students with dyslexia or those who struggle with literacy is what led 

me to this project. As I worked with these students, I began to see things they were good at and 

their confidence grow. I wanted to create a resource that could showcase these strengths. In my 

experience, storybooks are interesting and engaging for children. Storytime is a big part of 

primary education and I thought using bibliotherapy to teach about dyslexic strengths would be 

valuable.  

Before starting this project my thinking towards dyslexia was that it was associated with 

struggles in reading and phonics. I had taught children with these struggles and had done some 

basic research to gain a general understanding of it. My thinking had been to focus on 
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remediation strategies to help increase their literacy skills. I had witnessed some lack of self-

confidence in my students and some were having difficulty with friendship. Through my 

research I read many personal accounts from people with dyslexia during their school aged 

years. Many of these accounts talked about their poor self-image, lack of confidence, poor 

relationship with peers and negative self-esteem.  Also, in these accounts many people with 

dyslexia reflected on things they felt they were good at during school which were often not 

recognized. I did further research into these dyslexic strengths and came to realize these are vital 

to students’ success. My thinking really started to shift from a main focus on the remediation 

strategies to look more holistically at the child, their social and emotional well-being and a 

strengths-based approach to dyslexia. 

The process of creating this product influenced me to reflect on my teaching, specifically, 

how I acknowledge and foster the specific strengths of each child. All students possess strengths; 

some are highly visible, and others take time to discover. As a teacher I felt that I was spending 

time to get to know each child, but now after my in-depth research of strengths-based learning, I 

realize there is more I can do. Seeing the benefits with self-confidence, engagement, and 

potential academic benefits of promoting a strengths-based approach, I believe, can be beneficial 

to all students. In addition, it affects how I use peer support on a regular basis in my classroom. 

As many teachers do, I partner students together for a variety of activities. From the research on 

peer support, I have learned this must be intentional. The benefits are not only academic but 

social. Careful consideration of the partnership, the intended outcome of the lesson, and the 

potential social benefits need to be more closely considered.  

Limitations 
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A limitation of this resource is potentially how the information can be disseminated. As I 

am not a published, well-known author, is there an opportunity for this book to be shared across 

schools? Does this resource need to be copyrighted to be shared? It is necessary to consider the 

logistics and costs of sharing it beyond my school. Further, as an international teacher, the 

accessibility of the information for English as a Second Language (ESL) students is a concern. 

Often when I am teaching ESL students, the language of storybooks can be limited. Therefore, 

the images to support the language is key. Whether this storybook is accessible to ESL students 

is a consideration.  

Conclusion 

Introducing these important concepts to elementary-aged children is essential to fostering 

inclusion. It has the potential to impact their lives and those around them significantly. This 

journey has further reinforced my belief that early intervention is important. As an elementary 

teacher, the social-emotional development at times can take priority over academics. If a student 

does not feel safe and able to take risks, learning cannot be accomplished. It is vital to me that 

my students have a strong sense of belonging and confidence and are in environment to allow for 

positive peer relationships.  
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To M
organ, elephant shoes. 

And to Alex for your patience.



M
illa is 8 years old and loves school.  She can’t wait to get to school to do her favourite thing. Build her next building.  Every 

m
orning she wakes up feeling like it is her birthday and she gets to open a present, but instead she gets to build. The idea is 

stuck in her head like gum
 on her shoe until she gets to school and actually builds it. 

 

But there is one thing she ha
te

s. 

1



Reading. Reading for M
illa is like clim

bing a m
ountain in a snowstorm. W

hen she looks at a book all the letters and 
sounds get jum

bled in her head. She tries really hard, but it takes her so long to sound out one word. Everyday they have 
buddy reading.  She dreads it and always gets picked last.    

2



M
ax loves to read. It’s like eating ice cream

 for dinner. He finds a quiet corner in the reading area, gets out one of his treasured 
chapter books and reads all by him

self. He is a reading expert. M
ax has books on dinosaurs, space, m

onkeys and all sorts of 
interesting things.  

But there is one thing he ha
te

s.  

3



Building.  Building for M
ax is like when his m

om
 m

akes him
 eat brussel sprouts. M

ax loathes using blocks, cardboard, 
string, tape, popsicle sticks, and straws. Pretty m

uch anything you can use to build..  

4



Every tim
e he tries to build som

ething…
. 

He doesn’t understand why anyone would choose to use blocks over reading, ever.  

5



Then, this happened…
 

Build the tallest tower you can! 

It must include: 

•
W

ood blocks 

•
Popsicle sticks 

•
Plastic cups 

The bottom
 of your tower can only have 3 blocks, the 

rest must balance on top of it.  

  W
ork with a partner and rem

em
ber to help each 

other.

6



 W
ork with a partner?  

You have got to be kidding m
e!  

I hate working with a partner.  
And use blocks?  

Blocks are the w
o

rst.

7



I have no idea what any of that 
says and m

y partner is going to 
know I can’t read it.  

W
hat am

 I going to do? 

8



The teacher called M
illa and M

ax as partners.

He thinks I am
 stupid. 

He m
um

bled under his breath...

His words stung like a bee... 

9



The butterflies in M
illa’s stom

ach were doing flips. She can’t wait for a 
building challenge, but she heard what M

ax said.  

It m
ade her feel as sm

all as an ant.  

But he doesn’t know she is an expert builder. 

10



I know exactly 

what we are 

supposed to do. 

Reading the words 
was ‘easy peasy 
lem

on squeezy.’  
But only using one 

 block…
 

How hard can 
it really be?  

I am going to be 

super fast and 

get back to 
reading. 

11



12



13

He wouldn’t even let m
e try.  

He thinks I can’t do anything.  
But I do this everyday.  

I am
 a building expert, he 

won't give m
e a chance. 



14



M
ax needs help. It was tim

e for the brave lion inside M
illa to com

e out. 

15



W
e can do this  
together. 

16



17

“ It m
-m

-m
--u—

st in..” 

Include 

P-o-p-s.. 

Popsicle sticks 

W
-oo-d, wood 

Blocks 

Pl- as-tic. Cups 
You got it!



18



19



Yes! That’s right.  
Three blocks on the bottom... next, 

balance two on top... 
 and then the cups...  

It’s working!

20



W
e need to m

ake it wider at the 
bottom

 to balance it. Then m
ake it 

narrower as we go. W
e can m

ake it 
the tallest. 

21



W
e did it!

22

It’s so tall!



23

W
ow!

C
ool!

It’s so 
 tall!

Am
azing

!



I H
A

TED
 building. I couldn’t have 

done this without you. You are SO
 

good at building. 

24



M
illa felt the butterflies in her stom

ach again. This tim
e it was excitem

ent. M
ax thought she was good at som

ething.  
It felt like C

hristm
as m

orning to her.  She was so worried he thought she wasn’t going to be a good partner  
because reading was hard. But she was wrong. 

25



The Next D
ay…

 

M
illa, want to be m

y 
partner in buddy 

reading today? I can 
help you.

Ye
s!

26



D
uring free tim

e…
C

om
e on let's build 

som
ething to

g
e

the
r.

27



28



29

Notes to teacher and parents: 

oThe purpose of this book is to introduce elem
entary children aged 5 to 9 years old to dyslexic strengths, enhance the 

opportunities for learning with peer support, increase a sense of belonging, and build the self esteem
 of students with dyslexia. 

oThis book can be used specifically to teach about students with dyslexia, with general reading difficulties, strengths, peer support 
and strengths.  

D
yslexia Strengths 

oC
hildren who are dyslexic possess strengths and advantages.  

oA strength in m
aterial reasoning: children have high spatial skills such as building and construction projects, M

illa’s strength. 
oA strength in interconnected reasoning: children are able to easily connect inform

ation such as ideas and concepts.  
oA strength in narrative reasoning: children think in stories and pictures in their head.  
oA strength in dynam

ic reasoning: children have strong predicting skills and are able to com
e to alternative solutions quickly. 

  Peer Support 

•Peer support is used to develop positive relationships, develop a sense of belonging for those children who feel different and to use 

one on one support. 

•In the story, M
ax uses peer support to help M

illa with her reading. Later, M
illa uses peer support to help teach him

 to build



Lesson Plan

Learning O
utcom

es
•

Students will recognize strengths in them
selves and others.  

•
Students will develop em

pathy for other students with learning disabilities. 
•

Students will develop an understanding of peer support. 

Pre-Reading
•

D
iscuss the concept of strengths. G

ive an exam
ple of a strength you or a child in your class 

has.  
•

Ask the students to turn and tell a partner a tim
e they felt confident about them

selves. 

G
uided Reading

•
Before starting the story tell the students the focus will be on the characters’ strengths 
and how they support each other.  

•
Read the Building Blocks

Post-Reading
•

D
iscuss the  concept of em

pathy in the story. How did the characters in the in the story 
feel when they saw the other struggling with som

ething they knew they were good at 
them

selves? 
•

Students work with a partner to share their strengths and som
ething they feel they are not 

good at yet. Students record their strengths and goals either by writing or drawing a 
picture to be shared with the class.

Follow up Activities
•

D
iscuss the concept of peer support. Revisit how in the story they helped each other. Each 

student can write a tim
e when another student supported them. 
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