
             

   

Guidelines for marking and feedback for students with specific learning differences 

(SpLDs) 

 

(Adapted from Poster designed by Laura Haggett, Psychology Postgraduate, 2013) 

 

“…it is a common misunderstanding that the role of the dyslexia tutor is to 

correct errors in their students’ work.  The dyslexia tutor is employed to teach 

the dyslexic student to develop strategies that they can employ themselves and 

become independent; the role is not to proofread a student’s work.  In reality, 
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2.  What are Specific Learning Differences (SpLDs)? 

The British Dyslexia Association (BDA) (2012) point out that Specific Learning 

Differences impact on the way information is learned and processed.  These 

differences are neurological in origin rather than psychological and usually run in 

families.  They also occur independently of intelligence.  Notably, such differences can 

impact significantly on education and learning and on developing literacy skills. 

“SpLD is an umbrella term used to cover a range of frequently co-occurring 

differences, more commonly: 

�x Dyslexia 

�x Dyspraxia 

�x Dyscalculia 

�x A.D.D. / A.D.H.D. 

�x Auditory Processing Disorder 

SpLDs can also co-occur with differences on the autistic spectrum such as Asperger 

Syndrome” (p.1). 

Due to the high level of co-occurrence between different SpLDs, one should note that 

each individual profile is unique to the person and can manifest in a variety of 

experiences.  Effects can range from mild to severe and it may be difficult to diagnose, 

determine the impact and accommodate. 

The BDA defines dyslexia as a specific learning difference mainly affecting the 

development of literacy and language related skills.  It is likely to be present at birth 

and to be life-long in its effects.  Dyslexia is characterised by differences with 

phonological processing, rapid naming, working memory, processing speed and the 

automatic development of skills that may not match up to an individual’s other cognitive 

abilities.  It tends to be resistant to conventional teaching methods but its effects can 

be mitigated by appropriately specific intervention. 

Some common characteristics of SpLDs are difficulties with: 

Memory; organisation; visual processing; auditory processing; reading; writing; time 

management; sensory distraction: an inability to screen out extraneous visual or 

auditory stimuli; visual stress (BDA, 2012). 
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3.  Reasonable Adjustments 

The Equality Act 2010 requires reasonable adjustments to be made by institutions to 

alleviate or remove the effects of ‘substantial disadvantage’.  In practice, this means 

doing things differently if the usual way would substantially disadvantage a disabled 

person.  Or it might mean providing additional services or equipment.  Marking 

guidelines is one example of a reasonable adjustment. 

What is reasonable is dependent on the individual circumstances of the case, including 

how important the adjustment is, how practical it is and the financial or other 

resources of the institution.  Of note: it is the financial resources of the institution as 

a whole and not the budget of an individual department or service area that is 

applicable in this context (University of Liverpool, 2014). 

At Bangor University, students with evidence of a SpLD and who have registered with 

Disability Services will have a Personal Learning Support Plan (PLSP) drawn up.  An 

agreed reasonable adjustment by Bangor University and reflected in the PLSP for SpLD 

students is the “consideration for individual difficulties in assessing work (as learning 
outcomes permit) “ (the yellow slip – see Appendix 2).  
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4.  Yellow Slips 

Yellow slips are attached by students to their coursework and examination scripts.  
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5.  Competence Standards 

Consideration of whether the student has demonstrated the required knowledge and 

understanding of the subject and can achieve the ‘competence standards’ required is 

the key factor determining whether a student can successfully complete 
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6.  Marking Coursework 

�x Mark for content: consider carefully what the candidate is being marked for: 

straight facts; knowledge; ability to reason; original thought. To some extent, 

markers should “look behind the text” (i.e. work out how important basic 

expression is) and ensure that they do not unwittingly mark a candidate down 

for lack of skills which they would agree on reflection to be irrelevant. 

�x When spelling and grammar are considered an important part of the brief, 

it is important to let the students know in advance, to allow them to consider 

the extent of checking and proof-reading strategies they will have to employ. 

 

Possible challenges Reasonable adjustments 

Spelling and grammar �x Unless spelling and grammar are an integral element 

of the course outcomes, you should ignore the kind 

of spelling / grammar errors, such as homonyms / 

homophones that cannot be picked up from spell 

checkers / grammar checkers. 

�x If poor spelling does not affect the knowledge being 

shown, a candidate should not be penalised - consider 

what a good copy editor (or a spell-check) might have 

made of the text. If, however, spelling is crucial to 

the subject, such as in pharmacology or chemistry, 

or, for example, the correct presentation of names 

and dates in history, then errors should be penalised. 

Sentence structure �x Sentences may be ungrammatical; they might seem 

very condensed, or very long. Punctuation may be 

erratic. Again, the balance between the knowledge 

which is being offered and the clumsy expression 

should be considered. 

Essay structure �x Essays can be unstructured.  

�x It is likely that showing a structured train of 
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8.  Marking Oral Presentations 

Some dyslexic students may prefer oral presentations to written work, however, this 

method of assessment is equally challenging.  It is also a common perception that 

students with dyslexia have difficulty with written language but are fluent orally.  

However, some students with dyslexia also experience spoken language difficulties.  

These can include word finding, hesitations, mispronounced and incomplete sentences.  

They may also experience difficulties with organisation of their ideas orally, in 

exactly the same way as with their written work (University of Bournemouth, 2003). 

 

Possible challenges 

 

Reasonable adjustments 

Fluency Ignore aspect of delivery that affect 

fluency; e.g. hesitation and 

mispronunciation. 

 

Stress and anxiety Ignore apparent stress and anxiety and 

consider the presentation environment to 

try to reduce stress (University of 

Bournemouth, 2003). 

 

Audience Create a calm environment; e.g. fewer 
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10.  Frequently Asked Questions 

�¾ If allowances are made for dyslexia in the marking of coursework or 
examination scripts, are academic standards compromised? 

The need to maintain academic standards is a fundamental premise within the law 

(Equality Act 2010).  What is crucial is the way that learning outcomes are defined and 

assessed.  The QAA argue that disabled students must be given the opportunity to 

demonstrate the achievement of learning outcomes and competence standards and 

further that whilst there is no duty to make any adjustment to a competence standard 

itself, the duty is applicable to the assessment of that standard.  So for example, 

reasonable adjustments such as extra time, using a word processor or a scribe can be 

applied to a process and alternative assessments can be devised to permit 

demonstration of attainment of the learning outcome (Conway and Turner, 2011) (see 

also Bangor University’s Rules and Procedures and Code of Practice for the Assessment 

of Students on Undergraduate and Taught Postgraduate Programmes4 Tfandtor prrther17



15 
 

should be designed with the learning differences of students with SpLD in mind.  For 

example, learning outcomes should give weighting to the importance of written language 

skills and consider the extent to which dyslexia, and any other disability, can be taken 

into consideration and the type of accommodation that can be allowed.  Marking 
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