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All school children experience stress at some point in their school
careers. This study investigates whether dyslexic children, by way of
their educational and social difficulties, experience higher levels of
stress at school. The School Situation Survey was used to investigate
both the sources and manifestations of stress amongst dyslexic children
and non-dyslexic sibling controls. Samples were broken down by
gender, age and the size of families. Results suggest significant
differences between the groups, with dyslexics in academic years 3–5
experiencing the highest stress levels, specifically in interactions with
teachers, worries over academic examinations (SATs) and performance
testing, causing emotional (fear, shyness and loneliness) and
physiological (nausea, tremors or rapid heart beat) manifestations.
Results also suggest that dyslexics in larger families (3–4 sibling
families) experience greater stress in interactions with their peers, than
those in smaller families (two sibling families)}possibly from unfair
sibling comparison. Copyright # 2007 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Defining Dyslexia

I
n the UK, terms such as ‘Dyslexia’ or ‘Specific Learning Disabilities (SpLD)’
are used, overseas and especially in the US, ‘Learning Disabled (LD)’ and
‘Reading Difficulties (RD)’ are commonly used terms. Whilst both sets of
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terms are similar in their emotional manifestations, ‘Dyslexia’ and ‘SpLD’ are
more specifically concerned with difficulties that affect most situations (not just
reading, e.g. co-ordination and balance) with neurological and phonological
epidemiology.

The Dyslexic Entering School

From the moment a dyslexic child enters primary school, they must take oral
instructions from teachers and remember them long enough to act on them to
finish the task. The short-term memory of children with dyslexia will put them at
an immediate disadvantage (Thomson, 1995). Their slow and poor phonological
awareness will cause slow and inaccurate processing of the spoken language (e.g.
slowness to read, becoming confused and ending up copying from others
nearby). These problems may affect the child’s ability to participate in classroom
discussions or activities (Dockrell, Peacey, & Lunt, 2002; OFSTED, 1999). An
informed teacher will place the child at the front of the class, allow more time for
tasks, repeat instructions and link the child with a friendly classmate who can
prompt where needed.

Where teachers are ill informed, problems with fine motor skills will make the
dyslexic primary school pupil look clumsy and open them to ridicule from both
teachers and peers (e.g. dropping their lunch tray full of food, etc.). On top of
this, their inability to organize and deal with timekeeping effectively (e.g. taking
the lunch time bell to mean the end of day and leaving school for home
prematurely) means they are highly vulnerable at school (Alexander-Passe,
2004a,b; Edwards, 1994; Riddick, 1996).

How Dyslexics React?

According to Thomson (1996) there are two reactions to stress from school in
dyslexics. Firstly, ‘under’-reactions, where the child withdraws and manifests
extreme anxiety, e.g. trembling and sweating when asked to read. These children
have a low self-opinion of themselves and generalize every aspect of their life as
a failure. Depression is also common in this group (Ryan, 1994). Secondly, we
have ‘over’-reactions to stress, e.g. being seen as successful in other areas, being
the class clown, hiding their failure under a ‘couldn’t care less’ attitude and
manifesting silly behaviour. This can also lead to aggression, with extreme cases
leading to delinquency (Edwards, 1994). Alexander-Passe (2006) using standar-
dized measures identified high levels of emotional coping along with depression
amongst teenagers with dyslexia. The results suggest that gender is a major factor
in how dyslexics deal with school-related stress, with significant differences
emerging between males and females.

Evidence suggests that school-aged dyslexics in mainstream schools experi-
ence both emotional bullying and humiliation at school from both peers and
teachers, according to Edwards (1994) and Eaude (1999). Morgan and Klein (2001,
p. 61) found that a lack of understanding at school and home, resulted in bullying
by teachers and peers leading to violent reactions. One dyslexic tutor recalled her
own experiences at school (as a dyslexic); she actually stabbed a teacher’s hand
with the sharp end of a compass, because ‘she called me stupid once too often’.

Hales (1995) suggests there is strong evidence to support the view that
dyslexics are more disturbed by criticism. Hales found dyslexics experience
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considerable amounts of criticism at school, especially before their condition is
diagnosed. One explanation is that of Svensson, Lundberg and Jacobson (2001,
p. 63):

early failure on a socially, highly valued skill such as reading would cause an almost
traumatic frustration leading to aggression, acting out behaviour and eventually, in
severe cases, to conduct disorders.

Fergusson and Lynskey (1997) also suggest that a reversed relationship could also
be true ‘social, emotional and conduct problems can lead to RD’. Dockrell et al.
(2002, p. 33) note ‘problems of rejection and unpopularity in schools for pupils
with SEN’, especially pupils without statutory statements.

Peer Group

According to Morgan and Klein (2001) responses from the peer group can be a
powerful influence on the individual’s perception of self. Dyslexics at special
schools can overcome feelings of isolation and the sense of being different, those
in mainstream school are never allowed to forget they are ‘different’ and
‘abnormal’. Integration in mainstream schools is possible with the right level of
support, but this is not commonly possible due to financial constraints (Audit
Commission, 2002). Morgan and Klein reported feelings of isolation and
loneliness, also they note it shows an awareness that

reflects the ability of dyslexic people to make comparisons with peers and to recognize
intuitively their undefined and unacknowledged learning differences (p. 53).

Loneliness and isolation are typical of many dyslexic people, according to
Tur-Kaspa, Weisel and Segev (1988).

Siblings

There are very few studies investigating the relationship between dyslexics and
their siblings, with the majority being qualitative.

Osman (1997) suggests it is ‘generally acknowledged that the presence of a
child with Learning disabilities (LD) in the family affects the social and emotional
development of siblings’. Osman claims’ siblings were found to have a special
and loving relationship with their LD sibling (usually as adults looking back on
their childhood), the feelings during childhood are complex and emotionally
charged.

Trevino (1979) suggests adverse effects on siblings are more likely to occur in
families in which:

* There are only two children one of whom has a disabling condition.
* The children are the same sex and close in age.
* The child without the problem is the eldest female in the family.
* Parents cannot accept their child’s learning disability.

Osman (1997) notes that realistically the child with LD usually requires more
parental time and attention; thus, a sibling may understandably be resentful of
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this. Parents also tend to expect more of the non-LD sibling (e.g. better academic
results) and being surrogate parents to protect their LD sibling (e.g. helping with
homework or taking care of them in the playground to ward off bullies). Osman
suggests that the need by parents of non-LD siblings, for other sibling to be
‘super-kids’, compensating for their damaged LD child, to protect the ‘family
ego’ is unreasonable.

Osman also notes that many non-LD siblings feel guilty for being ‘normal’ and
ask themselves ‘why him and not me?’ along with not wishing to do too well at
school to embarrass their LD sibling. An interesting avenue for questioning was
Osman’s finding that non-LD siblings were excluded from family decisions
about children with LD, resulting in their lack of knowledge which led them
to ‘become resentful, anxious and confused with questions they may be
afraid to ask’, such questions she found to include ‘is what my brother has
contagious?’, ‘If I’m bad will I get it too?’ or even ‘will I be responsible for my
brother when my parents are old?’. However, she also found understanding, one
sibling explained that ‘dyslexia is not a disease; rather like a kind of illness that
doesn’t go away’.

Kurnoff (2000) suggests that raising a family is always a balancing act,
especially if you have more than one child. If one child has a LD, but others do
not, you may wonder how to manage their different practical and emotional
needs? In her study of 27 siblings (young children, teenagers and young adults)
she found:

* An older sibling often tends to be more protective over a younger child with
dyslexia.

* Younger non-LD siblings tend to see their older LD sibling through ‘rose-
tinted glasses’. For them ‘different’ does not mean ‘better’ or ‘worse’.

* Age is a factor, but only with teenagers, who have strong concerns about being
different. Young children lack the intellectual understanding and thus
essentially take their sibling with LD at face value.

* Home atmosphere is a factor. Calm families with a sense of control are
optimistic. Where there are concerns about differences, academic limitations,
parental confusion, the dyslexic child seems to be ‘worried and confused’.

* 67% did not resent their parents spending extra time with their dyslexic
sibling.

* 35% help their dyslexic sibling.
* 76% are more understanding of others with disabilities.
* 56% are confident about their dyslexic sibling’s future.

The majority of non-LD siblings she met considered themselves ‘fortunate not to
have to struggle in school’ (Kurnoff, 2000).

Dawson (2006) found that siblings of LD children often express confusion and
disappointment about getting less attention from their parents, than their LD
sibling. She agrees with Osman (2006) that ‘brothers and sisters need to have
open and honest conversations with parents and each other about LD, in order to
understand and manage the problems that arise’. Dawson noted common
feelings of ‘guilt over not having a learning disability, anger and resentment
about getting less attention and frustration over having to deal with a sibling who
is different’.
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Bloom (1990), Cordoni (1990), Dyson (1993) and Silver (1988) all
note that siblings of children with LD are at risk of problem behaviours,
such as:

* Non-compliance with parents and teachers.
* Difficulty with impulse control.
* Distractibility.
* Disruptive and immature social behaviours.
* They also found that siblings with LD sometimes reject their LD sibling in

school and play situations.

Minuchin (1988) found that parents of children with LD expect their
non-LD sibling to perform better at school or excel in extracurricular
activities. From such expectations among the non-LD sibling, Dyson (1993)
and Lobato (1990) found the development of positive reactions such
as patience, empathy, understanding and tolerance. However, more studies
(Lobato, 1990; McHale, Sloan, & Simeonsson, 1986; Stoneman, Brody, Davis,
& Crapps, 1988) note negative reactions from such parental expectations,
including:

* Anger.
* Resentment over perceptions of differential treatment.
* Embarrassment over their sibling to peers.
* Fear they will catch the disability.
* High demands for achievement.
* Guilt over having resentment/negative thoughts about the sibling.

Bloom (1990), Cordoni (1990), Dyson (1993) and Silver (1988) also note that
families with LD and non-LD siblings are characterized by having:

* Higher levels of anxiety.
* Overprotectiveness.
* Rigidity issues.
* Family discord.

Lardieri, Blacher, and Lee Swanson (2000) found that siblings of LD children
‘held strong feelings of love and affection for one another and that they thought
very highly of their (LD) brothers and sisters’ and that these findings were not
significantly different from non-LD families. They also found that families
experiencing high levels of stress, could be characterized by being ‘dysfunctional
or chaotic’. Lastly, they found no significant differences between families with
and without LD siblings in terms of sibling behaviour, sibling self-concept and
perceived sibling impact.

Experimental hypothesis

It is hypothesized that dyslexics, when compared with sibling control groups,
will show different profiles in the sources and manifestations of stress.
Specifically, dyslexics will show higher stress from academic and teacher
interactions, with emotional manifestations.

Sources and Manifestations of Stress
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The following questions will be asked:

* Do school-aged dyslexics experience different stresses, than their non-dyslexic
siblings?

* Do school-aged dyslexics manifest stress differently, than their non-dyslexic
siblings?

* Does age affect sources and manifestations of stress?
* Does the size of the family affect the sources and manifestations of stress?

METHODOLOGY

Participants

Participants were recruited from a flyer sent to dyslexic associations in England
and Scotland, distributed by the British Dyslexia Association (BDA). Two school-
aged groups were recruited; dyslexics and their non-dyslexic siblings. This
control group was chosen as firstly being of comparable social backgrounds and
secondly allowing analysis of both by family and as a complete group. Proof of
dyslexia assessment was sent by parents to confirm diagnosis.

Sample

All participants were siblings in families of both dyslexics and non-dyslexics. In
total, N ¼ 155 children took part, N ¼ 78 dyslexic and N ¼ 77 non-dyslexic
controls. Of the dyslexics, N ¼ 22 were female and N ¼ 56 were males. Of the
controls, N ¼ 51 were female and N ¼ 26 were male. An additional N ¼ 5 were
excluded as having a co-morbidity condition to dyslexia (e.g. ADHD). All were
school-aged with the mean age for the dyslexics being 12.76 yrs (SD 2.964) and for
the controls 12.1 yrs (SD 2.602). The groups were also sub-divided into three
academic year groups (3–5, 6–9 and 10–12) for further analysis.

Apparatus

The project uses the ’School Situation Survey’ (SSS) questionnaire by Dr Barbara
J. Helms and Dr Robert K. Gable (1989). The questionnaire identifies sources and
manifestations of stress (letters in brackets will be used to differentiate between
the sub-types of stress).

APPARATUS}TEST VARIABLES

Each variable’s initials (e.g. TI) will be used in charts.

Sources of Stress

Teacher Interactions (TI): Assesses students’ perceptions of their teachers’
attitudes towards them. Students who score high on
this scale most likely have negative perceptions of
their teachers’ feelings towards them and are possibly
experiencing stress as a result of their interactions
with their teachers.
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Academic Stress (AS): Assesses situations that relate to academic perfor-
mance or achievement. Students who score high on
this scale are likely to be experiencing stress relative to
their grades, test taking and to general academic
performance.

Peer Interactions (PI): Assesses students’ social interactions or their percep-
tions of their classmates’ feelings towards them.
Students who score high on this scale would have
stress related to peer interactions.

Academic Self-concept
(ASC):

Assesses students’ feelings of self-worth, self-esteem,
or self-concept relevant to perceived academic ability.
Students who scores high on this scale would indicate
poor academic self-concept.

Manifestations of Stress

Emotional (E): Assesses feelings such as fear, shyness and loneliness.
Students who score high on this scale are probably
experiencing frequent feelings of stress or emotional
discomfort.

Behavioural (B): Assesses actions, reactions or behaviour towards others,
such as striking out or being hurtful or disrespectful.
Students who score high on this scale are likely to
misbehave or act out in school.

Physiological (PH): Assesses physical reactions or functions such as nausea,
tremors or rapid heart beat. Students who score high on
this scale are likely to be experiencing frequent physiolo-
gical symptoms of stress.

Reasoning Behind the Apparatus

Chandler (1981) and Schultz (1980) found that certain aspects of a school
environment can be stressful for students; this may manifest itself in stress,
tension or anxiety relating to situations that feel threatening or are perceived as
threatening a student’s self-esteem, security, safety or way of life. With Moore
(1975) and Chandler (1982) commenting that stress in certain proportions is
important for personal growth and optimum functioning but excess levels can be
threatening to ones health, more so in children/young adults.

Students who are engaged in compulsory education spend the greater part of
their day at school. They are placed in situations where high academic and social
demands are made on them. Philips (1978) and others have noted that schools
use an official academic curriculum and a hidden social curriculum. Both types
of curriculum can cause stress, young children find interactions with their peers
challenging which can sometimes lead to aggressive confrontations.

Philips found that teachers establish certain atmospheres in how they
teach classrooms, favouritism by students of certain teachers is evidence that
different interaction methods are used to mixed success. Encouragement
and discouragement can be given by teachers in certain words or reactions,
this can be taken to heart by young children, who are brought up to believe
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everything said whether sarcastic or not, as found by Philips. Helms and
Gable (1989) found that children assign meaning to everything they see, they
code it to one of three things: positive, negative or threatening and respond
accordingly. Threatening events are the source of stress and can manifest
themselves in numerous ways (emotional, behavioural or physiological).
Normally students learn to cope from strategies they have learned from
encountering everyday minor stresses, but if major stresses develop, various
manifestations can appear.

Forman and O’Malley (1984) found that students with high anxiety tend to
engage in more problem behaviour (than those who do not), are more distracted
by their peers, have poor self-concepts and generally have lower academic
achievement. Academic work almost always suffers when higher than average
stress levels are found. Many begin to lose their own self-worth, especially being
part of normal society. Reed (1984) also found that students need ’validation’
from teachers to tell them that they are achieving their best.

Students who suffer from stress that they cannot cope with effectively,
normally manifest their stress in emotional, behavioural or physiological
behaviours (Elliot & Eisdorfer, 1982). It is common to find that students are
unable to recognize that they are stressed and how their bodies manifest their
stress. Symptoms include: sarcastic or verbal attacks on peers or talking back to
teachers, displaying aggressive behaviour, being inattentive in class, difficulty
concentrating, chronic fatigue, headaches and abdominal pain unrelated to
illness.

Commonly when the stress is not recognized by peers, teachers, schools,
students receive a lack of sympathy and a vicious cycle is set in motion that can
have serious consequences for physical, intellectual and emotional development
(Alexander-Passe, 2004a, b; Edwards, 1994; Riddick, 1996).

Scoring

All frequency scores were on a five-point scale: Never ¼ 5 to Always ¼ 1: The TI,
PI, E and B were based on six questions, AS and PH on three questions and the
ASC was on four questions. For confidentiality reasons, volunteers were coded
by their postcode. From the scoring manual, a high (3), medium (2) or low (1)
standardized stress rating was given, according to age and gender.

Internal Consistency, Test–Retest and Correlations to Other Measures

Internal-consistency coefficients of the seven scales are moderate, from 0.68 to
0.80 based on a N ¼ 7036 school-aged sample, in (3–5, 6–8, 9 and 10–12) grade
clusters (Gable, 1986; Nunnally, 1978). Test-Retest reliabilities, based on N ¼ 621
grade 7–9 children with an interval of 3 weeks, ranged from 0.61 (Physiological
scale) to 0.71 (Teacher Interaction scale). The SSS has been correlated to the State
Trait Anxiety Inventory for Children (STAIC, Spelberger, Edwards, Lushene,
Montuori, & Platzek, 1973) on an N ¼ 1111 samples of 5th, 7th & 9th grade
children. Correlations ranged from 0.10 (Behaviourial scale) to 0.71 (Emotional
scale) with a significance of p50.05. One explanation given by Helms and Gable
(1989) for the mixed correlation was that the STAIC has an theoretical emotional
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base compared with the SSS which is based on theoretical behavioural (affect)
base.

RESULTS

Part 1

The data were analysed by both gender and academic age groups.

By Group Alone

Results in Appendix A indicate strong differences between dyslexics and
controls, especially in Peer Interaction and Academic Self-concept.

By Gender Alone

The results broken down by gender (see Appendix B) suggest that the
experimental four groups (Dyslexic Females, Dyslexic Males, and Control
Females & Control Males) perform differently. Noticeably there are major
differences with the sources of stress (Peer Interaction and Academic Self-
concept) and manifestations of stress (Behaviour and Emotion). Looking at the
genders more closely, dyslexic females score the highest (of the four groups) in
Peer Interaction, Teacher Interaction and Academic Self-concept for sources of
stress, with Behaviour for the manifestations of stress. The dyslexic males scored
the highest (of the four groups) in Academic Stress for the sources of stress, with
Emotion and Physiological for the manifestations of stress.

From the control siblings, females scored (like dyslexic females) higher (than
control males) in Teacher Interactions, but unlike dyslexic females, they scored
lower in Peer Interactions and Academic Self-concept (sources of stress). Also,
unlike dyslexic females, they scored higher in Emotion manifestations of stress.
Control males scored higher than control females in Peer Interactions, Academic
Stress and Academic Self-concept of the sources of stress and Behaviour and
Physiological manifestations of stress.

By Academic School Year (Another Way to Look at Age)
Three academic year groups were investigated (see Appendix C): 3–5 yrs
(commonly 8–10 yrs old), 6–9 yrs (commonly 11–13 yrs) and 10–12 yrs (commonly
14–17 yrs). To improve readability, the results have also been plotted, see Figure 1.

Part 2

N ¼ 72 families took part in this study (N ¼ 158 participants), with both
dyslexics and non-dyslexics. The majority (N ¼ 59) were two sibling families,
followed by (N ¼ 11) three sibling families and N ¼ 3 four sibling families. Case
studies were chosen to focus on interactions in three different-sized families (one
for each type).
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Appendix D looks at one example of a two-sibling family taking part in this
study (dyslexic male 15 yrs and non-dyslexic male 13 yrs), it suggests that the
dyslexic sibling whilst being older has significantly higher Peer Interaction and
Academic Self-concept sources of stress, with higher Physiological manifestations
of stress. It should be noted the non-dyslexic sibling scored higher for behaviour
manifestations of stress. Thus, the dyslexic sibling has stress from dealing with
his non-dyslexic peers at school, resulting in feelings of self-worth, self-esteem or
self-concept relevant to perceived academic ability. These result in physical
reactions or functions such as nausea, tremors or rapid heart beat.

Appendix E looks at dyslexic siblings in a three-sibling family (dyslexic male
9 yrs and non-dyslexic females 9 and 14 yrs). This example indicates the dyslexic,
whilst being one of twins (the other not being dyslexic), has high Peer Interaction,
but very high Teacher Interaction, Academic Stress and Academic Self-concept
sources of stress. With very high Emotion manifestation of stress. Thus, in this
three-sibling family, the dyslexic sibling finds interactions with his peers and
teachers highly stressful (experiencing stress relative to their grades, to test
taking and to general academic performance) and lastly with feelings of self-
worth, self-esteem or self-concept relevant to perceived academic ability in the
sources of stress. These would manifest in fear, shyness and loneliness as
manifestations of stress. In this family, the other 9 yr old (non-dyslexic) also
experiences Academic Stress and Teacher Interaction Stress, manifesting in
Physiological and Emotional symptoms. This suggests a significant coping
difference between dyslexic and non-dyslexic twins, with one that finds school
difficult and one that does not experience difficulties.

Appendix F looks at a four-sibling family, with two dyslexics (dyslexic male
13 yrs, dyslexic female 17 yrs, non-dyslexic females 16 and 18 yrs). One of the
dyslexic siblings is the youngest with the other being the second oldest. There are
differences between the dyslexics, mainly with the manifestations of their stress.
Both dyslexics show significantly moderate and high Peer and Teacher
Interaction with Academic Self-concept sources of stress, also both show
significantly high Behaviour manifestations of stress. The older dyslexic shows
significantly high Physiological and Emotion manifestations of stress. Thus, both
the two dyslexics in this four-sibling family, find Teacher and Peer interactions
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Figure 1. Dyslexic vs control and academic year data charted
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stressful (feelings of self-worth, self-esteem or self-concept relevant to perceived
academic ability). Their manifestations of stress include reactions, or behaviour
towards others, such as striking out or being hurtful or disrespectful. The older
dyslexic also experiences frequent feelings of fear, shyness and loneliness, with
physical reactions or functions such as nausea, tremors or rapid heart beat. The
case study also indicates that the younger non-dyslexic (16 yrs) also exhibits high
Physiological and Behavioural, with moderate Emotional manifestations from
stress, which could result from Teacher Interaction sources. At 16 yrs old, the
non-dyslexic is likely to be pushed academically to do well in forthcoming GCSE
examinations. The other non-dyslexic (18 yrs) sibling seems to be coping well
with school.

Part 3

As mentioned earlier, the samples represented families with dyslexic and non-
dyslexic siblings, with the latter being controls. The majority were two sibling
families, with three- and four-sibling families also being represented. As we have
looked at specific examples of two-, three- and four-sibling families, we now asks
the question, do profiles emerge in dyslexics of different size families, for sources
and manifestations of stress?

Appendix G looks at sibling families in groups, significant differences are
indicated between the different-sized families, these will be discussed later in this
paper.

DISCUSSION

This study used the School Stress Survey to investigate how dyslexics, compared
with sibling controls, experience the sources of stress and any manifestations
from school stress.

Data were analysed from several perspectives (diagnosis, gender, age and the
size of family) to gain an understanding of how school-aged dyslexics cope. The
hypothesis of this study was that dyslexics experience different profiles of both
sources and manifestations of stress. A discussion will now take place to answer
the following questions:

* Do school-aged dyslexics experience different stresses than their non-dyslexic
siblings?

* Do school-aged dyslexics manifest stress differently than their non-dyslexic
siblings?

* Does age affect sources and manifestations of stress?
* Does the size of the family affect the sources and manifestations of stress?

Do School-aged Dyslexics Experience Different Stresses than their Non-
dyslexic Siblings?

The initial analysis (Appendix A) points to major differences in Peer Interaction
and Academic Self-concept, and to a lesser degree, Teacher Interaction and
Academic stress. Results suggest school-aged dyslexics feel stressed by their
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perceptions of their classmate’s feelings towards them and have poor feelings of
their self-worth related to academic ability. Schools in the 20th century are
performance related, with SAT scores determining not only progression but also
career choices. The results of such a culture is that both parents and children
make a comparison with their child’s peers}whilst most children have a
portfolio of skills and abilities that off-set any difficulties experienced in other
subjects, many dyslexics excel in very few subjects, if any, and thus the balance is
not experienced (Alexander-Passe, 2004a,b). Literacy has a knock-on effect to all
subjects of the National Curriculum, which contrasts public perception of
dyslexia being ‘just’ experiencing difficulty in English Language.

As found by Alexander-Passe (2004a,b), when school-aged dyslexics feel
unable to compete with their peers, they begin to question their own self-worth
and their ability to be ‘normal’. As soon as they feel ‘abnormal’ the tower of
bricks falls, affecting their self-esteem and self-concept concerning what they can
actually achieve. This creates stress in interactions with teachers and affects their
ability to achieve in academic settings.

Looking at the gender breakdown data for the sources of stress (Appendix B),
gender differences exist for both dyslexics and controls. The most significant
gender difference among the dyslexics were in Academic Stress, where the
dyslexic males scoring higher than dyslexic females. Such stress could be
understood to be related to attaining academic results, test taking and their
performance. Old-fashioned values of the male being the ‘bread-winner’ in the
family can drive parents to place more pressure on boys to perform academically.

Other differences between the dyslexic genders are in Peer Interaction and
Teacher Interaction, with the dyslexic females scoring higher than their male
counterparts. According to research (Terje & Bru, 2004) girls are more affected by
social interactions at school; thus this result indicating higher stress from Peer
and Teacher Interactions is not entirely surprising in this study. Greater Peer and
Teacher Interaction stress among dyslexics (as compared with controls) suggests
that dyslexics negatively attribute meaning to teacher and peer interactions,
whether real or not.

Do School-aged Dyslexics Manifest Stress Differently, Compared with their
Non-dyslexic Siblings?

Appendix A suggests that the differences between dyslexics and control siblings
are not as great as in the sources of stress, with both groups showing moderate
manifestations of stress. However, the control siblings score slightly higher in
Behaviour manifestations, but the differences are insignificant. The largest
differences are for Emotion and physiological manifestations, which are higher
among the dyslexics. As the Emotion manifestation is the highest score, one
could hypothesize that this is the primary and Physiological being the secondary
manifestation. Thus, school-aged dyslexics have feelings of fear, shyness and
loneliness which also manifest in symptoms such as nausea, tremors or rapid
heart beat. Results indicate that dyslexics commonly perceive themselves as
being abnormal and unable to be like their peers, both in the classroom but also
in the playground and socially. The results indicate fear, shyness and loneliness
which express the alienation young dyslexics feel as a result of their failing
academically and failing to be recognized as needing help. Hales (1995) compares
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dyslexia to a physical disability, noting that no one would ask a person in a
wheelchair to walk, but teachers constantly ask dyslexics to read aloud in class;
thus, physical disabilities are recognized and treated fairly, but an invisible
disability is ignored and commonly discriminated against.

The results from Appendix B suggest that there are manifestation differences
not only between dyslexics, but between dyslexic males and females. The highest
score (of all four groups) is for Behaviour, interestingly amongst dyslexic females
(the difference is also significant between dyslexic males and females), Helms
and Gable (1989) explain Behaviour manifestations to be reactions, or behaviour
towards others, such as striking out or being hurtful or disrespectful. Appendix B
also indicates high scores for the sources of stress (Peer and Teacher Interactions),
seen together, suggest female dyslexics find interactions difficult and thus strike
out (Behaviour manifestations) as a defensive mechanism.

Dyslexic males score highest for Emotion and Physiological manifestations of
stress, with the physiological manifestation being the most significant difference
to dyslexic females. The results suggest that dyslexic males are more likely to be
excluded from their peer group, not only by their inability to keep up
academically but their own perception of self-worth. If they think of themselves
as stupid, they will withdraw. The scores differentiating dyslexic males to control
males are not as large as would be expected; thus, it could be concluded that all
school-aged children, to some extent, suffer from Behaviour, Emotion and
Physiological manifestations of school-related stress, be it examination nerves
causing nausea, to being aggressive towards their peers, possibly caused by high
testosterone levels or puberty.

Does Age Affect Sources and Manifestations of Stress?

Looking at the sources of stress with the three dyslexic groups (Appendix A and
Figure 1), it is difficult to see a pattern, but year group 3–5 does seem to have
frequently scored with the highest sources and manifestations of stress, as
compared with year group 6–9 dyslexics and to a lesser degree, 10–12 yr
dyslexics. Why is this? What happens at this time which does not happen in the
other years? Year group 3–5 covers the last years of primary school and the stress
of gaining entry to a secondary school of their or their parent’s choice. Many
children are given tutors to gain high marks in their SAT’s.

Year group 3–5 dyslexics, score highest in Teacher Interaction and Academic
Stress sources of stress and Emotion and Physiological manifestations of stress.
On the basis of assumption above, teachers (and parents) are likely to put
pressure on them to achieve at subjects they themselves feel unable to. Year
group 6–9 dyslexics do not score highest in any of the sources sub-scales,
but do in Behaviour manifestations of stress. Year group 10–12 dyslexics score
highest in Peer Interaction sources of stress and no sub-scales for manifestations
of stress.

Do the control groups follow the same pattern? Year group 3–5 controls score
highest in Teacher Interaction, Academic Stress and Academic Self-concept
sources of stress but not highest in the manifestations of stress. Looking at the
dyslexic 3–5 yr group scores, it could be said that they also score high in
Academic Self-concept. Thus it could be argued, to a lesser degree, that both
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dyslexics and their sibling controls find Teacher Interactions, Academic Stress
and Academic Self-concept stressful in 3–5 yr.

It is very interesting that the 3–5 yr group are perceived to be of higher stress
than 10–12 yr group, the later covering GCSEs and A levels. One explanation
could be that by the time dyslexics reach GCSE taking, their teachers fully know
and understand their pupil’s abilities and difficulties, whereas, in 3–5 yr group
they put pressure on their pupils without full knowledge of their abilities and
difficulties.

Does the Size of the Family Affect the Sources and Manifestations Stress?

This question was investigated in two ways, firstly a look at three families (two
siblings, three siblings and four siblings) and secondary through group mean
data. As noted earlier, out of N ¼ 155 participants, there were N ¼ 118 in two
sibling families, N ¼ 29 in three sibling families and N ¼ 8 in four sibling
families. It should be noted that there maybe pre and post school age siblings
who were unable to participate in this study. For Part 3 of this study, one family
of each size (two, three and four siblings) were chosen for analysis. The three
families were chosen at random.

The investigation of the three families brought interesting results, with the
dyslexic in two sibling families scoring highest for Teacher Interaction, Academic
Self-concept and Physiological sub-scales. The dyslexic in the three sibling
families scored highest for Teacher Interaction, Academic Stress, Academic Self-
concept and Emotion. The dyslexics in the four-sibling family scored highest for
Peer and Teacher Interaction, Academic Self-concept, and Behaviour (one of the
two dyslexics also scored highest for Physiological and Emotion). What does this
tell us? The pattern of Teacher Interaction and Academic Self-concept for the
sources of stress seems constant. While interesting, the specific data are difficult
to generalize from}there could be a number of factors and variables which can
affect specific individual results. With that in mind, Appendix G looks at group
mean data to begin to make generalizations.

Interestingly, the dyslexic siblings in four-sibling families score the highest in
Peer and Teacher interaction sources of stress and especially Behaviour, but to a
lesser degree Physiological and then Emotion manifestations of stress. It should
be noted that only N ¼ 3 dyslexics were in four-sibling families, compared with
N ¼ 63 in the two-sibling families; thus reservations must be made to the
strength of such a finding.

Just using the two- and three-sibling family results found similar differences in
larger families (to a lesser degree), with dyslexics in three-sibling families scoring
higher in Teacher Interaction, Academic Stress and Academic Self-concept
sources of stress and Emotion manifestations of stress. However, the dyslexics
from two-sibling families scored highest for Behaviour and Physiological
manifestations of stress.

Thus, even discounting the four-sibling families, it would seem there is a
difference to the sources and manifestations of stress in dyslexics in different-
sized families. There is also a significant difference between the dyslexics and
controls in those sized families, especially in Peer Interactions and Academic
Stress (three-sibling families), Academic Self-concept (two- and three-sibling

N. Alexander-Passe

Copyright # 2007 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. DYSLEXIA (2007)
DOI: 10.1002/dys



families) for the sources of stress. Differences in the manifestations of stress only
include Emotion (for three-sibling families).

There is stress in all families, and school work or the attainment of grades is
commonly a source of stress, where the child is highly intelligent, the stress is
likely to be manifest internally (Alexander-Passe, 2004a,b; Riddick, 1996). Results
seem to suggest that in larger families (three siblings) where the child is having
difficulties at school (e.g. dyslexia), the stress is likely to be manifest externally.
Throw in factors of unfair comparison with a number of siblings without
difficulties in school can create an atmosphere which is emotionally unhealthy for
the young dyslexic at home. They also choose to withdraw as a coping strategy.

Does Birth Order Have Any Affect?

Appendix H investigates birth order as a variable for data in this study. Mean
data indicate that dyslexics are generally not first-born (be it in two- and three-
sibling families). Analysis of the data found no significant mean difference
between those dyslexics who are 1st and 2nd born dyslexics in two-sibling
families (looking at the sources and manifestations of stress).

One could hypothesis that parents create peer pressure from unfavourable
comparison, saying ‘why can’t you achieve like your OLDER brother/sister?’.
Such a comparison is not only hurtful for the dyslexic, but suggests they are
unable to reach the attainment of their older sibling. The work of Lobato (1990),
Sloan and Simeonsson (1986) and Stoneman et al. (1988) notes there can be anger,
resentment and embarrassment between family members with LD and non-LD
children. As it is also common for a younger sibling to follow in their older
sibling’s ‘foot steps’ and attend the same school, unfavourable teacher
comparison is also a contributing factor.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper began by looking at available studies on stress among young and
teenage dyslexics, followed by studies looking at how interactions at home and
school can affect them on a day-to-day basis.

This study investigated school-related stress using the School Stress Survey
(Helms & Gable, 1989), with two main sample groups and six sub-groups.
Results indicate that the sources and manifestations of stress were different for
dyslexic and non-dyslexic siblings. The profiles for the dyslexics are as follows:

Dyslexic females are likely to have negative perceptions of their teachers’ and
peers’ feelings towards them and are possibly experiencing stress as a result of
their interactions with their teachers and peers, with poor academic self-concept.
They are likely to misbehave or act out in school.

Dyslexic males are likely to be experiencing stress relative to their grades, to
test taking and to general academic performance. They are likely to be
experiencing frequent feelings of stress or emotional discomfort and the
physiological symptoms of stress.

It must be noted that both male and female dyslexics, compared with their
control siblings, suggest a profile of negative perceptions of their peers’ (these

Sources and Manifestations of Stress

Copyright # 2007 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. DYSLEXIA (2007)
DOI: 10.1002/dys



can include siblings) feelings towards them and are possibly experiencing stress
as a result of their interactions with their peers, with poor academic self-concept,
manifesting in the likelihood of them misbehaving or acting out in the
classroom/school and experiencing frequent feelings of stress or emotional
discomfort.

The SSS data also investigated the sources and manifestations of stress by age,
with significant differences in the three bands identified (academic years 3–5, 6–9
and 10–12 covering primary, primary/secondary and secondary school bands).
The data suggest that dyslexics in academic years 3–5 experience significantly
more Academic Stress and poor Academic Self-concept and manifest such stress
both Emotionally and Physiologically. In the control siblings, academic years 3–5
also were the most stressful, with significant ratings of Academic Stress and
Academic Self-concept, but in contrast with the dyslexics there were no
significant manifestations of stress. Such a result suggests fundamental
differences with how dyslexic and non-dyslexic siblings cope at school.

Lastly, this paper also investigated family size in relation to the sources and
manifestations of school stress. Results suggest that the larger the family, the
greater the Peer Interaction and Academic Stress causing Emotional manifesta-
tions. It is hypothesized to be from unfair comparison of academic results
(parental expectations) between peers causing dyslexics siblings to withdraw and
be shy. Investigations of birth order among the dyslexic sample suggest that
dyslexics are commonly not first born and thus experience peer interaction stress
from unfair comparison with their older sibling. Further investigations found no
significant difference (concerning the sources and manifestations of stress) in
dyslexics that were first and second born in two-sibling families.

The implications for practitioners and teachers are that the secondary
(emotional) implications of having a learning disability (such as dyslexia) should
be taken into consideration, alongside any remedial educational assistance. The
years of prior failure leading up to help being given can create emotional
suffering which should not be ignored.

The next step for this research is further studies into families of dyslexics,
focussing on how siblings compare themselves, family dynamics and why
different manifestations of stress exist for larger families. Birth order and gender
affect the sources and manifestations and may be a useful development for this
body of work.
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APPENDIX D: TWO-SIBLING FAMILY
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APPENDIX E: THREE-SIBLING FAMILY
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APPENDIX F: FOUR-SIBLING FAMILY
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APPENDIX H: COMPARISON OF BIRTH ORDER (ALL AND IN TWO-
AND THREE-SIBLING FAMILIES)

Birth order (mean data)
All dyslexics, N ¼ 81 1.772 (SD 0.678)
All controls, N ¼ 79 1.481 (SD 0.572)

Families of two siblings
Dyslexics, N ¼ 63 1.603 (SD 0.493)
Controls, N ¼ 56 1.375 (SD 0.488)

Families of three siblings
Dyslexics, N ¼ 13 2.385 (SD 0.768)
Controls, N ¼ 20 1.7 (SD 0.733)
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