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Specific stories of teachers in Sweden

Story no 1

Dyslexia in Sweden and at the Program of Dyslexia at VIVA Komvux ;education for adults in Umeå, Sweden.

The history of Dyslexia 

Since the 1940s and 1950s the interest for children with reading and writing disabilities has been of significant interest among the professionals working in the educational research/system. One of the pioneers within this field was Professor Eve Malmquist and Professor Ebbe Lindell who’s researched confirmed that a well adjusted and tailored education could provide for positive effects for children facing difficulties reading and writing. Among others, the teacher Mrs Annie Dhalqvist has had a noteworthy impact on the development within this field. 

During the 1950s and 1960s the knowledge and experiences regarding the support desirable for children with these particular disabilities was further enhanced but yet subsequently this group was constantly neglected and special attention for particular problems unrecognized. The children with disabilities were often considered ungifted and unintelligent. Many of these children later choose a practical path in life dismissing the chances of participating in higher education and avoiding enrolling in theoretical fields. In the beginning of the 1960s the program for teacher for pupils with impaired hearing/vision and physical disabilities was initiated and so called ‘Reading clinics’ were established around the country. Within these establishments children with disabilities were provided a retreat and a calm environment where language skills and mathematics could be improved by individual curriculum or within a group of children supporting each other assisted by a teacher. During the 1970s the metody of pedagogy underwent rapid changes and the ‘reading clinics’ and special classes was slowly abolished with the aim of including and incorporating children with disabilities into the public education system under the same conditions as other pupils. During the 1980s a group of researchers at the Faculty of Psychology at Umeå University were considered the leading experts in the field of dyslexia. The group was lead by Professor Ingvar Lundberg who is regarded as the world-leading dyslexia expert. 

The issue of dyslexia amongst children had been recognized but the piece of information that some of the children carried the inability to read and write even as adults had not yet been acknowledged. This discussion was greatly deferred and it would take until the late 1970s before a support group at a folk high school initiated the discussion by publicizing slogans saying: “We are neither ungifted nor unintelligent; we simply cannot read and write in a satisfactory way”. These voices were the starting point for a changed discourse where the disability was renowned as a life-long struggle without direct conjunction with intelligence and abilities. This awakening and realization initiated the mobilization and organization of the ‘right’ of people suffering from dyslexia and the Organization against reading and writing disabilities (FMLS) was established in 1972. The organization is today renamed to Dyslexia disabled with reading and writing disabilities and is well familiar among the general public and considered as an organization with high regarded within the research community. In 1990 dyslexia was officially recognized as a disability and during the Year of Dyslexia in 1996 the issue of children and adults facing problems with reading and writing abilities were in the lime light of attention and through out the country information campaigns and advocacy activities were broadcasted and publicized. Dyslexia was no longer a term only discussed in closed research circles at the universities but become a concept well known to the general public. 

Umeå Special Learning Center 

During the same period of time the Special Learning Center in Umeå in the north of Sweden, started.  In collaboration with professionals on dyslexia the pupils and parents received pedagogically advice and the individuals with special needs were the source of attention. The work was still targeting children and youth and did not include adults with dyslexia in the tailored curriculum. In the beginning of 1995 professionals at the Education for Adults (Komvux) in Umeå initiated a discussion regarding the need of assistance to adults with disabilities which created the foundation for the new initiative, Umeå Dyslexia program that opened its doors to the pubic in the autumn of 1995.  

The initiative was highly appreciated among the students and the high turn out was only one of the indicators of the importance of such program being established and professional knowledge being provided. The students comprised people from different paths of life ranging from different social strata, variety of educational backgrounds and level of abilities but with the common interest of fighting the dyslexia through specially tailored curriculums adjusted to the pedagogy needed to improve their language and communication skills. The average age among the students turned out to be relatively high, 40 years of age, and the oldest student participating in the program is 58 years old. As many of these students has been a highly criticized and comprises of a targeted group in the society the level of self esteem was in many cases torn and the boosting of sense of self and value became a critical part of the curriculum as the program developed. The pedagogues played a key role in the tailoring and adjustment of curriculum to facilitate the special needs for students with dyslexia. This work did not only require a true dedication to the task but also high integrity and deep source of knowledge regarding the suitable pedagogy, the social and cultural contexts and the politics regarding this group of students. The teacher’s assignment involves stimulating students and to encourage them to constantly exercise their reading and writing abilities as dyslexia is a disability that is not to be ‘cured’ but requires a lifelong exercise. The average age among the student slowly decreased and today the group of students comprises a group from 20-30 years of age. An increased number attends the program straight from high school. The ‘sense of shame’ for not being able to read and write adequately is derating and as it is more frequently openly discussed and publicly displayed. This ‘relaxed’ attitude towards dyslexia is the fruit from many years of advocacy campaigns and dedicated professionals communicating the ‘no-shame’ message. 

Program of Dyslexia at VIVA education for adults in Umeå

An applicable student at the Dyslexia program is a person that has turned 20 years of age. The application process involves an initial evaluation of the students’/individuals’ level of dyslexia, if the person is profoundly suffering from reading and writing disabilities or if the problems are rather caused by a lack of educational background and inability. In such cases the student might be referred to the basic training courses provided by the adult learning center at the VIVA education. 

If the student/individual is eligible to participate in the Dyslexia program with objective of encourage a greater understanding and ability to use the Swedish language the person will be enrolled in the educational training by a tailor made yearly program developed in joint cooperation with the pedagogues at the Dyslexia learning center. Within this training/education framework strengths and weaknesses are identified as well as ways of implementing the education to reach the largest achievement possible. An assessment of the educational plan is conducted in the end of each year and evaluated by both the pedagogue as well as the students themselves. 

The students accepted to enroll in the program is divided into two groups depending on the aim of their educational progress and the future goals in regard to higher studies. The students are encouraged to support each others process of learning. A proves that often develops into a positive group dynamic with a high level of trust and leverage. In some groups deep relationships built on a common understanding of each others problems are developed and some students remain friends for life.   

The groups are going through a rigorous curriculum with the objective of improving the ability to utilize the Swedish language to its fullest. When a realization is made that the ability to read goes beyond the issue of syllables and entails a large range of vocabularies, ability to read between the lines, importance to obtain basic knowledge about a subject, and to possess the technical language skills etc. it tends to increase a students reading ability. This type of knowledge is built during the cause of the semester where the student is exposed to a variety of literature and different types of written material. 

Fiction is an important part in the curriculum and most of the students have not been able to read this type of literature since the finalization of their high school education. With the aim of providing sufficient educational assistance and expertise a great deal of time and dedication is allocated to find a suitable book for the student i.e. a book adjusted to the level of ability and a subject of personal interest for the student to stimulate the learning process. Once again, the group dynamic plays a key role in this process of learning as the students tends to retell each other the stories, what they are reading and in some cases students are inspired and encourage to reading literature that they have never before acknowledged as possible reading material. 

Reading and reading ability is also an area of great focus of the curriculum and is also implemented through training in front of a computer. The students have during the cause of the semester/year complete access to specially designed software with a particular purpose of enhancing the student’s ability to read. The program used in the current curriculum is based on the flash-card method i.e. the words are being displayed in a random sequence in speed and is adjusted to how well preformed previous assignment has been conducted. The student is asked to write the word that has just been displayed and the software is providing an immediate assessment of the answer. 

Spelling is an important part of the education provided at the Dyslexia center and the education is conducted by providing a particular spelling methodology i.e. the students are encourage to create ‘mind-hooks’ to increase memory of rules and provide for spelling improvement and syllables. A great deal of time and effort is allocated to remembering rules for spelling and practice spelling by repeatedly writing words. This can be conducted through hand writing or computers. 

Writing and creating written material is a field which the students are constantly exposed as many of the students seldom has produced text documents prior to the semester at the Dyslexia program. This is a process where the students easily can recognize and identify improvement as they are rapidly increasing their ability to write longer and more substantial pieces of material. Many students develop a good sense of writing and increases there self-esteem by realizing the enjoyment of story telling. Several of the former students have developed such an interest of the written language that they would precede in writing books and stories. One inspiring factor might be there are examples in Sweden where people suffering from dyslexia is also well known authors and have overcome their disability through hard work and a great sense of self.  

All students that have successfully completed the curriculum and graduated from the program has improved there ability to sufficiently utilize the Swedish language. As pedagogues with expertise in dyslexia the exceptional development during the semester (especially the first semester) is remarkable and the amassing improvement of sense of self and self-esteem that this education is sparking is one of the greatest achievements that are being made. The students that enrolled in the program as individual with high self-limitation and self-criticism are able to read out laud in-front of the rest of the class, they have the courage to write, and they realize that books will not only provide them with a great pleasure but also a knowledge source that previously was neglected. 

The assessment and evaluations of the program provided by the students have showed a great support and it has been stressed that the program has provided a greater selfesteem and improved quality of life with increased language ability have opened doors to higher education and jobs that was previously seen as impossible or at least remote. The curriculum entails fulltime studies (18 hours per week) the first semester and requires the student’s full attention and commitment. The coming semesters are often conducted as part time studies as many of the students attend to courses in subjects (such as English, mathematics, and social studies) that they have either missed out of during previous studies or need to improve to prepare for higher studies. A common phrase among the students after completing the first semester is: “I am just getting started, it’s time for me to improve and enhance my language skills”. A majority of the students successfully completed their studies at the program has continued their studies in the regime of the VIVA education or at higher education and Universities.     

The professionals working professionals on dyslexia the exceptional development of the improved self-esteem, high level of energy and increased curiosity of what life has to offer, and the development of person’s senses of self are the greatest proof of the success. The frequent visits by former students and the close relationship between the pedagogues and the students moving on in their life is truly an indicator of great success accomplished by hard work, dedication and the professionalism in tailoring a curriculum with an interest of adjusting methodologies to reach the greatest level possible. Many of the graduated students revisits the Dyslixia center facilities if not only to encourage the enrolled students to continue the struggle for improvement and bring in the motto: “Everything is possible as long as you keep on trying!”. The disability will not be ‘cured’ and it is a life-long struggle and ‘training’ that require constant maintenance. In periods this struggle will be long and hard, but the motto that stresses the possibility is important to always remember and the caveat of increased self-esteem and sense of quality will hopefully empower people suffering from the dyslexia to continue the learning process well beyond the Dyslexia program.   

Birgitta Bylesjö,  
Dyslexia Specialist at the Dyslexia Center at VIVA Komvux Umeå

Story no 2

Lecture on How to Succeed With Your Studies

Kerstin Forsberg VIVA Komvux 

It is with mixed emotions that one approaches the student life as an adult. It might have taken a lot of courage to reach this point, but there are also expectations of trying something new. Feelings of insecurity and the fear of failure are often present, as bad experiences from earlier studies could have created a negative self image.

To create a positive feeling and to give tips on how to succeed with your studies we offer a simple yet comprehensive lecture. The lecture includes a selection from three different subjects and is combined with practical exercises. Everyone is welcome to this lecture the very first school-day of the semester.

The first part concerns the importance of setting goals, intermediate goals and motivation. Attitudes and appreciation of yourself and knowledge is discussed. Also, the fact that the student him/herself is responsible for his/her studies is brought up. You are your own boss. We point out that to avoid stress it is highly important to plan your time. Thieves of time, such as "I'll just watch this TV show, or make a phone call, or do the dishes, before I start" are something that we all recognize.

The second topic is about our brains' way of working when studying. It's about activating and dedicating a time for studying so that the right brain does not take over with fantasies when/if you get bored. We have different ways of studying, as we use different senses for acquiring knowledge. The more senses we use, the better. During this session, the participants will be getting an indication of which studying method they prefer, based on a basic survey. Many of our students have a kinesthetic or a tactile way of studying, where they use both their hands and their body to learn. An eye-opener, as the school environment often is visual and auditory. 

The final topic is about different ways of learning and studying. We demonstrate and give tips by doing simple exercises.

We finish by offering continued support for studying at StudieCentrum. By giving this lecture, we wish to play down the idea of studying, give explanations to the factors that affect the learning process and to offer continued support when it is needed.

Story no 3

Course for immigrants, Swedish as a second language, basic level (SAS) at VIVA Komvux

Gun-Marie Lindberg, Kathrine Jacobsson, Anna Valbäck, Anna Wallin

About 80 persons who have completed Swedish for immigrants (SFI) are our target group. It is a very heterogeneous group, some of them are well educated and have a lot of study experience and others have none or short educational background from their home countries. Some of them have completed SFI in a couple of moths others have studied SFI for several years.  The course we have offered has been too easy for some and others have had difficulties to participate the course.

So we changed the teaching methods, the organisation and learning environment. The students’ influences and freedom of choices increased.

The students are free to choose:

· When they want to start to study (continuous intake)

· How much they want to study (They can choose to study 100 %, 50 % or 25 %. If you study 100 % it’s 10 lessons a week. One lesson=90 minutes).

· Where they want to study (according to their previous knowledge and qualifications they are able to choose the lessons with the content they need best). For example if they have difficulties to speak or understand Swedish but the spelling is very good they can choose to concentrate at listening comprehension and pronunciation and don’t participate in  writing lessons.

· When they want to study (Most lessons will take part at least two or several occasions a week. They can choose which day they want to attend the lesson). 

· Where they should study (The student will be able to choose different learning environments).

· When will they do the examination (the students announce when they want to do the examination).
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VIVA Komvux 

Postadress
Box 553, 901 10 Umeå

Telefon
090-16 28 75 

Fax
090-12 92 55 
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