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Considering the music curriculum for dyslexic children in China

Qingran Pan

Introduction

This paper aims to investigate the condition of the music curriculum for dyslexic children in China.
Based on the Ministry of Education (2022), there are about 105.6 million students who have
dyslexia in China. Naturally, there might be many students in need of help with music learning and
there should be a specific music curriculum for students who have dyslexia as it is important for
music education and society. Firstly, this paper will explain what dyslexia is. Then, the symptoms
of dyslexia in music learning and some research programs for helping dyslexic students all over the
world will be explored. Subsequently, whether there are appropriate musical curriculums or
programs for dyslexic students and the standards of these music curriculums in China will be
shown. Finally, according to the basic condition of the Chinese musical curriculum for dyslexic
students and other related research in other nations, there will be some implications for the music
curriculum for dyslexic in China, which could be conducive to providing further help for dyslexic
students to study music. In the field of music, students are required to have an ability to read music,
which can be paralleled to having similar ability to recognise words. In this case, there exists a
phenomenon that students with dyslexia cannot read music at an average speed and cannot have
formal music studying. Therefore, it seems necessary for students with dyslexia to achieve certain
help and special guidance when studying music. To some extent, it is also concerning the education
of disabled children, which is a significant component of society and any changes in education tend
to have impacts on the whole society. However, whether designing a specific music curriculum for
students with dyslexia is still a controversial topic.

What is dyslexia?

It could be seen that some students have difficulty in reading and spelling words. Shaywitz et al.
(2003) indicated that by third grade, the majority of students have mastered reading to the point
where they can read unfamiliar and nonsense words. Nevertheless, for some dyslexic students at
that age, it is still challenging for them to read the words. In some cases, people who have
difficulties in reading and spelling might be diagnosed as dyslexic. As Shaywitz (1996) considered,
dyslexia is a reading disorder that affects children and adults who otherwise have the intelligence,
motivation, and education required for correct and fluent reading. In modern society, dyslexia is one
of the most common learning disabilities. According to the most recent statistics, dyslexia is quite
common, affecting over 20% of the population (Shaywitz et al., 2021). However, this data cannot
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be regarded as absolutely accurate because the phenomenon that some people are not willing to
share their real conditions can still exist. Additionally, there seems no clear evidence in the paper
(Shaywitz et al., 2021) to suggest that the data source is global.

In terms of other influences of dyslexia, dyslexia has significant negative consequences on
children’s health and socioeconomic status in addition to low academic achievement (Kuhl et al.,
2020 and Sanfilippo et al., 2020). It could be found that it is extremely tough for some children to
make a speech, read and do other cognitive activities. However, their peers could do these things
easily. In this case, children with dyslexia are more possible to be anxious due to lacking confidence
in studying the language. Informed by Willcutt & Pennington (2000), due to their academic
underachievement, children with dyslexia may become introverted, worried, and unhappy. This
point is also supported by Carroll & lles (2006), who proposed that children with learning
difficulties, such as dyslexia, are more likely to experience emotional problems such as anxiety and
sadness. Similarly, Svetaz, Ireland & Blumit (2001) found that adolescents with learning
difficulties, such as dyslexia, are twice as likely to experience mental distress, which can lead to
aggression and suicide attempts. It has been suggested that dyslexia is caused by a problem with the
processing of phonemes, which are the linguistic components that make up all spoken and written
text (Shaywitz, 1996).

Furthermore, Lyon (1997) pointed out that the majority of children are not diagnosed with a reading
problem until they are in third grade, or around nine years old. Also, once people have been
diagnosed as dyslexic, there is no need for them to examine again because this disability is
persistent. In addition, there is a stereotype that reading impairments in boys are identified more
frequently than in girls. In contrast, informed by Flynn (1994), the rate of girls and boys having
dyslexia is almost the same. Hence, it is reasonable to observe every child’s reaction and behaviour
when they learn to read and spell.

Dyslexia in music
Although there are limited references in the literature regarding dyslexic musicians’ difficulties with
institutionalised music study, particularly reading music, it is undeniable that people having
dyslexia also tend to have difficulties in studying music because note reading might be a
challenging task for dyslexic learners. For example, reading notes is an issue for Oldfield (1987), a
dyslexic flautist. She says it might be “a whole lot of birds sitting on telegraph wires” (rather than
notes on a stave). Furthermore, Mile (1993) mentioned a dyslexic pianist who admitted, “I read it
[music] slowly. I’'m less ahead than most people would be for the amount of learning I’ve done. My
sight reading is a bad point; I know it all but it’s slow. Then eventually my fingers remember” (p.
145). Indeed, reading music notation is a difficult activity that necessitates the integration of a
variety of perceptual, cognitive, and motor processes. However, the research showed that in their
capacity to learn to read and play these particular music symbols, kids with reading impairments
were no different from age-matched nonreading impaired peers or reading-level matched peers
(Benson, Lovett & Kroeber, 1997). This is due to the fact that reading musical notation does not
require learners to have phonological skills of segmenting and blending which is significant for
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language studying. For this reason, it appears to be unnecessary for music educators to worry about
dyslexic people’s capacity for reading notation. Instead, music educators should pay more attention
to other aspects of music where dyslexic people may feel frustrated and then adjust teaching
methods and curriculum to help them according to their weaknesses.
Firstly, people with dyslexia might struggle with measuring timing, especially for accurate or rapid
timing. To discriminate between a variety of musical skills and sub-skills, a series of Musical
Aptitude Tests (MATSs) was created specifically for dyslexic youngsters. The MATs were
administered to 15 dyslexic children (ages 7-11, mean age 9.0) and 11 control children (ages 7-10,
mean age 8.9), and the results were compared. Based on the study MATSs (a collection of musical
aptitude tests) conducted by Overy et al. (2001), the results indicated that the dyslexic group
outperformed the control group on three measures of pitch abilities (perhaps due to slightly more
musical experience), but they outperformed the control group on seven out of nine tests of timing
skills. Specifically, the most obvious difficulty for people with dyslexia is regarding rapid temporal
processing. In the field of music, it appears that dyslexic people will meet many obstacles due to
their weakness in timing skills. Indicated by Ganschow, Lioyd-Jones & Miles (1994), people with
dyslexia tend to feel stuck with rhythm. Specifically, problems with keeping a constant speed and
imitating rhythm patterns were proposed by Olgethorpe (1996) and Atterbury (1983) respectively.
To deal with this struggle, some researchers proposed a few suggestions. For instance, Blythe
(1998) indicated that it might be effective to sing at a slow speed and emphasise speech sounds. In
addition, in America, there were three approaches designed for dyslexics to alleviate this struggle.
One of the approaches was to concentrate on group singing and highlighting rhythmic and melodic
comprehension (Hurwitz et al., 1975). Furthermore, West & Holdstock (1985) contended there are
some games from basic level to an advanced level designed for dyslexic children to enhance their
rhythmic and timing skills in particular.
Moreover, reading written music is also another challenge for dyslexics but it plays a significant
role in studying music, which could influence students’ ability to learn a new piece independently.
Music reading is a complicated sub-skill of musical performance that is learnt by explicit coaching
(Hébert & Cuddy, 2006) and might be typically the first step in instrumental music education in
some cases (Gudmundsdottir, 2010). The reasons why dyslexics have difficulties reading written
music are said to be of many reasons. One of them is that the general concepts of written music can
be tough for pupils to automate. To put it simply, the intuitive perception of musical notation may
not always match the notation’s true meaning (Tan, Wakefield & Jeffries, 2008). In addition,
compared with text reading proceeding sequentially, music reading requires both vertical (pitch)
and sequential reading (Hébert & Cuddy, 2006). For this reason, it could be observed that music
reading has a high requirement for reading ability. Naturally, there is a strong possibility that
dyslexics will feel struggled with reading written music.
To address the problem, suggestions for adapting the design of written music for dyslexic students
have been proposed by some researchers. Solis (2012) who is a researcher in special and music
education, found that some students with dyslexia struggled to read black text on white paper and
discovered that printing text on coloured paper or using coloured overlays alleviated some of the
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tiredness caused by reading most common printed texts. Based on the methodology of this study, it
could be noticed that all of the participants were asked to play from three music examples including
one repeated and two new examples printed in different colours according to their preferences. In
this case, the repeated performance could have a slight impact on participant feelings and final
results, although the repeated example was balanced with two new examples. However, these
influences are in the normal range so the finding of this research is that printing texts on coloured
paper still can be regarded as an effective teaching method to help the students with reading texts.
Likewise, Macmillan (2005) said that Hubicki created the Coloured Staff programme to encourage
the identification of visual patterns through colour. Based on the further explanation by Hubicki
(2001), he suggested that it might be viable to assign a colour to each pitch. In detail, Hubuki (2001)
stated that “One of the Colour-Staff’s basic aims is to fix the symbols in the learner’s imagination”
(p. 86). To some extent, using a variety of colours to mark pitch and texts could lower the reading
difficulties for dyslexic students, which could be considered a way to help students with dyslexia to
read music. Although there is no reference to propose many colours might distract readers attention,
this possibility still exists.
Apart from applying colour to decorate the written music, there is another method to enhance the
dyslexics’ reading speed. The effects of expanding text on children with dyslexia were studied by
O’Brien, Mansfield, and Legge (2005). There was a key font size for both dyslexic and non-
dyslexic readers. It could be found that the reading speed drastically declined below this size. Also,
except for a critical font size, O’Brien et al. (2005) discovered an ideal font size. When compared to
normal learners at the same level of reading ability, dyslexic kids required 32 per cent larger fonts
to reach their maximal reading speed. Thus, adjusting the size of the text seems to have a good
effect on dyslexic students’ reading.
It seems that music could help dyslexic students to study language and literacy. Based on Jorm et
al.’s study (1986), people with dyslexia might have problems with short-term memory.
Furthermore, Tallal et al. (1993) proposed that for dyslexics, the magnocellular pathways in the
brain (which are assumed to be important for quick sensory processing) are neurologically faulty,
resulting in rapid temporal processing issues that influence different elements of sensory perception.
It has been indicated by Tallal et al. (1996) that some training can help people enhance their
temporal processing ability, which will help improve people’s language and literacy skills.
Considering the characteristics of music, some musical activities could stimulate and strengthen
learners’ potential ability in this aspect. For instance, activities such as choir, reading notes and so
on all require timing skills. Music training, which necessitates extremely precise timing abilities,
might serve as a vehicle for the development and enhancement of temporal processing ability, and
so could be a useful type of supplementary remediation for dyslexic youngsters (Overy, 2000).
More specifically, musical training such as maintaining a steady beat is a usual and good method.
As Thomson (1993) said, dyslexics’ spelling skills can be improved by tapping out the number of
syllables in a word to a steady beat. Additionally, the study (Hurwitz et al., 1975) discovered that in
their first year of school, 20 students who had received Kodaly music training (which is focused on
singing and emphasises rhythm abilities) scored much higher on reading tests than those who had
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not had music training. In this case, it is necessary for schools to emphasise musical activities,
which not only can cultivate students’ interest in music but also a way to enhance students’ reading
ability, especially for dyslexic students.

Conditions of music curriculum for dyslexic students in China

Based on a survey in 2020, there have been 105.6 million people with dyslexia in China (Ministry
of Education, 2020). Under this circumstance, it is crucial to organize some specific programmes to
help these people. In Hong Kong, the Hong Kong Specific Learning Difficulties Behaviour
Checklist (For Primary School Pupils) indicated that additional professional assessment for learning
disabilities is required, and school instructors should refer poor academic achievers to professional
psychologists for examination (Ho, Chan, Tsang, & Lee, 2000). The Hong Kong Specific Learning
Difficulties Behaviour Checklist, developed by the Education Bureau of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region, urges schools to detect students with dyslexia as early as grade one (Ho et
al., 2000). However, there still exists that some children with dyslexia could not be identified after
they are above grade one. Based on the information from the Education Bureau (2007) (formerly
the Hong Kong Education Department), as far as teachers aid and guidance for dyslexics are
concerned, before 2007, there was no policy about teaching training for teachers with regards to
offering special support and help for dyslexic students and so there was no professional curriculum
for them.

Since September 2007, Hong Kong’s Education Bureau has developed a five-year teacher
professional development framework to provide three-tiered teacher training in helping children
with special educational needs (Education Bureau, 2007). With this in mind, only a small
percentage of instructors (10%) were expected to finish the Basic Course in the five years after the
2007-2008 school year (Education Bureau, 2007). Up until now, this trend is still continuous. The
conditions of the music curriculum for dyslexics are similar. Even worse, there might be no specific
policy for music curriculum designed for dyslexic students. In this case, dyslexic students cannot
have music education of high quality.

In Mainland China, there is a comparable situation of musical curriculum for students with dyslexia.
Although there has been a large number of people with learning disabilities, it seems that special
education still does not have enough attention. Wang & Mu (2014) pointed out that one of the most
essential variables in the growth of special education in China is that teacher quality has been
identified as a significant factor, which could have a great impact on education for dyslexics. With
lack of professional skills, a lack of training opportunities, and a lack of funds are common issues
throughout China, particularly in less developed regions (Lai, Li, Ji, Wong & Lo, 2016; Lu, Hao,
Chen, & Potmesil, 2018). Similarly, in terms of music education, there are no specific music
curriculums and teaching methods for dyslexics. Based on the present conditions of the music
curriculum in China, it is very important to design an appropriate musical curriculum for students
with dyslexia.
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Implications
According to the basic condition of the music curriculum for dyslexics in China and some related
research, some implications will be provided. Firstly, music educators need to know what dyslexia
is and then they could know how to aid people with dyslexia effectively. As the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development (2000) considered, to provide students with aid, teachers are
required to master a detailed and accurate knowledge about dyslexia. For this reason, it is important
for music educators in China to study the basic knowledge about dyslexia. Meanwhile, the
education department should organise related free courses and encourage teachers to attend, which
is the foundation of special education. Specifically, these courses could be organised at the college
for special education on the weekend and funding for these courses can be provided by Chinese
Association for Special Education. In addition, students who specialise in special education can be
invited to be volunteers to transfer related knowledge about dyslexia to the music educators, which
also can be regarded as students’ social practice. Under this circumstance, the cost of these training
courses is relatively low, meanwhile, these students can master related skills and knowledge more
expertly.
Secondly, according to some research about dyslexia in other countries, it might be necessary to add
some special guidance in music courses for students with dyslexia. For instance, due to dyslexic
students” weakness in measuring time, accurate and rapid timing, in particular, music educators
could let dyslexic students sing at a slow speed and pay more attention to speech sounds.
Nevertheless, it might be challenging for music educators to implement these activities in a normal
school where the majority of students are without dyslexia. For example, music educators cannot
choose an appropriate speed both appropriate for dyslexics and healthy students. Under this
circumstance, it seems that choosing pieces slower not only could satisfy the special demands of
dyslexic children but also will not influence the studying effect of the majority of students.
However, it is not a method which can be used for a long time. Moreover, music educators could
divide students into different groups and every group sing at a different speed. In this case,
dyslexics can be arranged to the group at a slow speed and students with dyslexia will not receive
strange looks from others. Although music educators could give a certain help for dyslexic students,
the help is limited. In this way, designing a music curriculum for students with dyslexia is a good
choice.
Furthermore, encouraging students to sing in a group and emphasising rhythmic and melodic
comprehension is another teaching method to guide dyslexics to study music. Furthermore, some
designed games such as choir and counting the beats could be carried out in the class. In this case, it
could be noticed that the focus of the music curriculum and teaching methods for students with
dyslexia is different from the mainstream music curriculum. For dyslexic students, when teaching
dyslexics to read written music, it is better to use colourful texts and use an ideal font size. Thus,
there is a special demand for teaching materials, which is the indispensable component of the music
curriculum for dyslexics.
In addition, the special musical training for dyslexics also can be thought of as an aid for language
learning. As Overy (2000) said, music training, which necessitates extremely precise timing
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abilities, might serve as a vehicle for the development and enhancement of temporal processing
ability, and so could be a useful type of supplementary remediation for dyslexic youngsters. In this
case, the special musical curriculum for students with dyslexia is necessary because it will include
specific training and focus, compared with the formal music curriculum. For example, activities
such as maintaining a steady beat could be involved in the curriculum because it is a method to help
people to improve their temporal processing ability.

In short, due to the relatively bad condition of musical education for dyslexics in China, it is
important for music educators and the education department to design a special and appropriate
curriculum for them. In light of some studies in other countries, they should choose appropriate
teaching materials with colourful texts and ideal size. Additionally, music educators should change
the focus during teaching including highlighting the rhythmic and melodic understanding instead of
the effect of their performances. Moreover, when designing the music curriculum for dyslexic
students, educators should consider more about some activities such as keeping a steady beat
because it is also conducive to their reading ability to some extent. Last but not the least, it is
significant to take dyslexics’ abilities and weaknesses into consideration when designing the music
curriculum, which could contribute to strengthening students’ confidence and benefit the good
effect of the curriculum. Choosing the songs at slow speed is a good example because of dyslexics’
weakness in rapid timing. Nevertheless, designing a special curriculum for dyslexics is still a
controversial problem for the whole society.

Conclusions
In conclusion, this paper draws upon the condition of the music curriculum for dyslexics in China
and provides some suggestions in light of the related study from other countries. Firstly, this paper
explains that dyslexia is a reading disorder caused by a problem with the processing of phonemes.
Secondly, there is a large number of studies on dyslexia are shown. For instance, it pointed out that
dyslexics might struggle with measuring timing and rhythm. In addition, reading written music is
also challenging for dyslexics. To solve these problems, some programs and suggestions have been
shown by scholars such as O’Brien et al. (2005), who discovered there is an ideal font size for
dyslexics. Solis (2012) found using colourful print texts is beneficial for dyslexics’ studying. In
China, there might be no concrete music curriculum for dyslexics until now. Combined with the
present situation of music curriculum for dyslexics, it is a good choice to consider these methods
when designing a dyslexic music curriculum.
Nevertheless, designing a special curriculum for dyslexic students is a controversial problem. Some
people guess it is not equal for the students who are involved in mainstream education. In my
humble opinion, it is necessary to design a specific music curriculum for students with dyslexia.
The reason is that courses aim to help students to master related abilities and knowledge.
Curriculum design should be depended on students’ ability, otherwise the teaching effect could not
be ideal. Under this circumstance, it shows equality for dyslexic students and other students because
what the government do is to provide appropriate education and guidance for students according to
what students really need. From another aspect, disabled people are a special group in society.
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Naturally, a specific curriculum for them should be understood. If dyslexic students attend
mainstream education, there is a strong possibility that they will feel frustrated and anxious, which
is not conducive to their studying. Therefore, | consider it is extremely necessary for the Chinese
government to pay more attention to dyslexics’ music education, cultivate professional music
educators and design an appropriate music curriculum for them.
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