Dyscalculia: Definition, School Indicators, and Strategies
Definition of Dyscalculia
Dyscalculia is a specific learning difficulty that affects a person’s ability to understand, learn, and use maths and number-based information. It is neurological in origin and not related to intelligence or effort. Children with dyscalculia often struggle with number sense, number facts, mental maths, and multi-step procedures.
How Dyscalculia May Present in Primary School
Number Sense Difficulties
• Difficulty understanding the value of numbers.
• Hard to identify which number is bigger or smaller.
• Trouble recognising patterns or estimating quantities.
Counting Challenges
• Difficulty counting forwards or backwards.
• Loses track when counting objects.
• Struggles with skip-counting (2s, 5s, 10s).
Difficulty Learning Number Facts
• Slow recall of number bonds or times tables.
• Reliance on fingers or concrete objects.
• Forgetting previously learned facts.
Problems with Procedures
• Confusion with multi-step methods like column addition.
• Difficulty remembering the order of steps.
• Confusion with +, -, ×, ÷ symbols.
Word Problem Difficulties
• Difficulty identifying the maths within a written problem.
• Struggles to translate words into number sentences.
Time, Money & Measure Challenges
• Difficulty reading clocks or understanding durations.
• Struggles using coins or making amounts.
• Difficulty comparing weights, lengths, and capacities.
Emotional Indicators
• Maths anxiety.
• Avoidance of maths tasks.
• Low confidence compared with peers.
Effective Primary School Strategies
Use Concrete and Visual Resources
• Numicon, Dienes, counters, tens frames.
• Visual number lines and hundred squares.
• Bar models and diagrams.
Pre-Teaching and Overlearning
• Introduce vocabulary and methods beforehand.
• Provide repetition and regular revisiting of concepts.
Break Tasks into Small Steps
• Teach one part at a time.
• Use worked examples.
• Provide checklists for procedures.
Support Memory and Recall
• Use songs, games, rhythm, and movement.
• Provide multiplication grids and prompt cards.
• Allow extra processing time.
Encourage Tools and Strategies
• Permit finger counting.
• Encourage use of number lines.
• Allow calculator use where appropriate.
Reduce Cognitive Load
• Provide fewer but more focused questions.
• Allow oral explanations or diagrams.
• Use uncluttered worksheets.
Real-Life Maths
• Use money, cooking, and time-based activities.
• Give practical, hands-on opportunities.
Emotional and Confidence Support
• Celebrate small achievements.
• Remove time pressure.
• Use supportive language and encourage persistence.
Ways to Support at Home
Make Maths Practical
• Count real-life objects (fruit, toys, steps).
• Use cooking to explore measuring and weighing.
• Use money and coins in real situations.
Use Visual Supports
• Number lines on the fridge or wall.
• Tens frames or simple bead strings.
• Drawings and pictures to explain ideas.
Build Confidence
• Focus on effort, not speed.
• Avoid comparing with siblings.
• Celebrate small successes.
Play Maths Games
• Dominoes, Snakes and Ladders, Connect 4, card games.
• Simple board games that involve counting or turn-taking.
Reduce Pressure
• Keep maths sessions short.
• Remove time limits.
• Allow calculators when appropriate.
Use Everyday Routines
• Talk about time using real examples.
• Look at prices while shopping.
• Estimate distances or amounts in fun ways.

When to Refer for Additional Support
• Ongoing difficulties despite intervention.
• Clear gap between maths and other learning areas.
• High levels of anxiety around maths.
A diagnosis may be made by an Educational Psychologist or specialist assessor.
