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Inclusive Marking Guidelines for Students with Specific Learning
Difficulties

These guidelines are to assist examiners and assessors in marking the submissions and examination
papers of students who have a specific learning difficulty (SpLD) that has been confirmed by the
Disability Advisory Service (DAS).

SpLD is an umbrella term that includes dyslexia, dyspraxia, attention deficit (hyperactivity) disorder or
AD(H)D, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia. SpLDs are characterised by a pattern of difficulties or differences
in cognitive skills. They exist on a continuum and the particular impact varies from one individual to
another, but can often lead to a discrepancy between a student’s verbal and written performance. An
SpLD might also explain why a student has continued difficulty presenting work in a standard academic
format, which is not due to lack of academic experience or knowledge, or connected to intellectual
ability or effort.

Common difficulties experienced by students with SpLDs can include (but are not limited to):

e Slow reading speed, word omissions and difficulty making sense of the printed word without
substantial re-reading — potentially leading to misunderstanding the text and misreading or
miscopying information.

e Getting ideas onto paper or expressing full understanding of ideas or vocabulary.

e Proofreading or seeing own errors in print.

e Thinking in linear patterns, with the result that work may appear disjointed.

e Ordering things sequentially and keeping place in a numerical series or passage of text.

e Poor working memory — difficulty memorising or recalling new facts, terminology, names, etc.

e Persistent or erratic problems with spelling (even with ‘easy’ or common words), sentence
structure, punctuation or organisation of written work.

e Tendency to misinterpret or miscopy complex written or spoken instructions.
e Trouble generalising, or acquiring and applying rules.
e Slow handwriting that lacks automaticity, omits words, and is poorly constructed or illegible.

More information about the impact of SpLDs on study can be found in the DAS Staff Guide.

Key recommendations for marking written work:

1. Mark positively for content, ideas and critical thinking, focussing on what the student is trying
to say or argue.

This can be accomplished by concentrating on understanding the point even if there are
mistakes in the text. It can be helpful to first read through the work quickly to get an initial
sense of the candidate’s overall argument and understanding of the question, without making
corrections to or comments on the grammar, punctuation or spelling, etc.

2. Wherever possible do not penalise work for:
e Short sentences that lack links with those that precede and follow.

e Long paragraphs that look like a string of undifferentiated simple sentences linked by
conjunctions.
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Sentences where it is possible to see that words have been omitted or mistaken, e.g. of in
place of on.

Sentences that change direction midstream: this may be because the student has realised
that the sentence requires the use of a word that they cannot spell and so needed to
rephrase the sentence to avoid a spelling error.

Apparent preference for simple words rather that the more complex academic terms. This
may reflect the student’s difficulties with rapid word retrieval or with spelling, rather than
an unsophisticated understanding of the topic.

Repetition of words, sentences or ideas using slightly different phrasing. This may be
because the student is not certain the point has been clearly made and has made a second
(or third) attempt.

Problems with spelling, sentence structure, punctuation or organisation of written work.

NB. Minor inaccuracies do not normally affect overall coherence and intelligibility of
written expression. If clarity of expression and accuracy in spelling is an integral part of
what is being tested, the departmental policy must be transparent to students so that they
understand what is required of them and where they are likely to be penalised.

Clumsy/illegible handwriting, which is often an indication of grapho-motor difficulties that
are likely to be exacerbated under pressure.
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