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How does dyslexia impact
second language acquisition?

Insights from a questionnaire study
with Italian and German learners of L2 English
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This study compares the self-perception of first (L1) and second (L2)
language competence and dyslexia awareness in two groups of dyslexic
students, one German and one Italian, learning English as a second
language. Based on a survey, we investigate the relationship between
students’ self-perception of their L1 and L2 competence, and how perceived
L1 competence, L2 learning motivation, time of dyslexia diagnosis, and
typological similarity between L1 and L2 modulate their perceived L2
competence. The findings indicate that L1 and L2 self-perception are
interdependent, and that high motivation for language learning predicts
better self-perception of L2 competence. Differences emerged between the
two groups’ perceived L2 competence and motivation for language learning.
Moreover, while students themselves are aware of the implications
associated with dyslexia, they perceive a lack thereof amongst their teachers
and peers, leading to negative emotions, such as shame, lack of self-esteem,
and motivation to engage in foreign language learning.

Keywords: dyslexia, second language acquisition, affective factors,
self-perception of language competence

1. Introduction

Dyslexia is a genetic neurodevelopmental disorder that affects an individual’s abil-
ity to read and write, despite adequate educational opportunities and average or
above-average intelligence (Lyon et al., 2003, p.2). The symptoms of dyslexia range
on a continuum from mild to severe (Wagner et al., 2020, p.356), and dyslexia is
often diagnosed along with comorbidities such as dyscalculia, anorthography, or
more severe language-related disorders that may affect language comprehension
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and production (Vender et al., 2021). Dyslexia is chronic, but its symptoms may
vary over the lifespan depending on the time of diagnosis, intervention activities,
education opportunities, and compensation strategies (Nijakowska, 2010).

It is beyond the scope of this paper to review models that aim at explaining
the causes of developmental dyslexia. Yet we wish to point out that there is cur-
rently no generally accepted model that explains this impairment (Cappelli, 2021).
This is likely due to a combination of factors, including variation in reading out-
comes across different languages and the potential presence of diverse cognitive
impairments within the same individual (e.g., phonological impairment, visu-
ospatial impairment, impaired visual attention skills, and rapid automatic naming
abilities). A great number of studies across different languages have demonstrated
that developmental dyslexia is primarily caused by phonological deficits, giving
rise to the Phonological Deficit Hypothesis (Ramus et al., 2003, 2013; Snowling,
1987; Szenkovits & Ramus, 2005; Vellutino, 2004). Individuals with dyslexia are
particularly challenged by tasks that require the manipulation of phonological
units at different levels of phonological representation (i.e., phonemes, syllables,
and rhymes), such as removing a single sound of a given word (phoneme deletion
task) or switching the first sounds of two words (spoonerism task). This shows
that dyslexic individuals have weaker phonological representations and impaired
storage and retrieval of speech sounds. The relationship between phonological
skills and reading outcomes may, however, vary depending on the specific ortho-
graphic features of a language, i.e., whether the language is alphabetic or logo-
graphic, and on its level of orthographic depth (Cappelli, 2021; Chung et al., 2010;
Ho & Fong, 2005; Katz & Frost, 1992; Ziegler & Goswami, 2005). According to
recent proposals, multiple cognitive deficits may contribute jointly to the reading
and spelling difficulties experienced by individuals with dyslexia (e.g., Perry et al.,
2019; Ziegler et al., 2020), although the importance of phonological processing
continues to be a crucial component of any model.

The orthographic depth of a language explains cross-linguistic differences
in the rate at which children learn how to read (Katz & Frost, 1992; Ziegler &
Goswami, 2005). Languages with transparent orthographies (e.g., Italian, Finnish,
Spanish) have consistent grapheme-to-phoneme (GP) conversion rules, where
one grapheme often corresponds to one specific phoneme, with a few exceptions.
Languages like English or French have more inconsistent GP conversion rules and
the correspondences between graphemes and phonemes are not 1:1. For exam-
ple, the graphemes <ea> are read differently in hear /hia(x)/ and bear /bea(1)/.
Children learning to read languages with opaque orthographies generally struggle
more with reading accuracy compared to those learning languages with trans-
parent orthographies (Vender et al., 2021, p.7). This difference is even more pro-
nounced in dyslexic children, as the complexities of opaque orthographies may
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exacerbate their difficulties and make their symptoms more pronounced com-
pared to children learning transparent orthographies (Ziegler & Goswami, 2005).
For example, English children with dyslexia show impaired reading accuracy
and speed compared to their typically developing peers, while for Italians the
impairment primarily affects reading speed (Brizzolara et al., 2006; Serrano &
Defior, 2008; Tressoldi et al., 2001). Given these crosslinguistic differences, our
study compares Italian and German learners of L2 English to explore the potential
influence of orthographic transparency in the L1 onto L2 learning. Both Italian
and German are considered transparent languages, although the degree of trans-
parency arguably differs (Italian being more transparent). A cross-linguistic com-
parison is also interesting because German is typologically closer to English than
Italian.'

Not only does dyslexia affect an individual’s linguistic abilities but also var-
ious affective factors, such as motivation for language learning, self-esteem, and
self-perception. Dyslexia symptoms typically become evident during formal edu-
cation and social activities where proficient reading and writing skills are essen-
tial. Especially in cultures that highly value literacy skills (Cappelli, 2021) and
see them as indicators of intelligence, education, and social status, the lack of
such skills can influence dyslexic students’ perception of their own linguistic com-
petence, affecting their motivation. This is particularly true in the context of
second language acquisition, where motivation can be key to developing high pro-
ficiency (Dornyei, 1994). Therefore, understanding how dyslexia influences fac-
tors that modulate L2 proficiency is necessary to develop tailored support tools
and increase general awareness of dyslexia to prevent students from experiencing
discouragement or demotivation in foreign language learning.

In the following sections, we present a survey study on Italian and German
learners of English diagnosed with dyslexia, in which we investigate whether their
perceived L2 competence is related to perceived L1 competence, the timing of
dyslexia diagnosis, language learning motivation, and the typological similarity
between L1 and L2. The study also explores the emotional responses to a dyslexia
diagnosis and the perceived awareness of dyslexia among teachers and peers. The
following section compares Germany and Italy in terms of how dyslexia is diag-
nosed and dealt with and explains the linguistic and affective implications of
dyslexia. Section 3 outlines research questions and predictions. Sections 4 and 5
present the methods, data, and analysis. We conclude with a discussion in Section 6.

1. We compared Italian and German students as they are both part of the EU. Thus, education
goals align with European policies, which allows us to control as much as possible for differ-
ences within the education system. Nonetheless, we are aware of the complexities of cross-
cultural comparison.



2. Background

2.1 Dyslexia in Germany and Italy

While there is general consensus that dyslexia involves the impairment of specific
cognitive functions, especially at the phonological level, the definition and assess-
ment of dyslexia varies considerably within and across countries. The identifi-
cation of dyslexia is further problematic because it relies on the definition of
a cut-off point. As Wagner et al. (2020, p.356) point out, identifying a child as
dyslexic or non-dyslexic requires a categorical decision, although reading impair-
ments are best described along a continuum. This creates a challenge in accurately
identifying and diagnosing dyslexia, as the categorization may not capture the
complexity and variability of reading difficulties.

Italian legislature and, in particular, Law 170/2010° officially recognizes
dyslexia, dysgraphia, anorthography, and dyscalculia as specific learning disorders
and establishes the guidelines for their identification, official assessment, and
intervention practices. According to this law, dyslexia is defined as difficulty in
reading speed and accuracy. Only qualified speech therapists are authorized to
diagnose specific learning disorders, and it is the school’s responsibility to pro-
vide support for students with specific learning impairments, who have a right to
compensatory tools and measures supporting the learning processes. The entry
into force of this law has radically changed the school experience of children with
specific learning disorders. The primary objectives of the 170/2010 law were to
grant fundamental rights to students with specific learning disorders, to promote
academic success through supportive measures, to ensure adequate education for
every individual, and to facilitate the development of their full potential, thereby
reducing emotional and relational distress caused by the impairment.

Despite the implementation of a dedicated law and assessment guidelines
for specific learning disorders, the prevalence of dyslexia in Italy is still under-
estimated. Based on a large sample of almost 10,000 children, Barbiero et al.
(2012, 2019) investigated whether the number of children who turn out to be
dyslexic based on systematic testing coincides with the number of children who
were officially diagnosed as dyslexic. They found that dyslexia was widely under-
estimated, with the percentage of individuals diagnosed increasing from 1.3%
(those with a diagnosis) to 3.5% (those who had problems in the diagnostic tests).

2. The 170/2010 law was specified with a document from the MIUR (Ministery of Education,
University and Research, 2011), Linee guida per il diritto allo studio degli alummi e degli studenti
con disturbi specifici dellapprendimento (Guidelines for the right to education of students with
specific learning disabilities).

93



94

Barbiero et al’s (2019) findings imply that standardized practices for the diagnosis
of dyslexia are needed to guarantee that all children are offered adequate educa-
tional opportunities and to avoid potential negative consequences of a misdiag-
nosis that may prevent these students from fulfilling their academic careers. The
importance of an early diagnosis of dyslexia is a point to which we return below.

Unlike Italy, Germany does not have a unified educational system, and thus
the assessment and treatment of dyslexia may vary across federal states. Overall,
it is considered the school’s responsibility to identify students with reading difh-
culties, and this is based on teachers’ observations of the child’s linguistic devel-
opment (Wendt etal., 2017). Each federal state establishes guidelines for the
provision of support for students with learning needs, including the implementa-
tion of compensatory measures and the development of individualized learning
plans. The assessment and official diagnosis of reading are carried out by ther-
apists, who undergo specific training recognized by the Federal Association for
Dyslexia and Dyscalculia® (Moll et al., 2023; Schulte-Korne, 2010). Standardized
tests are commonly employed to evaluate an individual’s reading and spelling
abilities (Schulte-Korne, 2010, pp.721-722). The variable regulations for diagnosis
and intervention therapies across federal states make it difficult to accurately esti-
mate the prevalence of dyslexia in Germany.

One difference between Italy and Germany is the existence of special schools
for children with special education needs in Germany.* However, in 2006, Ger-
many underwent a significant policy shift towards promoting disability rights by
ratifying the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disabil-
ities.” This resulted in a gradual integration of individuals with special needs into
mainstream educational settings. In the current Italian and German educational
systems, children with dyslexia and other specific learning disorders do not (and
must not) attend special schools. Rather, compensatory tools are provided to the
students to overcome their literacy difficulties.

A general shift towards inclusivity in education, within a socially oriented dis-
ability model, has been instrumental in promoting equal rights and opportuni-
ties for people with disabilities. Article 21 of the United Nations Disability Rights
Convention safeguards communication rights as fundamental human rights
(McLeod, 2018). It grants individuals with impaired communication abilities the
right to “seek, receive, and impart information and ideas on an equal basis with

3. https://www.bvl-legasthenie.de/

4. https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/germany/educational-
support-and-guidance. See https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems
/italy/special-education-needs-provision-within-mainstream-education for Italy.

5. See Footnote 4.



others and through all forms of communication of their choice” (McLeod, 2018,
p.6). Achieving this requires fostering inclusive education.

Cultural differences, difterences in the educational systems and in the diagno-
sis and treatment of students with dyslexia and other learning difficulties may lead
to cross-country differences in students’ awareness of dyslexia. Therefore, we con-
duct a comparative analysis of Italian and German students’ dyslexia awareness.

2.2 The impact of dyslexia on L2 development

Dyslexia can be considered a critical factor in the development of L2 proficiency
because L2 proficiency encompasses not only speaking and understanding oral
speech, but also the abilities to read fluently, comprehend a written text, and write,
which are impaired in individuals with dyslexia.

The development of L2 literacy skills depends on a range of interrelated fac-
tors. L2 reading skills are predicted by the pre-existing development of L1 literacy
skills, the language combination, as well as L2 proficiency subcomponents such as
L2 listening skills, vocabulary, and grammar knowledge (Bernhardt, 2005; Jeon &
Yamashita, 2014, 2022). L2 writing skills, in turn, are likely to be modulated by L2
reading and speaking skills, as well as L1 writing skills (Kojima et al., 2022). Addi-
tionally, L1 and Lz literacy skills are modulated by vocabulary size and the qual-
ity of lexical representations in the mental lexicon (Perfetti & Hart, 2002; Perfetti,
2007). According to the Lexical Quality Hypothesis, complete lexical representa-
tions lead to efficient lexical processing and improved comprehension. The dif-
ference between L1 and L2 reading development is that in the former case, lexical
representations are ‘complete’ (i.e., the representation of a lexical item in the men-
tal lexicon includes its orthographic, phonological, and semantic representations)
and can therefore lead to fluent and accurate reading and enhance comprehension
abilities. In the L2, by contrast, lexical representations are ‘incomplete’ and can
therefore result in slower word decoding and incorrect pronunciation. ‘Incom-
pleteness’ can imply a missing link between orthographic and phonological infor-
mation and the lexical representation, or limited comprehension due to missing
semantic information (Perfetti, 2007; Perfetti & Hart, 2002).

Besides the quality of lexical representations, the typological similarity
between the L1 and L2 plays a crucial role in the development of L2 proficiency.
According to Daloiso (2012), a higher degree of linguistic affinity between the L1
and L2 at the phonological, semantic, and morphosyntactic levels enhances the
acquisition of the L2. Independently of dyslexia, typological similarity may facil-
itate the acquisition of L2 vocabulary and thus enhance the learners’ reading and
comprehension abilities.
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L2 proficiency develops as a function of L1 proficiency (Cummins, 1979;
Sparks et al., 1989; Verhoeven, 1994), and studies on dyslexic L2 learners provide
evidence for this hypothesis. Most research focusing on the development of L2 lit-
eracy among dyslexic children indicates that they do not achieve the same level of
proficiency as their typically developing peers in L2 reading and spelling tasks, as
well as in tasks that measure phonological awareness or orthographic knowledge
(Palladino et al., 2013; von Hagen et al., 2021). These findings suggest that both
learning strategies as well as weaknesses are transferred from L1 to La.

2.3 Linguistic and affective factors

While affective factors, such as motivation, perceived competence, and self-
esteem, play an important role in L2 acquisition, these become even more impor-
tant in L2 acquisition with dyslexia. Failure to develop adequate literacy skills
can result in feelings of inferiority, higher linguistic anxiety (Cappelli, 2021), and
reduced self-esteem (McNulty, 2003), which in turn affect motivation, learning,
and life outcomes (e.g., personal, and social development), and may exacerbate
problems with higher cognitive and executive functions (Livingston et al., 2018).
This is particularly true for students with dyslexia, who tend to associate liter-
acy skills with intelligence and compare their performance to that of their peers
(Frederickson & Jacobs, 2001; Humphrey & Mullins, 2002; Ingesson, 2007).

Perceived competence is understood here as a common denominator of self-
efficacy and self-concept, two terms that are often used interchangeably in educa-
tional research (Battistutta et al., 2018). Although both self-concept and self-efficacy
pertain to individuals’ general and domain-specific perceptions of themselves, they
differ in their temporal orientation. Self-concept typically reflects one’s past and
present experiences of success and failure and is oriented toward the present. In
contrast, self-efficacy is future-oriented and pertains to an individual’s beliefs in
their ability to successfully perform a specific task or activity (Battistutta et al.,
2018). Given the importance of the academic setting in shaping an individual’s per-
ception of their competence, the administration of timely diagnostic evaluations
and subsequent implementation of therapeutic interventions can be highly advan-
tageous for students with dyslexia; not only do they promote the development of
literacy skills, but they can also mitigate negative feelings resulting from academic
failure (Livingston et al., 2018; Pino & Mortari, 2014; Pitt & Soni, 2017).

One factor that may shape affective factors is the timing of dyslexia diagnosis.
Battistutta et al. (2018) studied its potential effects, finding that earlier diagnosis
and subsequent intervention practices have a positive impact on students’ self-
perception. Hampton and Manson (2003) highlight that students’ self-perception
is not modulated by dyslexia per se, but rather by a lack of positive reinforcement



and effective support, which, in turn, is due to a general lack of awareness of
what dyslexia is (Burden, 2008; Carrol & Iles, 2006; Ingesson, 2007). Moreover,
teachers may lack adequate training to effectively support dyslexic students, par-
ticularly in the context of foreign language instruction (Njiakowska, 2014). In
a systematic review of the literature on self-perception in dyslexic individuals,
Gibby-Leversuch et al. (2021) found that the way individuals respond to a dyslexia
diagnosis can range from resistance to acceptance (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2021,
p.5607): While some dyslexics see the dyslexia label as a positive alternative to
being labeled as ‘lazy’, others perceive it as stigmatizing. Upon receiving a diag-
nosis, some individuals may develop the belief that they are inherently different
from their peers and that they lack the capacity to enhance their literacy skills.
Therefore, fostering strong relationships with peers and parents, and creating a
supportive educational environment where dyslexia is not stigmatized but rather
properly understood, is essential.

To summarize, dyslexia can have serious consequences for the attainment
of L2 proficiency. Difficulties in the development of L2 literacy may result from
impaired Li1 literacy skills and can have a negative impact on academic per-
formance. This can lead to feelings of (linguistic) anxiety and frustration that
ultimately affect learning outcomes and the students’ self-perception. An early
diagnosis of dyslexia has the potential to mitigate negative consequences by
improving students’ literacy skills and providing them with an identifiable cause
for their difficulties (Glazzard, 2010). However, the eftect of a diagnosis on stu-
dents’ perception of their competence remains unclear, as individuals vary in their
reactions to it. Therefore, many studies emphasize the importance of enhancing
awareness of the challenges faced by dyslexic students among teachers and edu-
cators to prevent the negative consequences of a diagnosis and support dyslexic
students in their academic development.

3. Goals and research questions

We have carried out a survey to further our understanding of how dyslexia affects
the foreign-language learning process by comparing Italian and German learn-
ers of English (L2). The main goals of our survey were the following: First, we
wanted to compare the two groups in their self-perceived L2 competence and see
whether perceived competence in the L1 and in the L2 were related. Given the
transparent alphabetic orthographies of German and Italian, similar patterns of
perceived competence in English (their L2) would be expected. However, difter-
ences in perceived L2 competence may arise due to the greater lexical similarity
between German and English. Second, we wanted to know whether the timing
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of diagnosis affected the perception of L1 literacy skills, and whether this effect
would carry over to the L2. Third, we aimed at a better understanding of the
relationship between motivation in L2 learning and the perception of L2 compe-
tence in individuals with dyslexia. Finally, given the potential impact of teacher
and peer relationships on dyslexic students’ academic and social experiences,
we further explored the extent to which cultural differences shape dyslexic stu-
dents’ awareness of their impairment (henceforth DYS self-awareness). Relatedly,
we were interested in how the perception of dyslexia awareness among teachers
and peers (henceforth DYS other-awareness) relates to students’ feelings of self-
stigma and shame associated with a dyslexia diagnosis (henceforth DYS diagnosis
impact). Thus, our research questions are:

RQi. How do Italian and German dyslexic students perceive their L2 compe-
tence and how does their perceived competence relate to:
i. perceived competence in their L1,
ii. time of dyslexia diagnosis,
ili. motivation for language learning, and
iv. typological similarity between the L1 and the L2?

RQ2. Are there differences between Italian and German students in terms of
DYS self-awareness and DYS other-awareness, and how does their DYS
other-awareness relate to the emotional reactions to a dyslexia diagnosis?

4. Method

4.1 Participants

We recruited 60 participants, including 29 Italian (age M =20.75; SD=4.45) and 31
German speakers (age M =23.45, SD=6.6) who reported a diagnosis of dyslexia.
The participants were diagnosed with dyslexia at an age between 6 to 23 years,
with a mean age of 10 years (SD=3.6) for the German group and 11 years
(SD = 4.45) for the Italian group. Following Battistutta et al. (2018), dyslexia diag-
noses were categorized into early (during elementary school when literacy skills
were still developing) and late (later in life). In the German group, early diagnoses
were made between the ages of 6 and 10 (N=19), while in the Italian group, they
were made between the ages of 6 and 11 (N=14). Information was also collected
on whether participants received speech therapy aimed at enhancing reading and
spelling skills after the diagnosis. In the Italian group, 6 participants reported
never meeting a speech therapist, while 3 were uncertain. In the German group,
13 participants reported not receiving any intervention.



All participants were born and living in either Italy or Germany and grew
up in Italian- or German-speaking homes. They all had prior experience learning
English or other foreign languages at school. In terms of linguistic background, 28
of the Italian participants grew up monolingually with two parents whose native
language was Italian. One participant stated their mother was a bilingual speaker
of Italian and English. In the German group, 27 participants grew up monolin-
gually with both parents speaking German as their native language. Three partic-
ipants reported having one non-German speaking parent (1 English, 1 Dutch, and
1 Polish) and one participant had German-Italian bilingual parents. We excluded
participants with one English-speaking parent from our data analysis. The final
sample thus included 58 participants (Italian group=28; German group =30).

Participants’ were first exposed to English at the age of 8.03 years (SD=2.31)
in the German group, and at the age of 6.39 (SD=1.66) in the Italian Group.
The majority of the participants were university students (N=30) and secondary
school students (N=11). The remaining participants were not enrolled in any
academic institution at the time of the questionnaire administration (N=11) or
provided unclear information on their educational status (N=6). Despite their
reading difficulties, participants in both groups demonstrated a rather strong
motivation to engage in foreign language learning, as indicated by the number of
foreign languages learned (between 1 and 4).°

4.2 Structure of the questionnaire

The questionnaire was divided into 4 sections. In Section 1 we gathered sociolin-
guistic background information on the participants as well as information about
their dyslexia diagnosis. Sections 2 and 3 addressed participants’ self-perception
of their L1 and L2 linguistic competence, and their motivation for learning English
(RQ1), while section 4 focused on dyslexia awareness, and on students’ percep-
tion of their impairment (RQ2).

In Section 2, the participants rated their L1 (German or Italian) and L2 (Eng-
lish) competence in terms of reading aloud, reading comprehension, writing,
speaking, and listening, on a s5-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (very bad) to 5
(very good). Section 3 focused on the participants’ motivation to improve their

6. EU language policies advocate for citizens to acquire proficiency in two foreign languages
(FLs) alongside their native language. In our study, some participants reported learning more
than two FLs, including languages with different writing systems. This, we believe, highlights
the motivation of (some) dyslexic students to engage in FL learning despite their literacy diffi-
culties. It is important to acknowledge the potential bias in our sample as data were collected
online, which suggests that participants may have had a particular interest in FL learning.
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English proficiency. Inspired by Tseng et al’s (2020) “L2 self-guides scale”, we
developed four comprehensive statements tapping into the four dimensions of
Ideal L2Self,,,, Ideal L2Self, . Ought-to L2self,,,, and Ought-to L2self ;... These
statements collectively paint a picture of the participants’ motivation, expecta-
tions, and aspirations related to their English proficiency. Participants were asked
to express their agreement with the statements on a scale from 1 (I totally dis-
agree) to 5 (I totally agree). In Section 4, we asked participants how they would
define dyslexia (i.e., disability, learning difficulty, reading difficulty, and writing
difficulty), and what they think the general level of dyslexia awareness in the edu-
cation system is. Participants were also asked to provide their agreement with
statements pertaining to the impact of a dyslexia diagnosis on their self-esteem
and motivation.

5. Results

5.1 L2 perceived competence

Our first research question concerned perceived L2 competence, and how this
relates to perceived L1 competence, typological similarity between the L1 and
L2, motivation towards language learning, and time of dyslexia diagnosis. The
relationship between language abilities in the L1 and L2 was examined using
a generalized linear model in R (stats package, R Core Team, 2023). The glm
model included Group (German vs. Italian) and L1 Perceived Competence as
fixed effects. The proficiency measures were calculated by aggregating partici-
pants’ responses to questions evaluating their competence in their L1 and La2,
specifically with respect to their reading comprehension, reading aloud, writing,
speaking, and listening. We found a significant main effect of Perceived L1 Com-
petence (X*=34.68, p<.001***) and Group (X*>=4.38, p=0.04%), showing that L1
Germans rate their L2 competence significantly higher than Li Italians. Figure 1
illustrates that for both groups, perceived L1 competence is positively correlated
with L2 competence.

To better explore this interaction, we implemented a linear mixed effect
model in which participants’ responses to L1 and L2 self-perceived competence
questions was predicted by a two-way interaction between Group and Language,
and by a two-way interaction between type of Skill investigated (reading aloud,
reading comprehension, writing, speaking, and listening) and Language. The
model included Participants as a random intercept. Within this model, we found
a significant effect of Skill (X*=128.06, p<.001™*) and Language (X*>=26.28,
p<.001***), but no effect of Group (X*=0.01, p=0.9). The interaction between
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Figure 1. Perceived L2 competence by L1 competence and group

Group and Language was significant (X*>=9.55, p=0.002**), showing that German
students consistently rate their L2 abilities significantly higher than Italian stu-
dents, but not their L1 abilities. The interaction between Skill and Language was
also significant (X*=10.86, p=0.02*), showing that in both groups, L1 and L2 liter-
acy skills are rated lower than speaking and listening skills; this is especially true
for L1 and L2 writing skills and reading fluency.

To investigate the potential impact of timing of diagnosis on students’ per-
ceived L1 and L2 competence, our analysis focused on literacy skills. We imple-
mented a linear mixed effect model with Perceived Competence as an outcome
variable, predicted by a two-way interaction between L1 and L2 Literacy Skills
(reading aloud, reading comprehension, writing) and Age of Diagnosis (early
vs. late), and a two-way interaction between Skill and Group. Participants were
included as random effects. The model yielded a significant main effect of Skill
(X*=34.26, p<.001***), a significant interaction between Skill and Age of Diag-
nosis (X*=16.17, p=0.006**), and between Skill and Group (X*=13.66, p=0.017*).
Age of Diagnosis alone was not significant (X*=0.001, p=0.97) nor was Group
(X>=0.54, p=0.45). The output of the model is shown in Figure 3, which illustrates
that an early diagnosis has a strong positive impact on the perception of L1 writing
skills for both German and Italian students, but not on any of the other investi-
gated skills.
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We further explored the relationship between students’ perception of their L2
skills and their motivation for language learning. To assess students’ motivation
towards learning English as an L2, participants expressed their agreement with
the statements in (1):

(1) a. Iimagine that one day I will speak English fluently with friends and col-
leagues, I will be able to write posts on social networks, and work with
English daily (Ideal L2Self,

own)’

b. Iimagine that in the future, my friends, parents, and colleagues will be
impressed by my ability to conversate in English without any problems
(Ought L2Self,,.),

c. Ithink that in the future I will necessarily have to be able to speak, under-
stand, and write in English fluently (Ideal L2Self, . ..),

d. My teachers, classmates, and parents think that I need to improve my Eng-

lish (Ought L2Self ;).

IT
Ideal L2 Self (own) 46.4
Ideal L2 Self (other)
Ought L2 Self (own) 25.0
Ought L2 Self (other)
100 80 60 40 20 O 20 40 60 80 100
(%)
GE
Ideal L2 Self (own) | 600 |
Ideal L2 Self (other) 36.7
Ought L2 Self (own) 16.7 83.3
Ought L2 Self (other) 0.0
100 8 60 40 20 O 20 40 60 80 100

@ 1: I strongly disagree 2 3 4 @ 5:1totally agree

Figure 4. German and Italian students’ answers to language learning motivation questions

Figure 4 shows how students answered the four motivation questions. Similar
patterns are observed between the two groups. A composite motivation score
was calculated by aggregating participants’ agreement with the four statements.
To explore the relationship between motivation and perceived L2 competence,
we implemented a generalized linear model including Motivation and Group
as predictor variables and Perceived L2 Competence as outcome variable. The
model output showed a significant positive effect of both Motivation (X*=11.70,
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p<.0or™**) and Group (X*=6.43, p=0.011*). These findings suggest that higher
levels of motivation are related to higher perceived L2 competence in both the
German and the Italian group, and that German students tend to have higher
motivation compared to Italian students (Figure 5).

22

18

14

Perceived L2 competence

10

10 15
Composite motivation scores

Group = IT — GE

Figure 5. Relationship between perceived L2 competence and motivation

5.2 Perception of dyslexia and dyslexia awareness among students
and teachers

Our second research question focused on the three dimensions of DYS self-aware-
ness, DYS other-awareness, and DYS diagnosis impact. Further, we aimed to
assess whether students’ DYS other-awareness determines the emotional implica-
tion of a dyslexia diagnosis.

To examine students’ DYS self-awareness, we asked them to express their
agreement with the statements in (2):

(2) DYS self-awareness:
a. [Ithink dyslexia is a disability,
b. I think dyslexia is a reading difficulty,
c. Ithink dyslexia is a writing difficulty, and
d. Ithink dyslexia is a learning difficulty.

Figure 6 illustrates the students’ agreement with the four statements and the dif-
ference between the two groups. While the German group tended to view dyslexia



primarily as a writing difficulty (93.3%), Italian students perceived it mostly as a
learning difficulty (78.6%). Significant differences are observed between the Ital-
ian and German groups concerning their perceptions of dyslexia as a disabil-
ity. Specifically, higher levels of agreement were reported in the German group
in relation to the definition of dyslexia as a disability (40%), whereas the Italian
group exhibited comparatively lower agreement levels (14.3%).

IT
Learning difficulty 78.6
Reading difficulty 67.9
Writing difficulty 53.6
Disability
100 8 60 40 20 o 20 40 60 80 100
(%)
GE
Learning difficulty 50.0
Reading difficulty E
Writing difficulty
6.7
Disability X
100 80 60 40 20 o 20 40 60 80 100

@ 11: I strongly disagree 2 3 4 @ 5:1totally agree

Figure 6. German and Italian students’ agreement with statements in (2):
DYS self-awareness

We next explored the relationship between students’ DYS other-awareness
and DYS diagnosis impact, asking the participants to evaluate the statements in (3)

and (4):

(3) DYS other-awareness:
a. [ think my teachers are not aware of what dyslexia really is,
b. I think my peers are not aware of what dyslexia really is,
c. Students with dyslexia are often underestimated,
d. There are a lot of stereotypes about dyslexia.

(4) DYS diagnosis impact:
a. [have often felt ashamed of my diagnosis,
b. I have often felt lack of motivation in starting to learn a L2,
c. My diagnosis has often had a negative impact on my self-esteem.
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Participants’ answers to the statements in (3) and (4) are illustrated in Figure 7
and Figure 8 respectively, which show strong tendencies to perceive a lack of
awareness, as well as negative feelings associated with the diagnosis.

IT
Teachers are Not aware of DYS
Peers are Not aware of DYS 32.1 67.9
Stereotypes about DYS 25.0
PYS students are 786
: 8.6
underestimated ! z
100 80 60 40 20 (o} 20 40 60 80 100
(%)
GE
Teachers are Not aware of DYS 66.7
Peers are Not aware of DYS 26.7
Stereotypes about DYS 73.3
DYS students are
2 5
underestimated . Jes
100 80 60 40 20 o 20 40 60 80 100
(%)

@ 1: I strongly disagree 2 3 4 @ s5:1totally agree

Figure 7. German and Italian students’ agreement with statements in (3):
DYS other-awareness

IT
Diagnosis impact on .
self-esteem 42 2l
Feelings of shame 50.0 50.0
Lack of L2 learning
< 57.1 42.9
motivation -
100 80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100
(%)
GE
Diagnosis impact on I -
self-esteem : 66.7
Feelings of shame 70.0
Lack of L2 learning 50.0 50.0
motivation
100 80 60 40 20 ) 20 40 60 80 100
(%)

@ 1: I strongly disagree 2 3 4 @ s5:1totally agree

Figure 8. German and Italian students’ agreement with statements in (4):

DYS diagnosis impact



To assess DYS other-awareness, we created a composite score by aggregating
students’ agreement with questions in (3), so that higher scores corresponded to
lower levels of perceived DYS other-awareness. Using a linear model, we examined
the relationship between DYS other-awareness and DYS diagnosis impact, which
was determined by a composite measure of students’ responses to (4). Again,
higher scores corresponded to a more negative impact of a dyslexia diagnosis on
students’ self-esteem and motivation. Our model included DYS diagnosis impact
as an outcome variable, and DYS other-awareness and Group as predictor vari-
ables. The model yielded a significant eftect of DYS other-awareness (X*>=504.01,
p <.001™**), but no effect of Group (X*>=.02, p=0.96). These results (Figure 9) sug-
gest that the more students agree on a general lack of dyslexia awareness in the
educational setting, the more likely they are to report feelings of shame about their
diagnosis, lack of motivation to learn an L2, and that their diagnosis has had a neg-
ative impact on their self-esteem.

15

10

DYS Diagnosis impact

10 15 20
DYS Other-awareness

Group = IT — GE

Figure 9. Relationship between DYS other-awareness and DYS diagnosis impact.
The two lines overlap, as no between-group difference emerged
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6. Discussion

We have explored how dyslexic students perceive their L2 competence and how
this relates to their L1 competence, time of diagnosis, motivation towards English
language learning, and typological similarity between L1 and L2. We further
examined how students with dyslexia perceive their impairment, and whether the
dyslexia awareness they perceive amongst their teachers and peers relates to the
emotional impact of their dyslexia diagnosis. 58 Italian and German L2 learners
of English who were diagnosed with dyslexia were included in the study.

6.1 Factors determining perceived L2 competence

Our findings suggest that perceived L1 competence and perceived L2 competence
are significantly related, mirroring Sparks et al’s (1989) finding for non-dyslexic
learners that better L1 skills lead to better L2 skills. This was especially the case in
reading and writing, as both groups consistently rated their literacy skills (reading
aloud, reading comprehension, and writing) as lower than their speaking and lis-
tening abilities, in both their first and their second language. This finding is con-
sistent with prior research suggesting that individuals with dyslexia possess a high
level of self-awareness regarding their specific difficulties (Burden, 2008; Gibby-
Leversuch et al., 2021), which in turn affects their self-perceived linguistic com-
petence. Among various literacy skills, dyslexic learners considered their reading
aloud and writing proficiency in both their L1and L2 to be the most limited. Finally,
our results indicate that language skills are interdependent (Cummins, 1979;
Verhoeven, 1994) and this has an impact on perception, such that perceived impair-
ments in one language are also perceived as impairments in the other language.

Our results further show a significant difference between the Italian-speaking
and the German-speaking students’ perception of their L2 competence. German-
speaking students consistently rated their L2 competence higher than their Italian-
speaking peers, but not their L1 competence. This difference could potentially be
accounted for by the closer typological similarity between German and English,
in contrast to Italian and English, which could foster positive transfer from the L1
to the L2 and facilitate the acquisition of linguistic properties that overlap between
the two systems (Cappelli, 2021), irrespectively of dyslexia. This hypothesis could
be investigated further by assessing the extent to which students’ perceived compe-
tence matches measurable differences in proficiency in future studies. Alternative
explanations such as differences in teaching methods employed in German and
Italian schools could also play a role, although this is merely a speculation as we
are not aware of any data or comparative studies on teaching methods.

In addition to teaching and learning strategies, students’ willingness to com-
municate (WTC) in their L2 could explain the observed group differences. Fol-



lowing MaclIntyre etal. (1998, p.547), WTC refers to students’ likelihood of
engaging in conversations using their L2, and it can be influenced by individual
and social contexts, including societal attitudes towards the specific L2, and it
is correlated with perceived communicative competence. Future research could
explore the potential impact of different teaching and learning strategies on stu-
dents’ WTC and self-perception across languages, as well as how societal attitudes
influence these dimensions. Such investigations, together with more research on
how different dyslexia therapies influence students’ L1 and L2 self-perception,
could provide insights into additional factors that contribute to the acquisition of
L2 skills and inform the development of more effective language learning curric-
ula and strategies.

Among the factors that modulate the perception of L2 competence, we inves-
tigated the impact of motivation and timing of dyslexia diagnosis. Our results
indicate that in both groups, higher motivation was associated with greater self-
perceived L2 competence. Interestingly, we found a significant difference between
the two groups in terms of their motivation for learning English. Again, this result
may reflect variations in teaching methods, learning strategies, as well as the type
and amount of exposure to English within the two educational systems. How-
ever, as mentioned above, since we did not directly examine the effects of teaching
methods on motivation, we can only speculate about relationships between vari-
ations in teaching methods, motivation, and self-perception of L2 competence.

As to the potential effect of the timing of dyslexia diagnosis on self-perceived
L1 and L2 competence, our findings did not yield clear results. It seems that an
early diagnosis of dyslexia may have a positive impact on the perception of L1
writing abilities, indicating that the earlier dyslexia is diagnosed, the more likely it
is for dyslexic students to perceive their writing skills in a positive light. However,
this was not found for other L1 and L2 literacy skills, including L2 writing. This
unclear pattern could be due to the high individual variability in the emotional
impact of a dyslexia diagnosis (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2021). Being diagnosed
with dyslexia has an impact on affective factors, e.g., self-efficacy and self-concept,
that are determined by an individual’s perception of their competence (Battistutta
et al., 2018). Whether an early dyslexia diagnosis has a positive effect on the devel-
opment of writing abilities needs to be investigated further. To say the least, it
is plausible to assume that individuals who were diagnosed with dyslexia while
their literacy skills were still developing may have had more opportunities to
receive the necessary support and improve their L1 spelling skills, which may have
influenced their self-perception in these skills. Additionally, interventions aimed
at enhancing literacy in the L1 are typically prioritized, which might explain
why no similar effect is seen in L2 writing. The inconspicuous nature of reading
errors, unlike visible writing errors (which teachers often highlight in red despite
research advising against it, as noted by Dukes & Albanesi, 2013), could be the
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reason why comparable positive effects on reading-related skills are absent. Indi-
viduals with dyslexia may be less capable of detecting improvements in their read-
ing abilities, which arguably contributes to the lack of a positive effect of an early
diagnosis on literacy skills.

6.2 Dyslexia awareness and emotional implications

Our second research question addressed three dimensions, i.e., students’ DYS
self-awareness (perception of their impairment), DYS other-awareness (students’
perception of dyslexia awareness among teachers and peers), as well as how the
latter is related to negative emotions associated with a dyslexia diagnosis.

First, our findings demonstrate that students have a clear understanding of
what dyslexia is. However, interesting differences were observed between German
and Italian students in their conceptualization of dyslexia. German students pre-
dominantly view dyslexia as a writing difficulty, while Italian students mostly
perceive it as a learning difficulty (although both groups show very high levels
of agreement with statements defining dyslexia as a writing and reading difh-
culty). This contrast between participants in the two countries could be ascribed
to cultural influences on students’ understanding of dyslexia, including how it is
defined, labeled, and addressed within the educational system. In Italy, dyslexia
is commonly referred to as DSA, which stands for Disturbo Specifico dellAppren-
dimento (specific learning disorder). DSA students are a well-known category
within the school setting. Thus, it may be that Italian students’ perceptions of
dyslexia were informed by a more formal understanding of their condition, while
German students’ responses were influenced by the subjective perception of their
difficulties. The results further indicate that the majority of students in both
groups did not agree with the definition of dyslexia as a disability. However, dif-
ferences emerged between Italian and German students in this respect: A signifi-
cantly greater proportion of German students embraced the definition of dyslexia
as a disability. This discrepancy can be attributed to cultural differences. As stated
by Riddick (2001, p.224), the extent to which dyslexia-related impairments are
perceived as a disability depends on cultural factors, among which literacy stan-
dards. Despite the general trend towards inclusivity and a socially oriented model
of disability, the different approaches towards students with specific educational
needs in the Italian and German educational systems may influence people’s con-
ceptualization of specific learning disorders, which could explain the higher per-
centage of German participants (40%) who view dyslexia as a disability, compared
to only 14.3% in the Italian group.

Second, our results indicate that German and Italian students perceive a low
level of dyslexia awareness within the educational system, as there was a high level



of agreement among participants with statements highlighting a lack of under-
standing of dyslexia among teachers and peers, and the presence of stereotypes
that contribute to dyslexic students feeling underestimated. Our investigation fur-
ther focused on the potential relationship between dyslexia awareness amongst
teachers and peers and its impact on the emotional implications of a dyslexia
diagnosis. We found a relationship between students’ perception of others” aware-
ness in the educational setting, and the impact of a dyslexia diagnosis on their
self-esteem, emotional well-being in the classroom (e.g., feelings of shame), and
motivation to learn foreign languages. This may be taken to indicate that a higher
awareness of the nature of dyslexia within the educational setting could mitigate
students’ negative feelings towards their diagnosis, and thus reduce feelings of
shame, lack of self-esteem, and L2 learning motivation. The students’ low per-
ception of dyslexia awareness among teachers and peers is in line with earlier
research that has highlighted a general lack of understanding regarding the nature
of dyslexia (Burden, 2008; Carrol & Iles, 2006; Ingesson, 2007), and insufficient
training of teachers to provide effective support to dyslexic students, especially in
the context of foreign language learning (Njiakowska, 2014).

We acknowledge several limitations of our study. Firstly, the small sample size
may limit the generalizability of our findings. Secondly, we did not include a con-
trol group of typical readers, which makes it difficult to draw solid conclusions as
to whether differences between German and Italian students in their L1 and L2
self-perception were only due to dyslexia, or potentially to other factors. Lastly, we
did not include an objective measure of L1 and L2 proficiency to compare it with
students’ self-perception of their L1 and L2 competence. This comparison could
be addressed in future research, including the relation between objective profi-
ciency and the three dimensions of DYS self-awareness, DYS other-awareness, and
DYS diagnosis impact. Future research should also focus on the potential eftect of
teaching methods on students’ self-perception of linguistic competence and moti-
vation for foreign language learning.

7. Conclusion

Our study has shown that students with dyslexia are highly aware of their language
difficulties, as reflected in their L1 and L2 skills self-evaluation. The perception of
L2 competence is further influenced by students’ motivation for language learn-
ing. German and Italian students differed in their self-perceived L2 competence,
possibly due to typological similarity, with German students rating their L2 skills
consistently higher than Italian students, although we cannot exclude the role of
additional factors, such as teaching, learning methods, and quality and quantity
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of L2 input. Our results were more unclear regarding the potential benefits of an
early diagnosis on perceived language competence. While we found that an early
diagnosis may be beneficial for the perception of L1 writing skills, this was not
observed for other L1 and L2 literacy skills. Finally, German and Italian students
differed in their understanding of dyslexia, with Italian students perceiving it as a
learning difficulty and German students conceptualizing it as a writing difficulty.
However, the two groups do not differ in their perception of dyslexia awareness,
and we show that increasing awareness of what dyslexia is within the educational
setting could mitigate how dyslexic students cope with their diagnosis.
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