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DYSCALCULIA
- Sandra Stark



What is dyscalculia?
• Dyscalculia is a brain-based condition that makes it hard 

to make sense of numbers and math concepts. 
• Some kids with dyscalculia can’t grasp basic number 

concepts. 
• They work hard to learn and memorize basic number 

facts. 
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• They may know what to do in math class but don’t 
understand why they’re doing it. 

• In other words, they miss the logic behind it.
• Other kids understand the logic behind the math but aren’t 

sure how and when to apply their knowledge to solving 
problems.
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• Dyscalculia goes by many names. 
• Some public schools refer to it as a “mathematics learning 

disability.” 
• Doctors sometimes call it a “mathematics disorder.” 
• Many kids and parents call it “math dyslexia.”
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• Your child’s struggle with math can be confusing, 
especially if he’s doing well in other subjects. 

• This can lead to anxiety and low self-esteem.
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• There are many tools and strategies that can help with 
dyscalculia. 

• The trick is finding the ones that work best for your child. 
• Dyscalculia is a lifelong condition, but that doesn’t mean 

your child can’t be happy and successful.
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Number Sense and Other Difficulties
• Dyscalculia can affect many different areas of 

math learning and performance. 
• Different kids have different challenges.
• The most common problem is with “number sense.” 
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• This is an intuitive understanding of how numbers work, and 
how to compare and estimate quantities on a number line. 

• Most researchers agree that number sense is at the core of 
math learning. 

• If kids don’t understand the basics about how numbers work, 
learning math and using it every day can be very frustrating.
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• Studies show that even babies have a basic sense of 
numbers. 

• Dr Brian Butterworth, a leading researcher in 
dyscalculia, compares number sense to being colour 
blind. 

• He says some people are born with number 
blindness. 

• This makes it hard to tell the difference between 
quantities.

Copyright SGDA 2021



• Number blindness is one reason many kids have trouble 
connecting numbers to the real world. 

• They can’t grasp the idea that “five cookies” has the 
same number of objects as “five cakes” and “five 
apples.”
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How common is dyscalculia?
• If you hadn’t heard of dyscalculia until recently, you’re not 

alone. 
• It isn’t as widely discussed as dyslexia, and it’s not as well 

understood. 
• However, some researchers are beginning to think it may 

be almost as common as dyslexia.
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• An estimated 6 to 7 % of primary school children may 
have dyscalculia. 

• It’s not uncommon for kids to have more than one 
learning issue. 

• In fact, 56 % of kids with a reading disorder also have 
poor math achievement. 

• And 43 % of kids with a math disability have poor 
reading skills.
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What causes dyscalculia? 
• Researchers don’t know exactly what causes 

dyscalculia. 
• But they’ve identified certain factors that indicate 

it’s a brain-based condition.
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• From a neuroscientific perspective, there are a 
number of gross differences between reading and 
mathematics: 

• (a) reading and mathematics appear to rely on 
neural activity in different hemispheres, with reading 
primarily activating left-hemisphere structures and 
mathematics relying on predominantly right-
hemisphere structures; 

Copyright SGDA 2021



• (b) different regions of the parietal lobe appear to be 
important for domain-specific aspects of reading and 
mathematics. 

• Ventral IPL regions (supramarginal and angular gyri) are 
closely associated with reading-related processes.

• The IPS appears to be critical for performing arithmetic 
calculations. 
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Difficulty Area Skills included Affected Anatomical Area

Fact Retrieval
(FR)

1. Number Sense & 
Counting

2. Place Value
3. Calculations

Intra-parietal Sulcus
Angular Gyrus

Learning Strategies 
(LS)

1. Word Problems
2. Data Handling

Inferior Prefrontal Cortex
Bilateral Intra-parietal 
Sulcus

Visual - Spatial 
(VS)

1. Geometry
2. Measurement

Superior Parietal Lobule
Inferior Parietal Cortex
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Here are some of the possible causes 
of dyscalculia:
• Genes and heredity: 
Studies of dyscalculia show it’s more common in 
some families. 
Researchers have found that a child with 
dyscalculia often has a parent or sibling with 
similar math issues. 
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• Brain development:
Researchers are using modern brain imaging tools 
to study the brains of people with and without math 
issues. 
These studies also found differences in the surface 
area, thickness and volume of parts of the brain. 
These areas are linked to learning and memory, 
setting up and monitoring tasks and remembering 
math facts.
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• Environment:
Dyscalculia has been linked to exposure to alcohol in 
the womb. 
Prematurity and low birth weight may also play a role 
in dyscalculia.
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Brain Injury: 
Studies show that injury to certain parts of the brain 
can result in what researchers call “acquired
dyscalculia.”
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What are the symptoms of dyscalculia?
• Dyscalculia includes different kinds of math difficulties.
• The signs of dyscalculia also look different at different 

ages. 
• Dyscalculia tends to become more apparent as kids 

get older. 
• But it can be detected as early as preschool. 
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Warning Signs in Preschool
• Has trouble learning to count, especially when it comes 

to assigning each object in a group a number
• Has trouble recognizing number symbols, such as 

making the connection between “7” and the word seven
• Struggles to connect a number to a real-life situation, 

such as knowing that “3” can apply to any group that 
has three things in it—3 cookies, 3 cars, 3 kids, etc.

Copyright SGDA 2021



• Has trouble remembering numbers, and skips 
numbers long after kids the same age can count 
numbers and remember them in the right order

• Finds it hard to recognize patterns and sort items by 
size, shape or colour

• Avoids playing popular games that involve numbers, 
counting and other math concepts, like UNO.
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Warning Signs in Primary Grades
• Has trouble recognizing numbers and symbols
• Has difficulty learning and recalling basic math facts, 

such as 2 + 4 = 6
• Struggles to identify +, ‒ and other signs and use them 

correctly
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• May still use fingers to count instead of using more 
sophisticated strategies

• Has trouble writing numerals clearly or putting them in 
the correct column
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• Has trouble coming up with a plan to solve a math 
problem

• Struggles to understand words related to math, such as 
greater than and less than

• Has trouble telling his left from his right, and has a poor 
sense of direction
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• Has difficulty remembering phone numbers and game 
scores

• Avoids playing games like Risk that involve number 
strategy

• Has trouble telling time
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Warning Signs in High School
• Struggles to apply math concepts to everyday life, 

including money matters such as estimating the total 
cost, making exact change and figuring out a tip

• Has trouble measuring things, like ingredients in a 
simple recipe

• Struggles with finding his way around and worries about 
getting lost
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• Has hard time grasping information shown on graphs 
or charts

• Has trouble finding different approaches to the same 
math problem

• Lacks confidence in activities that require estimating 
speed and distance, such as playing sports and 
learning to drive
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MATH ANXIETY
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What skills are affected by dyscalculia? 

• Dyscalculia affects more than just a child’s ability to 
handle math class and homework. 

• Math skills and concepts are used everywhere from the 
kitchen to the playground to the workplace.
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• Social skills: 
Failing repeatedly in math class can lead your child 
to assume failure is inevitable in other areas too. 
Low self-esteem can affect a child’s willingness to 
make new friends or participate in afterschool 
activities. 
He might also avoid playing games and sports that 
involve math and keeping score.
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• Sense of direction:
A dyscalculic child might have trouble learning 
left from right (laterality). 
He may have trouble getting places by reading 
maps or following directions. 
Some kids with dyscalculia can’t picture things in 
their minds (working memory). 
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• The dyscalculic child may have trouble imagining how a 
building or other three-dimensional object would look if 
viewed from another angle.

• They may also worry about getting lost when changing 
classes, riding a bike or driving a car.
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• Physical coordination:
Dyscalculia can affect how the brain and eyes work 
together. 
This child may have trouble judging distances between 
objects. 
They may seem clumsier than other kids the same age.
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• Money management:
Dyscalculia can make it difficult to stick to a budget, 
balance a cheques book and estimate costs. 
It can also make it hard to calculate a tip and count 
exact change.
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• Time management:
Dyscalculia can affect a child’s ability to measure 
quantities, including units of time.
A dyscalculic child may have trouble estimating how 
long a minute is or keeping track of how much time has 
passed. 
This can make it hard to stick to a schedule.

Copyright SGDA 2021



Copyright SGDA 2021



• Other skills:
A child may have trouble figuring out how much of an 
ingredient to use in a recipe. 
He might have a hard time estimating how fast another 
car is moving or how far away it is.
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COMORBID CONDITIONS RELATED TO DYSCALCULIA

• Dyslexia
• ADHD
• Math Anxiety
• Genetic Disorders(including fragile X syndrome, 

Gerstmann’s syndrome and Turner’s syndrome)
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5 Strategies for Managing Dyscalculia

• 1. Talk or Write Out a Problem
• 2. Draw the Problem
• 3. Break Tasks Down into Subsets
• 4. Use “Real-Life” Cues and Physical Objects
• 5. Review Often
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CLASSROOM ACOMMODATIONS
• Provide them with a calculator during class and tests

• Allow extra time on tests

• Provide a quiet space to work

• Give them the option to record lectures

• Give them access to the teacher’s notes
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• Allow them to spend time in the math resource room

• In-school tutoring or homework assistance

• Pencils

• Give them lots of graph paper to help them keep columns and
numbers straight

• Give them access to math apps and games that allow them to
practice essential skills in a fun way
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• Give them access to formula sheets

• Using talking tape measures or talking scales

• Using pre-measurement guides or jibs

• Review what was taught previously before teaching new skills

• List the steps and formulas for solving problems
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• Sample problems should remain on the board

• Highlight keywords or numbers on word problems

• Use a chart of math facts

• Allow the use of multiplication tables

• Breakdown worksheets into sections

• Find out if students understand what is being asked
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At Home ACCOMMODATIONS
• Point out math wherever you can

• Provide access to a calculator

• Play math games

• Work with your child on managing time

• Help with homework

• Be understanding
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CONTACT US:
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www.sgda.co.za

wanda@sgda.co.za
reports@sgda.co.za

(016) 454 – 0281
(08h00 – 16h30)



THANK YOU!!!
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