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Abstract  

Dyslexia is a specific learning disorder, characterized by problems with accurate or fluent word 

recognition, poor decoding and spelling abilities. Different languages have varied characteristics 

and demand and hence dyslexia will manifest itself in different ways. This paper explores the 

various aspects of Tamil language which serve as a support or barrier for a dyslexic learner. Though 

the transparency of the language is supportive to a dyslexic learner, other aspects such as high 

demand on visual and muscle memory, diglossia effect, homophones etc serve as a hindrance to 

master the language. It is important to consider the individual learner aspects and analyse the 

suitability of a language rather than generalizing that a transparent language would be easier. 

Index Terms: Dyslexia, Tamil, Language, Learning 

Introduction 

Learning a language is an important aspect of the school years. It paves way to acquisition of 

knowledge available in the language, expression of oneself and functions as a basic requirement for 

further opportunities in higher education and career. There are many languages across the world and 

each language varies in terms of its letters, symbols, sounds etc. 

Dyslexia 

According to the Diagnostic Manual, the DSM-5, dyslexia is a specific learning disorder. It 

refers to a pattern of learning difficulties characterized by problems with accurate or fluent word 

recognition, poor decoding and spelling abilities. The other areas affected may include memory, 

attention, organizational skill etc. Different languages have varied characteristics and demand. 

Depending on the language, dyslexia will manifest itself in different ways and will be more or less 

easy to identify. (Kamala 2015)  

Language Learning 

The degree of opacity or transparency of orthographies is an important factor influencing the 

different writing systems of the world. English is often identified as one of the most difficult 

languages for dyslexic learners, due to its complex syllabic structure (Helland & Kaasa, 2004). 

http://www.ijnrd.org/


       © 2025 IJNRD | Volume 10, Issue 5 May 2025 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

IJNRD2505455 International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org)  

 

e542 

Transparent languages with consistent and predictable spelling have been considered easier for 

dyslexics. This paper aims to explore the various aspects of Tamil language which serve as a 

support or barrier for a dyslexic learner.  

Comparison of transparent and opaque writing systems is a key point to better understand 

dyslexic students’ needs and difficulties. It could be stated that students have problems with English 

because of being opaque and with its many different consonant clusters but, at the same time, 

Catalan is not that transparent. (Maria Vilanova 2025) 

If grapheme–phoneme relations are consistent, then even a child with phonological difficulties 

may, with appropriate instruction, learn to map print onto speech and accordingly show little or no 

delay in reading acquisition. When grapheme–phoneme relations are consistent, children can easily 

acquire the grapheme–phoneme correspondence rules and use these to assemble pronunciations for 

novel letter strings. (Landerl 1997) 

The double deficit hypothesis (Bowers and Wolf 1993) maintains that children with both 

phonological and naming-speed deficits will be poorer readers than children with just one or neither 

of these deficits. Most dyslexics, had a double or triple deficit in phonological, naming-speed, and 

orthographic skills, which the child cannot easily compensate. (Badian 1997) 

Predictors of akshara knowledge appear to be related to aspects of both visual and phonological 

processing. It is argued that the visual complexity of the Kannada script poses somewhat different 

challenges to a child learning to read than those reported for visually less complex orthographies. 

(Nag Snowling 2014).  

Analyses of errors showed confusions between the symbols for phonologically similar 

consonants, visually based errors, particularly on small diacritic marks, and influences of dialect. 

Kannada has been considered a transparent writing system, but the challenges that arise in 

mastering this visuo-spatially complex and extensive orthography suggest that previous studies 

have missed certain factors that contribute to the ease or difficulty with which a writing system is 

learned. (Nag Treiman 2010). 

Orthographic knowledge, phoneme awareness, and rapid automatic naming were independent 

predictors of reading rate and, together with syllable awareness, predicted individual differences in 

reading accuracy. (Nag Snowling 2011)  

Tamil Language 

Tamil is the official language of the Indian state of Tamil Nadu. It is a language with 247 letters -

12 vowels, 18 consonants, a special character called ayutha ezhuthu and 216 vowel-consonant 

combination letters. The letter name and sound of the letters are same. 216 letters (12x18) are 

vowel-consonant combination letters, with a symbol attached to the consonant to represent a 

particular vowel sound added to it. These letters are predictable for all vowel sounds except for 

short and long oo sound.  

The literature that is available in the field of Tamil orthographic knowledge suggests that 

transparency assists in learning and that the younger reader and poor reader are particularly 

vulnerable to phonological errors (Nag-Arulmani 2003).  
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When children write memorized answers to questions set out in their book, diglossia effects are 

low, but when children write stories or explain a taught concept in their own words, many words 

may be written as they are spoken (Sonali Nag 2019) 

In spite of Tamil being considered a transparent language, the following aspects serve as 

difficulties to a dyslexic learner in learning and mastering the language. 

 Number of letters are more in Tamil (when compared to languages like English) with many 

similar looking letters, demanding a higher visual memory and visual discrimination. Each of 

the letter given below is different, but looks similar. 

 

 Letter identification and the phoneme-grapheme association takes longer as the number of 

letters is more with similar and confusing sounds among them. 

 There are few simple letters that can be easily written with standing and sleeping lines. 

 

 Letters with more curves and intersecting curves are difficult to write. 

 
For such letters, proper letter formation has to be ensured to get the final output letter written 

in the right manner. If started at a wrong point, the letter can entirely go wrong. Such 

complicated letters make writing more of an art work. 

 The above aspects demand a higher visual memory and muscle memory. 

 The symbols used in the vowel consonant combination letters are similar and confusing. 

 
For dyslexics with a left right confusion, there might be reversals in these symbols as well as 

the letters. 

 Misplacing the symbol, for instance a long vowel sound with a short vowel sound of the 

same consonant or vice versa, might give an entirely different meaning to the word.  

           
 

 

 Single word may have different word meanings. 

 

 The spoken and written forms of words vary. Even for a child who speaks Tamil as mother 

tongue, the written format would have to be learnt. 

The following sentences show the spoken format. 
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The following sentences show the written format of the above sentences. 

 

 Words in sentences may be longer, when two words are combined to form a single word.  

 
Even when a child can read individual words with good fluency, he/ she may struggle to read 

the combined word in sentences. 

 Writing is a much tougher task than reading. There are three letters for na sound, three letters 

for la sound, two letters for ra sound. The pronunciation varies slightly for each letter which 

is not very clear even among native speakers. A child can read words with any of these 

sounds, knowing that all the letters correspond to a similar sound.  

 The above aspect manifests in a worser way while writing. Knowing which letter is to be 

used for a particular word is a common confusion even among non-dyslexic children. 

Though there are rules, it is tough to remember the when, where and how of the rules and its 

exceptions.  

 The rules don’t apply to all words. Some words have to be remembered as such, making it 

more complicated.  

 Misplacing a letter for the la, na or ra sound might give an entirely different meaning to the 

word. There are many such homophones in Tamil language. 

 

 Some simple two letter words like those shown below, look bigger like a four or five letter 

word because of the symbols added to the consonant. 

  
It demands more effort from a dyslexic child to write all the four or five units of the word 

perfectly to write a simple two letter word correctly.   

For children with Tamil as mother tongue, learning in mother tongue may help the child understand 

the concepts better at school level. However, the technical words introduced at each grade level 

have to be learnt afresh. Also, errors in writing will impose a problem throughout the learning 

period. All this effortful learning might not be useful at college level as the degree courses are 

offered mostly in English.  

Conclusion 

Practice and appropriate teaching methods can improve language skills. But it is vital to 

acknowledge that various aspects of a language may give a natural advantage or disadvantage to 

dyslexic learners. It is evident from the above discussion that there are many drawbacks in spite of 
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the consistency and predictability of the language. Though the transparency of the language is 

supportive to a dyslexic learner, other aspects such as high demand on visual and muscle memory, 

diglossia effect, homophones etc serve as a hindrance to master the language. It is important to 

consider the individual learner aspects and analyse the suitability of a language rather than 

generalizing that a transparent language would be easier. 

References 

1. Badian, N.A. Dyslexia and the double deficit hypothesis. Ann. of Dyslexia 47, 69–87 (1997). 

2. Bowers, P. G., & Wolf, M. (1993). Theoretical links among naming speed, precise timing 

mechanisms and orthographic skill in dyslexia. Reading and Writing: An Interdisciplinary 

Journal, 5(1), 69–85 

3. Kamala, R., & Ramganesh, E. (2015). Difficulties in identifying the dyslexics in multilingual 

context. International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Invention, 4(1), 18-22. 

International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Invention 

4. Landerl, K., Wimmer, H., & Frith, U. (1997). The impact of orthographic consistency on 

dyslexia: a German-English comparison. Cognition, 63(3), 315–334.  

5. Maria Vilanova Cifre, Lluís Barceló Coblijn, Study of English as an additional language in 

students with dyslexia, Language and Health, Volume 3, Issue 1, 2025 

6. Nag, S., & Snowling, M. J. (2011). Reading in an Alphasyllabary: Implications for a Language 

Universal Theory of Learning to Read. Scientific Studies of Reading, 16(5), 404–423.  

7. Nag, S., Snowling, M., Quinlan, P., & Hulme, C. (2014). Child and Symbol Factors in Learning 

to Read a Visually Complex Writing System. Scientific Studies of Reading, 18(5), 309–324.  

8. Nag, S., Treiman, R., & Snowling, M. J. (2010). Learning to spell in an alphasyllabary: The 

case of Kannada. Writing Systems Research, 2(1), 41–52.  

9. Nag, Sonali & Narayanan, Balambigai. (2019). Orthographic Knowledge, Reading and Spelling 

Development in Tamil: The First Three Years. 

10. Nag-Arulmani, S. (2003). Reading difficulties in Indian languages. In N. Goulandris (Ed.), 

Dyslexia in different languages: Cross-linguistic comparisons (pp. 235–254).  

11. T. Helland, R. Kaasa Dyslexia in English as a second language Dyslexia, 11 (1) (2004), pp. 41-

60, 10.1002/dys.286  

http://www.ijnrd.org/

