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DYSCALCULIA

What Is Dyscalculia? Math Learning Disability Overview

Dyscalculia is a learning disability that makes math challenging to process and understand.
Symptoms range from difficulty with counting and basic mental math to trouble with telling time
and direction. Learn more about this math learning disability, including potential causes and
treatments here.

BY DEVON FRYE
MEDICALLY REVIEWED BY ADDITUDE’S ADHD MEDICAL REVIEW PANEL ON AUGUST 3, 2020

Dyscalculia Definition

Dyscalculia is a math learning disability that impairs an individual’s ability to learn number-related
concepts, perform accurate math calculations, reason and problem solve, and perform other basic math

skills.! Dyscalculia is sometimes called “number dyslexia” or “math dyslexia.”

Dyscalculia is present in about 11 percent of children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD
or ADD).? Other learning disorders, including dyslexia and dysgraphia, are also common - up to 45
percent of children with ADHD have a learning disorder.3

Dyscalculia Overview

Individuals with dyscalculia have difficulties with all areas of mathematics — problems not explained by
a lack of proper education, intellectual disabilities, or other conditions. The learning disorder complicates
and derails everyday aspects of life involving mathematical concepts - like telling time, counting money,
and performing mental calculations.

“Students and adults with dyscalculia find math puzzling, frustrating, and difficult to learn,” says Glynis
Hannell, a family psychologist and author of Dyscalculia: Action Plans for Successful Learning in
Mathematics (#CommissionsEarned). “Their brains need more teaching, more targeted learning
experiences, and more practice to develop these networks.”

Dyscalculia frequently co-occurs with dyslexia, a learning disability in reading; about half of children
with dyscalculia also have dyslexia.* While figures vary, the estimated prevalence of dyscalculia in school
populations is 3 to 6 percent.”

[Take the Dyscalculia Symptom Test for Children]
[Think You Have Dyscalculia? Take This Screener for Dyscalculia in Adults]

Dyscalculia Symptoms
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What are the signs of dyscalculia? Symptoms and indicators include® 7:

e Difficulties with processing numbers and quantities, including:
o Connecting a number to the quantity it represents (the number 2 to two apples)

o Counting, backwards and forwards

o Comparing two amounts

e Trouble with subitizing (recognize quantities without counting)
e Trouble recalling basic math facts (like multiplication tables)

e Difficulty linking numbers and symbols to amounts

e Trouble with mental math and problem-solving

e Difficulty making sense of money and estimating quantities

e Difficulty with telling time on an analog clock

e Poor visual and spatial orientation

e Difficulty immediately sorting out direction (right from left)

e Troubles with recognizing patterns and sequencing numbers

Finger-counting is typically linked to dyscalculia, but it is not an indicator of the condition outright.
Persistent finger-counting, especially for easy, frequently repeated calculations, may indicate a problem.

Calculating errors alone are also not indicative of dyscalculia - variety, persistence, and frequency are key
in determining if dyscalculia is present.

[Watch: Early Warning Signs of Dyscalculia]

Dyscalculia Causes

When considering dyscalculia, most people are actually thinking of developmental dyscalculia -
difficulties in acquiring and performing basic math skills. Exact causes for this type of dyscalculia are
unknown, though research points to issues in brain development and genetics (as the disability tends to
8

run in families) as possible causes.
Acquired dyscalculia, sometimes called acalculia, is the loss of skill in mathematical skills and concepts
due to disturbances like brain injury and other cognitive impairments.°

Dyscalculia Diagnosis

Dyscalculia appears under the “specific learning disorder” (SLD) section in the Diagnostic and Statistical

Manual of Mental Disorders 5th Edition (DSM-5).1° For an SLD diagnosis, an individual must meet these
four criteria:

e Individuals with dyscalculia exhibit at least one of six outlined symptoms related to difficulties
with learning and using academic skills. Difficulties with mastering number sense and
mathematical reasoning are included in the list.

e The affected academic skills are below what is expected for the individual’s age, which also cause
trouble with school, work, or daily life.

e The learning difficulties began in school, even if problems only became acute in adulthood.
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e Other conditions and factors are ruled out, including intellectual disabilities and neurological
disorder, psychosocial adversity, and lack of instruction.

Individuals whose learning difficulties are mostly math-based may be diagnosed with “SLD with
impairment in mathematics,” an SLD subtype equivalent to dyscalculia.

Diagnostic evaluations for dyscalculia are typically carried out by school psychologists and
neuropsychologists, though child psychiatrists and school health services and staff may play a role in
evaluation. Adults who suspect they have dyscalculia may be referred to a neuropsychologist by their
primary care provider.

There is no single test for dyscalculia. Clinicians evaluate for the disorder by reviewing academic records
and performance in standardized tests, asking about family history, and learning more about how the
patient’s difficulties manifest in school, work, and everyday life. They may also administer diagnostic
assessments that test strengths and weaknesses in foundational mathematical skills. Tools like the PAL-
Il Diagnostic Assessment (DA), the KeyMath-3 DA, and the WIATT-III are commonly used when
evaluating for dyscalculia.

Dyscalculia Treatment and Accommodations

Like other learning disabilities, dyscalculia has no cure and cannot be treated with medication. By the
time most individuals are diagnosed, they have a shaky math foundation. The goals of treatment,
therefore, are to fill in as many gaps as possible and to develop coping mechanisms that can be used
throughout life. This is typically done through special instruction, accommodations, and other
interventions.

Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), students with dyscalculia are eligible for

special services in the classroom. Dyscalculia accommodations in the classroom may include!!:

e allowing more time on assignments and tests

e allowing the use of calculators

e adjusting the difficulty of the task

e separating complicated problems into smaller steps

e using posters to remind students to basic math concepts
e tutoring to target core, foundational skills

e providing supplemental information via
o computer-based interactive lessons

o hands-on projects

If left untreated, dyscalculia persists into adulthood, leaving many at a disadvantage when it comes to

higher education and workplace success.'? Adults with dyscalculia, however, may be entitled to
reasonable accommodations in their workplace under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). They
can also commit to brushing up on math skills on their own or with the help of a trained educational
psychologist. Even the most basic improvements in math skills can have long-lasting impacts on day-to
day life.

[Read This Next: Could It Be A Learning Disability?]

Dyscalculia At a Glance
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Comorbidity - Dyscalculia is present in about 11 percent of children with attention
with ADHD deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD or ADD).

- Slow to develop counting and math problem-solving skills
- Trouble understanding positive versus negative value
- Difficult recalling number sequences

Zuf“gis:::": - Difficulty computing problems
ymp - Problems with time concepts
- Poor sense of direction
- Difficulty completing mental math
. Evaluation should be conducted by a school psychologist or special
Professional to . . . .
education professional. School supports may be provided by special
See . . S
education professionals and/or your child’s classroom teacher.
- There is no medication to treat learning disabilities
Treatments & . . . . . .
. - Your child may qualify for an IEP to receive special-education services
Medications . .
including math supports
- LDAAmerica.org
-NCLD.org
Recommended ~LDin|ne.org
Resources - WrightsLaw.com
- The Misunderstood Child, Fourth Edition: Understanding and Coping
with Your Child’s Learning Disabilities (tcommissionstarned) by Daniel Ansari,
Ph.D.
SUPPORT ADDITUDE

Thank you for reading ADDitude. To support our mission of providing ADHD education and support,
please consider subscribing. Your readership and support help make our content and outreach possible.
Thank you.
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