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Abstract	
 The number of state laws pertaining to the identification and remediation of 

dyslexia in U.S. public schools has quadrupled over the past five years (see 
Davis Dyslexia Association International, 2015).  Though all U.S. states have 
multiple laws relating to the identification and remediation of reading 
difficulty, especially among populations with lower socioeconomic status, 
dyslexia-specific laws mark a departure from previous constructions of 
literacy as a public policy issue (Authors, 2016).  Dyslexia itself is a contested 
construct within and across the fields of education, medicine and 
psychology.  Debates about its definition, etiology, prevalence, diagnostic 
criteria, treatment and relationship to theories of literacy development have 
raged for more than a century (Eliot & Grigorenko, 2014).  In this study we 
examine documents related to recent policy and advocacy efforts in order to 
understand how language has been used to frame dyslexia as an urgent public 
policy issue (Benford & Snow, 2000; Coburn, 2006).  We use positioning 
theory (Davies & Harré, 1990) to examine how the stakeholders made relevant 
within policy and advocacy documents are positioned in relationship to one 
another, and discuss how this positioning of parents, teachers, schools, state 
agencies and private providers relates and contributes to trends in education 
policy and the social constructions of literacy and disability. These include 
trends towards a distrust of teachers and schools, increasing investment in 
privatization as a strategy for reform and the promotion of particular versions 
of "neurodiversity" (Walker, 2014), disability and literacy.  Positioning theory 
informs our analysis of the framing of policy narratives (Roe, 1994; Benford 
& Snow, 2000) which explain the sudden uptick in legislative action for 
dyslexia in particular, and generates points of connection between this an 
other recent policies that point to larger trends in the social construction of 
literacy, disability and purposes for publically-funded schooling. 

 
 
  



 

 

Introduction 

Reading achievement is frequently used as a barometer for the success of 

schools and the efficacy of reform efforts.  As such, reading assessment, instruction 

and remediation are referenced in the text of more state legislation than any other 

academic subject because of the fundamental and far-reaching implications of basic 

and critical literacies.  Literacy rates are mentioned in legislation related to housing, 

incarceration, health and civic responsibility, and the development of literacy is a 

major focus of legislation related to educational experiences for general and specific 

populations from early childhood through adult life.   

Activity related to education legislation that specifically targets dyslexia has 

nearly quadrupled over the last three years.  This increase can likely be explained by a 

similar increase in the number and size of advocacy groups focused on dyslexia 

(Decoding Dyslexia, 2015), but neither the recent rise in policy activity nor the rise in 

advocacy efforts has an apparent catalyst.  

Theoretical Framework 

In this study we use framing theory to interrogate of the construction of policy 

problems and remedies as they relate to dyslexia policy and advocacy efforts.  

Framing plays a role in defining issues and potential solutions or motivating action at 

the macro and meso levels (Benford & Snow, 2000). Diagnostic frames construct the 

underlying problem, while prognostic frames delineate a solution for an issue. 

Additionally, motivational frames can inspire other organizational actors to change. 

Implementation researchers have used frame analysis to attend to the content and 

objectives of frames (Author; Coburn, 2006; Park & Daly, 2012).  Similar to the 

notion that frames construct policy problems, solutions and motivations, we also draw 

upon discursive constructionism (Potter & Hepburn, 2008) in that we assume "people 

use discourse rhetorically in order to accomplish forms of social action," (Jorgensen 

& Phillips, 2002, p 118) that is, the language of talk and text in particular settings but 

constructs and is constructed by the social realities worked up in that setting.  

We draw on naturally occurring material, in this case, written testimony 

submitted to the state legislature, in order to engage with discourse and rhetoric 

"occasioned" by the policymaking process.  In doing so we engage with what 

Wetherell (1998) referred to as a synthetic approach to discourse analysis inspired by 



traditions of discourse analysis that combines fine-grained analysis of the action 

orientation of talk and text with traditions that engage a broader focus on power and 

positioning (see Wetherell, 1998).  Given that written testimony does not include 

many of the micro features of transcribed talk often analyzed on conversation analytic 

traditions (Schegloff, 1997), including turn-taking sequences, pacing, pauses and 

intonation, our analysis attends to the production of text (use of all capital letters) the 

sequence of ideas, and word choice.  Using extracts that include frames identified 

within policy-related documents, we engage in a discourse analysis (Potter & 

Hepburn, 2008; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) of the construction of reading difficulty as 

a public policy problem in a northeastern U.S. state, attending particularly to the ways 

in which various stakeholders are positioned (Davies & Harré, 1990) in these texts, 

and how such positioning relates to broader trends in education policy and society.  

This synthetic approach enables us to highlight the multiple ways in which different 

stakeholders present the problems of and solutions to reading difficulty, and the 

subject positions rhetorically identified for various stakeholders.  

 Methodological Approach 

Data for this study included written testimony received by the education 

committee of the state legislature as they were considering four recent pieces of 

reading-related legislation. Testimony provided to the committee is scanned and 

stored in online archives, which subject to the state’s open meetings law.  We also 

reviewed the latest iteration of each bill and the related law (if applicable).  This 

included the testimony of 148 individuals and organizations and the text of three 

recent pieces of reading-related legislation. 

After identifying extracts of testimony as prognostic, diagnostic or 

motivational frames, we analyzed the subject positions (Davies & Harre, 1990) made 

available within each frame by considering both how the speaker identified 

themselves, and how they used language to position themselves and others within 

descriptions of problems and solutions related to each policy.  We did this by first 

attending to introductions and then noting what other individuals and entities (e.g. 

school systems, children, companies, researchers) were made relevant and in what 

ways throughout each testimony.   

Selected Findings 

Results of the frame analysis include two major themes that reveal important 

differences in how reading is constructed as a policy problem.  In short, within 



legislation related to the achievement gap, the ability to read is framed as a collective 

challenge exacerbated by socioeconomic problems and ameliorated by policies that 

simultaneously increase funding and accountability for public schools.  On the other 

hand reading difficulty is framed as an individual problem exacerbated by the public 

school system and ameliorated only by private providers and particular for-profit 

programs (e.g. educational psychologists, consultants and tutors).   

 Prognostic frames related to broader reading-related legislation tended to 

define two stakeholders as key to the solution to problems described above: parents 

and the state.  The analyzed solution frames contained references to parents and the 

state, in concert, as solving the achievement gap problem.  By contrast, testimony 

related to individuals with dyslexia suggested that teachers were the source of the 

problem rather than society or individual students.  More specifically, frames 

attributed the difficulty of students with dyslexia to teachers’ lack knowledge and 

awareness to identify or support students with dyslexia  

 In these cases, parents constructed specific teachers and schools as ignorant, 

negligent and obstructionist while constructing the private provider as the only viable 

option for parents who want individualized, tailored instruction.  The theme of 

schools being obstructionist resonates across submitted testimonies, often in 

connection with the theme of lost or wasted time.  Delays in diagnosis were measured 

in years of age or years of school, not months or days, and time spent in school pre-

diagnosis was described as frustrating and painful. This construction of the problem 

of reading difficulty, with schools cast as the problem and private providers as the 

solution consistently used emotion words and personal narratives to bolster frames.  

In this way the personal problem of reading difficulty has been framed as a policy 

problem separate from the collective challenge of creating an equally literate society 

even though proposed mechanisms for change (screening, remediation and 

professional development) are the same.  We argue that this particular framing, 

resonates with a broader movement to privatize public education, and to question both 

the authority and capability of teachers in general.    The redistribution of 

responsibility for individual reading difficulty from the student to the teacher and 

school, however, is also linked to some of the more empowering constructions of 

disability found within the neurodiversity movement and the increasingly common 

conflation of dyslexia and/or ADHD with giftedness and special talents.  In the full 

paper, we examine these connections to broader trends in policy, advocacy and 



society by extending the analysis of subject positions and the discursive construction 

of reading and disability with extracts of raw data inserted to add transparency to the 

analysis and leave room for alternate interpretations of the findings. 
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