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A ttempting to teach me maths is much like trying to nail 
jelly to a wall. That is to say, it’s pointless, frustrating 
and messy. 

The most learned mathematicians would, I suspect, go running 
for the hills if they were tasked with educating me. 
I am 35 years old and still firmly believe that five times nothing 
is five. I use my fingers to count and have no idea what Pi 
is, unless you mean the meat and potato variety, otherwise, 
you’ve lost me. And when it comes to cooking, my portion 
sizes are legendarily huge as I have no idea how to half recipes. 
All these years, I’ve assumed I was ‘just a bit thick’ and that

DON’T
count
on me

For decades, journalist Holly 
Crawford struggled with maths.
Then she was diagnosed with 

dyscalculia and everything started 
to add up...  

Words: Holly Crawford
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was why I failed to obtain a ‘C’ in my 
maths GCSE. But my Husband Paul thinks 
otherwise. ‘‘You’re an intelligent woman 
with a First-Class BA (Hons) Journalism 
Degree who carved out a successful career 
as a reporter and editor. Something else is 
going on here.’ 

Now, I know he’s biased, but Paul’s kind 
words got me thinking; maybe something 
else was occurring. So, I 
decided to find out. 

I started with a 
Google search using 
the jaunty phrase ‘I’m 
bad at maths’ and my 
interest was piqued by 
one word in the results 
list: ‘dyscalculia.’  

Never heard of it? 
Me neither. Yet it is 
estimated that 1 person 
in twenty has dyscalculia 
(compared to about one 
in ten people having 
some form of dyslexia). 

It literally means 
‘difficulty counting’ from the Greek prefix 
‘Dys’ meaning ‘difficult’ and the Latin 
‘calculare’ meaning ‘to count.’ 

Amen to that. But counting isn’t the only 
problem. The condition impacts my life 
in a variety of ways. I 
suspect I’ve come 
a cropper many 
times when  
 
 
 
 
 
 

shopping because I can’t tell if I’m getting 
a good deal or not. And while most people 
love a sale, to me they’re the stuff of 
nightmares as I’ve no idea how to work out 
the reduced price. 

Dyscalculia (sometimes called ‘Number 
Blindness) was first described  
by Swedish neurologist Salomon Eberhard 
Henschen in 1919. He observed that 

affected individuals 
generally displayed 
average or above 
average intelligence but 
that their mathematical 
ability was lower than 
expected.

Those with the 
condition can find it 
difficult to undertake 
basic tasks such 
as division and 
multiplication, learn 
mathematical facts or 
understand time and 
money.

Kinga Morsanyi, 
Senior Lecturer in Mathematical Cognition 
at Loughborough University, helped shed 
some light on this little-known condition. 

‘‘Dyscalculia is a neurodevelopmental 
disorder (i.e., it is a form of atypical brain 
development, that is present from birth), 

which is associated with persistent 
difficulties with learning and doing 

maths, which are not easily 

remediated by targeted intervention.’’ she 
explained. 

‘‘Dyscalculia is a very heterogeneous 
(mixed) condition which can be associated 
with a variety of cognitive profiles (including 
both strengths and weaknesses). As with 
other developmental disorders, it often 
co-occurs with other developmental issues, 
for example, communication difficulties, or 
other conditions, such as autism. 

‘‘Having said this, people with dyscalculia 
might have very high intelligence, and 
could perform very well in other school 
subjects. It is also common that people with 
developmental disorders develop some 
special talents, because they find novel and 
creative ways to do some things.’’

She continues: ‘‘Like with any 
developmental disorder, a diagnostic 
criterion for dyscalculia (or Specific Learning 
Disorder in Mathematics) is that it has to 
significantly interfere with a person’s daily 
activities or cause significant issues with 
their educational or professional life.’’ 

There’s also evidence that dyscalculia 
is associated with mental and physical 
health issues, and it reduces employment 
opportunities.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘’One piece of advice might be to ask 
for help when it is needed,’’ Dr Morsanyi 
suggests.  

‘‘For example, when making financial 
decisions or when you need to self-
administer your medication. It might 
also help to let employers or educational 
institutions know, as they might be able to 
make some adjustments. As with all other 
conditions, early intervention would be 
recommended, although it’s not yet known 
to what extent this could be efficient.’’ 

IT IS COMMON 
TO HAVE 

SOME SPECIAL 
TALENTS, 

BECAUSE THEY 
FIND CREATIVE 

WAYS TO DO 
THINGS

Symptoms of 
Dyscalculia
■ Difficulty counting backwards.
■ Difficulty remembering ‘basic’ facts. 
■ Slow to perform calculations.
■ Weak mental arithmetic skills.
■ A poor sense of numbers & 
estimation.
■ Difficulty in understanding place 
value.
■ Addition is often the default 
operation.
■ High levels of mathematics anxiety.
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It appears that dyscalculia can be very 
problematic for those who have it. So 
why, then, is it less well known than other 
conditions such as dyslexia?

Dr Morsanyi says: ‘‘Research into reading 
difficulties started earlier than research into 
mathematical difficulties and, historically 
there’s been more funding available for 
dyslexia research, which explains why we 
know less about dyscalculia and why it’s less 

well-understood. 
Another contributory factor could be the 

way society perceives English and maths.
‘‘In general, people believe that literacy is 

more important to children than numeracy 
and that it’s “OK” to be bad at maths,’’ Dr 
Morsanyi explains. 

‘‘In fact, this is probably the reason why 
much less research funding is available for 
dyscalculia compared to dyslexia and why 

there are no specific government schemes 
aiming at providing support for people with 
dyscalculia, even though there are such 
schemes to improve the numeracy skills of 
the general population; mostly because 
there’s a recognised skills shortage in the 
UK in science, technology, engineering and 
maths (STEM) occupations. 

Another barrier preventing dyscalculia 
from being diagnosed more frequently, Dr 
Morsanyi believes, is because schools have 
limited access to educational psychologists 
and often plough resources into helping 
children whose conditions are better known, 
on the basis that they trust that these 
children will make better progress after 
they receive intervention. This is in contrast 
to children with dyscalculia, where the 
available methods and evidence for their 
usefulness are more limited. 

She continues: ‘‘It’s unfortunate that 
people often think that being good 
at maths means being smart. So, 
if someone is bad at maths, they 

might infer that they’re not very talented 
academically or didn’t try hard enough, 
which isn’t necessarily the case.’’  

So, would obtaining an official dyscalculia 
diagnosis prove beneficial? Dr Morsanyi 
wholeheartedly concurs. 

‘’Not least because, firstly, without one, 
students aren’t eligible for specialist support 
or any recognition of their disability. 

‘‘Secondly, because this group doesn’t 
appear in official statistics, there are no 
specific government-funded programmes 
aimed at supporting them. 

‘Thirdly, once pupils are officially 
diagnosed, they can meet and share their 
experiences which could lead to improved 
self-esteem and potential to learn about 
effective intervention methods. Dyscalculia 
is often associated with anxiety and 
depression, and these problems might 
be alleviated if students feel part of a 
dyscalculic community. 

‘‘Finally, increased diagnosis rates could 
accelerate research into the remediation 
and, potentially, the prevention of 
dyscalculia. All universities in the UK have 
disability support services, and students 
with dyscalculia can ask for adjustments to 
help with completing their courses.’’

However, obtaining places on courses 
in the first place could prove problematic 
because of the essential requirement for 
students to have a ‘C’ grade in GCSE maths. 

Dr Morsanyi observes: ‘‘It’s actually not 
that clear whether basic maths skills are 
really necessary for all science subjects, 
and they’re certainly not necessary for arts 
degrees. 

It might be the case that once maths is 
done at more abstract levels (which is more 
likely at university) dyscalculic people can 
perform better. Of course, it would be a 

How can parents help their 
children if they suspect they 
have dyscalculia?

Dr Morsanyi says: It is important to note 
that currently only a very small proportion 
of schoolchildren who present with the 
symptoms of dyscalculia obtain an official 
diagnosis. This in itself is a problem as it 
might make people think that it is a very 
rare condition. 

In terms of helping dyscalculic children, 
she says: ”It’s recommended that 
interventions should start with basic maths. 
It does not help to practice maths which is 
currently required at school if children miss 
knowledge of more basic number concepts. 

Even if this does not immediately result 
in better school performance, it is best to 
focus on the basics. It is also recommended 
to use “manipulatives” (for example, beads 
or tokens). Playing board games with 
parents can also help children to get familiar 
with basic number concepts. There are also 
some computer games and apps, which 
have been developed to practice mental 
arithmetic, and some other basic number 
skills. The advantage of these apps is that 
they are usually adaptive (so the tasks are 
appropriate for the child’s current level of 
maths skills), and also that they are  
“non-judgmental”. There are also some 
websites which list recommended playful 
activities for children to practice maths (for 
example: https://bedtimemath.org).

PEOPLE BELIEVE 
LITERACY IS 

MORE IMPORTANT 
THAN MATHS
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bad idea for people with dyscalculia to work 
in some professions where they need to rely 
on some basic maths and estimation skills.’’      

While some career paths may be barred 
to dyscalculic people, Dr Morsanyi believes 
that increasing diagnosis rates would be a 
very important first step towards getting 
more recognition from employers and 
academic institutions, which could help on 
an individual and case by case basis. 

‘‘As a researcher, my aim is to better 
understand the development and 
consequences of dyscalculia, and I try to 
contribute to popular science blogs and 
news articles to raise public awareness of 
the condition’’ she says. 

‘‘It might also be possible to influence 
government policy by taking part in 
consultation processes relating to new 
policies, although I haven’t done this 
yet. It might also help to establish a 
similar organization to the British Dyslexia 

Association, which could create a link 
between researchers, educators and people 
affected by the condition, but I think this is 
a more realistic possibility once diagnosis 
rates have been increased.’’ 

One area of Dr Morsanyi’s research is 
developing a package of tools to aid the 
accurate diagnosis of dyscalculia.

This sounds like an exciting development 
which has the potential to help this 
generation and the next and perhaps even 
adults like me.   

Yet while dyscalculia is a recognised 
medical condition, it doesn’t officially come 
under the auspices of GPs or the NHS.   

The only way to be certain if one has 
dyscalculia is to be assessed by a registered 
educational psychologist. Now, this can be 
a costly endeavour and is therefore not to 
be undertaken lightly. But it was something 
I wanted to do. 

It’s important to choose carefully when 

Dyscalculia also 
affects those out 
with the education 
environment 
in some of the 
following ways:
■ It will be problematic to remember 
phone numbers and post codes.
■ Struggle with money matters such 
as calculating a tip in a restaurant, 
counting bills or estimating the cost of 
clothes with a discount. 
■ Experience difficulty estimating 
distance and how long it will take 
getting from A to B.
■ Struggle to remember simple 
directions.
■ Find it tricky to know left from right.
■ Experience difficulty reading clocks 
and telling time.

seeking a diagnosis for dyscalculia. Not 
only do you need an expert in educational 
psychology who can evaluate the diagnostic 
tests but that the tests themselves need 
to have been rigorously developed 
and evaluated against the best, current 
research. Thus, I contacted The Northern 
Ireland Dyslexia Centre who arranged my 
assessment.

It was a fascinating, if mentally draining 
three hours in which my IQ, communication, 
literacy and numeracy skills were assessed. 
(Happily, my communication skills were 
rated higher than average and my IQ 
average. My mathematical ability, obviously, 
led me to being diagnosed as dyscalculic.)  

For me, it was money well spent, if only 
for the wave of relief that washed over me 
on receiving the dyscalculia diagnosis. Of 
knowing that my issues weren’t a result 
of laziness or stupidity but because of a 
lifelong learning difficulty. I cried happy 
tears. 

According to Tony Attwood, founder of 
The Dyscalculia Information Centre, my 
reaction wasn’t unusual.

‘’I’ve heard of many adults reacting in 
a similar way because they’re relieved at 
being able to name this difficulty which 
they’ve struggled with for so long. Indeed, 
a typical comment from a dyscalculic person 
who has never had any specialist help is 
something along the lines of: ‘I know I’m not 
stupid. I just can’t do maths.’’’ 

Mr Attwood’s journey to raise awareness 
of this little-known condition began when 
his daughter was diagnosed as being 
profoundly dyslexic. Keen to ensure she 
got the right support, Mr Attwood, a former 
music teacher, read extensively about the 
condition and in doing so, came across 
references to dyscalculia.  

His work resulted in his daughter being 
set on the road to academic success and 
to Mr Attwood establishing The Dyscalculia 

Information Centre, to raise awareness 
of the condition and signpost people to 
resources

He said: ‘‘I realised there wasn’t much 
support for people with dyscalculia and 
yet everything I’d read about dyslexia was 
applicable to dyscalculia: It’s genetic, it’s 
not understood and schools are somewhat 
behind the curve, even more so with 
dyscalculia. Teachers were saying, ‘this 
teenager is in the top set for English but 
bottom for maths.  What’s going on?’’

What indeed. Mr Attwood wanted to 
provide baffled teachers with answers, 
which he did by penning his own textbook. 

‘‘Telling a dyscalculic child that a quarter 
plus a quarter equals a half means nothing 
to them,’’ Mr Attwood explained.

So, he showed them instead by using 
‘manipulatives.’ That is, real life materials 
that can make abstract concepts easier to 
grasp. Literally. 

 ‘’I cut pieces of paper into halves and 
quarters and then stuck them back together 
to demonstrate that everything comes from 
a whole. And it worked. It was simple but 
extraordinary because nobody had done it 
before.’’    

Yet despite the resource being hailed 
a success, Mr Attwood says many 
professionals still don’t believe dyscalculia 
exists. 

  ‘‘I find that very strange. Why would 
you believe in one genetic malfunction 
such as dyslexia and not another?’ It’s 
an extraordinary imbalance. I can’t 
imagine there’s a single school that says 
dyslexia doesn’t exist, but there’s still that 
undercurrent with maths.’’ 

He continues, ‘‘If we could get dyscalculia 
to the same level of recognition and 
understanding as dyslexia, so that people 
don’t see it as a joke, but instead have 
empathy for those with the condition, that 
would be super.’’

It seems that many concerned family 
members to leading academics are doing 
all they can to address this educational, 
societal and psychological conundrum and 
make life better for this generation and 
those to come. By my calculations, that is a 
very worthwhile cause and time well spent 
which will surely add up to a brighter future 
for all. ■

A WAVE OF RELIEF 
WASHED OVER ME. 

I CRIED HAPPY 
TEARS.


