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ABSTRACT
Background and Purpose: Dyslexia is one of the most common learning disorders affecting children’s
academic and emotional development. In Malaysia, parents of dyslexic children often face multiple
challenges due to limited awareness, inadequate institutional support, and societal stigma. This study
aims to explore the lived experiences of parents raising children with dyslexia, focusing on the
emotional, educational, and developmental challenges they encounter.

Methodology: Guided by Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, a qualitative case study design
was employed, involving five Malaysian parents of children formally diagnosed with severe dyslexia.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed thematically following Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework.

Findings: Five major themes emerged: (1) Initial Reactions and Delayed Recognition, (2) Emotional
and Psychological Burdens, (3) Financial and Institutional Barriers, (4) Educational Challenges, and (5)
Child Developmental Profile. Parents reported emotional fatigue, financial strain, limited school
support, and diagnostic confusion.

Contributions: The findings highlight the urgent need for early screening, affordable intervention
programs, and comprehensive teacher training on dyslexia. They also underscore the importance of
collaborative partnerships between parents, educators, and policymakers to foster inclusive educational
practices. The study contributes to the limited Malaysian literature by offering culturally grounded
insights into parental experiences and emphasizing the role of empathy, awareness, and policy reform
in supporting dyslexic learners.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Learning disabilities are neurologically based processing disorders that interfere with the
acquisition and use of academic skills such as reading, writing, and mathematics (Ling et al.,
2022). They may also affect higher-order cognitive functions, including organization, time
management, and reasoning (Roitsch & Watson, 2019). These challenges are not the result of
low intelligence or environmental disadvantage but rather reflect neurobiological differences
in brain function (Zavadenko, 2021). Students with learning disabilities often struggle with
reading fluency, comprehension, and spelling, underscoring the importance of early
identification and intervention to support academic and emotional development (Malisiova &
Folia, 2023).

Among these conditions, dyslexia is one of the most prevalent and widely studied. It is
characterized by persistent difficulties in word recognition, spelling, and decoding despite
adequate intelligence and schooling (Falhabibah et al., 2023). Globally, dyslexia affects
approximately 5-10% of the population, posing significant educational and emotional
challenges for children and their families. Parents play a crucial role in fostering literacy skills
and emotional resilience, yet they often face frustration, uncertainty, and social stigma when
navigating support systems (Lestari et al., 2023; Greene, 2024).

Parental involvement has been identified as a key factor in improving educational
outcomes for children with dyslexia (Leslie et al., 2024; Lupea et al., 2024). However, the
journey is frequently marked by emotional strain, financial burden, and limited institutional
support. Many parents are compelled to seek costly private interventions or develop informal
coping strategies, often without adequate professional guidance.

In Malaysia, parents of children with dyslexia face additional cultural and systemic
constraints. Although awareness has increased, misconceptions persist, and many families
struggle to recognize dyslexia’s early signs (Abd Rauf et al., 2018; Balakrishnan et al., 2017).
Studies show that Malaysian parents, particularly mothers, often experience stress, fatigue, and
emotional exhaustion while managing their child’s learning and behavioral difficulties (Alias
et al., 2015; Alias & Dahlan, 2017). These challenges are compounded by limited access to
diagnostic services, inadequate school-based support, and a lack of culturally appropriate
intervention models (Wilmot et al., 2023).

Despite the expanding global literature on dyslexia, research examining the lived
experiences of Malaysian parents remains limited. Existing studies have predominantly
focused on children’s academic outcomes or teachers’ perspectives, often overlooking how
parents navigate the emotional, financial, and institutional challenges associated with
supporting a child with dyslexia (Lupea et al., 2024; Greene, 2024). Therefore, this study aims
to explore the lived experiences of parents raising children with dyslexia in Malaysia, with
particular attention to the emotional, social, and systemic challenges they encounter. The
findings are expected to provide valuable insights for educators, mental health professionals,
and policymakers in strengthening inclusive education practices, reducing societal stigma, and
enhancing support systems for families affected by dyslexia. Guided by an ecological systems
perspective, this study interprets parents’ experiences within the interconnected contexts of the
family, educational institutions, and broader societal structures, thereby moving beyond
descriptive accounts to illuminate the complex interactions shaping their lived realities.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Understanding Dyslexia

Dyslexia is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by persistent difficulties in reading,
spelling, and language processing (Ling et al., 2022). It is among the most common learning
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disabilities, affecting approximately 5—-10% of the global population (Falhabibah et al., 2023).
The condition primarily arises from deficits in phonological processing, which hinder accurate
and fluent word recognition, decoding, and spelling (Roitsch & Watson, 2019). These
difficulties occur despite adequate intelligence, motivation, and access to education
(Zavadenko, 2021). Genetic studies indicate that dyslexia has a strong hereditary component,
with heritability estimates ranging from 40% to 60%, reinforcing its biological basis (Ling et
al., 2022). Approaches such as structured phonics, multisensory instruction, and scaffolded
reading programs have been shown to improve literacy outcomes (Rahul & Ponniah, 2021;
Malisiova & Folia, 2023).

In Malaysia, dyslexia has gained growing recognition as an educational and public
health issue, affecting an estimated 4-8% of school-aged children (Abdul Kadir & Jabbar,
2023). Efforts by the Dyslexia Association of Malaysia and the Ministry of Education
emphasize early screening, teacher training, and individualized learning support, reflecting a
national commitment to inclusive education despite uneven implementation across regions.

2.2 Challenges Faced by Parents in Raising their Dyslexic Children

Parents of children with dyslexia face multiple, interconnected challenges across emotional,
educational, financial, and social domains, all of which affect their well-being and their
children’s development. Emotionally, many parents experience persistent stress, guilt, and
exhaustion as they navigate their child’s learning difficulties (Alias & Dahlan, 2017; Wilmot
et al., 2023). Continuous academic struggles often lead to frustration, low self-esteem, and
anxiety in children, which further intensify parental distress (Sulaiman & Zakaria, 2024).
Mothers, in particular, tend to shoulder a disproportionate share of caregiving responsibilities,
describing their experiences as emotionally draining and socially isolating (Balakrishnan et al.,
2017; Wan Abdul Ghapar et al., 2023). Without adequate psychological support or peer
networks, these pressures may culminate in burnout and strained family relationships (Abd
Rauf et al., 2018).

Educational systems often exacerbate these difficulties due to a lack of specialized
teacher training, resulting in inconsistent implementation of inclusive policies (Abdullah et al.,
2026; Mohamad et al., 2024). In Malaysia, access to resource teachers, individualized
education plans (IEPs), and evidence-based instructional materials remains limited (Abdul
Kadir & Jabbar, 2023; Abdullah et al., 2026). Misconceptions that equate dyslexia with laziness
or low intelligence persist, contributing to negative labeling and diminished motivation among
students (Alias et al., 2015). Consequently, many parents assume advocacy roles, seeking
private interventions and tutoring to compensate for insufficient school support, which creates
additional emotional and logistical burdens (Abd Rauf et al., 2021).

Financial strain further compounds these challenges. Specialized assessments, therapy
sessions, and remedial classes often cost several hundred ringgit per session, rendering them
inaccessible to many middle- and lower-income families (Abd Rauf et al., 2021). Moreover,
most services are concentrated in urban areas, leaving rural parents with limited access to
professional help (Abd Rauf et al., 2018). The lack of public subsidies or insurance coverage
forces families to make difficult trade-offs between household expenses and their child’s
educational needs, resulting in inconsistent intervention and chronic financial stress
(Balakrishnan et al., 2017).

Cultural stigma and societal expectations surrounding academic achievement introduce
yet another layer of complexity. In Malaysia’s collectivist culture, where educational success
is closely tied to family honor and social mobility, parents of dyslexic children often face
misunderstanding, criticism, or exclusion (Bhutto et al., 2023). Feelings of shame and secrecy
are common, leading some parents to conceal their child’s condition to avoid social judgment
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(Abd Rauf et al., 2018). This stigma not only isolates families but also reinforces systemic
inequities, as parents hesitate to seek professional support or engage in advocacy.

Collectively, these emotional, educational, financial, and cultural challenges highlight
the urgent need for comprehensive, family-centered support systems that empower parents and
promote inclusion. Strengthening teacher education, expanding affordable intervention
services, and enhancing public awareness of neurodiversity are essential for cultivating a more
equitable and compassionate educational ecosystem for children with dyslexia in Malaysia
(Alias & Dahlan, 2017; Mohamad et al., 2024).

2.3 Theoretical Framework

This study is theoretically grounded in Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory,
which proposes that human development and family experiences are shaped by multiple,
interacting layers of environmental systems. Rather than viewing parental challenges as
isolated individual difficulties, this framework conceptualizes them as outcomes of dynamic
interactions between individuals and the broader social, institutional, and cultural environments
in which they are embedded.

By applying this perspective, the challenges faced by parents raising children with
dyslexia are interpreted as systemic phenomena influenced by interconnected ecological
contexts. As shown in Figure 1, the framework situates parents’ lived experiences across four
primary environmental systems: the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem.

MACROSYSTEM
(cultural and societal
context)

EXOSYSTEM
(institutional structures
affecting families)

MESOSYSTEM
(interactions between
family and school)

-~

MICROSYSTEM
(immediate environment)

CHILD

Figure 1: Ecological systems framework illustrating the multi-layered factors influencing the
lived experiences of parents raising children with dyslexia in Malaysia

At the microsystem level, the focus is on immediate family dynamics, including parent—child
interactions, emotional stress, and the day-to-day challenges of supporting a child with dyslexia
(Peries & Indrarathne, 2024; Poullet & Wendland, 2021). The mesosystem reflects the
relationships between key environments in a child’s life, particularly the interactions between
families and schools, including communication with teachers and the level of educational
support provided (Wilmot et al., 2023; Ulubas & Gok, 2026). The exosystem encompasses
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broader institutional structures that indirectly influence families, such as access to diagnostic
services, intervention programmes, and teacher training resources (Leitdo et al., 2017). Finally,
the macrosystem represents the wider sociocultural context, including societal attitudes toward
learning disabilities, cultural expectations surrounding academic achievement, and the
presence of stigma associated with dyslexia.

By framing the findings through Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, this study
moves beyond a purely descriptive account of parental experiences. Instead, it highlights how
emotional distress within families may be intensified by systemic barriers such as limited
institutional support and prevailing cultural misconceptions about learning disabilities. This
ecological perspective underscores the need for comprehensive and coordinated reforms across
educational, social, and policy systems in order to create a more inclusive and supportive
environment for children with dyslexia and their families in Malaysia.

3.0 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design and Selection of Participants

This study employed a qualitative case study design to explore the lived experiences of parents
raising children formally diagnosed with severe dyslexia (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Using
purposive sampling, five parents were recruited from a non-governmental organization
supporting children with learning disabilities in Kuala Lumpur. Inclusion criteria required
participants to be Malaysian parents with at least one child professionally diagnosed with
dyslexia. All participants voluntarily provided informed consent, and ethical principles of
confidentiality were strictly maintained. Table 1 shows the demographic profile of the
participants.

Table 1: Demographic profile of the participants

Participant Gender Race Age Range
P1 F Malay 40-45
P2 M Chinese 36-40
P3 F Chinese 36-40
P4 F Malay 40-45
PS5 F Chinese 46-50

3.2 Data Collection and Data Analysis Procedure

This study utilized a semi-structured interview protocol to elicit detailed accounts of parents’
lived experiences. The interview guide focused on encountered challenges and utilized support
systems, using open-ended questions to allow for deep probing while ensuring flexibility.
Ethical safeguards, including confidentiality and voluntary participation, were central to the
instrument. A pilot interview was conducted prior to the main study to refine question clarity
and enhance reliability.

Data collection involved individual interviews lasting 45-90 minutes. Four interviews
were conducted in person, while one took place via Google Meet. To foster openness, sessions
were conducted in an empathetic, non-judgmental manner. All sessions were audio-recorded
with consent and supplemented by field notes capturing emotional nuances and non-verbal
cues. Recordings were subsequently transcribed verbatim to preserve the authentic meaning of
participants' narratives.
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The transcribed data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic
analysis framework. Following familiarization, the researcher generated inductive codes,
clustered them into preliminary categories, and refined them into final themes ensuring internal
coherence and alignment with the research questions. To ensure credibility and trustworthiness,
the researcher maintained a detailed audit trail of all analytical decisions and coding revisions.
Furthermore, reflexive journaling was employed to minimize researcher bias and uphold
analytical transparency, consistent with Lincoln and Guba (1985). This rigorous integration of
systematic data collection and thematic analysis provided a contextually grounded
understanding of the emotional depth and complexity inherent in raising children with dyslexia
in Malaysia.

4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The thematic analysis identified five major themes capturing the multifaceted challenges faced
by Malaysian parents of children with dyslexia (see Table 2). These experiences are interpreted
through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, conceptualizing parental struggles not
as isolated incidents but as outcomes of dynamic interactions between the family and broader
societal structures.

Table 2: Themes and subthemes on the challenges faced by parents with dyslexic children

Research Question Theme Subtheme

What are the challenges Theme 1: Initial Reactions

i . Subth 1: Denial and Doubt
faced by parents with and Delayed Recognition orheme el and Fou

dyslexic children? Subtheme 2: Delayed Diagnosis
Theme 2: Emotional and Subtheme 1: Emotional Fatigue and Guilt
Psychological Burdens Subtheme 2: Low Confidence and Anxiety in
Child
Theme 3: Financial and Subtheme 1: High Cost of Intervention
Institutional Barriers Subtheme 2: Limited Resources and Materials
Theme 4: Educational Subtheme 1: Reading, Writing, and Language
Challenges Struggles
Subtheme 2: Dyscalculia and Language
Confusion
Subtheme 3: School Awareness and Response
Theme 5: Child Subtheme 1: Speech and Early Development
Developmental Profile Delays

Subtheme 2: Social Functioning and Interests
Subtheme 3: Confusion with Autism

4.1 Theme 1: Initial Reactions and Delayed Recognition

Parents initially faced a period of profound uncertainty characterized by denial and a lack of
awareness. Many rationalized learning gaps as typical developmental variations:

“We didn’t proceed with anything because my husband said, ‘Oh, maybe it’s
normal... kids develop differently, right?’” (P1)

This limited understanding contributed to delayed recognition, which emerged as one of the
earliest and most significant challenges in parents’ efforts to obtain appropriate support for
their children. From an ecological perspective, this delay reflects macrosystemic influences.
Cultural norms in Malaysia often discourage early labeling, leading families to view
neurodivergence as a temporary "phase". This cognitive dissonance, hoping the child is a “late
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bloomer,” stalls early intervention. However, once a diagnosis is secured, parents often feel
empowered, describing it as the missing "puzzle piece".

Systemic exosystemic constraints, such as waiting periods of "a year and a half to two
years" for specialist appointments, further exacerbate these delays. These findings align with
Samsudin and Alias (2021), highlighting that limited awareness and structural barriers deprive
children of timely support.

Subtheme 1: Denial and Doubt

Parents initially struggled with denial, rationalizing developmental gaps as "late blooming" to
maintain a sense of normalcy. P1 shared:

“Every parent.... hopes their child is normal... so when they see their child like
that, they tend to think, ‘Is this for real? Maybe not.”” (P1)

This macrosystemic influence, driven by cultural norms and parental hope, often stalls early
intervention as families wait for natural improvement. P2 recalled the realization when a child
failed to progress:

“...when he entered Standard 2, we suddenly felt something was off. He
couldn’t catch up with everything. So, we gave it another half a year... But
things actually got worse. Nothing seemed to improve.” (P2)

This period of uncertainty is marked by profound cognitive dissonance. However, a formal
diagnosis often triggers a shift from helplessness to empowerment. Rather than a burden, the
diagnosis is viewed as the “missing puzzle piece” that provides a roadmap for support. P3
explained:

“It’s like a puzzle, the last few pieces. Because all this while, we didn’t know
how to support him. It felt like, okay, let’s just put him there and see what
happens, right? [...] But now, it feels like I've finally found the puzzle piece. It

fits.” (P3)

Ultimately, while the diagnosis brings mixed emotions, it offers necessary clarity. As P4 noted:
“We felt relieved because now there’s a diagnosis, and we can finally move forward”. This
subtheme highlights how emotional resistance and social perceptions delay intervention,
intensifying the challenges of navigating dyslexia in the Malaysian context.

Subtheme 2: Delayed Diagnosis

Even after identifying learning difficulties, parents faced significant exosystemic barriers,
primarily lengthy waiting periods for specialists. Pl noted the systemic backlog:

“The appointment took about a year and a half to two years. Only after this long
wait did we get the appointment.” (P1)

Diagnostic accuracy presented further hurdles, as children were often misidentified with
conditions like dyspraxia, hypotonia, or poor motor skills before receiving a dyslexia diagnosis.
P3 recalled, “The doctor’s diagnosis at the time was just speech dyspraxia... We didn’t know
he had dyslexia”. Similarly, P4 shared, “The first diagnosis that we got wasn’t dyslexia. We
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were told it was hypotonia... then, when we went to the psychiatrist, that’s when we finally got
the [dyslexia] diagnosis”.

These experiences underscore structural limitations, including a lack of qualified
specialists and standardized procedures, compounded by macrosystemic cultural norms that
discourage early labelling. Such delays align with Samsudin and Alias (2021), who found that
37.2% of Malaysian parents lack sufficient understanding of dyslexia. This prolonged
uncertainty deprives children of timely intervention while heightening parental stress and self-
blame. Ultimately, these findings highlight an urgent need for early screening mechanisms and
culturally sensitive awareness programs to bridge the gap between initial suspicion and
effective support.

4.2 Theme 2: Emotional and Psychological Burdens

Raising a child with dyslexia imposes significant emotional strain on both parents and children.
Parents often feel inadequate and drained while navigating societal expectations, while children
experience diminished self-confidence and anxiety due to repeated academic failure. From an
ecological perspective, these burdens represent microsystemic disruptions where chronic stress
and maternal guilt illustrate how broader societal challenges cascade into the family. These
findings align with Rapus-Pavel et al. (2018) regarding the chronic self-blame experienced by
caregivers.

A unique Malaysian context emerges as caregiving responsibilities fall
disproportionately on mothers. Shanmugavel et al. (2022) note that mothers face heightened
pressure balancing work and their child's learning needs. This aligns with Wan Abdul Ghapar
et al. (2023), who found that Malaysian mothers of children with special needs frequently
experience severe emotional exhaustion, guilt, and burnout due to the overwhelming demands
of balancing intensive caregiving with professional obligations. In the absence of affordable
therapy or institutional support, this leads to emotional exhaustion. Consequently, parental
stress in this environment reflects broader systemic shortcomings rather than individual
failings. Strengthening family-centered support systems is essential to empower parents and
mitigate these psychological burdens.

Subtheme 1: Emotional Fatigue and Guilt

Parents frequently reported profound emotional exhaustion, guilt, and feelings of inadequacy
regarding their caregiving competence. P1 articulated this internal struggle:

“I struggle [inside]... I never feel like I'm good enough to be her mother.”
“I'm emotionally tired... it’s not easy to make people understand our
situation. (P1)

These burdens are compounded by the physical demands of balancing professional work with
intensive learning support, as P1 noted, “Physically, it can be tiring too when we get back from
work... and parents are also expected to contribute” .

The verbatims reveal that parental burnout is multi-dimensional, often triggered by
managing a child's emotional meltdowns alongside the needs of neurotypical siblings. P5
described the volatility involved: “He would throw things... managing that isn 't easy, especially
with my other children to consider”. Furthermore, a lack of specialized skills prior to diagnosis
fosters a sense of helplessness. P4 recalled, “we felt very helpless because we didn’t know how
to help her... we didn’t even know what to do”.

This sustained strain is exacerbated by macrosystemic societal judgments that link a
child’s academic performance to parental "performance". P1 observed, “People tend to be
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judgmental about your performance”. These findings align with Rapus-Pavel et al. (2018)
regarding chronic stress in caregivers. In the Malaysian context, cultural and gendered
expectations mean mothers typically shoulder the primary caregiving role, which intensifies
emotional pressure and guilt when children struggle academically.

Subtheme 2: Low Confidence and Anxiety in Dyslexic Children

Parents observed that dyslexia-related difficulties foster deep emotional insecurity and anxiety.
Children frequently exhibit avoidance behaviors, withdrawing from tasks due to an intense fear
of failure. P3 illustrated this pervasive self-doubt: “Everyone was drawing cats... he saw the
kid next to him drew a cat different from his. So, he erased his... He always thinks he’s wrong”.
This distrust of their own instincts often triggers resistance during formal evaluations. As P5
noted, “He lacks confidence in himself... he avoids worksheet tasks and ends up having a
meltdown”.

To mitigate this, parents employ positive reinforcement to rebuild self-esteem. P2
explained, “...whether he’s right or wrong, we try to praise him in other ways. Let him feel it’s
okay”. These accounts align with Kumari and Agrahari (2024), who noted that cultural
misunderstandings of dyslexia heighten academic anxiety and feelings of inadequacy.

Ultimately, the psychological burdens of dyslexia impact the entire microsystem.
Parents’ feelings of guilt and helplessness mirror global research on the mental distress of
caregivers (Rapus-Pavel et al., 2018; Abd Rauf et al., 2018). In Malaysia, where academic
success is highly prioritized and caregiving is predominantly maternal (Shanmugavel et al.,
2022), these pressures are intensified, frequently leading to self-blame and emotional burnout.

4.3 Theme 3: Financial and Institutional Barriers

This theme highlights the exosystemic barriers, institutional and structural environments, that
constrain access to effective support. Parents reported significant financial strain due to high
costs for private assessments and therapies, which often exceeded their financial capacity.
Conversely, limited public services forced families to delay or discontinue essential
interventions.

These economic pressures are compounded by institutional limitations, such as
insufficient dyslexia-specific resources and inconsistent school support. From an ecological
perspective, while parents cannot control these systems, factors like funding structures and
educational policies directly shape their realities.

The lack of public subsidies places middle- and lower-income families at a "structural
disadvantage," as described by Abetz (2022); these families often earn too much for
government aid but too little for sustained private care. In Malaysia, this reliance on privatized
services creates forced financial trade-offs. Ultimately, these findings underscore the urgent
need for expanded public funding and stronger institutional frameworks to ensure equitable
support for all dyslexic learners.

Subtheme 1: High Cost of Intervention

A primary concern for parents is the prohibitive cost of private services, including occupational
and speech therapy. Participants noted that sessions costing several hundred ringgit, required
multiple times weekly, make long-term support financially unsustainable. P1 explained:

“We paid for a trial class. We could observe him, because they had OT and

everything... But it was expensive. So, I didn’t proceed. Private occupational
therapy and intervention classes cost not less than RM3,000 per month...” (P1)
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Similarly, P2 reported:
“It’s RM300 per hour, twice a week.” (P2)

Meanwhile, P5 noted that the doctor’s recommendation has created a massive financial
burden:

“I've been searching around, and there are academies to go to. But the fees are
very high, around RM200 per class... And the doctor recommended four days a
week, which makes the total cost very high.” (P5)

These accounts highlight a harsh economic reality, the barrier is not merely the baseline cost
of a single session, but the prescribed frequency of intervention. Parents face an ethical
dilemma, recognizing the value of evidence-based treatments but being forced to abandon them
because scaling to the recommended frequency is impossible. Consequently, financial
limitations lead to reduced or discontinued therapy, as P1 lamented: “I couldn’t proceed due
to the lack of financial aid”.

This creates a persistent inequity where only affluent families can sustain high-quality
support. This mirrors the "structural disadvantage" described by Abetz (2022), where middle-
income families earn too much for government aid but too little for private care. This financial
divide perpetuates unequal access to specialized services, underscoring the urgent need for
policy-level reforms to expand affordable intervention options in Malaysia.

Subtheme 2: Limited Resources and Institutional Support

Beyond financial strain, parents highlighted a critical deficit in educational resources and
public awareness. Many struggled to locate specialized reading materials or guidance tailored
to the Malaysian context. P1 described this pervasive scarcity:

“There weren’t any materials we could find. It was hard to find resources...
we even searched university presses, but it turned out there were very limited
readings available on dyslexia. In the Malaysian setting, people are still not
aware of dyslexia and autism... society’s acceptance and exposure are limited.
So, everything becomes limited. Access is limited, and all kinds of facilities are
limited as well.” (P1)

These accounts reflect exosystemic shortcomings in the national infrastructure, where schools
often lack trained educators and inclusive pedagogical tools. The success of inclusive education
relies heavily on policy-level commitment to resource allocation and teacher preparedness. As
Abd Kadir and Jabbar (2023), Mohamad et al. (2024), and Abdullah et al. (2026) emphasize,
systemic reform is necessary to embed dyslexia awareness within national strategies and to
bridge the significant disparity in resource quality between public and private special education
programs.

Integrating dyslexia awareness into teacher education can enhance professional
competence in managing diverse learners. Furthermore, public funding for screening is
essential to address socioeconomic disparities, ensuring equitable support for all children. As
noted by Abd Rauf et al. (2021) and echoed by Abdullah et al. (2026), without subsidized
intervention and standardized frameworks, the burden of navigating an under-resourced system
remains entirely on the family. These findings underscore an urgent need for policy reforms
that establish accessible support within public institutions.
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4.4 Theme 4: Educational Challenges

Another prominent theme that emerged from the interviews concerns the educational
challenges experienced by children with dyslexia, which in turn created significant difficulties
for their parents. These challenges extended beyond general academic struggles and included
persistent difficulties in literacy, numeracy, and language processing. Parents frequently
expressed frustration in supporting their children’s learning, often due to limited knowledge,
resources, and professional guidance. In several cases, teachers misinterpreted the children’s
learning difficulties as laziness, inattentiveness, or behavioural problems, which further
contributed to emotional distress for both the children and their parents.

From an ecological systems perspective, these challenges highlight tensions within the
mesosystem, particularly in the relationship between families and schools. Effective support
for children with dyslexia requires strong collaboration between parents and educators;
however, many participants reported limited communication and understanding from schools.
These findings support Yildiz et al. (2012), who identified teacher misconceptions as a major
barrier to inclusive education. In addition, the Malaysian bilingual education context may
increase the cognitive demands placed on dyslexic learners, particularly when navigating both
Malay and English in academic settings (Moncada-Cummings et al., 2025). As a result, parents
often assume an advocacy role to ensure their children receive appropriate academic support,
highlighting the need for greater teacher awareness and more inclusive educational practices.

Subtheme 1: Reading, Writing, and Language Struggles

One of the most frequent challenges reported by parents was their children’s persistent
difficulty with basic literacy. Despite repeated exposure, children struggled with phonological
decoding and letter-sound blending. P1 noted the ongoing difficulty with basic synthesis:

“Until now, she still can’tread... L, A, LA... it’s just about blending the sounds,
but she still can’t do it.” (P1)

These verbatims highlight the isolated nature of dyslexic cognitive deficits. Because these
children often possess normal intelligence and can recite basic sequences, parents are
frequently caught off guard when they cannot synthesize these elements into reading. P2
observed this stark contrast:

“When he reads, he can’t say the word out loud. Not just grammar, he can’t
even manage the vocabulary. He can read A to G, and count from 1 to 10
without any problem. But when the letters are combined to make a word, he
really can’t say it out loud. He writes the letter P in reverse... and he really
can’t say it out loud.” (P2)

This discrepancy between general capability and specific academic failure often delays early
detection. PS5 shared:

“It’s just the reading part. I sent him to a normal school because I didn’t know
what the actual problem was, everything else seemed normal. It only showed
when it came to studying.” (P5)

The gap in decoding and comprehension frequently leads to frustration and emotional outbursts.

As P5 described, “He wants to finish the words... But he gets frustrated. He gets angry easily
and loses control of his emotions”. These literacy struggles align with cognitive deficits in
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phonological processing and working memory. Without targeted intervention, these challenges
persist, negatively affecting a child's motivation and self-esteem. This is consistent with Abd
Rauf et al. (2018), who noted that children often internalize these struggles, leading to the
avoidance of reading tasks and heightened emotional distress. Ultimately, these mesosystemic
frictions between the child's internal capabilities and external academic expectations underscore
the need for early identification.

Subtheme 2: Dyscalculia and Language Confusion

Beyond literacy, several children exhibited difficulties with numeracy, specifically dyscalculia,
marked by number reversals and sequencing errors. P1 observed:

“He writes seven backwards like this... and five like that...” (P1)
Similarly, P2 noted:
“Number two is reversed, like that.” (P2)

Language confusion further compounded these challenges within Malaysia’s bilingual
education system, where students must alternate between Malay and English. P2 highlighted
this linguistic struggle: “He gets confused between Malay and English... Malay, he can read it
but doesn’t understand the meaning”. This confusion often hampers progress in subjects
requiring multi-step problem-solving or complex instructions. As P1 explained, “when the
instructions become confusing, she gets a bit stuck”.

These findings indicate that dyslexic learners face an increased cognitive load in
multilingual environments, where they must master phonological awareness across multiple
languages. This aligns with Moncada-Cummings et al. (2025), underscoring the necessity for
differentiated instruction and bilingual teaching strategies tailored to the unique cognitive and
linguistic needs of these students.

Subtheme 3: School Awareness and Response

A critical concern expressed by nearly all participants was the pervasive lack of awareness and
inadequate response from educators. Parents recounted instances where dyslexia-related
difficulties were misinterpreted as laziness or behavioral issues. P4 noted:

“Teachers might say she’s lazy ... when in reality, she just has dyslexia.” (P4)

These misinterpretations reflect a breakdown in the mesosystem, where structural constraints,
such as large class sizes and rigid curricular expectations, restrict the capacity for
individualized attention. As P3 shared:

“... the teachers don’t even have time to answer.. the class has 30 to 40
students.” (P3)

Furthermore, P1 observed that the prioritization of performance metrics often supersedes
student development:

“Their priority isn’t really on the kids’ development, it’s more on the school’s
KPIs.” (PI)
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Despite these barriers, some parents reported positive experiences through structured
communication and Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). P1 mentioned quarterly reviews
with teachers, while P5 highlighted the benefits of active collaboration:

“Whatever the teacher tells me, I'll also look for resources myself and ask the
teacher if there are any problems. We keep in touch with the teacher, that’s how
we work together.” (P5)

However, this often forces parents to act as an institutional "middle person" to bridge the gap
between private clinical data and public school requirements. P3 explained:

“...I think every three months they have something like what we call an RPI,
Individual Education Plan... So, I act as the middle person between the center
and the school. The center informs the school that the child is actually dyslexic...
I always send the school the center’s three-month reports.” (P3)

These observations echo Yildiz et al. (2012), who identified teacher misconceptions and
insufficient training as major obstacles to inclusive education. The emphasis on KPIs further
marginalizes dyslexic learners, reducing access to individualized instruction and emotional
support. Ultimately, these educational challenges reflect a complex interplay between a child's
cognitive needs and institutional shortcomings. As argued by Snowling et al. (2020), genuine
inclusion requires addressing these structural barriers to eliminate inequities in educational
access.

4.5 Theme 5: Child Developmental Profile

This theme captures the broader developmental characteristics observed by parents, extending
beyond academic challenges to include speech delays, social behaviors, and diagnostic
confusion. Many parents noticed atypical developmental patterns in their children from an early
age but often lacked the knowledge to interpret these as potential indicators of dyslexia. Such
early observations shaped how parents perceived their children’s abilities and influenced the
timing and manner in which they sought professional help.

The findings suggest that developmental features such as delayed speech and early
confusion with conditions like autism reflect the complex interaction between children’s
biological traits and their surrounding environments. Consistent with Catts et al. (2017), early
language impairments may serve as precursors to later reading difficulties. However, the
diagnostic uncertainty reported by parents also points to systemic limitations within the
Malaysian healthcare context, particularly the limited availability of multidisciplinary
assessment services. Such delays can postpone appropriate intervention and increase parental
uncertainty. These findings highlight the importance of early, comprehensive screening
approaches that are sensitive to overlapping neurodevelopmental characteristics in childhood.

Subtheme 1: Speech and Early Development Delays

Delayed speech and language development were the earliest indicators noted by parents. Many
children struggled to form coherent sentences or sustain verbal interactions. P1 recalled:

Maybe as early as two to three years old, because she was late to speak. Her
sentences were all jumbled up” (P1)
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Similarly, P3 noted speech was delayed:
His speech was delayed all the way until he was six years old” (P3)
Meanwhile P2 observed a lack of eye contact during the delayed speech phase:

“...there was a delay in speech, and at one phase, didn’t make eye contact.” 1

took him to see a doctor, a specialist in the village, and they said his speech was
delayed.”(P2)

P4 added:

“...her [lack of] communication skills make/[s] it a bit difficult to understand
what she wants.” (P4)

These delays often resulted in frustration and social withdrawal. In some instances, parents
mistakenly attributed these signs to premature birth or medical complications, which obscured
early dyslexia recognition. These findings align with Catts et al. (2017), which identifies early
language impairment as a reliable precursor to later reading difficulties. Such developmental
patterns emphasize the urgent need for systematic early childhood language screening to
facilitate timely referral and intervention.

Subtheme 2: Social Functioning and Interests

Parents observed that their children exhibited distinct social behaviors and unique interests that
significantly shaped their learning experiences. While some children appeared withdrawn in
unfamiliar settings, they became expressive with trusted individuals. P2 shared:

“When he knows someone, he’s very friendly... but he’s more into drawing” (P2).
P3 further highlighted her child’s creative potential:

“I think his imagination is strong..whatever he sees, he builds with blocks. So, I
think that’s his strength. And he’s very observant” (P3)

Although communication barriers sometimes hindered peer interactions, parents consistently
emphasized their children's observational skills and artistic abilities. These findings align with
a strengths-based approach, which advocates for recognizing non-academic talents as pathways
to resilience and motivation. Hojjati and Mehdiabadi (2024) suggest that rather than focusing
exclusively on literacy deficits, interventions should nurture these innate strengths to promote
holistic development and emotional well-being. Integrating these talents into the learning
process can help mitigate the emotional strain often associated with dyslexia.

Subtheme 3: Confusion with Autism

Another recurring concern was diagnostic confusion. Some parents initially suspected that their
child might have autism due to overlapping characteristics such as poor eye contact, delayed
speech, or social reticence. One parent reflected:

“We kind of wondered if he has autism” (P1)
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Another explained:
During the screening, she showed autistic traits, high functioning” (P1).

Such uncertainty often delayed intervention, as parents oscillated between different possible
explanations for their child’s behavior. This diagnostic ambiguity reflects a broader challenge
in distinguishing dyslexia from other neurodevelopmental conditions in early childhood,
particularly when comorbid symptoms overlap (Snowling et al., 2020). It underscores the need
for comprehensive, multidisciplinary assessments that can clarify the specific nature of a
child’s learning profile and guide appropriate interventions.

The findings reveal that children’s developmental profiles are diverse and complex,
extending beyond literacy difficulties. Many parents first noticed differences in speech, social
interaction, or motor coordination long before dyslexia was formally identified. These early
signs were often misunderstood or normalized, leading to diagnostic delays and heightened
parental anxiety. Similar trends have been reported in Malaysian studies, where limited public
awareness and professional expertise contribute to late identification of learning disorders (Abd
Rauf et al., 2018; Shanmugavel et al., 2022).

5.0 LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

One of the limitations faced is the study focused solely on parents’ perspectives, without
incorporating the viewpoints of teachers, specialists, or the children themselves. Although this
approach offered valuable insights into parental experiences, it provided only a partial
understanding of the broader social and educational context surrounding dyslexia.

In light of these limitations, future studies should broaden their scope by including
multiple stakeholders, such as teachers, educational specialists, and children with dyslexia.
Integrating these perspectives would provide a more holistic understanding of the challenges
and support mechanisms within the ecosystem of dyslexia. Despite its limitations, this study
contributes meaningful insights into parents’ lived experiences and highlights areas where
awareness, policy, and educational support can be strengthened to better serve families of
children with dyslexia.

6.0 CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study explored the lived experiences of Malaysian parents raising children with dyslexia
through the lens of ecological systems theory. The findings demonstrate that parental struggles
are not isolated incidents but are shaped by interacting layers of influence: emotional pressures
within the microsystem, strained home-school relationships in the mesosystem, institutional
barriers in the exosystem, and cultural stigmas within the macrosystem. The study has
implications for four main stakeholders:

i) Parents: Early recognition and emotional resilience are vital. Faith, familial support,
and flexible expectations serve as protective factors. Empowering parents through
workshops and peer networks can enhance their advocacy for their children's needs.

ii) Educators: There is an urgent need for comprehensive teacher training in identifying
and managing learning disabilities. Teachers, often the first to observe difficulties, must
implement inclusive practices that value individual learning profiles over standardized
metrics. Collaborative partnerships between parents and schools are essential for
continuity of support.
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iii) Policymakers: Systemic challenges demand immediate intervention. Affordable
services must be expanded for middle- and lower-income families who face significant
financial barriers. Establishing structured early childhood screening and public
awareness campaigns is vital to reduce societal stigma.

iv) Practitioners: Support services should adopt holistic models that equally nurture a
child's academic and socio-emotional development.

Moving forward, a multi-stakeholder approach is necessary to strengthen the Malaysian
support ecosystem. Policymakers should prioritize resource allocation, specialized training,
and culturally responsive materials. Future research should incorporate the perspectives of
teachers, professionals, and children to provide a holistic understanding of the dyslexia journey.
Longitudinal studies would also be valuable for examining how early support influences long-
term academic and emotional trajectories. Ultimately, this study reinforces the necessity of an
inclusive, empathetic, and collaborative framework that empowers families, enriches
educational practices, and promotes equity for all learners.
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