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Abstract

The first part of the study will consist of a small-scale survey of 100 teachers in the South West. 

The Teachers sampled will be from a range of teaching establishments: primary schools, colleges, private schools and teacher trainers at a university.

The survey will be followed by a literature review that will look at what literature has to say about:

· How teachers cater for left-handed pupils and help available from the Department for Education and Skills.

· Why are some people left-handed? 

The study will be completed by an analysis of the findings and how the data was gathered.

1-Introduction

On the 22 July it was reported in Hansard (July 22 1998) that with the support of the Teacher Training Agency Peter Luff the member of Parliament for Worcester, himself left-handed, asked the then Minister for Education and Skills Estelle Morris  (also left-handed) if the minister would consider introducing specific guidelines for teachers with regard to left-handed pupils.  At that time, the Minister did not consider it necessary. 

In answer to the request by Peter Luff would she give consideration to introducing into teacher training how to cater for left-handed pupils the minister stated that such training was not the responsibility of the Minister but of the local education authority in the form of workshops.

In April 2001, the Department for Education and Skills published a National Literacy Strategy for schools entitled Developing Early Writing (DFES,2001) 

The purpose of the book and accompanying CDROM is to help teachers and practitioners teach writing in the reception year of the Foundation Stage and through Key Stage 1.  Its use is recommended.  On page 163 of the strategy, one of the handwriting policies defined states: “There should be provision for left-handed Children”

I now have a grandson He is 5 years old and he appears to be left-handed; handedness is not fully established until the age of 8-(Gessell and Ames 1947).  Will his needs be catered for? Are teachers aware of the publication? Have local education authorities given teachers the additional support they may need to cater for left-handed pupils?

The purpose of this research therefore is to investigate:

· How teachers cater for left-handed pupils using a small-scale survey.

· To review what has been written regarding how teachers cater for left-handed pupils and why some people are left-handed.

2-Aims.

The aim is to carry out a study of  “How teachers cater for left-handed children in the classroom today” it will also question the awareness of teachers and their trainers about the knowledge of support and school guidelines and policies regarding the left-handed pupil. 

My Personal interest in the topic

When I attended primary school in the 1940s it was normal practice to discourage pupils who were left-handed. 

 It cannot be said that EVERY left-handed pupil will need specific help, particularly with handwriting, my survey will ask teachers how many pupils have difficulties, and what help the school offers.

3.Methodology

A small-scale survey was chosen as a method of research because during a preliminary research of Literature no other similar study was found to be available.  Although similar research was carried out in Manchester, Paul (2002, p7) and Berkshire (Bentley and Stainthorp, 1993 pp 4-9) they were concentrated upon the pupil and how they perceived left-handedness and my study concentrates upon the teacher and school and the support they give to pupils following the recommended strategy by the DFES in April 2001.

4-Review of Literature

Key Questions:

· How do teachers cater for left-handed pupils?

· Why are some people left-handed?

 Material used for reference will be from Leeds Metropolitan and other library sources, reference books and video.

A range of databases, magazines, Internet search engines, and where relevant, parliamentary proceedings have been used.  Research where possible has been from material published in recent years although reference has been made to earlier published works. 
In Britain, around 10% of men and 9% of women are now left-handed, compared to just 3% of those born before 1910 (Bradley 1992). Research by Paul (2002,p7) and (Bentley and Stainthorp, 1993 pp 4-9) suggests that the figures may be higher in children and special needs children. 

There are a number of factors that could account for this apparent increase:
· Left-handers were severely discriminated against during the 18th and 19th centuries and it was often "beaten out" of people. 

· In adulthood, left-handers were often shunned by society, resulting in fewer marrying and reproducing. 

· As discrimination reduced in the 20th century, the number of natural left-handers who stayed left-handed increased.

· The rising age of motherhood contributed, as statistically older mothers are more likely to give birth to left-handed children.

In answer to the questions posed:


How do teachers cater for left handed pupils?
Education authorities, on the whole, do not recognise left-handedness as

 an issue in the classroom (Estelle Morris http://www.anythingleft-handed.co.uk/lefty_education.html  and appendix A1).

Despite this a survey carried out by special needs teachers in Berkshire (Bentley and Stainthorp,1993 pp 4-9) revealed that the percentage of left-handed children receiving special help in Key Stage 2 was more than the total at Key Stage 1. Out of 577 special needs children 14.3% of girls and 18.2% boys were left-handed. 81% of the teachers themselves said left-handedness should be treated as a special issue and 85% agreed it constituted a special educational need.

Paul ( 2002, p7) cited a study for the Gulbenkian Foundation of 1060 7-11 years old in Manchester. It was found that 11 % used their left-hand for writing.

The survey also revealed that although 79% of the 71 teachers questioned claimed that “they made efforts to help left-handers” 70% believed that left-handers were not educationally disadvantaged. However, only 63% were aware of the left-handers in their class.

Unfortunately, the Manchester and Berkshire studies focused mainly upon the learners I have not been able to find research that focused specifically upon the teachers as in this study.

Why are some people left-handed? 

It is generally assumed that the two sides of our brains are mirror images of each other, nothing could be further from the truth.

To gain an understanding of why preference is given to the left or right hand we need to know something about the brain. Both hemispheres control different functions.  The left hemisphere, dominant in the right-hander controls speech, writing and abstract thinking, whilst the right hemisphere, dominant in the lefthander controls non-verbal memory, emotions and concrete thinking.

Because each hemisphere controls functions, individual personality and modes of perception will differ depending upon which hemisphere is dominant.  Right or left-handed dominance as we know through studies undertaken with stroke and accident victims who have changed sides, can be developed or inherited.  (Paul,1990, p32).

McManus suggests, following experiments with rats, that the assumption that handedness originates from the brain hemisphere may not be true and that handedness arises in the brain stem (McManus,2002,p165).

Margaret M Clark tells us that the existence of a small group of left-handers had been noted as far back as biblical times.  However, it was not until the nineteenth century that serious attempts were made to explain left-handedness. (Clark, 1966, p3). 

What did earlier studies say?

The earliest theories tended to dismiss left-handedness as being an accident, faulty training, or a bodily abnormality. For example, Buchanan (1862 and 1877) claimed that left-handedness and left footed-ness were a consequence of the centre of gravity of the human frame being displaced.

A later suggestion by Parsons was that handedness was a result of eye dominance.  The theory was that in infancy nearly all voluntary movement depends upon vision. (Parsons,1924). Few agreed with this proposition. There were two important factors that made this theory unworkable; there are half as many people who have cross dominance and have their dominant hand on the opposite side as there are people who have them in accord.
In many early studies the assumption was made that being right-handed was normal and left-handed abnormal, it was considered that there was no physiological basis for left-handedness and it was therefore not hereditary.

As recently as 1945 professor of psychiatry Abram Blau (Blau,1946, p122) opined

 that:

 “sinistrality is thus nothing more than an expression of infantile negativism and falls into the same category as contrariness in feeding and elimination, retardation in speech, and general perverseness in so far as the infant with meagre outlets can express it”.

What is certain is that left-handedness is either pathological or inherited, to what degree is not clear.

Inherited

 There is little doubt that handedness runs in families, but the extent to which this effect is due to environmental pressure (parents purposefully or accidentally teaching their children to be right- or left-handed) is unclear.  However, adoption studies suggest that handedness is under genetic control. The handedness of adopted children is more likely to follow that of their birthparents than their adopted parents (Carter-Saltzman, 1980). 
It is commonly quoted that if both parents of a child are right-handed, the chances of the child being left-handed are 2%. This figure rises to 17% if one parent is left-handed, and it jumps to 50% if both parents are left-handed. (Coren,1992,p86).

Recently, a meta-analysis (combining the results of MANY studies of familial handedness) performed by McManus & Bryden (McManus & Bryden,1991) found that two right-handed parents had a 9.5% chance of having a left-handed child. The chances rise to 19.5% if one parent if left-handed (and this effect appears to be driven primarily by left-handed mothers), and 26.1% of the children from two left-handed parents are also left-handed. Therefore, the most commonly cited figures underestimate the prevalence of left-handedness from two right-handed parents, slightly underestimate the case where one parent is left-handed, and grossly overestimate the prevalence of left-handed children when both parents are left-handed.

The differences in the study findings are that the Coren study did not take into consideration that left-handedness appears to be driven by left-handed mothers.  The McManus and Bryden study was considering the findings of several studies and concluded that there had been a misinterpretation of the findings cited. 

Pathological

In 1980 Norman Geschwind, Professor of Neurology (Geschwind & Galamburda 1985) at Harvard Medical School, found that ten times as many left-handers as right-handers showed inclinations towards dyslexia and stammering.  He found that the brains of dyslexics had cells that should not have been there which they attributed to pre-birth.  

He believed that the male hormone testosterone, which is present in the foetus, could slow down the brain’s development.  As the left hemisphere develops more slowly than the right it would be more at risk. The right hemisphere would then take over; grow larger to compensate and ultimately control the dominant left hand.

He found that the rogue cells in dyslexic boys also coincided with high testosterone levels.

In girls the hormone is a by-product of female hormones which are produced by     the pregnant mother who simply passes them to the female embryo where it nurtures left-handedness or dyslexia depending upon the sensitivity of the embryo.

What theorists have said about the pathological causes of being left-handed.

Early theorists suggested that left-handedness might well be due to some form of pathological event. 

Brewster (Brewster,1913,pp 165-183) noted:

 “A sound and capable stock, like a right-handed one, breeds true generation after generation. Then something slips a cog and there appears a left-handed child, a black sheep or an imbecile”

The article goes on to make it clear that “slipping a cog” meant some form of brain damage.

Although extreme, Burt (Burt 1937), concluded:

“it is even safe to treat  left-handedness as a sign or a symptom, it should be regarded as a mark of an ill-organised nervous system”.

More recent thinking has shown, after a 15-year study at the University of California by Saltz, (Saltz. Et Al, 1985, pp 27-61) and (1986, pp 333-337) suggests that in groups of individuals with known or suspected brain damage the number of left-handers is much greater than is found in the average population. The assumption is that pathological conditions associated with brain injuries probably altered  handedness and increased the number of left-handers.

Twins

It is documented (Coren & Parac,1977,p631) that in twins 20% are left-handed. One cause suggested being brain damage caused by over crowding during foetal development. (Springer and Deutsch,1981,p111).

5-Small-scale survey
· Pilot questionnaire

· Why changes were made to pilot questionnaire

· Final questionnaire

· Additional questions for “face to face” interviews.

· Modified questions for teacher trainers at Leeds Metropolitan University

· A discussion of the design of the questions and the sample size

· How the data was collected and an analysis of results

Pilot Survey Questionnaire 

I am a student at Leeds Metropolitan University, taking a BA (hons) in Professional Training and Development by distance learning. 

As a part of an Independent Study that is focused on “The awareness of left-handedness in schools” I am required to carry out a small-scale survey.

Could you spare a few minutes to complete this questionnaire? 

It is totally anonymous and once the data has been collated this form will be destroyed.

If you would like to ask anything further my contact details are:

Barrie Kissack, The Old Saddlers, Church Street, Braunton, Devon. EX33 2EL

Tel: 01271816539

Email: barrie@kissack.org.uk
Thank you.

	Question
	Yes
	No
	Not Known

	Are you left-handed?
	
	
	

	Does your school have a policy or a person who can help, if needed With problems of left-handedness?
	
	
	

	Does your school have any specialist videos to help left-handed pupils with writing problems?
	
	
	

	Do you have left-handed scissors?
	
	
	

	Does your school have specialist books for teachers and pupils?
	
	
	

	As a teacher are you aware of specialist bookshops or websites?
	
	
	

	Do you know how many left-handed pupils there are in your class?
	
	
	

	Do you sit left-handers together?
	
	
	

	Do you sit LH on the left side of right-handers?
	
	
	

	Did your teacher training offer specific guidance on left-handedness?
	
	
	


	
	20 Years +
	10 Years


	5 Years or less

	How long have you been a teacher?
	
	
	


	Are you aware of any relationship between left-handedness and any learning disability?

	


	Please tick as appropriate
	FE College
	Univ.
	Teacher Training College
	Other

	Where did you gain your main teaching qualification?
	
	
	
	


Why changes were made to pilot questionnaire

The pilot questionnaire was “tested” on a small group of teachers. All felt that some of the proposed questions were ambiguous.

· Question 1- Are you left-handed?

This question did not leave space for an ambidextrous person to answer.

· Question 2-It was felt that if respondents answered “yes” to this question there was a need to ask what proportion of the left-handed pupils had a problem, AND what their problems were.

· Question 4-Does your school have left-handed scissors?

It was felt that this question was unnecessary. The subject of equipment having been answered in other questions.

· Question 5-It is possible that the school may have books for teachers but not pupils so this question should be 2 questions:

Does your school have books for teachers? and,

does your school have books for pupil?

It was felt that the questions should be individually numbered so that if some one had a direct question about the survey it would be easier to see which point they were referring to.

· Question 11- the length of time the respondent had been teaching. The timescales were felt to be misleading and the length of time restricted to 10 years.

· The questions in the pilot were mainly “y/n”, this does not give much information so comment boxes were added.

· It was suggested that more data would be gained if a sample of the respondents were interviewed “face-to-face”, 3 further open questions were added with this in mind.  

· Several questions were modified to suit teacher trainers.

   All the above points were addressed in the final questionnaire.

Final Survey Questionnaire

I am a student at Leeds Metropolitan University, taking a BA (hons) in Professional Training and Development by distance learning.

As a part of an Independent Study that is focused on “How schools cater for left-handed pupils” I am required to carry out a small-scale survey.

Could you spare a few minutes to complete this questionnaire? 

It is totally anonymous and once the survey has been collated this form will be destroyed.

The questionnaire can be completed on the Internet at www.kissack.org.uk or www.barrie-kissack.org.uk
If you would like to ask anything further my contact details are:

Barrie Kissack, The Old Saddlers, Church Street, Braunton, Devon. EX33 2EL

Tel: 01271816539

Email: barrie@kissack.org.uk
Thank you.

	Q
	Question
	Left
	Right
	Ambid-

extrous

	1
	Are you left-handed or right-handed?
	
	
	

	
	Yes
	No
	Not known

	2
	Do some lefthanders appear to have writing problems?  
	
	
	

	If the answer to question 2 is Yes, what proportion of the left-handed pupils have problems ( i.e 2 Left-Handed out of a total of 4 Left-handed). What were the writing problems?

 

	Q
	
	Yes
	No
	

	3
	Does your school have a policy or a person who can help, if needed With problems of left-handedness?
	
	
	

	4
	Does your school have any specialist videos to help left-handed pupils with writing problems?
	
	
	

	5
	Does your school have specialist books relating to left-handedness for teachers?
	
	
	

	6
	Does your school have specialist books for pupils?
	
	
	

	7
	As a teacher are you aware of specialist bookshops or websites?
	
	
	

	8
	Do you know how many left-handed pupils there are in your class?
	
	
	

	9
	Do you sit left-handers together?
	
	
	

	10
	Do you sit LH on the left side of right-handers?
	
	
	

	11
	Did your teacher training offer specific guidance on left-handedness? 
	
	
	


	12
	
	10 Years or more
	5 to 10 Years
	5 Years or less

	How long have you been a teacher?
	
	
	


	13
	Are you aware of any relationship between left-handedness and any learning disability?

	


	14
	Please tick as appropriate
	FE College
	Univ.
	Teacher Training College
	Other

	Where did you gain your main teaching qualification?
	
	
	
	


	15
	If you have previous knowledge of catering for left-handed pupils where was it gained? (e.g) CPD courses, Personal experience, school policies etc

	


A small sample (10% -10 out of the 100 surveyed) was interviewed personally and the following extra questions were asked.

(Note Because I have a specific difficulty with the quality of my handwriting a Dictaphone will be used to record the questions and answers). 

	16
	Does your school offer guidelines to cater for left-handed pupils, if so what?

	


	17
	Did your teacher training offer specific knowledge to cater for left-handed pupils?

	


	18
	Does the school have a policy if the teacher believes outside help is needed to cater for a left-handed pupil?

	


Modified questions to suit teacher trainers at Leeds Metropolitan University.

	
	
	Yes
	No
	

	3
	Do you consider it necessary to include awareness of left-handed pupils in your teaching programme?
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	9
	Are you aware of DFES circular 6/98, which states that schools must assess new pupils within 6 weeks of starting?
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	11
	Did your teacher training offer specific guidance on left-handedness? 
	
	
	


Using a survey as a method of research

A questionnaire is a type of survey where the respondent writes their answers to questions posed by the researcher on the question. (Research Skills- LMU study centre.)

To overcome the problem encountered by mail surveys I used my network of contacts within the field of education. This meant that my response, although random across the school sector, was over 90%.

The purpose of the survey was to look at several factors:

· Are teachers taught “left-handed” awareness when training?

· Was there a difference in awareness depending upon the place taught?( bearing in mind that teachers may have gained “left-handed awareness” for a range of sources such as professional development or personal knowledge)

· Was the school aware of  “left-handedness “ and did the school have a policy, guidelines or person to help?

· Were pupils seated such that “elbows and arms” did not collide when writing?

· Did it make a difference if the teachers questioned were trained 10years+ ago,  5 to 10 years ago or within the last 5 years?

· Did the school have books or videos to help?

· Was the teacher aware of any left-handed links to disabilities such as dyslexia or the higher probability of left-handedness in twins?

· Where did the teacher teach?

To do this a quantitative survey was carried out. This would help to highlight trends over time and whether awareness depended upon where the teacher was taught. (see provisos above relating to left-handed knowledge outside initial teacher training).
Types of questions used.

I am left-handed. Therefore I need to be aware that bias is always a factor –Selltiz et al (1962:583) points out “interviewers are human being and not machines”. (a small sample of the respondents will be interviewed personally.

The majority of the questions chosen were mainly of the closed type. This was because I was seeking specific answers to questions i.e. right, left or not known. However space was available for further comments.

One of the questions to which an answer was sought was whether the teacher knew of the links between left-handedness and dyslexia. Professor Wragg of Exeter University, in a reply to an email (see emails in appendix one, item 1) said that, at Exeter University, left-handed awareness is taught alongside dyslexia awareness. I.e. As a part of special needs awareness; this had been so for many years.

The size of the sample chosen.

Obviously the ideal sample would be to ask every teacher past and present. This, of course is not practical. Therefore 100 teachers were sampled across the following types of training establishments:

· Universities

· Community colleges/secondary schools

· Primary schools

· Private Schools

The following is an analysis of the results:

6-How the Data was collected and an analysis of the results

How the data was collected

The method of survey distribution was decided at an early stage (Bell, 2000 p128-130).  The sample size chosen was 120 of which 98 replied.  They were from:

· Personal contacts as a NVQ external Verifier at community colleges.

· Local primary schools where the permission of the head was sought to           distribute the questionnaires.

· Teacher Trainers at Leeds Metropolitan University.

The survey was enhanced by conducting face-to-face interviews with a smaller sample. This gave the opportunity to ask more in depth questions regarding the schools’ guidelines in relation to catering for left-handed pupils (see additional questions 15 to 19).

A further sample was carried out of the teacher trainers at Leeds Metropolitan University regarding their knowledge of the National Learning Strategy and

 DFES guidelines 6/98 which states that all primary school pupils should be assessed within 6 weeks of starting school (see alternative questions 5 and 9). All respondents were able to respond to the questionnaire via the Internet using either a web-based survey via an established survey site or a web based questionnaire designed by the author.  The response from this was in the form of an email to the authors’ personal domains. (See www.kissack.org.uk and www.barrie-kissack.org.uk) 

In all 98 teachers responded from a diverse range of university, primary, secondary and private schools.

Results analysis

Question one

Of the 98 teachers who responded to the questionnaire, 12 were left-handed. This is slightly above the researched national average of 10% in males and 9% in females (Bradley N 1992). 

Question two

 “Do left-handed pupils appear to have more writing problems”:

The survey showed 60% of left-handed pupils do have difficulties with handwriting, 18% stated that they did not and the remaining 22% did not know.

In the follow up to question 2, the number of left-handed pupils who had trouble was stated as ranging from 30% to 50% and was thus difficult to assess.

Question three

“Does your school have a policy or person who can help, if needed with problems of left-handedness?”

Response showed that 30% was aware that their school had a named person who could give them additional help.

Over 70% of teachers did not have any additional support or help.

Question 4

“Does your school have specialist videos to help left-handed pupils with writing problems?”

Only one teacher was aware of the video and book recommended by the Department for Education (Alston 1990) which is available from the LMU library, None of the respondents from LMU knew of the video.

Questions 5, 6 and 7 

These questions were intended to enquire about the teacher’s knowledge of the availability of specialist books and Internet websites. Only 5% of those questioned had any knowledge.  Neither of the respondents from Leeds Metropolitan University was aware of the books and videos that were in their own university library.  Nor did they refer to the DFES strategy in their responses.

Question 8

“How many left-handed pupils are there in your class?”

Of those questioned 30% are aware of the number of left-handed pupils in their class 70% were not.  This can be partially explained by imbalance in the teachers who responded, there were 30% more from the secondary sector than from the primary sector. When questioned face-to-face secondary teachers felt that any problems with handedness and writing should have been addressed in primary education and, as most of the work at secondary school would be word-processed it was unlikely they would notice.

Questions 9 and 10 refer to seating arrangements.

85% of the respondents were aware that Left-handers needed to be seated such that they were able to write freely. 

Question 11

“Did your teacher training offer specific guidance on left-handedness?”

Only one respondent was aware of any available guidance.  This respondent was from a private sector school.

Question 12

“How long have you been teaching?”
No apparent difference was found in the teachers knowledge irrespective of the length of time they had been in the profession.

Question 13

“Do you know of any relationship between left-handedness and learning disability?”

Only 30% were aware of any link between left-handedness and learning disabilities such as dyslexia (Coren 1992 p 175).  Coren states that left-handed pupils are 12% more likely to have learning difficulties than are right-handed pupils.

Question 14

“How long have you been teaching?”

There was no apparent correlation between the length of time a teacher had been practising and the results achieved.

Question 15

If you have previous knowledge of left-handedness where was it gained?”

Of the respondents, 30% had previous knowledge.  This was mainly personal experience (family etc).

Only three teachers had attended staff development workshops.

One-to-one Interviews

The one-to-one interviews revealed that all primary school teachers were aware of “baseline” assessment, the purpose of which is to highlight the pupils’ starting points as a means of assessing future development.

All of the teachers interviewed stated that handedness had not been a part of their training.

None of the teachers were aware of any guidance within their schools. None were aware of the guidelines suggested by Diane Paul in the Left-handers handbook,   (Paul, 2002, p 34) or the DFES national learning strategy.

An interview with a former Devon County disabilities assessor with specialist knowledge of left-handedness, dyslexia, and associated problems stated that the county offered little or no support for left-handed pupils.

The significance of the data in relation to the research question “how do teachers cater for left-handed pupils?”

In the National Literacy strategy guidance “Developing Early Writing”, which is recommended guidance for Head teachers, Teachers and Practitioners, the handwriting policy (p163) states that provision should be made for left-handed pupils.

The strategy (p 161) goes on to say that:


 “ at least 10% of children are left-handed, a slightly higher proportion of males. There is no need for left-handed children to be disadvantaged when writing if a few simple strategies are employed……” The document outlines the strategies.

The study found that only 1 teacher out of the 98 sampled was aware of the guidelines.  In the face-to-face interviews of named advisors, none were aware of the strategy.

The survey shows that left-handedness is not a part of teacher training. Only 30% of the teachers surveyed knew how many of their pupils were left-handed.

  7-Discussion

The study survey was small scale and covered a small area of the country; it is impossible to know whether the results would be similar if done in a national survey.

In response to the questions by Peter Luff MP in 1998 (Hansard July 1998) the DFES minister at that time stated that it was the responsibility of the local education authority and the schools themselves to ensure that teachers have the required knowledge and training to fulfil their roles with regard to left-handed pupils. From the survey results and the lack of knowledge shown by teachers and their trainers of DFES recommendations (DFES 05/2001) it would appear  that in Devon this recommendation is not being responded to.

The minister also stated that she would expect all teachers to know how many left-handed pupils there are in their class; from the survey this appears not to be the case.

From the literature relating to the United Kingdom, only two previous examples of similar surveys were found.  These were in Manchester and Berkshire. Both these surveys questioned left-handed pupils about the difficulties encountered in schools.  No survey has appeared that questioned teachers.

No literature was found that followed left-handed pupils in later life and questioned whether the support (or lack of support) had caused long-term difficulties.  In an interview with the former Devon County special needs adviser I was told that in her experience some of the left-handed pupils who had handwriting difficulties suffered from a lack of confidence that she attributed directly to these handwriting difficulties. She revealed that the lack of support for left-handers with difficulties is normal as there is no relevant funding for scjools. She also stated that if left-handed pupils are not assisted it could affect their long term confidence. In the private school in which she now teaches pupils who have handwriting difficulties are issued with laptop computers.

An unpublished survey by a Disability Officer at Edinburgh University of prison inmates found that incidents of dyslexia were around 40% at the prison in question, (Kirk & Reed, 2000). Unfortunately, handedness was not questioned, but given the knowledge that dyslexics are 12% more likely to be left-handed than right-handed(Geschwind & Galamburda, 1985) the assumption could be that handedness could be associated with a least some of the dyslexia found. 

A similar survey and an assessment of the teacher-training curriculum to review the provision of left-handed awareness training could well prove to be necessary.

A discussion with the Devon County Advisor proved the lack of support for lefthanders with difficulties was normal as there was no relevant funding for schools. 

8-Analysis of the results

How do teachers cater for left-handed pupils?

Statistics from the Department for Education and Skills (DFES) for the year 2001 (the latest published at the time this study was written (DFES, 2001) show that there were 10.1 million learners in education.  Accepted research (Bradley,1992) shows that 10% of males and slightly fewer females are left-handed. Research in Manchester by Paul (Paul, 2002 P7) suggests 11%.

 In Berkshire (Bentley and Stainthorp,1993 pp 4-9) suggest 14.3% of special  needs children are left-handed. Of these 14.3% of girls and 18.2% of boys are left-handed. 

In the survey, the 30% of teachers who were aware of their left-handed learners stated that 30-50% had handwriting problems.  Therefore, if over 1 million of the learners in education are left-handed it follows that 300,000 - 500,000 have handwriting problems. This is of course going to vary between primary and secondary schools; even so, it is a significant figure.

Only 1% of the teachers surveyed were aware of the DFES strategy (DFES 05/2001) that recommended teaching strategies for left-handed pupils.

Only 30% had any previous knowledge of the handwriting problems that some left-handed pupils can encounter.  Of that 30% the experience was mainly through themselves or a member of the family being left-handed. Only one had attended a relevant workshop.

None of the teachers questioned had been given any training in how to help left-handed pupils.  This included teacher trainers at Leeds Metropolitan University.

Only 30% knew of any relationship between left-handedness and any other learning difficulty such as dyslexia, for which the prevalence is known to be higher in left-handed people.  In a study that compared 500 consistent left-handers with 900 consistent right-handers left-handers were 12 times more likely to have learning difficulties such as dyslexia compared to 1% of the right-handers (Geschwind, & Galamburda ,1985)

Conclusions

In the survey in this study in answer to the question:

How many left-handers are there in your class?

Of those questioned 30% were aware of the number of left-handed pupils in their class, 70% were not.  This can be partially explained by imbalance in the teachers who responded, there were 30% more from the secondary sector than from the primary sector. When questioned face-to-face secondary teachers felt that any problems with handedness and writing should have been addressed in primary education and, as most of the work at secondary school would be word-processed, it was unlikely they would notice. These findings are in contrast to the earlier studies(Paul,2002, p7) and (Bentley and Stainthorp, 1993 pp 4-9)    where 63% of the teachers questioned said they were aware of the left-handers in their classes.

The earlier studies focused upon left-handed pupils and their needs and not upon how the teachers catered for left-handed children and how the teachers’ awareness and training assisted them in the classroom.

Peter Luff MP, himself left-handed (Hansard Column 1089 July,1998 )  said:

“Above all, left-handed people need guidance in writing. Smudging and being unable to read what one has written is the chief difficulty that I have encountered, as a result of which I write with an exceptionally uncomfortable and awkward style, right over the top--called by experts the hook style of writing. I am told that I have a classic hook style, which avoids smudging and means that I can read what I have written. However, I find handwriting difficult--it is awkward and uncomfortable, and I avoid it whenever I can. I believe that I was penalised in my examinations because I could not write as fast as right-handed children. Yet, there are easy techniques available to help children to write properly. It is all to do with where one positions the paper on the desk, and then one can write comfortably and easily, and the problem goes away”.  

Despite all that, teacher training guidelines contain no specific reference to left-handedness. If teachers are not trained to deal with these issues, if they are not sensitised to them, they will not be properly aware of the difficulties and be able to ensure that left-handed children are afforded the attention they need.

This is not a theoretical problem--it affects thousands upon thousands of our children in our schools every academic year. It is not a party political issue; it is a campaign, which I began well before the last general election. I have asked questions of, and corresponded with, Ministers for several years. The problem is getting the Department for Education and Skills to recognise that there is a problem.

Thirdly, and most important, the teacher training syllabus should include left-handedness. It would not take a great deal of time, and it would be simple to deliver. Estelle Morris MP Minister for Education and Skills (Hansard July 1998, column 1093) answered:

 “ I expect all teachers to know which children in their classes are left-handed. The hon. Gentleman's comments on elbows were helpful. Teachers have to know who is left-handed so that they can arrange their classroom and offer children specialist equipment and other help.

The issues of left-handedness have been placed firmly in my mind in the past 12 months, and today's public debate has reiterated issues raised in the private debate that the hon. Gentleman and I have had. I can give him the undertaking that I will talk to the TTA. I cannot deliver on his request to require all student teachers to be made aware of the problems of left-handedness, but, once we have seen the video produced by the Post Office--for whose sponsorship I am grateful--and determine that it is of an acceptable quality, we shall be happy to distribute it to all providers of initial teacher training. I am sure that he will be happy to accept that caveat. Perhaps that will be a first step in putting the issues in the minds of the public--as he and his former constituent have put the issue in my mind”.

An email (See Appendix 1) from the DFES research unit states that left-handedness in the classrooms is not considered an issue.
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