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Understanding Dyscalculia
When numbers, time and money feel harder than they should

Dyscalculia is a specific learning difficulty involving numbers and mathematical information. It can
affect number sense - the ability to understand what quantities mean and how numbers relate to one
another - as well as calculation, sequencing, estimating, remembering number facts, telling the time,
handling money and judging distance. It is not a sign of low intelligence, laziness or lack of effort. A
person can be highly capable, articulate, creative and practical while needing substantial support
with numerical tasks.

More than being “bad at maths”

Everyone can find some maths difficult, especially after poor teaching, disrupted education or
anxiety. Dyscalculia describes a persistent pattern that is greater than would usually be expected
and continues despite appropriate learning opportunities. It can look different from person to
person. This guide can help you recognise possible experiences, but only an appropriate
assessment can determine whether dyscalculia is present.

Many adults reach working life without an explanation. At school they may have been told to
concentrate, practise harder or stop being careless. They may have copied from others, memorised
procedures without understanding them or avoided situations where they could be exposed. When
the same problems continue with payslips, appointments, measurements, travel or workplace
figures, the person may assume they are failing at adulthood rather than living with an unrecognised
learning difference.

Dyscalculia can occur alongside dyslexia, ADHD, autism, developmental coordination difficulties or
language and processing differences. These can overlap but are not interchangeable. ADHD may
affect attention, working memory and consistent performance; dyslexia may affect reading
mathematical language; maths anxiety may cause a threat response. Someone may experience
more than one of these, so support should be based on the actual pattern rather than a single label.

How dyscalculia may appear
You may struggle to recognise which of two numbers is larger, estimate a quantity, understand place
value or see why a method works. Number bonds and times tables may not become automatic even
after repeated practice. You might reverse digits, lose track of a multi-step calculation, confuse
mathematical signs or need to count from the beginning each time. A calculator helps with arithmetic,
but you may still need support deciding which calculation to enter and whether the result is
reasonable.

Everyday signs can be less obviously mathematical. You may misjudge how long a task will take,
confuse dates, arrive very early to avoid being late, find analogue clocks difficult or struggle to work
backwards from an appointment. Money may be stressful because prices, change, discounts,
interest and budgets contain several numerical decisions at once. Directions, left and right,
distances, recipes, medication timings, clothing sizes, scores and sequences can also create
difficulty.



Space to Breathe Therapy Understanding Dyscalculia  |  2

Difficulty is not the same as incapability

Needing a digital clock, calculator, sat-nav, written sequence, banking alert or another person to
check important figures is not a moral failure. These tools make information accessible. The goal is
dependable functioning and informed choice, not performing every task mentally in the way school
once demanded.

The emotional effect of years without an explanation
Repeated mistakes can create shame long before anyone uses the word dyscalculia. You may dread
being watched, laugh off errors, pretend to understand, hand responsibility to a partner or avoid jobs
that mention numbers. Criticism can become an internal voice: “I am stupid,” “I cannot be trusted,” or
“I will never progress.” These conclusions can become more disabling than the original numerical
difficulty because they influence confidence, relationships and career decisions.

Maths anxiety often develops alongside dyscalculia. Anxiety uses working memory, so pressure
makes it even harder to hold figures and steps in mind. This can create an exhausting loop: difficulty
leads to fear, fear reduces performance, and the resulting error seems to prove the negative belief.
Support needs to address both sides - accessible ways of completing the task and compassion for
the history attached to it.

Numbers, memory and working memory
Working memory is the short-term mental space used to hold information while doing something with
it. A calculation may require you to remember a starting figure, apply a rule, hold an intermediate
answer and then complete another step. If those figures do not remain stable, the process can
disappear midway. This is why writing every step down, keeping one operation on each line and
using a prepared template can be far more effective than trying harder to remember.

Long strings such as phone numbers, account numbers and reference codes may be particularly
hard to copy accurately. Break them into short groups, compare from left to right with a finger or ruler
beneath the line, and read the digits aloud if that helps. Copying should be followed by a deliberate
check against the original. For high-consequence information, such as bank details or medication
instructions, use a second checking method or another trusted person.

Practical systems for daily life
For time, use a digital clock, alarms labelled with the action required, countdown timers and calendar
reminders that include travel and preparation time. Work backwards on paper rather than mentally.
For money, automate predictable payments where appropriate, use low-balance alerts, separate
essential spending, save common payment details securely and schedule a short weekly review. Ask
organisations to explain charges in writing and take time before agreeing to financial commitments.

For shopping and cooking, photograph labels, keep a short list of familiar quantities and use scales
or measuring tools with clear displays. Adapt recipes into one-step lines and write the required
amount beside each ingredient. At work, use spreadsheets with protected formulas, checklists,
examples of completed tasks and consistent naming systems. Colour can help separate categories,
but it should support clear words and labels rather than replace them.

A reliable checking routine

First identify what the answer needs to represent: pounds, hours, items or distance. Copy the
figures and units carefully. Use the agreed tool or template. Estimate whether the answer should
be small, medium or large. Check the decimal point and signs. Repeat the calculation in a different
way or ask for a second check when the consequences of an error are significant.
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Assessment and understanding your profile
An adult assessment usually explores educational history, current difficulties and patterns across
different numerical skills. It may consider general ability, working memory, processing and
attainment, while also looking for other explanations. The professional route and accepted evidence
can vary according to whether the purpose is personal understanding, education, an examination,
workplace support or a professional course. Ask the organisation that needs the evidence what type
of assessment and assessor it accepts before paying.

A diagnosis can provide language, validation and evidence, but it does not automatically prescribe
one solution. A useful report should describe strengths, specific areas of difficulty and practical
recommendations. If a full assessment is not currently affordable or accessible, keep a written record
of the tasks that cause difficulty, what happens, what has helped and the effect on work or daily
living. This can support a focused conversation with a learning adviser, employer, course provider or
careers service.

Workplace adjustments and asking for support
In the UK, the duty to consider reasonable adjustments may apply when a condition has a substantial
and long-term adverse effect on normal day-to-day activities. What is reasonable depends on the
person, role and organisation, and essential job requirements do not disappear. Possible
adjustments might include written numerical procedures, calculator or spreadsheet use, assistive
technology, extra training time, reduced interruption during figure-based work, a consistent checking
process or avoiding unnecessary mental arithmetic.

A clear request connects the difficulty to a practical solution: “I can complete this accurately when I
use the spreadsheet template and have ten uninterrupted minutes to check it.” Access to Work may
help eligible people with practical support that goes beyond an employer’s reasonable adjustments.
A union representative, HR adviser, disability service or Access to Work adviser can help you explore
options without assuming one arrangement will suit everyone.

GCSE Maths, careers and realistic routes forward
Not having GCSE Maths can restrict entry to some courses and roles, but it does not mean that
every path is closed. Requirements differ. Some employers and providers may accept Functional
Skills or another equivalent qualification; others may offer a supported route, apprenticeship, access
course or the opportunity to gain the requirement alongside training. Certain regulated professions
have fixed standards. Always ask the specific provider what is essential, what equivalents are
accepted and what adjustments are available.

Career planning should begin with the whole person. Consider the environments in which you work
well, the type of problems you enjoy, your communication and practical strengths, your sensory and
attention needs, the level of numerical demand and whether that demand can be supported. Avoid
dividing careers into “maths jobs” and “non-maths jobs.” Most roles contain some numbers, but the
amount, complexity, time pressure, consequence and availability of tools vary greatly.

Questions to ask before ruling a career out

Which numerical tasks are genuinely essential? How often do they occur? Must they be completed
mentally or at speed? Are calculators, software, templates or double-checking already normal
practice? Is a GCSE grade mandatory, or is an equivalent accepted? Can I speak with the training
provider, disability adviser or employer before applying? What strengths do I bring that are central
to the role?
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My everyday dyscalculia map

Situation What becomes difficult? Tool, adjustment or support

Time / appointments _______________________ _______________________

Money / shopping _______________________ _______________________

Work / learning _______________________ _______________________

My next-step plan
One task I want to make more manageable is:
_______________________________________________
The tool or adjustment I will try is:
_______________________________________________________
The person or organisation I can ask is:
___________________________________________________
The strength I want to remember is:
________________________________________________________

A personal reflection
Think about the messages you received when numbers were difficult. Were you treated as careless,
slow or unwilling? Now separate those judgements from the facts. You may need information
presented differently, more time, visible steps and dependable tools. You may also have spent years
developing persistence, verbal reasoning, empathy, practical intelligence, creativity or an ability to
see problems from a different angle. Dyscalculia can explain part of your experience without
becoming the definition of who you are.

A message from Maggie
I understand how deeply dyscalculia can affect confidence because it reaches far beyond a maths
lesson. It can appear when you check the time, pay for something, read a form or think about your
future. Please do not measure your intelligence by how quickly numbers stay in your mind. An
explanation can replace years of blame with understanding. You are allowed to use tools, ask for
adjustments and build a career around all of your strengths rather than allowing one area of difficulty
to decide everything for you.

Books and reliable UK information
The Dyscalculia Solution by Jane Emerson and Patricia Babtie - practical approaches to numerical learning difficulties.
Dyscalculia: Action Plans for Successful Learning in Mathematics by Glynis Hannell - strategies for understanding and support.
It Just Doesn’t Add Up by Paul Moorcraft - a personal account of living with dyscalculia.

British Dyslexia Association: dyscalculia information - https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/dyscalculia
GOV.UK: reasonable adjustments for disabled workers - https://www.gov.uk/reasonable-adjustments-for-disabled-workers
GOV.UK: Access to Work - https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
Equality and Human Rights Commission: workplace adjustments -
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/guidance/business/employing-people-workplace-adjustments
National Careers Service: careers information and advice - https://nationalcareers.service.gov.uk/

This guide is educational. It does not diagnose dyscalculia or replace a specialist assessment, legal advice, financial advice or individual
careers guidance. Qualification rules, evidence requirements and available adjustments vary; confirm them directly with the relevant
employer, awarding body or education provider.


