
Living Well With Dyscalculia
Dyscalculia does not need to disappear before life can become easier. Many of the most useful changes are not complicated:
making numbers visible, reducing what has to be remembered, breaking tasks into smaller steps, using technology, allowing enough
time and creating reliable checking systems. The aim is not to prove that a person can manage without support. It is to build ways of
living that reduce unnecessary effort while protecting independence, confidence and choice.

Start with the real problem
Instead of saying 'I am bad with numbers', identify the exact point where a task becomes difficult. Is it remembering a sequence,
judging time, estimating a total, recognising which operation to use, reading a long number, keeping place in a spreadsheet or
holding several steps in mind? Specific problems allow specific solutions. A calculator will not solve every difficulty, just as extra time
will not solve every difficulty. Match the support to the barrier.

Make numbers visible
Working memory becomes less important when information stays visible. Write down interim totals. Keep the original number beside
the place where it must be entered. Use a written shopping budget rather than trying to remember it. Put appointment times into a
calendar immediately. Photograph meter readings or appliance settings. Save a worked example of a repeated calculation.
Externalising information is not cheating; it is a practical way of reducing cognitive load.

Break tasks into one step at a time
Long numerical tasks can become overwhelming because the person is trying to anticipate every stage. Create a short sequence
and complete one action before moving to the next. For a bill this might be: identify the amount, identify the due date, check the
account, make the payment, save confirmation. For cooking: weigh ingredient one, put it away, weigh ingredient two, set the timer.
Small visible steps reduce the chance of losing place.

Use calculators confidently
A calculator is an accessibility tool when mental arithmetic is the barrier. Use it before anxiety escalates rather than after struggling
for several minutes. Write down the calculation first if entering numbers in the wrong order is a problem. Check the display before
pressing equals. For important calculations, repeat the process or use a second method of checking. Calculator use can free mental
capacity for understanding the actual problem.

Time: stop relying on a feeling for it
If time estimation is difficult, externalise time. Use digital clocks, countdown timers and labelled alarms. Instead of one alarm saying
'appointment', use separate prompts such as 'start getting ready', 'shoes and coat' and 'leave now'. Put travel time into the plan
rather than thinking only about the appointment start. For recurring routines, note how long they actually take. Real observations are
more reliable than repeatedly guessing.

Money without constant mental arithmetic
Automate what can safely be automated. Regular payments, banking alerts and separate spending pots can reduce repeated
calculations. Check the available balance before shopping and use a calculator for totals. Keep essential bills visible on a simple
calendar. If a conventional spreadsheet budget is confusing, use a simpler system with only money in, fixed commitments, essentials
and available spending. A budget should clarify finances, not become another maths test.

Shopping
Prepare before entering a pressured environment. Use a list, note an approximate spending limit and keep a calculator accessible.
Price-per-unit labels can be useful but are not compulsory if they create more confusion than benefit. At the checkout, there is no
requirement to calculate faster because someone is waiting. Contactless payment can reduce handling change, while banking
notifications can help make the amount spent visible afterwards.

Cooking and recipes
Rewrite complicated recipes before starting. Put one instruction on each line and include the exact quantity beside that step. Use
digital scales, measuring spoons and timers. Avoid doing conversions mentally when a conversion tool can do them accurately. If
changing portion sizes, calculate and rewrite every new quantity before cooking. This separates the numerical task from the sensory,
timing and coordination demands of preparing food.

Appointments and dates
Enter appointments into one trusted calendar as soon as they are made. Include the location, travel information and a plain-language
note as well as the numerical date. Set more than one reminder if necessary. If dates are easily reversed, confirm them verbally:
'Thursday the seventeenth at ten in the morning.' Consistency is more valuable than maintaining several calendars that must then be
compared.

Travel
Save journeys in advance. Screenshot tickets or key travel details so they can be found without navigating several screens under
pressure. Note the departure time and a separate leave-home time. For connections, set an alert before the change point. If platform
or bus numbers are difficult to retain, keep them visible rather than memorising them. Extra time can be an accessibility strategy, not
evidence of poor organisation.

Long numbers and codes
Telephone numbers, account numbers and references contain little meaning, so they are easy to transpose or lose. Break them into
small groups. Copy one group at a time and mark where you have reached. Compare the completed number with the source from
left to right rather than relying on a feeling that it looks correct. Use secure device features for passwords and codes where
appropriate instead of expecting yourself to memorise long numerical sequences.



Work and study systems
Keep templates for repeated tasks. Ask for important numerical information in writing. Use spreadsheet formulas rather than
repeated manual calculations. Freeze headings or simplify views if rows are easily lost. Keep worked examples. Use calendars for
deadlines and break large dates into interim milestones. If adjustments are needed, describe the functional problem and the strategy
that improves access rather than simply saying 'I have dyscalculia'.

Create a checking routine
Checking is most effective when it is systematic. First complete the task. Pause briefly. Return to the original source rather than
checking from memory. Compare each number in the same direction. For money, dates or safety-critical information, use a second
check where appropriate. A standard checking routine reduces the emotional question 'Can I trust myself?' because accuracy is
supported by a process rather than confidence alone.

Use colour carefully
Colour can help separate categories, stages or types of information, but too many colours can become another source of visual load.
Give colours a stable meaning: perhaps one for appointments, one for bills and one for work. Keep the same system across
calendars or planners where possible. The purpose is to make information easier to locate, not to create an elaborate organisational
system that takes more effort to maintain than the task itself.

Ask for information differently
You can ask someone to slow down, repeat a number, write it down or send it in a message. You can say, 'Give me a moment while
I check that', 'Can you separate those figures for me?' or 'I process numbers better when I can see them.' These are practical
communication strategies. You do not have to provide a long explanation of dyscalculia every time you need numerical information
presented more accessibly.

Build routines around predictable difficulties
If the same difficulty occurs repeatedly, stop solving it from scratch. Create a routine. Put keys and travel cards in one place. Check
the bank balance on a set day. Enter appointments immediately. Keep measuring tools together. Use the same invoice-checking
sequence at work. Repetition can turn an effortful decision into a familiar pathway, leaving more mental energy for situations that
genuinely require problem-solving.

A personal strategy map
My difficult situations: list the numerical tasks that create the most stress. What actually happens: identify the processing
barrier. My reliable tools: list calculators, reminders, templates, written steps or people who can check. My warning signs:
note when rushing, tiredness or anxiety makes errors more likely. My plan: decide what you will do before the next difficult
situation. Keep the map somewhere accessible and update it when you discover a better method.

Support without taking over
Family, friends, teachers and colleagues can help by making information accessible while leaving decisions with the person. Ask
what support is wanted. Offer to check rather than automatically doing the task. Avoid turning everyday situations into surprise maths
tests. If someone needs help understanding a bill, explain the figures clearly and allow them to decide what happens next. Supported
independence still counts as independence.

Let go of the idea that harder is better
People who have struggled with numbers are often encouraged to stop using fingers, stop writing things down or practise until they
no longer need a calculator. Sometimes practice is useful, but removing a successful strategy simply because it looks less
conventional can increase errors and anxiety. The important question is whether the method is safe, effective and appropriate for the
situation. An adult does not need to perform every calculation mentally to prove competence.

When anxiety appears
Pause before forcing yourself through. Slow breathing, grounding and reducing the audience can lower arousal enough to think. Put
the figures on paper. Identify only the next step. Use the agreed tool. If the task is not urgent, returning to it when calmer may be
more effective than repeatedly attempting it while overwhelmed. If anxiety around numbers has become severe or is restricting daily
life, emotional support may be useful alongside dyscalculia strategies.

Recognise progress differently
Progress may mean opening a bill without avoiding it, using a calculator without embarrassment, arriving on time because reminders
worked, asking for a number in writing, checking a bank balance independently or completing a work task with a template. These
achievements matter even if mental arithmetic has not changed. Living well is about increasing access and reducing distress, not
passing an imaginary test of numerical normality.

A message to take away
You are allowed to build a life that works with your brain rather than repeatedly placing yourself in situations designed around
someone else's way of processing numbers. Use the calculator. Set three alarms. Write the steps down. Check the figure twice. Ask
someone to repeat it. Choose the digital clock. None of these strategies reduce your intelligence or independence. The best system
is not the one that looks most impressive; it is the one that reliably helps you live your life.

Finding further support
If numerical difficulties significantly affect education, employment or daily living, specialist dyscalculia information or an appropriate
assessment can help clarify needs. Schools, colleges and workplaces may be able to provide adjustments or learning support. In the
UK, workplace support may also include discussion of reasonable adjustments and, where relevant, current Access to Work
provision. If anxiety or self-esteem difficulties have become significant, consider appropriate therapeutic support alongside practical
strategies.



Space to Breathe Therapy


