Dyscalculia at Work

Dyscalculia can follow a person into working life even when they are highly skilled, experienced and competent in their role.
Workplaces contain numbers everywhere: rotas, timesheets, deadlines, targets, stock, invoices, expenses, measurements,
spreadsheets, telephone numbers, dates and performance data. A worker may understand their job extremely well while needing
more time or a different system for the numerical parts. This guide focuses on recognising those barriers and finding practical ways
to work around them without confusing numerical fluency with professional ability.

How dyscalculia can appear at work

A worker may transpose digits, lose their place in a spreadsheet, struggle to estimate time, confuse dates, find mental calculations
difficult, need to check figures repeatedly or become overwhelmed when numerical information is given quickly in a meeting. They
may have difficulty with percentages, targets, graphs, measurement or converting units. Others may be particularly affected by
shift times, 24-hour clocks, expenses or calculating change. The pattern is individual; not every person with dyscalculia
experiences every difficulty.

The effort colleagues may not see

Many adults have spent years developing ways to hide numerical difficulty. They may arrive very early because judging travel time
is difficult, repeatedly check work after everyone has gone, avoid volunteering for certain tasks, keep extensive notes or ask a
trusted colleague to confirm figures. These strategies can make the difficulty invisible while increasing exhaustion. A manager may
see a competent employee without realising how much additional cognitive effort is required to produce the same outcome.

Rotas, shifts and time

Shift patterns can be difficult when start and finish times vary, especially with 24-hour notation. Calculating breaks, overtime or
how long remains in a shift may also create problems. Helpful approaches include providing rotas in a consistent format, using
digital calendar invitations, colour-coding different shift types, giving as much advance notice as possible and allowing the
employee to set reminders. Written 'start at 8:30 am' information may be easier for some people than a dense numerical rota.

Deadlines and estimating duration

Dyscalculia can affect time estimation. A worker may know a deadline matters but have difficulty judging how many usable hours
or days remain. Breaking projects into dated milestones can make an abstract deadline concrete. Calendar alerts, countdowns,
visual project boards and agreed check-in points can help. This is different from a lack of motivation: the barrier may be translating
numerical time into a workable sense of sequence and urgency.

Spreadsheets and data

Spreadsheets can create a high visual and numerical load. Rows can be lost, similar digits confused and formulas difficult to track.
Useful supports include freezing headings, increasing spacing, simplifying unnecessary columns, using templates, separating
data-entry from checking and using formula functions rather than manual calculation. A second check may be appropriate for
high-consequence figures. The aim is a robust work process; many workplaces already use checking systems because human
error is possible for everyone.

Money, invoices and expenses

Financial tasks may involve reading long reference numbers, matching invoices, calculating VAT, checking totals or entering
expenses. A worker may benefit from automated calculations, pre-designed templates, clearly separated fields, written procedures
and permission to use a calculator. Long account or invoice numbers can be checked in small groups rather than as one
sequence. Where errors could have serious consequences, a standard verification process protects both the employee and the
organisation.

Measurements and practical work

Numerical barriers are not confined to offices. Construction, hair and beauty, catering, healthcare, engineering, retail, logistics and
many other sectors use measurements, quantities, timings and conversions. Clear measuring equipment, digital displays,
conversion tools, labelled settings, photographs of correct setups and written reference charts can reduce reliance on mental
calculation. Safety-critical tasks require role-specific training and procedures; adjustments should support those requirements
rather than bypass them.

Meetings and verbal numbers

A person may struggle when figures are spoken quickly because there is little time to process and check them. Providing key data
in writing before or after a meeting can help. If someone needs to record a number, pause long enough for them to do so. Avoid
asking for an immediate mental calculation simply to test whether they know the information. Giving processing time can improve
accuracy and allow the employee to contribute their wider expertise.

Reasonable adjustments in the UK

Under the Equality Act 2010, an employer's duty to make reasonable adjustments can apply where a disabled worker is placed at
a substantial disadvantage, although whether the legal definition is met depends on the individual's circumstances. Adjustments
are therefore individual rather than automatic. Possible examples for numerical processing difficulties include assistive software,
written instructions, extra processing time for relevant tasks, templates, changes to how information is presented, additional
checking procedures or training in supportive technology. Employers and employees can discuss the actual barriers in the role
rather than relying on a generic list.

Access to Work



Access to Work is a UK government scheme that may provide practical support for eligible people whose health condition or
disability affects their work. Support can vary according to need and eligibility and may include specialist equipment, software or
other workplace assistance. It does not replace an employer's responsibilities around reasonable adjustments. Because schemes
and eligibility rules can change, current information should be checked directly through GOV.UK when considering an application.

Assistive technology

Useful technology can include calculator and conversion apps, digital calendars, visual timers, spreadsheet templates,
task-management systems, reminders, accounting software and tools that reduce manual data entry. Some people benefit from
dual screens so source information remains visible while data is entered. Technology should be chosen around the task that
creates difficulty. Buying software without identifying the barrier first can simply create another system the worker has to learn.

Creating a checking system

For recurring numerical tasks, create a repeatable sequence. Keep the source information visible. Enter one group of figures at a
time. Mark where you have reached. Use automatic calculations where possible. Pause before the final check rather than checking
immediately from memory. For important figures, compare the completed entry with the original source from beginning to end. A
written checklist can make this process consistent and reduce the anxiety of wondering whether something has been missed.

A workplace support conversation

Describe the task: identify the exact numerical demand. Describe the barrier: explain what happens, such as
transposing digits, losing place or needing longer to process. Describe the impact: include time, stress, error risk or
fatigue. Identify what already helps: calculators, written instructions, templates or checking. Agree a trial: test a practical
adjustment and review whether it improves access. This keeps the conversation focused on work rather than requiring the
employee to defend their intelligence.

Confidence after years of hiding

Work can reactivate memories of school. Being asked to calculate something in front of colleagues may trigger the same fear once
experienced at a classroom board. Some adults describe themselves as 'stupid with numbers' before anyone else can say it.
Reframing matters: difficulty with numerical processing is a specific barrier, not a summary of a person's ability. Confidence often
grows when a worker can stop hiding, use effective tools openly and be recognised for the skills they bring to the role.

For managers and colleagues

Do not assume repeated checking means carelessness or that calculator use means someone lacks basic ability. Ask what format
is easiest, provide important figures in writing, avoid unnecessary time pressure and agree checking procedures for tasks where
accuracy matters. Keep conversations about adjustments private and respectful. Most importantly, evaluate the employee on the
actual requirements of the role and the quality of their contribution rather than on whether they process numbers in the same way
as colleagues.

Choosing careers

Dyscalculia can influence career decisions, but it does not automatically rule out an occupation. The useful question is not simply
'‘Does this job involve numbers?' but ‘Which numerical tasks are essential, how often do they occur, what level of accuracy is
required, and what tools or adjustments are available?' Many jobs contain some numerical information but allow calculators,
software, templates or checking systems. Career exploration should consider strengths, interests and realistic support rather than
allowing one area of difficulty to define the whole future.

A message to take away

You can be excellent at your job and still need support with numbers. Competence includes knowing when to use a tool, when to
check and when to ask for information in a clearer form. A good workplace does not remove accountability; it creates systems that
allow people to meet it. Dyscalculia may change how you approach parts of your work, but it does not erase your experience,
judgement, creativity, communication skills or professional value.

Further support

For UK workplace information, current guidance can be sought from GOV.UK, Acas and relevant specialist learning-difference
organisations. Employees considering adjustments may wish to record which work tasks create difficulty, what happens during
those tasks and which strategies already improve accuracy. This creates a practical starting point for discussions with a manager,
HR, occupational health or Access to Work where appropriate.

Space to Breathe Therapy



