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Thanks to my mother and father for understanding that underachievement at school is not the end of the world. Thanks also to my brothers and sisters, and to Gwen, Adam and Ruth. Finally, to all whose paths I have crossed, particularly in the businesses, thanks for the support – even if you didn’t know you were and still are giving it.




INTRODUCTION


I am not a reader and never had any desire to write a book, but in November of 2019 I found myself, at the age of 54, with time on my hands and nothing to do for the first time in my life. It was a strange feeling.


I decided to fill it with what some would call ‘journaling’. Those quickly scribbled pages gradually transformed into the book you have before you, a book that was not written to be published or to make money, but simply to pass time.


The reason it made its way onto the shelves of bookshops is due to a fondly held wish that perhaps just one stressed parent, or maybe a single anxious teenager might recognise themselves and be inspired through reading its contents not to stress too much about life: it is simpler than most of us think, and can be great fun if we follow our instincts instead of doing what society thinks we should do. I have, through my work in the hospitality industry, met many wonderful young people who have been mislabelled by the educational system or forced, through peer pressure, into aspiring to be something they are not.


I would be very happy if my time in front of the computer went some way to changing that, even for just one person, as one person changed me.


Those who, like me, are not big readers needn’t worry – this will be an easy read with no big words to worry about (words like library – but you’ll understand the importance of that word later in the book, it’s a funny little one). You will see as the story progresses, I’m not a fan of overly complicated language.


Which just leaves me to say: thank you for being here, and I hope you enjoy your stay.


Jhon




PROLOGUE


A MESSAGE FROM THE PAST


This is the story of my life, but I’m going to begin it with a death, and with something important I learned as a result.


My mother, Maura, passed away on 17 January 2020. She was 97 years old and lived a full and contented life. On the day before she died, she spent the morning having visits from neighbours, the afternoon chatting with family over the phone and had tea with friends that evening. Her death brought us great sadness, but if there is a good way to pass out of this world, she found it. Ninety-seven glorious years, living at home, never really sick in her life and fully mobile and mentally conscious until that week – most of us would settle happily for such a passing.


She and my father, Tom, who died in 1988, lived in a house they’d built on land attached to my mother’s family farm. They moved to Sligo from Dublin when I was in my early teens. It’s a move I will always be grateful for, as I wouldn’t be the person I am if we’d stayed in Ireland’s capital. The West of Ireland, its people and its personality, formed me and took me on a fantastic journey that still isn’t finished, I hope. I’m well aware a lot of my neighbours consider me a blow-in, but at the same time, if I were to pick up the phone and call any of them for help, they’d be over in five minutes to assist me with whatever I needed, no questions asked.


That’s what people in this part of the world are like. And it’s a quality I’ve come to treasure. Without it, the businesses I’ve built, on my own and with my older brother, Francis, wouldn’t have been possible. Everything I’ve done has been based around that particular sense of warmth, ingenuity and stubbornness that makes West of Ireland people unique. And dare I say it, Kerry people in particular.


If you’d asked me ten years ago, I’d have told you that ingenuity and open-hearted friendliness were what inspired me to follow my dreams into the hotel trade. But my mother’s death showed me that would have been wrong. And here’s why.


After Mum passed, my nephew, Paul, moved into her house. He’s planning to get married, and the family thought we would all sleep a bit easier knowing someone was on-site, looking after the property. The arrangement was a win-win for everyone. Paul insisted that, while he was in the house, he’d sort through the countless odds and ends my parents had collected over a lifetime together. He knew there would be all kinds of things different family members would want and others that could be either put in storage or just thrown out. I’m not particularly sentimental, but I was glad not to have to do that job, which was bound to be an emotional one. I’d called my parents’ house ‘home’ for fifteen years, so there was no way I could do it without all kinds of memories flooding back, whether I wanted them to or not. So I whole-heartedly encouraged Paul to get stuck in to decluttering.


One evening, I got a call from my nephew saying he was sending me an email, as there was something he felt I should see.


‘Have a look at it, and tell me what you think,’ he said.


The email had my father’s name on it, and the name of an architectural firm. I opened the attachment and found plans for the most magnificent hotel. I’m extremely interested in design and the art and creativity that goes into creating the spaces we all live in, and I knew as soon as I laid eyes on this that it was a work of great insight and beauty. I was reminded of some of the structures Frank Lloyd Wright had created, constructions I’d travelled to the United States just to see.


I emailed him back:


‘What is this, Paul?’


Paul dispensed with emailing and just phoned instead. He told me these were plans my dad had come up with in 1964 for a hotel on my mother’s family land in Sligo.


There wasn’t a level bit of earth in the whole place, but it was in a gorgeous location overlooking Loch Gill, with views of Inisfree and Beezie’s Island. Viewing the spot now with a lifetime of experience in the business behind me, I can see how it could have been a huge success.


I sat there gazing at the drawings, and I was completely blown away. By today’s standards, the building is stunning and sensitively designed, but in the sixties, it would have seemed outrageously ambitious. In fact, it would have been unlike anything that existed in Ireland at that time.


And that was what really caused me to stop and think.


The biggest issue Francis and I face on our TV show, At Your Service, in which we help people out whose hospitality businesses have run into trouble, is that they are often fixated on what the business down the road is doing. If their neighbour is offering a successful carvery lunch, they want to do the same. If they’re doing guided birdwatching tours of the nearby woodlands, then our struggling hoteliers think they should too. One of the first things I have to teach them is that the greatest selling point you can have is to be different – to bring something to the table no one else has.


Somehow, in 1964, in an Ireland crippled with unemployment and lack of education, a much smaller and more insular Ireland than the one of today, my father knew that simple truth. He strove to be completely different. He thought outside the box.


Ultimately, and a little sadly, he and my mum decided it was too great a gamble and Dad chose not to make his hotel dreams a reality. Which may also be a blessing. I was born in 1965, and if they ended up going ahead with the hotel it’s quite likely they would have been much too preoccupied to even think about adding to their family.


Who’d have thought I’d be grateful for a hotel that never was? Or perhaps after reading this you might think, ‘Pity they didn’t build the hotel!’


That night, as I showed my children, Adam and Ruth, my father’s 60-year-old designs, and saw them being moved by their grandfather’s vision and inventiveness, I was struck by the legacy he had left me. I’d always seen him as a sound businessman – he ran a local shop in the community in Dublin where we lived – and as someone who passed on a sense of independence and an attention to detail, not to mention hard work. But I never knew until that moment that he had a dream of something bigger. And that he passed that dream on to me.






PART ONE


Early Years





BALALLY DRIVE


I was born in 1965 in Balally Drive, a small housing estate between Dundrum and Sandyford in South County Dublin.


I was the youngest of five children. The next oldest, Susan, is eight years my senior, which suggests I was something of an afterthought. I was probably doted on for the first few months, but there are no photos whatsoever of me until I was about six. Maybe I was an ugly baby – but then, maybe not. Let’s just agree I improved with age.


Dad owned a grocery shop in Stepaside, a village on the southern outskirts of Dublin City. He worked very hard. Business was always a presence in our home, as yesterday’s takings influenced every aspect of what we did today: what we ate, the myriad small jobs we needed to accomplish to support his efforts in the shop, and particularly what time my parents got to sit down for the evening.


Mum looked after us and we had a very happy house. She always said we could never be rich as we ate all the profits from the shop. We didn’t have any money, but we did have a good life as we wanted for nothing. We didn’t need sun holidays, weekends away in luxury hotels or cars, boats or motorbikes. All those things could come later.


Balally Drive was a small cul de sac of 47 semi-detached bungalows that had been built in the 1950s. At that time, the area was very much on the edge of Dublin, almost in the countryside, and it was surrounded by fields, narrow laneways and woods. In those days it was a community, where friendships grew and lifelong family ties were made.


I was by far the youngest in our area: most of the children on our road were 10 to 15 years older than me. So while there were occasional games of ‘kerbs’ played on the road (a game involving standing on opposite sides of the road and attempting to bounce a football back at yourself by hitting it at just the correct angle on the kerb of the footpath), I was normally the one looking on from the sitting room window.


I don’t remember being lonely, but saying that, I never had a band of friends to play with, which seems odd and a little bit empty when I look back on it. At the time it never registered with me, as that was simply how my life was. And it gave me a reason to want to go to school. Which became very important as I got older, and learning became more of a challenge.


EDUCATIONAL SPEEDBUMPS


My primary education took me just up the road to a new school, built to facilitate both the extension of the estate and the expansion of Dublin. The fields, lanes and trees were slowly starting to disappear.


My poor mother did her best to set me up for each day of learning, cooking eggs three different ways and laying out cereals and juice before walking me up the road to where I was supposed to be absorbing wisdom. But I’d fly out the door having eaten nothing, so most days she would return to find her efforts lying in exactly the same position, untouched, still looking like the buffet we have all come to recognise from mornings in hotels. I’m not sure if it was fear of school or just general disinterest, but I was never a big breakfast fan.


As I was starting out on my educational journey, other changes were happening at home. At this stage Damien, the eldest, had left home to join the Marist Priests in Milltown. Damien, just like Francis and I, had attended Catholic University School (CUS) in Lesson Street, where he did very well. I think we all knew he felt a calling for the religious life, so it was no surprise when he told us he was entering the seminary. Milltown was where my father hailed from, so the Marist Monastery, which is still situated there, was an obvious choice.


Just as Damien was taking up Holy Orders, the garage was converted into a bedroom for Francis. He attended Cathal Brugha Street to study Hotel Management, and it was decided he needed some independence and space, so he was given the garage as a kind of student bedsit – one still attached to the house, but it meant he had some peace while he was studying.


The girls, Catherine and Susan, went to boarding school in Arklow which, while not really terribly far to travel by today’s standards, felt like another world away back then. They came home most weekends, but during the week I was basically home alone, albeit with a brother in the garage. With no friends on the street to play with, and school becoming increasingly challenging for me, my life became one of quiet solitude. Which sounds more miserable than it was, as I was actually quite busy.


Days revolved around school and homework. I was about seven years old when I became obsessed by motorbikes. I don’t really know where this interest came from – I remember sitting at home, gazing out the sitting room window, and seeing one of the young men who lived nearby cruising past on a BSA he had gotten second-hand somewhere, and feeling a rush of real excitement. It was very different from all the other vehicles on our road – faster and sleeker and maybe just a little bit dangerous.


As the youngest member of a shopkeeper’s family, the idea that I might one day be speeding around atop a machine like that seemed very far-fetched indeed, but it was something I dreamed about. As I gazed out the window at the older kids playing, I imagined myself whizzing past them all on a shiny, chrome-trimmed bike.


It got so that motorbikes were all I could either think of or talk about. Our great family friends, the Redmonds in Ranelagh, took pity on me and Mary Redmond would give me bundles of old motorbike magazines her son Michael bought monthly, which I would pore over, absorbing each photograph they contained and memorising the names and model numbers of every bike I came across.


A lot of the hours I spent in school were taken up with thinking about bikes, as school was rapidly becoming a place where I dreamed classes away and counted down the clock to the break or, even better, to home time. I never hated going, because in school there were loads of other people my age to play with. Learning, however, never featured as a reason for attending, as nothing captured my imagination or connected with me. It was all book-based, and I had no interest whatsoever.


The truth behind my disinterest was that almost immediately, I found reading and writing a challenge. The words would swim and spin on the pages put in front of me. The teacher would slowly and patiently spell them for me, sounding out the letters, but she might as well have been speaking a foreign language. I could not grasp what was going on, and most teachers eventually just gave up on me. I’d be left down the back of the class to get on with my daydreaming, and this suited me (and probably the teacher) down to the ground.


My poor, beleaguered mother did all she could to motivate me, but I just didn’t get what school was about. I couldn’t see the point. I didn’t care about the silly storybooks – who cared if Spot caught the ball or what Dick and Jane bought at the market? – and how did knowing when the Battle of Hastings took place help me in any way? It was all baloney.


I don’t know how my mother coped with me. If I didn’t start my homework the minute I came in from school it wouldn’t get done. If even half an hour was allowed to pass, you could forget it, all overtures of an educational nature would fall on deaf ears. So I drifted, much to my mother’s and father’s heartache, I am sure.


MOTORBIKES


Motorbikes, as I’ve already mentioned, have fascinated and excited me since I was a small boy. I expect that surprises you; John Brennan, the lad in the suit who hangs out with his colourful big brother and can tell you where the dessert spoon is meant to go, doesn’t seem like the kind of person who would love large, noisy, petrol-guzzling machines, does he? Well, here’s something you didn’t know: because I love bikes, and the bigger and noisier they are, the better.


It’s hard for me to tell you exactly what it is about them I admire, because I think it’s fair to say I’m entranced by every aspect of them. I love their lines, which manage to be both sleek and aerodynamic while also speaking of power and force. I adore the colours, which often combine the bright splash of primary reds and blues with the metallic of chrome and silver. I feel a thrill at the sound of a bike as it thunders past, that roar and boom when it whooshes by, and if you’re on the footpath you can actually feel the air being pushed aside as the bike rips through on its way to God knows where.


Bikes speak to me in a way a lot of other things don’t. Somehow, I understand them, and when I was ten years old, I decided I was going to learn everything I could about these gorgeous feats of engineering. By the time I was 11, I could name every bike I saw as I went about town, not to mention countless models I would never see in real life. Despite my difficulty at reading at school, I read every word I could find on my specialist subject and developed the ability to find even a tiny reference to any bike that caught my interest among the countless back issues of magazines I now owned.


It’s a bizarre truth about my particular learning difficulty that while I struggled to make my way through a page of a book or a newspaper, I could absorb the tiniest and most obscure piece of information in a bike magazine, even those with the most spidery print you could imagine. I sat up late into the night examining diagrams and images of new models, and could tell you every single part of each one and where it was meant to go. Horsepower, braking distance, engine capacity – all these details were at the tip of my tongue. And I wasn’t blinkered by the big sellers like Honda, Yamaha or Suzuki. I gravitated to the Laverda, Moto Guzzi and Ducati brands, as I loved their cutting-edge design.


Yet no one I knew owned a bike, and if I’m honest, I never really saw myself owning one either. I always knew they were dangerous, and just couldn’t imagine myself kitted out in leather astride a Harley or a Honda.


So why the obsession? That’s not easy to answer either. I’m a big music fan, and bikes have always had a place in the heart of rock musicians, and that’s probably part of what first got me interested. I watched TV like any kid growing up in the 1970s, and of course bikers were portrayed as a little bit dangerous and wild, and as deeply mysterious and interesting. And for a middle-class kid growing up in the grey and drab world of Ireland in the seventies – a grim time to grow up in Ireland if ever there was one – that was attractive for sure.


Maybe the inner rebel in me, which is never all that deeply below the surface, was drawn to a hobby that slightly alarmed the adults in my life. I can’t really negate that as a possibility, because, as someone with a long history of adventures in the world of business behind me, I know that rebellious nature is very much a part of my makeup.


But I think the real reason for my interest is something else entirely – something a bit more complicated. I lived in a world dominated by school, and while I didn’t mind going, I was always conscious of the fact that school was a place where I didn’t excel. The letters and numbers and thought processes I was supposed to adopt as signposts to knowledge appeared to me as twisted and unrecognisable, so the whole purpose of attending was lost on me. The way my teachers and the establishment they represented wanted me to learn didn’t make sense, but motorbikes did.


After I moved to Sligo I had some friends who lived just up the road, the McDaniels, who had a few Honda 50s, which were fun, but seemed very boring and mundane to me – they weren’t Ducatis or Moto Guzzis, works of art in their own right.


In Dublin, I would head off to school with a schoolbag that had a few textbooks at the top, but the majority of the space below packed full of magazines about my mechanical passion. I know my teachers would never have approved, but I still don’t feel guilty about it. Motorbikes got me through what could have been a difficult time, giving me a focus and empowering me, and for that I’m grateful.


Funny to say, as an adult I have still never owned a bike, though I remain very interested in them. These days, I do have a hankering for a BMW R1800, but not to ride. I’d like to hang it on the wall or park it in the corner of a room as a piece of art. That’s how beautiful I think bikes are.


HOW ONE GOOD TEACHER CHANGED MY LIFE


The assistance my mother had been praying for came in the form of a new schoolteacher from West Cork. Looking back now, I realise he and I were a bit alike – for a country boy coming to teach in such a suburban school, he, too, was a fish out of water. And perhaps that is what connected us. Whatever it was, after a couple of weeks of gentle coaxing, all of which failed, he looked me in the eye, pulled on the bit of a beard he had, and something clicked. For the first time in my schooling – I was by this time about eight years old – a teacher really saw me. And I want to stress the importance of that word: teacher.


Finbarr O’Driscoll was a teacher as opposed to someone who simply delivered the curriculum. He was interested, committed, and clearly viewed teaching as the art of connecting with the young people who populated his classroom, as opposed to force-feeding them standardised lessons laid down by the Department of Education.


I loved him and want to stress that without his help and support, nothing that follows in this story could have happened. To put it plainly, Finbarr O’Driscoll made it possible for me to have the life I have, and for that I am eternally grateful.


The first step to finding out how to help me learn was identifying the type of supports I needed. Finbarr instinctively knew I required assistance that was just not available in mainstream schools in the 1970s, and after much consultation with my mother, he arranged for an assessment with a specialist in Lad Lane in Dublin.


So off I went one Saturday morning, resplendent in tweed shorts, shirt, tie, sleeveless sweater and jacket, travelling on the Number 44 bus, hand in hand with my mother. I cannot remember the name of the educational psychologist who carried out my assessment, but I do recall he was American, and seemed very pleasant. His office was dominated by a fine antique desk and two matching chairs, which even as a young boy I understood were supposed to let me know this kind-faced man and I were on the same level – equals. He took out a piece of A4 paper and asked me to spell the word bed.


I remember freezing. Such a simple request. I knew it was a small, short word, one that any of my friends at school could write without a moment’s thought. I even knew it started with the letter ‘b’, but after that I was lost. I gazed at the sheet of paper, and then at the man seated across from me, expecting to see that look of vexation and disappointment I was becoming so used to.


To my surprise, it wasn’t there. Instead, I saw empathy and compassion in the American’s pale-blue eyes. He was so considerate that for the first time when faced with the reality of my learning difficulties, I didn’t feel embarrassed or intimidated. ‘Okay,’ he said, speaking in a calm and friendly voice. ‘Think about a bed for a moment. What does it look like? Well, it has a headboard at the top, a flat bit in the middle, and a kicker at the end.’ I’d never heard the term ‘kicker’ before – I later learned it’s an American word – but I knew right away what he meant.


And as he said those words, my mind conjured up first a picture of a bed, then the letters ‘b’ and ‘d’. With a little prompting, I finally put an ‘e’ in the middle, to represent that ‘flat bit’. It was simple, visual and fun to learn. And before I left the office, I learned something else important. I wasn’t naughty, I wasn’t stupid and I wasn’t lazy. I had a condition many successful and very intelligent people live with, it’s just not the norm but that is alright and perhaps even better. Unfortunately, it had a name most of the people it afflicts struggle to pronounce, let alone write down, but at least I knew what was up with me, and I secretly thought it sounded exotic. I bounced out the door to a nervous mother, delighted to report I had a ‘condition’ called dyslexia, but please, please don’t ask me to spell it.


Finbarr took special interest in me after that. I went to summer school in Bray for three weeks every summer and attended a few classes there during the winter. It was a different world and offered me a new lens through which I could see myself and how I responded to the challenges I faced every day. Most importantly though, it taught me that I was not – and am not – alone. I met lots of other young people who dealt with the exact same problems I did, and just knowing that made me feel less isolated and lonely.


It’s important to note here that, even after all this help and support from the age of seven, I am still not a reader and spelling remains a genuine effort. But very few people know, as I have developed techniques for dealing with it. There are many ways to express oneself, and I see my shortcomings in the field of literacy as an opportunity to explore these alternative ways of communicating. For example, I regularly find myself so flummoxed by a word that even Bill Gates and his wonderful spell-checking software is unable to point me in the right direction. Perhaps he isn’t the genius people think he is after all or God forbid, has dyslexia!


When this happens, the only sensible thing to do is to change direction altogether, so pause, think about the meaning I’m trying to convey, and come up with a sentence that says the same thing in a different way. This has happened umpteen times writing this book. At this stage I do it without even realising I’m doing it – although I would love to have a chat with Bill Gates about ways of improving his spell check program!


DYSLEXIA – WHAT EXACTLY ARE WE TALKING ABOUT?


I suppose I should explain to you exactly what dyslexia is, because there are a lot of misapprehensions about it, mostly based on how it’s portrayed in films and on television. When I was first diagnosed, I’d never heard of it before; most people in Ireland probably hadn’t either. But these days it’s much more widely known, if only partially understood.


Dyslexia is classified as a learning disorder that involves difficulty reading. This difficulty is rooted in problems identifying speech sounds and learning how they relate to letters and words, a process known to psychologists and speech therapists as decoding. If you stop and think about it, language and reading are complicated things. We look at the world around us, full of people and places and animals and plants and buildings and furniture and machines, and for each of these things, we create a sound that we use to signify that thing. Then at a particular stage in every child’s development, they recognise that when Mum or Dad makes that noise, they are speaking about that animal or person or thing. Dyslexic people can do that reasonably well, although they do sometimes have problems retaining the information, and complicated words made up of lots of different sounds can be a real challenge. But they usually get them in the end.


The next part of the process is where the real problems begin. You see, people want to be able to record their thoughts and feelings, and this is done through the written word (although with the popularity of audiobooks and speech-to-text software, this is getting a bit easier).


Writing requires coming to terms with an alphabet, each letter of which makes a different sound, and you need to know how all those squiggly symbols interact with one another. When an ‘h’ is beside an ‘s’, that makes them behave differently than when they’re on their own, for example. And there are rules about how they are ordered, and these rules all have exceptions, and so on and so forth. Letters come together to create written words, which then represent the sounds we use to speak about the animals, people and things I’ve already mentioned.


And this is where the decoding problems occur. Dyslexia affects the area of the brain that processes language recognition. The neural pathways don’t work the same way they do in other people, so dyslexics need to develop different ways of coping – they need to reprogramme their thought processes. As a result they have distinct ways of learning, of which visualisation is a big part – headboard, flat bit in the middle and kicker.


People with dyslexia have normal intelligence and usually possess normal vision and hearing, although parents and teachers can often wonder if these kids are deaf, because they can have difficulty processing spoken information, particularly complicated lists of things – it’s that decoding again, it just takes longer to sort out what you’re being told.


There’s no cure for dyslexia. Let me get that out of the way right now. Early assessment and intervention are essential, and if you can get your child the support they need, there’s no reason whatsoever that they can’t achieve anything any other child can. The path they take to get there might be a little different, but that’s a big part of the message I want to communicate in this book. Education comes in all shapes and forms.


So what are the symptoms then? How can you tell if your child might need an assessment? Before I get into this, I need to issue a disclaimer: I don’t want anyone reading this to worry or start believing their child has problems they don’t, and I’m not pretending to be an educational expert, so please take these as a simple yardstick. What follows in this chapter is intended to demystify what could seem like a strange and frightening condition, but in fact is one that really isn’t anything to be scared of. So let’s have a look at what is involved.


Signs of dyslexia can be difficult to recognise before a child starts attending school, but a few early signs may indicate your child needs to be taught a little differently from other children their age. Some children with dyslexia are late starting to talk, and they may learn new words slowly. Others have difficulty forming words correctly – they’ll reverse the sounds, for instance, or they might confuse two words that sound alike. Obviously, there will be problems remembering or naming letters, numbers and colours, and most dyslexic children will struggle to learn nursery rhymes or play rhyming games. In fact, they may show no interest in those activities at all. I certainly didn’t – I distinctly remember thinking, ‘What’s the point in learning that?’


For children like that, the key is keeping those games simple and straightforward, and adding visual cues to help with retention. For example, take a rhyme like this one:


I’m a little teapot, short and stout.
Here’s my handle and here’s my spout.
When the tea is ready, hear me shout:
Pick me up and pour me out.


The rhyme is short, only four lines, and each line contains short and simple words. But even better, it has actions that go along with it, so the child can visualise the lines which helps to remember them.


Once your child starts school, symptoms of dyslexia will become more obvious. Speaking from experience, I struggled with my letters right from the first day. Dyslexic children will read well below the expected level for their age, and they will also have problems processing and understanding what they hear. This is why undiagnosed children are often mistaken as being wilful or disobedient. But what might appear as bad behaviour is, in fact, down to the child just not understanding what they’ve been asked to do.


School-going dyslexic children can also be incorrectly seen as having lower intelligence, often because they seem to be constantly getting answers wrong. The reality is they may know the answer, but have difficulty finding the right word and therefore cannot form the response to the question they’ve been asked. What they need is more time.


Sequencing is another struggle. Doing things like maths problems can be a nightmare, because remembering you have to do this first, then that, then the other thing can be very challenging for some people who live with dyslexia. These days children with a diagnosis are given extra time to do tests and exams, and can even access people to read exam papers for them, and help them break down the questions into more easy-to-understand chunks, which is a great improvement.


And then there’s all the problems with the simple task of reading, which almost everything in school is based around. For a dyslexic child there will be huge difficulty seeing (and occasionally hearing) similarities and differences in letters and words; they will have a complete inability to sound out the pronunciation of an unfamiliar word; they will struggle to spell even the simplest of words (like ‘bed’), and they will spend an unusually long time completing tasks that involve reading or writing. All this means they will do their utmost to avoid such activities, even if that means acting out so they’ll be sent to the bold corner. Teachers need to understand this – patience, sensitivity and emotional support are all critical at this stage.


With our increased understanding of dyslexia, children are being diagnosed early, but there are still some who slip through the net and arrive in secondary school without ever having received help or support. Teens will exhibit all the symptoms I’ve mentioned, but some other signs could be trouble understanding jokes or expressions that have a meaning not easily understood from the specific words. An example might be something like ‘piece of cake’ meaning ‘easy’: who thought of that, because it makes no sense!


When you are speaking to someone with very severe dyslexia, you always need to keep that in mind. There is nothing worse than being with a group of people and feeling you’re being excluded from the joke. Once again, a little sensitivity goes a long way.


Dyslexic teens might have difficulty summarising a story and will struggle desperately to learn a foreign language – coping with one language is challenge enough for them! Memorising things like passages of Shakespeare or long poems will be almost impossible, and areas of maths like algebra will pose all kinds of problems.


Yet don’t think this means your child can’t cope with figures. I can look at a project, sum up what needs doing, and work out, usually within a very tight margin, how much it’s going to cost in a flash. I might be 5 per cent out one side or the other, but I can tell you pretty accurately what the bottom line is going to be. Don’t ask me to look at a spreadsheet of figures, as it’ll make no sense to me, but I will know before I sit down with my accountant what he’ll spend 20 minutes telling me. My mind works differently, but I get there, often much faster than a lot of other people.


Dyslexia requires fresh ways of communicating, and means you have no choice but to think outside the box. But it absolutely does not mean your child can’t be the best at whatever it is they choose to do. Let them discover what that is and let them follow the path they are most comfortable with to get there. And if that path doesn’t lead to a university, don’t be too anxious about it. I never attended one. There are many other ways to receive an education.


SPELLING TESTS


I’m going to jump forward in time for a moment, because this story illustrates exactly what I’m talking about. Many years after my assessment on Lad Lane I gave a job of Assistant Manager to a young Kenmare lad named Patrick Hanley. Poor Patrick spent the first few weeks at the Park in a state of constant terror, because during the week he arrived to the office I was in the middle of preparing a report for a committee I was involved with. For some this would be a quiet business, with them locked away in their office, gently typing out their thoughts and no one much the wiser about it. Not me. I would be pounding away, slowly putting my ideas on the screen in front of me when all of a sudden I would come to a word I – or the machine – could not spell. Usually I would try a few configurations to see if I could work it out, but more often than not the problem would get the better of me. As I said, Microsoft’s spell check program is not always the dyslexic’s best friend.


When this happened, there was only one course of action open to me. Turning in my chair, I would shout the offending word to the receptionist on duty, who would promptly spell it out to me (just as loudly) so I could keep typing. It was a ritual that would happen maybe four times a day without any discussion. The staff was well used to it by then, and everyone just got on with it. We’re a family at the Park, and while it was well known I struggle with literacy, no one ever made a big deal out of it or made me feel uncomfortable.


Once the word had been spelled out, I would generally reply, ‘That’s a funny little word’ (which it rarely was, but to me, the way the English language is written is an ongoing voyage of discovery), and my receptionist would kindly agree: ‘Oh, it’s a strange word alright, John,’ even if it was the third or fourth time they’d spelled that same word for me that day.


There are some words that get me each and every time, no matter how many times I have to write them. Take ‘library’ for example. My dyslexic mind tells me to spell the word we use to describe a building where people go to borrow books like this: libury. When I put that into Microsoft Word, a red line appears underneath it, informing me I’ve spelt it incorrectly.


So I click on ‘Spelling and Grammar’. The way this piece of software works is to offer the person writing the document a series of suggestions as to the word they are trying to spell. If you put in libury, the word it suggests you want is liberty, which is of course not what I’m looking for, and anyway, is a word I can spell instantly if called upon to do so, which I rarely am.


When this happens, I shout out libury and the receptionist comes to my rescue, and if there’s no receptionist about or I’m working from home on my own, I simply Google book libury and hey presto, up comes Do you mean book library?


The week poor Patrick joined us at the Park, though, there was lots of shouting going on. Many years later, that same young man and I were involved in striking a deal to open 600 bedrooms in Dublin 4. It was a challenging and fraught negotiation that involved many late nights, and Patrick and I worked very closely together.


That kind of environment fosters close friendships, and one night he and I were having a glass of wine after a tiring day, and were reminiscing about days gone by when he suddenly said to me:


‘John, do you remember when I started at the Park? That very first week?’


‘I remember it well,’ I told him. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d make it – you seemed to be terrified of your own shadow.’


‘It wasn’t my shadow I was afraid of,’ he laughed. ‘It was you who scared me!’


That floored me, because I like to think of myself as very approachable.


‘Why were you scared of me? I mean, I noticed you were a ball of nerves, always running out of the office for reasons best known to yourself.’


‘I ran out every time you shouted!’ he said.


That really puzzled me, because I’m not a shouter, by any means. I never have been. As far as I’m concerned, courtesy costs nothing.


‘I don’t remember ever shouting at you, Patrick,’ I said.


‘No, I don’t mean you were giving out to me,’ he laughed. ‘I thought you were giving the staff spelling tests! I was there a week before I copped you weren’t.’


That made me laugh my head off. He simply hadn’t been there for long enough to know how I shouted at the receptionist for help with my spelling, and how they shouted back at me, quite amicably.


STARTING A LIBURY


Back in that Balally primary school my education continued. I gradually improved but was always in the lower 10 per cent of the class. Any illusions I might have had that the help I was now getting from the special classes on a Saturday would turn me into a Rhodes Scholar rapidly vanished. But that was okay, as I never particularly wanted to be an academic anyway and the small improvement made the process of schooling a bit more bearable.
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