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Foreword by Tom Pellereau, winner of The Apprentice 2011

Inventor Tom Pellereau secured a £250,000 business investment from Lord Sugar on The Apprentice in July 2011. Here he talks about the impact dyslexia has had on his life.

Dyslexia is tough but it has always been a massive positive for me. Everyone has unique skills; dyslexia means you become good at adapting and finding ways of solving problems. Your brain offers hundreds of different ways to solve the problem, which stands you in good stead.

My dyslexia has been a big influence in my life and success as an inventor. I seem to see things differently to others and create many solutions that may not have been thought of before. I find visualising simple. When I have an idea, I can picture it in my brain and spin it around. My experience of having dyslexia has also made me very tenacious and hard working. At school it seemed I had to work twice as hard just to keep up. This is something that has always stayed with me and helped hugely as I’ve got older. As things haven’t always come easily, I know to never give up, as there is always another way.

When I was at school I struggled with English and languages, I remember a new English teacher brought in a class rule that any spelling mistake found in an essay had to be written out correctly 20 times. In my first essay I made over 100 mistakes, which made for a lot of extra homework! These experiences also made me comfortable with failure. This is crucial, as failure is a vital step on the route to success. From a young age I knew I was very bad at certain things, but I had a clear sense of the things I was good at too. In my case that meant I was always going to do science, engineering and design.

Many young people with dyslexia or dyspraxia get disheartened. I know that I was one of the lucky ones. My first school recognised my dyslexia early and provided extra lessons. I also had great support from my parents who would always say ‘well done’ and ‘keep going’. I used to make things and take them apart when I was a child and my Mum and Granddad encouraged me in this. I knew they valued what I could do instead of always focusing on the things I was bad at. This helped me to become confident about my own abilities and I worked harder at the areas where I could succeed.

Computers with a spell checker were a life-saver for me. I was so lucky that computers came out when I was starting to write essays. The very first computer my Granddad gave me was [one of Lord Sugar’s] Amstrad 1512s. With hard work, focus, a lot of help from others and computers I gained three As at A level and a First Class Honours degree with a master’s in Mechanical Engineering with Innovation and Design.

I won The Apprentice against a lot of competition from highly talented people who did not have dyslexia or similar difficulties. I believe my dyslexia helped me to develop products, find different solutions to tasks, deal with losing tasks and work with others.

With the ever increasing improving technologies that help spelling, reading, grammar, memory and other things many hurdles are being removed. In tomorrow’s world creativity and attitude will be the key to success. These are areas that dyslexics can excel at and I believe there has never been a better time to be dyslexic.

I really believe that there is no reason why people with dyslexia and dyspraxia cannot achieve. We may have to work harder and find our own way, but we will get there in the end! Anything is possible really, just remember there is always a way.


Introduction

People pick up a book like this for many reasons. Maybe you have just found out your child has dyslexia or dyspraxia and want to find out as much as possible so you can reassure your child and help him to make satisfactory progress at school. Perhaps you have a date for an assessment by an educational psychologist and want to find out what is likely to happen. Maybe you just suspect that your child has a problem and want to be better informed, especially if you are going to talk to your doctor or to a teacher or find other sources of professional help.

There’s a lot of information about dyspraxia and dyslexia available to parents. Just look at the books on Amazon or in your local library. You have probably read a few of them yourself and might have checked out the websites of some of the specialist charities. However, lots of the information comes from a medical or educational perspective, looking at symptoms, causes and interventions. But what about the practical side? How do you help your child cope with the frustrations? How do dyspraxia and dyslexia affect family life? And what can you do about it?

How to Help Your Dyslexic and Dyspraxic Child covers everything you need to know: from the emotional impact on the family through to sources of help available to you. Above all, it has practical ideas for things you and your child can try. It features the experiences of six children and their parents and one adult with dyslexia. In the first chapter of this book, we’ll introduce them and their stories, and you’ll also hear from them throughout the book as they share their experiences and give advice to families going through similar things.

Perhaps, like Ben, your child has been identified as having problems very early on and you are working with nursery or school to make things better. But maybe, like Jake, your child has been assessed much later. His mum, Tina, had been trying to cope with Jake’s problems on her own for a long time and they received the diagnosis only when he was in his final year at primary school. Some children are diagnosed even later. They might have left the school system and started at a college of further education or university. This means that they will have had many years of education struggling with problems when they could have been receiving help. If you suspect your child has undiagnosed dyslexia or dyspraxia, do speak up. Sometimes a busy teacher will spot only those with the most obvious indications of a specific learning difficulty, so a child who is bright but underachieving may slip through the net. This book will show you different ways of approaching professionals.

Perhaps your child is like Rupert, who has both dyslexia and dyspraxia. This means that he has problems not only with words and symbols (dyslexia) but also with the messages from brain to body (dyspraxia), so he may also find tasks involving fine motor skills or organising himself a challenge. We have covered both dyslexia and dyspraxia in this book because there are many overlaps between the two conditions. They are part of a group of related conditions called specific learning difficulties. Both are neurological so they are permanent conditions that affect the way in which the brain works and processes information.

Many parents ask what the future holds for children with specific learning difficulties so we also include the story of Helen, who grew up with dyslexia and is now a mother herself. She has been through many of the things your child may be facing and has developed her own way of coping with day-to-day aspects of adult life – from managing money to learning to drive. There is no cure for dyslexia or dyspraxia. They are lifelong conditions but thankfully many children find ways to cope with the difficulties they cause. This book brings together tips and advice from our families and also draws on some of the concerns and comments from the excellent web forums where parents share experiences and help one another.

It is so easy to see the downside of dyslexia and dyspraxia, especially on days when the frustration levels are high – why does your seven-year-old daughter always look so untidy and how does she get cereal in her hair every morning? Why can’t she recall the spellings she knew perfectly last night? Why is your son in a permanent fog? He has lost his house keys for the second time in a month, just after you had changed the locks, of course, and you have no idea why he didn’t turn up for his interview. Yes, the parents in this book have been there and done that. But amid all these frustrations remember that dyspraxia and dyslexia can also be the catalyst for great talents. One of my favourite comments is from a contributor called misspiggy, who has written on the beingdyslexic.co.uk forum.

“Being able to decipher writing is really a tiny skill that has taken over the educational system by a freak of fate. A lot of people who do well at school would be eaten by sabre tooth tigers very quickly indeed if they lived in the Stone Age, whereas dyslexics would be inventing wheels and things because of their ability to link ideas together creatively.”

misspiggy1

Author’s note

The Dyspraxia Foundation says: ‘Dyspraxia is thought to affect up to 10% of the population and up to two per cent severely. Males are four times more likely to be affected than females’; while Dyslexia Action figures show that ‘three times as many boys as girls receive additional teaching because of their dyslexia’.2 In view of these figures, we have used ‘he’ throughout the book unless we are specifically referring to a female.
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What does it feel like to have dyslexia or dyspraxia?

Frustration, rage, anxiety, protectiveness: it is a curious emotional cocktail for parents when they have a child who has dyslexia or dyspraxia. The children are bright, intelligent and creative – they can paint wonderful pictures, make music or be the world’s expert at a computer game – but there are things that they just can’t do. There seems to be a gulf between their innate ability and their performance. Perhaps they struggle with basics such as knowing their times tables or tying up shoelaces, or their difficulties might be more momentous, such as not being able to read at all or walk downstairs, or being prone to sensory overload and becoming so overwhelmed by noise and lights that they cannot cross a road safely.

Take a case featured in the Evening Standard. The article ‘The dyslexic boy failed by the system’ describes a 10-year-old boy in London, ‘David’, who has a reading age of a child aged four years and four months. His schooling has been a disaster and, according to educational psychologists’ reports seen by the Standard, he has progressed ‘just one month in five years’. His mother, Margaret, is fighting to get the council to fund him to attend a special school for severely dyslexic children. Margaret said: ‘It would cost the council £37,000 a year to put him in a special school, but they have dragged their feet and only this month got him statemented. It is a tragedy because my son is now so far behind his peers that he will never catch up.’

She is now taking the council to a tribunal and feels that her son’s dyslexia has taken its toll on all the family. ‘The whole ordeal has been hugely stressful and has affected my marriage,’ she said. ‘I hardly sleep, my brain won’t switch off, I’m on the phone to solicitors and writing to experts every day, trying to fight for my son’s future, for his right to have a stake in society. If I don’t fight for him, who will? He’s not stupid and he has a fantastic memory, so there’s stuff to work with, though his self-esteem will have to be rebuilt.’3

However, for every child like David, there are many children with dyslexia who make progress when they work hard with a specialist teacher in a mainstream school. Ben, who you will meet in a moment, is a case in point. But equally there are times when you might face obstacles and feel frustrated and this book will give you the tools to talk to the school and do the best for your child.

A word of warning here: a book like this cannot help you to diagnose your child. Only an expert can do that, but you need to learn more about dyslexia, dyspraxia and other related conditions so you can see where your child’s problems might lie. Dyslexia and dyspraxia are part of a family of specific learning difficulties which all centre on how the brain processes information. Different types of specific learning difficulty affect different functions.

• Dyslexia: problems with acquisition and processing of language and linking sound with letters.

• Dyscalculia: a difficulty with numbers and mathematics.

• Dysgraphia: a difficulty with writing – both handwriting and composing coherent sentences. It may appear in children who read quite well.

• Developmental co-ordination disorder (DCD): problems with fine and gross motor skills. It is what used to be called ‘clumsy child syndrome’.

• Dyspraxia: the brain has problems organising movement so children may have problems with motor skills, with language or with organising their thoughts.

• Attention deficit disorder or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADD or ADHD): concentration difficulties with heightened activity levels and impulsiveness.

• Asperger’s Syndrome and autism: issues with communication, imagination and social interaction. It is sometimes characterised by rigid, repetitive behaviours.

• Tourette’s Syndrome: tics – involuntary and uncontrollable sounds and movements.

In this book we focus on dyspraxia and dyslexia as these are the most commonly identified conditions. Some children are very clearly in one category but others may have more than one specific learning difficulty. As mentioned earlier, Rupert, one of the children featured in this book, has dyslexia and dyspraxia. Simon has behavioural difficulties as well as dyslexia and is currently being assessed for ADHD. 

As a parent you need to be aware that these conditions represent a pattern of difficulties and you cannot pigeonhole children. Matt has many of the classic symptoms of dyspraxia but he can catch a ball. If a child has dyspraxia, some parents will realise something is wrong very early on. Perhaps your child is very late in walking, falls over more than the average child or just cannot go up and down steps. Dyslexia is less obvious in the early years and usually comes to light when a child starts reading and writing and, in the school’s words, ‘fails to make satisfactory progress’.

Only an expert can find the right diagnosis for your child’s particular pattern of difficulties, but, as you read this book, do look at the information for both dyspraxia and dyslexia because there is a crossover between the two conditions. Do not be afraid to mention both when you are talking to teachers and other professionals.

The good side of dyspraxia and dyslexia

You are probably living with a very special, creative person who has an unusual take on the world. Dyslexia, dyspraxia and creative ability seem to go hand in hand. Just look at the Extraordinary People website, at www.xtraordinarypeople.com. Daniel Radcliffe (Harry Potter) has dyspraxia, as does Marco Pierre White, and so did the poet Coleridge. There is a galaxy of stars in all fields who have dyslexia. It’s not just the artistic types, such as actors Eddie Izzard, Ben Elton, Dustin Hoffman and Keira Knightley or musicians such as Noel Gallagher, Robbie Williams or John Lennon, or artists such as Andy Warhol. There are many chefs, including Jamie Oliver and Rick Stein, not to mention some of the big names in science: Newton, Faraday, Edison, Bell and Einstein. Then there are sporting heroes: Jackie Stewart, Dennis Bergkamp, Steve Redgrave, ‘Magic’ Johnson and Muhammad Ali. There are also lots of successful writers: Agatha Christie, Lynda La Plante, Hans Christian Andersen, W. B. Yeats and F. Scott Fitzgerald obviously didn’t find that poor spelling held them back.

Business brains

According to Professor Julie Logan, entrepreneurs in the UK are twice as likely to be dyslexic as the general population. She found that dyslexic people display better skills in oral communication and problem solving. They are also likely to be better at managing staff, having developed delegation skills in order to cope with their conditions. ‘People with dyslexia start their own businesses so they can control the environment around them, do what they’re good at and bring in other people to compensate for what they’re not good at,’ she says.4 This may explain why so many famous names from the business world are reputed to have dyslexia or dyspraxia. There’s Mr Microsoft, Bill Gates, and Mr Apple, Steve Jobs, not to mention Ms Body Shop, Anita Roddick, and F. W. Woolworth. Tom Pellereau’s creative and inventive mind also helped him to become the 2011 Apprentice winner, in a new version of the show which looked for an entrepreneur with a great business idea, rather than simply an employee.

In fact, there is a school of thought that sees dyslexia as a positive advantage. Sir Richard Branson, who has both dyslexia and dyspraxia, claims: ‘Being dyslexic can actually help in the outside world. I see some things clearer than other people do because I have to simplify things to help me and that has helped others.’

But let’s move away from the rich and famous to meet some of the young people featured in this book and see how they cope.

Matt’s story

Matt is 13 and has dyspraxia. He lives with his mum, brother and sisters in Gloucestershire. He stays with his dad at weekends. He was in a state primary school but it did not meet his needs and so he moved to a private school. He is now in a private Catholic secondary school and has shown an aptitude for maths.

His mum Clare recognised that Matt had problems from an early age but he was not diagnosed until he was at school.

“Matt was always different from the word go. He reached development milestones later than his brother and sisters and had some coordination problems. He walked a bit later than his brother and sisters and found it hard to ride a bicycle. He somehow could not get the concept of turning the pedals to make the bicycle move. He would do a bit and then stop.”

Matt’s mum Clare

Jake’s story

Jake is an only child. He is 17 and lives with his mum Tina in Warwickshire. Like Matt, he has dyspraxia. He is currently studying for his A levels in maths, chemistry, physics and photography at a state school and hoping to go on to university.

“I was initially frustrated with Jake, feeling that if he just tried a bit harder he could do things better. Because he came across as an articulate and intelligent child, I couldn’t understand why he was having such a problem with ‘simple’ things and I would become impatient with him, which upset him, and subsequently upset me. You can’t help making comparisons with other children, particularly when they are young and passing those important milestones. I’m sure we all have great expectations, especially with our first ones!”

Jake’s mum Tina

Rupert’s story

Rupert is 12. He lives with his parents and an older brother and sister in Gloucestershire. He has both dyslexia and dyspraxia. He started school in the private sector, which was not a positive experience, so he moved to a state primary school where he has flourished.

“The school could not understand why he could write some long words very accurately but could not write a word such as ‘was’. They blamed him and said he was not trying. We had already had our oldest child assessed so I arranged to get an educational psychologist involved. He produced a report showing that Rupert had characteristics of both dyslexia and dyspraxia. He made a number of recommendations but after a couple of months the school had not implemented these so we looked around for a different school. We were fed up with him being labelled as lazy and he was suffering from the teasing and bullying from other children.”

Rupert’s mum Emma

Chloe’s story

Chloe is 16 and has dyslexia. She lives with her parents and an older brother, Nathan, in Sheffield. She is taking her GCSEs and is planning to go to college to do a BTEC course. She had problems with reading, writing and spelling. Years of phonics and all those ‘look, cover, write, check’ spelling drills did not have any impact. She was a very angry child at one stage and was in trouble for bullying other children at school. Her mum read up about different approaches and has given Chloe intensive home support. Chloe wants to make a fresh start at college and has no intention of letting them know that she has a statement for dyslexia.

“Chloe was a happy toddler. She loved singing and dancing and was a real little performer. She loved playgroup and nursery so we had no worries about her starting school, especially as her older brother was already there. But she soon fell behind. She developed a ‘thing’ about reading and the more we tried to coax her, the more tearful she became, but if we stopped, the other children in her class would get further ahead and the more ground we would have to make up. It was terrible.”

Chloe’s dad Will

Simon’s story

Simon is 15 and lives with his mum and younger sister Molly in west London. In their early years the children were brought up to be bilingual (English and French) but since their dad moved out they just speak English at home. School has not been a happy experience for Simon.

“Simon hates school, he hates having dyslexia and he hates us. When he was excluded from secondary school I felt quite desperate. He had been given a laptop by the school because his handwriting was completely illegible but he did not receive any extra attention or support. His class teacher said that he was a gifted child who was just not trying hard enough. In fact he was angry and isolated. Here was a child who was trying to break through the wall between him and the school and he could not do it. He has been excluded several times at school, the last time for behaving dangerously during a chemistry lesson and the time before that was for destroying a laptop the school had supplied as part of a package of support for his dyslexia.”

Simon’s mum Sofia

Ben’s story

“Ben was always a busy boy at home, on the go the whole time, but at school they said he was withdrawn. His teacher was really worried because he would not make eye contact with adults and tried to fade into the background all the time. He was not yet five years old, he had developed eczema and he was so tense he could not smile. We were devastated when the teacher told us all this. We did not realise it had got so bad.”

Ben’s mum Sarah

Ben is 11. He lives with his mum and dad and older brother in Pembrokeshire. He had tinted glasses at the age of six but he was still lagging behind. Sarah tells what happened next.

“I was working full time at a special school and, with worrying about Ben, I was getting worn out. My dad came across the Dore programme on the internet. I was doubtful when he told me because it seemed like a lot of money and I was worried about how to pay for it. My dad wrote a cheque there and then, so we had to do it! Ben had never watched a TV programme with us: he would watch for two or three minutes and then lose interest and go and kick a ball about. On Christmas Day, when he was a bare three months into the programme, we finally watched a whole film as a family. Sadly my dad did not live to see the results.”

Ben’s mum Sarah

Helen’s story

Helen is an adult now with a 14-year-old daughter of her own. Helen has dyslexia which did not have a particular impact on her schooling but soured her relationship with her mother.

“She was a worrier and I knew from a very early age that I was a ‘Problem’ and a ‘Disappointment’. My sister Maddy sailed through stuff and I always trailed along in her wake. We did not get on. I don’t think there was any competition between us because I knew I would lose any contest so I never tried. Looking back, I don’t think teachers worried about me nearly as much as my mum did. They thought I was just not a very bright kid. My mum was the one who took me for a private assessment. It just resulted in more homework, more specialist phonic tuition and more hassle. My education really took off when I left home.”

Helen

Families react in different ways when they find that a child is not progressing in the way that they expect. Some take it in their stride; others, perhaps like Helen’s mother, feel that it reflects badly on them. Some want to ‘cure’ their child while others will deny there is a problem or see it as the school’s responsibility. As well as the burden of day-to-day worries, many parents worry about their child’s future. Maryanne Wolf is the author of Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain (Icon Books, 2008), but she is also the mother of a boy with dyslexia. In an article in the Guardian she wrote the following.

“I am an educator and neuroscientist, who studies how the brain learns to read and what happens when a young brain can’t learn to read easily, as in the childhood learning challenge, developmental dyslexia. Yet, despite this knowledge, I was unprepared to realise that my first son, Ben, was dyslexic. He was five years old when I put all the pieces together, and I wept as soundlessly and deeply as every other parent. I wept not because of his dyslexia, which I understood very well, but because I knew the long, difficult road Ben faced in an educational system ill-prepared then to meet his needs.”

Maryanne Wolf 5

Do these ring a bell?

So what have our parents noticed? There are insights that will ring bells with many of you reading this book:

• ‘I have learned that some of the filters that most of us have are just not there. He responds strongly to stimuli and is exceptionally aware of what is going on around him.’

• ‘She is good at distractions and avoiding things she does not like. I hate the fact that she is so hard to pin down.’

• ‘He responds well to routines and rules and that may be why he finds maths and science so much easier than subjects which require him to deal with ideas and nuances.’

• ‘I have never known a child to be so disorganised. I could scream most of the time but he can be very funny too so I don’t stay cross for long.’

• ‘He has always found studying tiring. It requires heavy concentration. Learning vocabulary and spelling was hard – after 10 minutes he would be yawning.’

• ‘He is socially inept and it drives me mad sometimes. He comes over as being rude or offhand and he doesn’t mean it. At least, I don’t think he does.’

• ‘I really worried about him because he was excluded from all the things the other boys were doing.’

• ‘People think you are a bad parent and that you should be controlling the child. They don’t understand his frustrations.’
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