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Introduction

There is no general consensus on what dyslexia is—how to define it, how to diagnose it, what causes it, or what to do about it. Yet most educators and researchers agree on the symptoms that are commonly associated with dyslexia. You may read five different books that offer five different theories about the cause and best treatment, yet all will list similar sets of traits. In the end, it may be easier to understand dyslexia in terms of what it is not—it is not a physical disease or illness, it is not a problem with your child’s eyes or ears, and it is not a result of poor schooling or parental neglect.

Dyslexia also is not a mental deficiency. Many of the world’s most brilliant scientists, creative artists, prominent entrepreneurs, and prolific writers had childhood histories of dyslexia—and many attribute their success to the out-of-the-box thinking style or the inner drive that is part of their learning profile. So dyslexia is best understood as a pattern of strengths and weaknesses which probably arises from normal variations in brain structure and development. Your job as a parent is to encourage and help your child discover and develop her innate talents, while also helping to find ways to overcome areas of weakness.

Keep in mind that reading, writing, and spelling are not natural processes, but rather complex skills that are simply much harder for some children to learn than for others. Your child is a capable learner, but he learns in a different way and on a different timetable than most other children. Even though you can give a name to your child’s differences—“dyslexia”—there is no single approach or remedy to the academic problems your child may face. Rather, the information in this book can serve as a guide to help you better understand your child’s learning needs and to make more informed choices along the way.


Chapter 1 
Understanding Dyslexia

Ten Things You Will Learn in This Chapter 

• A working definition of dyslexia.

• How dyslexia may affect your child.

• Genetic influences on dyslexia.

• Some strengths commonly associated with dyslexia.

• Typical areas of weaknesses in learning.

• Some pointers about your child’s learning style.

• Right-brained vs. left-brained thinking and dyslexia.

• The connection between dyslexia and the ability to 

• break down the sounds of language.

• Why it is harder for your child to recognize and 

• remember words in print.

• Why your child will learn best with multisensory 

• strategies.

What Is Dyslexia?

Dyslexia is a learning disability that primarily affects your child’s ability to learn to read and develop a strong understanding of language. It’s more than just a problem with reading; your child may also have difficulties with oral communication, organizational skills, following instructions, and telling time. Sometimes the symptoms can be extremely variable. For example, your child may have problems learning basic math facts and doing arithmetic; on the other hand, he may have a special aptitude for geometry and advanced mathematics. He may be physically clumsy or have poor motor coordination, or he may be especially athletic and talented at sports.

While dyslexia may present certain difficulties to children, it also seems to be associated with many strengths and talents. Your child could be highly imaginative and may excel in art, music, or drama. He might be a good problem-solver, and may be especially good at solving jigsaw puzzles, working with Legos, or playing games of strategy. It’s possible that you may have noticed he’s handy around the house and has a knack for fixing broken toys and other objects.

DID YOU KNOW?

Dyslexia is far more prevalent than was once believed. In fact, dyslexia may affect one out of five children in the classroom setting. It is estimated that 15 percent of the population has reading difficulties.

What Dyslexia Means for Your Child 

Dyslexia is not something that can be outgrown. Over time, your child will gain skills that he struggled with at first, but his dyslexia may present new obstacles as he grows older and school becomes more challenging. He may master reading and writing in elementary school, but have difficulty learning a foreign language in high school. He may avoid early problems with arithmetic, but struggle with algebra. As you learn more about dyslexia, you will be able to anticipate some problems before they arise, and help guide your child to use study methods that are effective and useful for him.

The Biggest Challenge 

Reading is the most significant problem area associated with dyslexia. Your child will eventually learn to read, but it will probably take her longer than most other children. It is very common for a child with dyslexia to be unable to read independently until age eight, or ten, or twelve, or even until the teenage years. Despite the delayed start in reading, your child can learn to read advanced material and can gain reading comprehension skills as good as or better than her peers. Having dyslexia, though, means that she’ll be more likely to read slowly and with greater effort.

Dyslexia can also affect other areas of life. Your child is likely to have difficulty remembering and following directions and have poor time management skills. She may be tremendously disorganized, or become compulsively neat as a way of compensating for her confusion. These issues can be very frustrating for you and your child, but they are also problems that can be resolved over time with planning and by learning techniques to compensate for weaknesses. For example, as your child grows you will be able to help her become more organized by relying on calendars, planners, and lists; of course, she will need to learn to read first to take advantage of these tools.

A Different Way to Process Information 

Dyslexia is caused by differences in how the brain processes information. These differences don’t make dyslexia a mental defect or disease, they simply mean that your child has an unusual way of thinking, learning, communicating, and solving problems.

Before the time dyslexia was discovered and labeled, these differences most likely went unnoticed because it was common and acceptable for children to discontinue their education at a young age, grow up to become farmers, artisans, or merchants, or take on other jobs that did not require a formal education. With their strong ability to learn through hands-on practice and apprenticeship, young people with dyslexia probably did quite well.

DID YOU KNOW?

Dyslexia is not caused by poor schools, bad teaching practices, neglectful parenting, or a difficult home life. These factors can explain why many other children also have reading problems, but they cannot cause a child to develop dyslexia.

In today’s world, though, strong literacy skills are essential. Increasing importance is placed on school performance and standardized tests; children learn in large classrooms where the “norm” (or average) is fast becoming a minimum standard to which all students are expected to aspire. In this environment, teachers must use the methods that best reach the majority of students in their classrooms. A child with a learning barrier quickly falls behind, and so what was once merely a learning difference has been transformed into a learning disability.

Areas of Cognitive Weakness 

Educators and researchers have isolated some factors that seem to play an important role in dyslexia. Most of these are associated with language-processing difficulties or the ability to think sequentially. Mental processing speed also seems to play a part.

The most significant areas of difficulty are:

• Difficulties with phonemic awareness, which is the ability to break down and manipulate the small units of sound in words, such as the three separate sounds for the “c,” “a,” and “t” in the word “cat.”

• Problems with word retrieval or rapid automatic naming, which is the time it takes for a verbal response to a visual stimulus or cue, such as quickly saying the names of letters printed on a chart or names of objects when a picture is shown.

• Poor digit span, which is the ability to store a short sequence of letters or numbers in short-term memory.

• Difficulties with sequencing or concepts of order.

• Visual perceptual confusion, such as the inability to distinguish letters such as “b” and “d,” or perceiving letters out of order, such as confusing “was” and “saw,” or “from” and “form.”

Areas of Mental Strength 

Even though dyslexia can cause extreme difficulties with learning, children with dyslexia are usually bright and capable. In fact, dyslexia is not really a single problem or issue, but the name given to a certain common pattern. Individuals with dyslexia tend to be very creative thinkers, with a knack for “out-of-the-box” thinking. Many are artistically talented, and adults with dyslexia usually do well in careers such as engineering, design, or architecture. Recent research shows that children with dyslexia do better on tests of creativity and spatial memory than age-matched children without reading impairments.

Another strength is the intuitive thought process; children with dyslexia often will know the answer to a problem or question, but have difficulty explaining how they arrived at it. This is consistent with a theory that they tend to rely on right-brained, sensory- or image-based thinking rather than language-based mental processes.

Genetic Factors in Dyslexia 

Dyslexia is partly inherited, as the tendency to develop dyslexia runs in families. By studying genetic markers in families where there is a high incidence of dyslexia, scientists have now identified genes on at least eight different chromosomes as having some role or connection with dyslexia. No single gene is involved in all cases of dyslexia. It is probable that dyslexia is influenced by a combination of genes; these genes may also influence different aspects of physical or intellectual development. However, because your child’s brain continues to grow and develop from birth through adulthood, dyslexia is also influenced by your child’s learning experiences and environmental factors. This may explain why the specific symptoms of dyslexia can be so variable, and why some children have much more serious reading problems than others.

Studies of identical twins have shown that where one twin is dyslexic, the other will have dyslexia about 55 to 70 percent of the time, depending on the type of dyslexia. This research shows that there is a strong genetic influence, but that environmental factors also play a part.

Different Styles of Learning 

Instead of being viewed as a disability, dyslexia can be seen as the manifestation of a certain learning style. Your child’s learning style is the way in which she perceives, conceptualizes, organizes, and recalls information. All children have different areas of strength; good teachers learn to consider these factors in designing their lessons. As you learn more about dyslexia and observe your child, you will also see that you can tie some of the problems she has with a specific pattern of learning. There is no one learning style that all children with dyslexia share, but there are some common patterns that seem to be often associated with dyslexia.

Auditory, Visual, and Kinesthetic Learning 

One way to think about learning is to look at it as a process that combines elements of listening (auditory), seeing (visual), and doing (kinesthetic). A child with an auditory learning style will learn best from listening to a lecture or explanation; the visual learner needs to see pictures, graphs, or films to learn; and the kinesthetic learner needs to use his hands or have active participation to learn.

A BETTER PARENTING PRACTICE 

A child with dyslexia will learn best with a multisensory approach that simultaneously combines auditory, visual, and tactile learning strategies to teach new facts and concepts. You can help your child learn faster and improve his ability to retain new information by looking for educational approaches that involve seeing, saying, listening, and doing.

Your child’s dyslexia may cause conflicts with his dominant learning style. For example, a child with dyslexia often has a predominantly visual learning style. This works well when he is viewing a film or looking at a picture or diagram. However, it does not serve him when he is being taught to read. The visual learner tends to try to remember words by sight, rather than sounding them out and can often remember information by recalling how it was set out on a page. However, your child’s dyslexia will stand in the way of his reading ability. You may be told that your strongly visual child has a poor “visual memory” when in fact his memory for real world objects that he sees is quite remarkable: It is only the memory for letters and printed words that is impaired.

In a school setting, lessons are often geared primarily to students with an auditory learning style. The teacher relies mostly on talking to convey information: he lectures, explains, answers questions. If your child is a visual or kinesthetic learner, she will miss a lot of information; she will simply not be able to learn without strategies that reach her strongest learning modes. On the other hand, if your child has dyslexia but is an auditory learner, her strengths may mask her dyslexia. She may do well in school, relying on her superior listening skills to keep up in class and to learn what is in books by listening to others read aloud. Her dyslexia may go undetected until the later grades, when she will be expected to learn more from independent reading.

Left-Brained vs. Right-Brained 

Some people break down two main styles of learning as being left-brained or right-brained. Researchers know that many functions related to language use and reading are typically localized in the left hemisphere of the brain. The right hemisphere is associated more with intuitive thought and creativity. Of course, the two sides of the brain are designed to work together, and most people develop the ability to use both sides, depending on the task or activity they are engaged in.

Psychologist Linda Silverman, who has worked extensively with gifted children, describes these two styles of learning as being auditory-sequential and visual-spatial. The auditory-sequential learner thinks primarily in words, learns step by step, attends well to detail, learns phonics easily, and excels at rote memory. The visual-spatial learner thinks primarily with images, learns concepts all at once, sees the big picture, learns best by seeing relationships, and learns complex concepts easily but struggles with basic skills.

One possible explanation for dyslexia is that some children who are right-brained learners find it much easier to think about new information and solve problems using their visual-spatial strategies. Over time, they reinforce their own tendencies toward relying on imagery and intuitive thought processes, and fail to develop strong brain pathways for thinking with the sounds of language. Thus, when it comes time for these children to learn to read, their brains simply aren’t ready.

Brain Research and Dyslexia 

Within the past two decades, scientists have been able to use sophisticated equipment to study the workings of the human brain. With this equipment, scientists can measure electrical impulses, chemical changes, or blood flow through the brain while their research subjects perform specific tasks. This has allowed scientists to look at the mental changes associated with learning to read, and to compare the mental activity of people with dyslexia with that of people who have no reading problems.

Research shows that each brain is different; not all people with dyslexia process information exactly the same way. However, by studying many individuals, it is possible to generalize and to explore common elements that may contribute to dyslexia.

DID YOU KNOW?

Learning new skills can alter brain structure. Researchers recently found that certain areas of the brain grew larger when they taught their subjects to juggle. When the jugglers stopped practicing and their brains were measured again, the brain expansion they had seen earlier was reduced.

Searching for Answers 

Good scientific research is limited in scope; scientists are careful to study only one particular theory or question, under controlled conditions. The brain is an extremely complex system, and each research project sheds light on only a small part of the mental processes of learning, reading, and dyslexia. Thus research cannot yet provide all the answers. Instead, each new study provides an intriguing look into another piece of the puzzle. Scientists measure many different responses in children with dyslexia, such as the timing of the brain’s response to external stimuli, the way that the brain recognizes letter patterns, and the pattern of activity in the two brain hemispheres associated with different reading tasks.

Response Time and Filtering Information 

Scientists have discovered that the brains of children with dyslexia take a fraction of a second longer to respond to certain stimuli than the brains of children who read well; this pattern persists through adulthood. The delayed response time is seen both in tests of listening to the sounds of language and responding to visually presented symbols. These delays could explain why individuals with dyslexia tend to read more slowly.

It is also possible that because of the problem with timing, children with dyslexia may not hear the sounds and rhythms of language in the same way that others do. This may explain why they have difficulty breaking down words into component sounds or blending sounds into words.

Other researchers have found that people with dyslexia have more difficulty filtering out environmental distractions and focusing attention on significant information. This may make it more difficult for them to learn how to form mental categories to distinguish important from irrelevant sensory input—for example, to sort out letters from other marks on a page, or to recognize which sounds of language are significant.

Visual Word Form Recognition 

Researchers have also discovered that the part of the brain used to quickly recognize letters, letter sequences, and words in most people does not seem to activate in the brains of adults and older children with dyslexia. In most people, an area in the left visual cortex activates almost immediately upon seeing any sequence of letters; the activity is very brief, and ends within about half a second after the word or letter sequence is first seen. Scientists call this part of the brain the “visual word form area.”

DID YOU KNOW?

Skilled readers recognize most words by sight even before becoming consciously aware of looking at a word. This is why silent reading is faster than oral reading. Sounding-out and speaking words is a slower mental process, and requires involvement of brain areas involved in speech production.

People with dyslexia simply do not seem to engage this area when presented with words or letter patterns. Part of the problem may be timing; in most readers, the visual word form area activation is completed in the fraction of a second before the brain begins to activate in research subjects with dyslexia.

The visual word form area may function as an important sorting mechanism, where the brain quickly responds to familiar words and directs unfamiliar words to other left hemispheric areas for further processing. An inability to use this brain area may explain why children with dyslexia have difficulty with remembering and recognizing familiar words.

Looking into Right Brain Activity 

Scientists studying the process of learning to read in typical children have observed that the brain changes as reading proficiency is gained. Very young children have high levels of activity in both the right and left brain hemispheres when looking at letters and words. As children gain the ability to recognize familiar words and letter patterns on sight, the right brain activity subsides, and a strong pattern of left hemispheric activity is observed.

The left hemisphere is important to reading because it contains pathways and regions which are specialized for attending to and understanding the sounds of language. This is the part of the brain that will become specialized for connecting letters to the sounds they represent, and for connecting and blending the individual sounds in a series of letters to form a word.

Other studies have shown that adults and children with dyslexia have more right brain and frontal brain activity than good readers with certain reading tasks. For most people, the left brain hemisphere is also slightly larger than the right. Several studies show that adults with dyslexia tend to have more evenly structured, symmetrical brains, with the right hemisphere being about the same size as the left, and activity less differentiated between left and right hemispheres.

The child or adult who is using right brain processes to try to decipher text is probably getting mixed signals, and will understandably find reading to be a difficult and confusing task. On the other hand, the evidence from these studies helps to explain why the reading problems associated with dyslexia tend to go hand-in-hand with creativity, artistic ability, and strong spatial reasoning skills, as these are abilities associated with the right hemisphere.

How Brain Activity Influences Reading Skills 

When scientists study brain activity of children and adults with reading difficulties, they do not know whether the differences they see reflect a structural difference in the brain, or whether they are seeing functional patterns that could be changed with teaching or learning. Since studies show that poor readers do not seem to use the left brain areas for phonetic processing in the same way as good readers, scientists are interested in learning whether specific types of teaching or training can change brain use patterns.
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