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The Big Picture

Chapter 1 - What is Dyslexia?

If you understand dyslexia, 
and teach accordingly, most of 
your struggling readers won’t 

be struggling anymore!
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Are your children struggling to read? Is school a constant battle for them? Do you experience 
homework wars with them every night? Are you staying awake at night worrying about their 
future? Do you wonder how they can succeed in our society if they can’t read? Do you ask 
yourself if there is any possible way to help them conquer their reading disabilities?

To make matters worse, maybe your family members and friends don’t seem to understand. 
They let you know (in both subtle and not-so-subtle ways) that there is something wrong with 
your child, or . . . maybe there is something wrong with you!? They seem to imply that if you 
were a better parent, all of this would just go away. You’re stressed out, and so are your kids! I 
understand. I’ve been right where you are . . . but there is hope!

What is Dyslexia?
I n v i s i b l e  D i s a b i l i t y  o r  I n c r e d i b l e  G i f t

Questions to be answered in this chapter:

 � What is dyslexia, and is it “real”?

 � What does current scientific research say about it?

 � How common is it?

 � What are its characteristics and common symptoms?

 � Is there a “flip side” to being dyslexic?

 � What are the “Five Essential Elements of Instruction” for people with dyslexia?

1Chapter
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Maybe You’re Dealing with Dyslexia*. 
(*For both a simple definition1 and a scientific definition2, see chapter Endnotes.)

My Story
I was an elementary school teacher who had specialized in reading during graduate school . . . 
but I was completely shocked when I discovered that my oldest son was dyslexic! I had no idea. 
He had started kindergarten as a bright, happy little boy, but within a few weeks everything 
changed. His stomachaches and headaches became so intense, the doctor prescribed medication. 
I panicked and thought, “What is wrong with my child?” We struggled along, but there was no 
way I was going to put him through another year like that. Even though my family and friends 
thought I was making a terrible mistake, we started home schooling the next fall, and that was 
when it all became clear. After my son and I had practiced spelling the word “was” – every day 
for more than a week – he still couldn’t spell it by himself. Finally, I understood the reality – he 
was dyslexic! How could I have been so blind? It was just so unexpected. 

Some people might call the next thing that happened a coincidence, but I believe God was very 
good to me. A friend recommended an Orton-Gillingham3 method called Slingerland4, and there 
just happened to be a workshop scheduled for the next week about thirty miles away. After the 
workshop, I felt like the lights had finally come on, and I realized that I probably had dyslexia 
as well! So many of my past struggles came into sharper focus. Naturally, I had to learn more, 
and decided to become a Slingerland tutor. This meant I had to leave my family for a month that 
summer to be trained in another state. It was a huge sacrifice, but it was also a major turning 
point in my life. When I came home, I began to implement a whole new way of teaching. Within a 
few years, both of my sons had caught up with their peers. (Yes, my youngest son was even more 
dyslexic than his older brother.) When our financial situation forced me to go back to my teaching 
career, the boys were ready. My oldest son eventually went on to graduate from the United States 
Naval Academy at Annapolis with a degree in engineering.

Hang in there with me . . . this is when the miracles really began!

Back to School
Of course, when I went back to teaching in the public schools, I took the methods I had learned 
from the Slingerland training into my classroom. Whether I taught music or general education 
classes, I made sure that my classroom was a place where dyslexic children could succeed. And 
by making some simple changes in how I taught, my students were beginning to improve in ways 
that were beyond even my own expectations. Success is a powerful motivator! I was beginning 
to see some amazing results, so for two years in a row, I kept data to see if my struggling readers 
were actually doing as well as I thought. And they were! 

Teachers are usually delighted if a struggling reader can make even one year’s growth during a 
school year, but then – these students never really catch up. My kids were actually catching up! 
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S o ,  t h e s e  s i m p l e  m e t h o d s  r e a l l y  w o r k ,

a n d  I  w a n t  t o  s h a r e  t h e m  w i t h  y o u !

Look at what researchers have found out about dyslexia:

In other words, the application of appropriate teaching methods 
actually helped to “re-wire” the brains of these students, so they 
were able to read just like people without a reading disability.

For both years, the children who were more than one 
year behind their classmates at the beginning of fourth 
grade averaged 2 1/2 years’ growth in reading by the 

end of the school year!

“Five recent studies have provided interventions to students 
identified with learning disabilities (LD’s) in reading and 

imaged the brain before and after the intervention . . . These 
studies have found that effective instruction changes brain 

function . . . Thus, instruction leads to the development of the 
neural networks that must be in place to mediate reading5.”
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Brain Systems for Reading
Normally, reading is done on the left side of our brain in the three areas labeled below:

Broca’s area
Inferior frontal gyrus

(articulation / word analysis

Occipito-temporal
(word form)

Parieto-temporal
(word analysis)
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Notice in the picture below that the dyslexic isn’t using the normal areas of the brain for reading. 
Instead, he is trying to read using different areas of the brain that are not as effective for reading7.

Areas used for reading by non-impaired versus dyslexic readers 

Non-impaired                                 Dyslexic

FRONT

FRONT

BACK

BACK

LEFT

LEFT

RIGHT

RIGHT
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But look at what happens to the brain after 40 hours of instruction using methods that work for 
dyslexics! The dyslexic’s brain image actually changed to the image for normal reading8!

This is the picture of the brain activity after effective intervention.    

So, HOW we teach and the METHODS we use can make a HUGE difference!

The following video from Reading Rockets is about the discovery of a brain image for dyslexia 
and is well worth watching:

http://www.readingrockets.org/shows/launching/brain 

FRONT

BACK

LEFT RIGHT
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What Are the Characteristics of Dyslexia?
First, Dyslexia Is NOT:

 � A disease.

 � A deformity.

 � A disaster.

Dyslexia Is:
 � A Phonological Processing Problem – In simple terms, this means that people 

with dyslexia have problems breaking words apart into meaningful sounds, as well 
as blending individual sounds into words. It has been referred to as “a weakness in a 
sea of strengths,” because although dyslexics have great difficulty with the basic skill of 
decoding words, their higher reading skills can still be very strong. They are usually good 
at all the skills listed in the ovals below, but they struggle with decoding.

 
“Sea of Strengths” Model9

 � A “Full Spectrum” Disability – ranging from only a slight problem to a severe disability.

 � Physiological10 in Nature – It’s caused by the structure of the brain. The dyslexic’s brain 
isn’t deformed; it simply isn’t constructed to learn how to read easily and automatically. 
The “automaticity” of reading is controlled in the left hemisphere of the brain. Dyslexics 
are stronger with right hemisphere skills.

 � An Inherited Trait – Dyslexia runs in families. Not everyone will have it, but if your 
child does, it’s a good idea to determine if any other family members have struggled with 
reading, writing, or spelling. (Parents – if you are dyslexic, there is a 40-70% chance that 
your child will also have dyslexia11.)

 � A Cluster of Symptoms – Dyslexia has many symptoms (see the following list). No 
dyslexics have them all, but a general pattern of problems in learning language will be 
evident.

Decoding 

Concept 
Formation

Problem Solving

General 
Knowledge

Critical 
Thinking

Comprehension

Vocabulary

Reasoning
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 � A Cluster of Gifts – People with dyslexia are often gifted in other areas. They can be 
highly intelligent, but their strengths may go unrecognized. In fact, because of their 
overriding academic problems, dyslexics often feel they are “dumb” or “stupid.”

Symptoms of Dyslexia 
Here are a few common symptoms12 you can watch for in your student(s).

Difficulty with Language
 � Difficulty with oral language

 � Difficulty with written language

 � Late in learning to talk

 � Difficulty pronouncing words

 � Difficulty acquiring vocabulary or using age-appropriate grammar

 � Difficulty following directions

 � Confusion with before / after, right / left, and so on

 � Difficulty learning the alphabet, nursery rhymes, songs, or any subject requiring 
memorization

 � Difficulty understanding concepts and relationships

 � Difficulty with word retrieval or naming problems

 � Difficulty with reading

 � Difficulty identifying or generating rhyming words, or counting syllables in words 
(Phonological Awareness)

 � Difficulty with hearing and manipulating sounds in words (Phonemic Awareness)

 � Difficulty distinguishing different sounds in words (Auditory Discrimination)

 � Difficulty in learning the sounds of letters

 � Difficulty remembering names and / or shapes of letters 

 � Reverses letters or the order of letters when reading

 � Misreads or omits common small words

 � “Stumbles” through longer words

 � Poor reading comprehension during oral or silent reading

 � Slow, laborious oral reading

 � Difficulty putting ideas on paper

 � May do well on weekly spelling tests, but makes many spelling mistakes in daily work

 � Difficulty with proofreading
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Other Related Learning Disabilities 
Note: It’s common for students with dyslexia to have problems with other skills related to 
language and math, but it’s just as common for them to exhibit gifts in some of these areas.

Difficulty with Handwriting (Dysgraphia)
 � Unsure of right- or left-handedness

 � Poor or slow handwriting

 � Messy and unorganized papers

 � Difficulty copying

 � Poor “fine motor” skills

Difficulty with Math (Dyscalculia)
 � Difficulty counting accurately

 � May reverse numbers

 � Difficulty memorizing math facts

 � Difficulty copying math problems and organizing written work

 � Many calculation errors

 � Difficulty retaining math vocabulary and / or concepts 

Difficulty with Attention 
 � ADD (Attention Deficit Disorder) or ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder)

 � Inattention

 � Variable attention

 � Distractibility

 � Impulsivity

 � Hyperactivity

Difficulty with Motor Skills (Dyspraxia)
 � Difficulty planning and coordinating body movements

 � Difficulty coordinating facial muscles to produce sounds
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Difficulty with Organization
 � Loses papers

 � Poor sense of time

 � Forgets homework

 � Messy desk

 � Overwhelmed by too much input

 � Works slowly

Other
 � Difficulty naming colors, objects, and letters (Rapid Automatized Naming)

 � Memory problems

 � Needs to see or hear concepts many times in order to learn them

 � Distracted by visual stimuli

 � Downward trend in achievement test scores or school performance

 � Work in school is inconsistent

 � The teacher says, “If only she would try harder,” or “He’s lazy.”

 � Relatives may have similar problems

Note: If people struggle in one of the areas listed above, it doesn’t mean they will be weak in the 
other areas as well. I have known several people with dyslexia who were exceptionally good in 
athletics, math, etc. They are each like little snowflakes. We must learn to see them as unique 
people, help them when they need help, and encourage them to excel wherever they’re strong. 
They need their strengths and successes to be noticed in order to help them compensate for all the 
frustration they experience with reading.

The “Flip Side” of Dyslexia
Struggling readers with dyslexia battle with the alphabet from day one. It takes tremendous effort 
for them to learn the sound of “a,” as in “apple,” and remember it the next day. Later, when other 
kids are easily memorizing math facts or important historical dates, students with dyslexia feel 
tremendous frustration. These basic skills are hard for them – much harder than a non-dyslexic 
person could ever imagine. This is the negative side of having dyslexia, but there are some 
positives that many people overlook. It is very helpful to explain these positive elements to the 
students who are struggling with the downside.

The Upside
 � Where “normal” children rely heavily on learning through memorization (by rote), 

dyslexics learn through logical reasoning. This can become a great advantage after 
elementary school, when subjects require more logic over memorization.
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 � People with dyslexia excel in areas that demand use of the right hemisphere of the brain. 
Many are even classified as “talented” or “gifted.” Some of these areas are:

• Art 

• Athletics 

• Music 

• Mechanical ability 

• People skills 

• 3-D visual-spatial skills 

• Imagination 

• Intuition 

• Creative, global thinking 

• Curiosity 

The Five Essential Elements of Instruction 

Important Key Concept for This Book 
None of the following techniques is new or revolutionary – nor are they difficult – but they are 
essential for successfully teaching people with dyslexia, or other stuggling readers. Honestly, 
every chapter in this book rests on these five key points – they are the fulcrum upon which all 
instruction and intervention must balance. There may be other elements over and above these five 
that will help individual students, but if these five aren’t included, your struggling readers will 
just continue to struggle. 

What Kind of Instruction Do People with Dyslexia Need?
If dyslexics are going to succeed, their instruction must include the following components:

 � Multisensory, Simultaneous – These big words simply mean that learners are using 
more than one sense at the same time while they are learning. We must find ways to teach 
that combine learning through our students’ eyes, their ears, and their muscle movements 
(the larger, the better). An example of this would be “paired reading” (discussed more 
fully in Chapter 7). When a competent reader is reading in unison with a struggling 
reader, the struggler sees the words on the page (visual sense), hears the words being read 
correctly by the partner (auditory sense), and feels the muscles in his mouth and throat 
move as he produces the sounds involved (kinesthetic sense). It is no surprise that paired 
reading is a very successful form of instruction for people with dyslexia. Research has 
shown that hands-on methods get through much better than if a student is expected to just 
sit still and listen quietly, then remember what was said.

 � Systematic – People with dyslexia need some structure in order to help organize their 
learning. They learn much better if they can see the logic or patterns behind the learning. 
Memorizing many facts does nothing but frustrate them, but if they can understand the 
“why” and “how,” they will remember much better. Teach to their logic, not their memory. 



13

Chapter 1 - What is Dyslexia?

This applies to any subject, but especially to reading. Phonics instruction falls under 
this category and must be taught in a logical, predictable manner with lots of practice. 
Dyslexic minds are searching for order and reason in anything they try to learn. That’s 
why reading is so hard; there are so many words that aren’t predictable. As their parent or 
teacher, you must provide a logical framework for them to build upon.

 � Direct Instruction – This term means that the teacher clearly explains everything, and 
demonstrates all the steps involved. For dyslexics, this usually works best in a small 
group setting so they can tune in better (and the teacher can better tune in to their needs). 
They’re more comfortable in small groups and will be much more willing to participate 
without the emotional barriers that prevent them from participating in a large group. They 
need lots of direct guidance from the teacher. Their minds tend to be disorganized; direct 
instruction helps them to sort out the information and remember their learning.

 � Correct Pacing – People with dyslexia need to move at the correct pace: not too slow 
and not too fast. This requires more progress-monitoring13 than is needed for “regular” 
students. This applies just as much to older students who have already become convinced 
they’re “dumb” as it does for the younger ones who are just beginning to fall behind. The 
pace needs to push them along, but not jeopardize their growing confidence . . . not so 
slow you bore them, and not so fast you frustrate them.

 � Whole-to-Part Presentation – Start from the “Big Picture,” then move down to the 
details. Students with dyslexia can learn practically anything if they understand how it fits 
into a pattern. In other words, we must help them organize new information so that it fits 
into a sensible pattern within the boundaries of their prior knowledge. While constructing 
their knowledge, they need to see the shape of the building before they start focusing on 
the bricks in the walls. This is essential for them to succeed. A simple example of this 
would be teaching students how to recognize and use graphic details when reading non-
fiction. When given a reading assignment in a textbook, they do much better if they are 
instructed to look at all the headings, charts, pictures, and picture captions before reading 
the main text. They rely heavily on context clues, and this gives them a framework of 
basic understanding before they even start to read the primary assignment. These are 
skills that good readers frequently use, but they must be explicitly taught to struggling 
readers.

In summary, these five techniques are just plain good instruction for all readers – but they’re 
absolutely critical for people with dyslexia, as well as other struggling readers. Without these 
elements, dyslexics will continue to struggle much harder than is necessary. 
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Conclusion

These Suggestions Apply to All Age Levels
Many struggling readers are mildly, moderately, or severely struggling because of problems 
related to dyslexia. It’s much more common than we thought in the past (about one out of 
every five people in the world is affected in some way), and it’s time we did something about it. 
Research shows that most students who have dyslexia can learn to read quite well when a teacher 
uses the appropriate methods. Concerned parents and teachers at any level should ask themselves 
the following questions:

 � Is there anyone in my family (or class) whose reading problem is surprising to me (often 
referred to as “unexpected underachievement”)?

 � Is there anyone in my family (or class) who is “resistant” to reading?

We shouldn’t assume that their “resistance” or lack of reading ability is due to a lack of 
motivation. Instead, we need to learn more about dyslexia so we know its symptoms and can 
recognize them in our students. Then we can begin to employ the appropriate intervention 
techniques.

In my opinion, parents and teachers need to let their concern turn into active advocacy and 
constructive change in their homes and classrooms that will allow their kids with dyslexia to 
succeed. It isn’t that difficult. (If you do nothing else after reading this book, at least implement 
the “basic” accommodations in Chapter 3. That’s the place to begin. If you want to do more, the 
rest of the book is full of additional ideas.)

When I used methods in my classes that specifically took the learning needs of dyslexics into 
account, I was able to help many of my struggling readers improve, some quite dramatically. 
There was nothing magical about my methods; any parent or teacher can easily learn them and 
adapt them into his or her teaching routines. But if parents and teachers don’t make effective 
accommodations for dyslexia, any attempt at intervention for their struggling readers will be 
weaker, if not completely ineffective. And yet, believe it or not, there are many school districts 
in our country that still refuse to recognize dyslexia’s existence. They are pushing ineffective 
intervention methods without understanding anything about one of the root causes of reading 
disabilities. They might as well be attempting to cure cancer with a band-aid.

In order to help change this attitude, I wrote an article for publication that I have included at the 
end of this chapter’s Appendix – which you are free to copy and distribute as you wish.
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Summary

It’s time the breakthroughs in the science of 
dyslexia filtered down into HOW we actually 

teach our strugglers.

What are we afraid of . . . change?

But remember the adage,
“If nothing changes . . . nothing changes,”

and that would be far worse than the temporary 
discomfort of adapting to a new reality – 

the reality that parents and teachers CAN 
effectively help many more struggling readers 

succeed in reaching their highest potential from 
within their own homes and classrooms.
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Struggler Success Story 1
My first positive experiences helping (and teaching) students with 
dyslexia actually came while I was working with my own two 
sons. As soon as they started school, I began to see that they were 
having many more problems than they should have had. Talk about 
“unexpected underachievement” – I was shocked! Both of my boys 
were in trouble! I decided to go to the Charles Armstrong School 
in Belmont, California, to learn how to teach the Slingerland® 
Approach⁴, a method that I had heard worked well with dyslexics. 
(It’s an Orton-Gillingham³-based method that has proven to be very 
effective with students who have dyslexia and other specific learning 
disabilities.) I had to travel from Reno, Nevada (where we were 

living at the time), to the San Francisco Bay Area – and leave my family for an entire month – but 
it was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.

My oldest son was born with an intuitive understanding of computers, but writing an essay . . . 
oh my! He understood basic mathematics even as a young child, but when he went to college, he 
nearly flunked out of Calculus. I couldn’t believe it; math had always been as easy as breathing 
for him. Then he explained that the young man teaching the class had given my son many sheets 
of formulas to memorize without showing him how the formulas were derived. My son couldn’t 
learn that way, because he couldn’t find the “Big Picture” to help organize his understanding. He 
had to change his major from aeronautical engineering to general engineering. It was sad – but 
not too sad. My little dyslexic son, who struggled with an Individualized Education Plan14 that 
was provided through the resource program at his elementary school, grew into a big, intelligent 
man who graduated from the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis.

My youngest son struggled even harder in elementary school, but I homeschooled him as long as I 
could (until the end of first grade). He was also able to be in a Slingerland®-adapted classroom in 
his public school. And for years, our family read great stories every night. When he took his state-
wide writing assessment in the eighth grade, he astounded everybody, including himself. At that 
time, we were living in Medford, Oregon, and our state tests were scored on a six-point rubric: 
“4” met standard, “5” was at least one grade level above grade-level, and “6” represented work 
that was so extraordinary and well-written, it surprised the reader. I had never seen a 6 given to 
any student in any grade – until I saw my son’s results. He had received three 6’s out of twelve 
possible scores, and eight were 5’s! Of course, his score on conventions (spelling, punctuation, 
capitalization, etc.) barely passed with a 4. Today, I’m just as proud of him as I am of my oldest 
son. He is a gifted musician, artist, and inventor.

We are a very lopsided family. We enjoy our gifts, and we’ve learned to find ways to work within 
our weaknesses. I use a calculator when multiplying because I still haven’t memorized the basic 
“Times Tables,” and we all use the “Spell and Grammar Check” functions on our computers. 
Then, my dear husband (the only “normal” one in the bunch), does all our important copy editing. 
We need his help, but he’s learned his boundaries. He can fix our commas, but he’d better not 
touch our ideas! (Thank you, Bill. What would we do without you?!)
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Appendix – Chapter 1
Free Gift for Downloading (Rainbow Cards – Set 1)
Go to – www.crushingdyslexia.com → Resources → Rainbow Cards – Set 1 – to download an 
introductory set of CVC words that includes a game and storing instructions. 

People with dyslexia have trouble hearing the individual sounds of words, as well as blending 
the sounds together. I developed several hands-on games for my students many years ago. They 
worked so well, I’ve been using them ever since to help my students succeed. You are welcome to 
try one of them, called “Double-It,” when you download Set 1 of my Rainbow Cards – for free! 
It’s a simple game I play with students of all ages, and the set includes an instruction sheet with 
advice on how to store the cards for easy use in the future. 

Note: Rainbow Cards – Sets 2-9 – are also available for purchase at crushingdyslexia.com. 
They are excellent tools for helping students gain automaticity in decoding both real words and 
nonsense words while having fun. Every set includes at least one enjoyable game or activity.

Resources
 � Dr. Sally Shaywitz. Overcoming Dyslexia. New York: Vintage Books, 2003. (Anyone 

truly interested in understanding and helping people with dyslexia should read this book.) 

 � Times Tables and Addition the Fun Way! www.citycreek.com (These simple books present 
math facts as picture stories with the digits as characters. When dyslexics can attach 
pictures to abstract symbols, they remember the lesson better.)

 � Zoo-phonics®. www.zoo-phonics.com (I highly recommend this multisensory reading 
program. It is one of the only programs I know that uses the Five Essential Elements of 
Instruction to teach reading. It also uses pictures to help students remember the alphabet.)

 � Reading Rockets. http://www.readingrockets.org/shows/launching/brain (Link for a great 
video on the discovery of the brain image for dyslexia.)

Article
 � 10 Things I Wish Every Parent Knew About Dyslexia (available for download under 

“Blog” at www.crushingdyslexia.com.)

Endnotes

1. Dyslexia – simple definition: A reading difficulty in a child or adult who otherwise has good 
intelligence, strong motivation, and adequate schooling. (Shaywitz, S. E., [2003]. Overcoming 
Dyslexia, Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., p. 132)

2. Dyslexia – complete definition used by scientists and educational researchers: A specific 
learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is characterized by difficulties with accurate 
and / or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties 
typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of language that is often unexpected in 
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relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision of effective classroom instruction. Secondary 
consequences may include problems in reading comprehension and reduced reading experience that 
can impede growth of vocabulary and background knowledge. (Shaywitz, Overcoming. p. 132)

3. Orton-Gillingham – “This theory combines multisensory techniques along with the structure of 
the English language. Those items taught include: phonemes and morphemes – such as prefixes, 
suffixes, and roots. Common spelling rules are introduced as well. Multisensory education 
incorporates the three learning pathways, which are: auditory, kinesthetic, and visual. This approach 
is beneficial not only for students with dyslexia, but for all learners.” (From www.orton-gillingham.
com)

4. Slingerland® – “This structured, sequential, simultaneous, multisensory teaching approach is 
designed to help dyslexic students and other struggling readers with speaking, reading, writing, and 
spelling.” (From www.slingerland.org)

5. Fletcher, J. M., (2006). Neurobiological factors and learning disabilities, The Houston Branch of the 
International Dyslexia Association 2006 Resource Directory, p. 10.

6. Shaywitz, Overcoming, p. 78. 

7. Shaywitz, Overcoming, p. 84.

8. Shaywitz, Overcoming, p. 86.

9. Shaywitz, Overcoming, p. 58.

10. Physiological – The organic processes or functions in an organism, or in any of its parts.

11. May, T. S. (2006, March-April). Dissecting Dyslexia. BrainWork. Dana Foundation. Reading 
Rockets. Retrieved from www.readingrockets.org/article/10779?theme=print 

12. IDA website: www.dyslexiaida.org. Fact Sheet #63.

13. Progress-monitoring – A practice that helps teachers use student performance data to continually 
evaluate the effectiveness of their teaching routines and make more informed instructional decisions.

14. I.E.P. – An “Individualized Education Plan” provided in the public school system. An IEP is a 
written statement that describes the programs and special services needed to meet the student’s 
individual educational needs. It is a plan that ensures proper programming is in place to help a 
student with special needs to be successful in school. Every student who receives special education 
services must have an IEP.
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10 Things I Wish Every Parent Knew About Dyslexia
By Carol S. Fitzpatrick, M.S. Ed.

1.  Dyslexia is not only “real,” it is very common. About 1 out of every 5 people worldwide 
has some degree of dyslexia; some have just a little bit, and others are profoundly 
affected, but almost all dyslexics can learn to read well.

2. Dyslexia is inherited. Just like the color of your eyes or skin, dyslexia passes through 
families from one generation to the next. Not all family members will have it, just like 
not all family members will have blue eyes. However, there has been so much confusion 
about dyslexia, many people do not recognize it. Do you have a relative whose spelling is 
bad, or who doesn’t like to read? They may be on the dyslexia spectrum.

3. Scientific evidence is strong. There is a widely-accepted brain image for normal reading. 
But many universities throughout the world have also discovered a brain image for 
dyslexia that does not follow the normal pattern. Significant research conducted at some 
of those institutions has shown that the brain image becomes normal when the 
person receives the right kind of instruction. This means the reading disability 
caused by dyslexia is remediable! Dyslexics will always have a wonderful dyslexic 
brain, but that doesn’t mean they will always have a reading disability!

4. Early identification is needed. It’s important to identify dyslexia and begin appropriate 
instruction before age 7-8. While children’s brains are still at a very moldable stage, they 
can develop good reading skills much more easily. They may never even develop a 
reading problem if they receive the right kind of instruction while in preschool 
or kindergarten. But if your children are older, don’t give up! They can learn to read, 
too!

5. Both you and your child need to understand dyslexia. It is not a defect, a deformity, or 
a disaster! It is simply a difficulty with reading. It may affect how fast you read, your 
ability to decode words, or your ability to remember the sounds and symbols of reading. 
Most dyslexics are poor spellers. Some can’t remember what they read. All dyslexics 
struggle with different combinations of reading problems, but there are many ways to 
help them succeed. They can learn to read!

6. There is a “Flip Side” to Dyslexia. People with dyslexia may have trouble learning to 
read, but they also have some amazing gifts. Their brains are actually structured 
differently, and there are some “right brain” skills where they will frequently excel. Help 
them find those activities, and give them plenty of opportunity to develop in those areas. 
(Art, Architecture, Music, Leadership, Athletics, etc.)

7. Success is a great motivator. Your child isn’t struggling because he or she is lazy. 
Everyone needs to succeed. Dyslexics should do their own work, but at a level where 
they can succeed. If they are required to write a book report on a book that is too difficult 
for them to read, then read it to them. If they can’t write the report, let them dictate it to 
you or use voice-to-text software, but the ideas need to be their own. This kind of support 
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is called “scaffolding.” Instead of being buried under a hopeless amount of work 
that they can’t begin to do, dyslexics need to experience success. Then, as they 
become more competent, we begin to remove the extra help until they can do it on their 
own.

8. Don’t use dyslexics’ strengths against them. Please don’t punish them by restricting the 
time they are allowed to do the things they are good at doing. Dyslexic people usually 
have to deal with failure and frustration for several hours every day. They need a 
chance to relax and enjoy the things they do well. Yes, kids need boundaries, but 
they also need to be kids. Be wise in the ways you discipline them.

9. Praise and reward them often. Find reasons to praise them for their effort, not 
just for good grades. Did they do their best? They need to be recognized for making 
improvement.

10. Parents need to be cheerleaders for their kids. When a child encounters a huge 
obstacle, we need to be there to believe in them, even when they don’t believe in 
themselves, and help them to keep on trying. There are many famous people who have 
dyslexia. Let your child learn about them and the struggles they had as children.

Dyslexia can be conquered! – Find out as much as you can about it and what works to help 
a person with dyslexia succeed.


