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A New Perspective

DYS EXIA
Pass along this information to teachers and parents who may be stuck in the myths of dyslexia.
Whether a student ends up getting lessons or not, the word and information you share may
just save our world’s next great inventor, engineer, or scientist!
BY KARIN MERKLE
have great news to share with you about bright children (and
adults) who struggle with reading and spelling. In a moment,
when I share a specific word with you, you might think that
this article does not apply to you and you may be tempted to stop
reading. I challenge you to read on. You may be surprised by what
you learn, and chances are high (1 in 5) that you, your child, or
someone you know is dealing with this soon-to-be revealed word
and I have some exciting news to share with you about it.

I

HINTS about the word:
• It is not rare. In fact, it affects about 5 or 6 kids per classroom
to some degree.
• It happens to intelligent people. I have a student who scored
“high-superior” on IQ tests but couldn’t read or spell very well.
• It comes with some pretty cool skills.
• It occurs in people all over the world in people of all ages.
The word is dyslexia. Dyslexia is not new, but for a long time,
scientists and educators had to make guesses about it. Since the
use of fMRIs (brain-activity movies!), it is no longer a mystery and
it no longer has to be a big shameful secret. I will share what
dyslexia is, what it looks like, and how it can be helped.
DYS = “difficulty with”
LEXIA = “language” (spelling, reading, writing, speech)
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Dyslexia is a genetic brain difference that causes difficulty with
language despite intelligence, motivation, and education.
Good news: People with dyslexia are in good company! Albert
Einstein, Walt Disney, and Thomas Edison all had dyslexia and
many famous actors, sports figures, and successful business leaders have dyslexia.
Good news: People with dyslexia typically have great imagination skills, and tend to be creative, “out-of-the-box” thinkers. You
will also find that many people with dyslexia are very kind, intuitive, and sensitive to the needs of others. Most also have at least
one area that is a HUGE strength such as mechanical skill, art,
sports, public speaking, music, building, logic, inventing, comprehension of stories read TO them, acting/performing, and problemsolving. Once I was aware that dyslexia often came with gifts, I
started wondering if certain people had dyslexia, based ONLY on
their strengths. Without knowing anything about their reading
and spelling skills, I correctly guessed that James Dyson (think
creative inventions such as a fan without a blade, new types of
hand dryers, and very awesome vacuums) and Steve Jobs (Apple
CEO) both had dyslexia.
Good news: Although a person can’t get rid of or cure dyslexia,
we now know how to fix the reading and spelling difficulties that
come with it! Specialized lessons using an approach that is multisensory, explicit, and systematic can help a person literally rewire
the brain so that reading and spelling no longer have to be a strug-

gle. One example of a well-known and successful system is called
the Barton Reading and Spelling System. This 10-level system
trains students in phonemic awareness (the awareness that spoken words are made up of sounds, and that sounds can be added,
removed, or changed to make new words), and then brings them
through a sequential set of lessons that teach reading and spelling
simultaneously and add logic to the reading and spelling of our
language. Students learn how to read and spell without having to
guess or memorize. My students can tell you when to use a c, a ck,
or a k when spelling a word with the /k/ sound. Also, most people
know that there are double letters in the middle of words like kitten and happy. My students can tell you why those words have to
have that double letter.
Good news: Once students get the type of teaching that is
designed for their brains, they excel.
By the end of level 4, students are reading and spelling words
such as represent, confident, indignant, and pendulum.
By the end of Level 5: unfrequented,
noncommissioned, incontestable, preexisting, misconstrue, and overwhelmingly.
By the end of Level 6: hypnosis, petroglyphs, outrageous, procrastination,
inadequate, and scandalous.
By the end of Level 9: attaché, protégé,
ricochet, bureau, and grotesque.
By the end of Level 10, students are
reading and understanding the meaning
of words like osteoporosis, thyroidectomy, physiotherapy, phonocardiography
and hypercholesterolemia.

SOME STORIES & SIGNS TO HELP
YOU “SEE” DYSLEXIA
I taught in the public schools for
almost 20 years and signs of dyslexia
were all around me every year. I had not
been told about dyslexia and its signs,
though, so I remained blind to it until I
saw an eye-opening presentation about
the signs and symptoms of dyslexia. I
would like to share some of those signs
with you.
Reading: First, contrary to popular
belief, people with dyslexia do not see
things backwards. I can see why we once
thought this since some kids would get
the letters b and d mixed up, and they might see the word was and
say “saw” or see the word on and say “no.” Also, I have seen several students write their names from right to left, like this young
girl, Shania:

The reason directionality errors occur is not a vision thing at
all, but rather a processing or perception issue. The best way to
explain this is to look at the pictures below.

What do you see in the first picture? How about the second
one? What about the rest of the pictures? If you said “a banana”,
you are correct, no matter which way it’s facing.
Now, imagine that you are at a parade.
You are watching the parade from one
side of the street and your friend is across
the street watching from the other side.
Down the street comes a float with a
large balloon shaped like a super hero.
“Superman!” you say.
“Superman!” says your friend.
“Superman!” says a kid watching while
he hangs upside down from a tree
branch.
Later, along comes a float with a large
balloon shaped like a letter.
“b!” you say.
“d!” says your friend.
“p!” says the kid in the tree.
Later, along comes a float with a large
balloon shaped like a word.
“was!” you say.
“saw!” says your friend.
“Sam!” says the kid in the tree.
Which parade-watcher would you say
is correct?

b saw on
I’ve learned that people with dyslexia do not naturally process
written words or accomplish tasks in a linear way, meaning that
they do not work their way from left to right and top to bottom.
They often see “the big picture” in real-life problems and approach
written words in the same manner. They see the whole word,
rather than its pieces starting from the left. Also, many people with
dyslexia have a poor visual memory for flat 2-dimensional shapes
(such as words on a page), but they have very good spatial/3dimensional awareness (sports, Legos, Minecraft, architecture,
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landscaping, design). People with dyslexia use their 3D/spacial
awareness strength to try to help with their weakness in recognizing those flat/2D squiggles on a page. I can just imagine students
pulling those letters or words up off the page in their minds and
perceiving them “Matrix (the movie)-style,” where the shape is in
mid-air and viewed from all angles. When they see the letter b on
a page, their eyes see the same shape as everyone else. They may
correctly say “b”, but may just as easily say “d” or “p” since all of
those letters are the same shape from a 3D point of view.
This can be a problem also when students try to write a letter or number. It’s
like they are “drawing a picture” of that
letter’s shape and its orientation doesn’t
seem important. This can also make it
hard to learn the difference between left
and right, how to tell time on a clock with
hands, and how to read maps.
A person with dyslexia CAN read, but
the part of the brain designed for efficient,
automatic reading is not being utilized, so
reading is often slow, choppy, and inaccurate. At its core, people with dyslexia lack
an awareness of sounds within spoken words. Even if students
knows phonics (which letters make which sounds), they do not
rely on individual letters of words to help them read. Instead, they
use their intelligence, picture clues, context clues, and memorizing
the general shape of the words to read.
Here are some common reading errors. You will notice that the
errors are usually one of five types:
1. The error has a similar shape
2. The error has the same letters but the letters are in a different order
3. Directionality errors (parade watchers)
4. The student has found a familiar piece of the word that they
recognize (the word is every but student says, “very” or the
word is this and student says, “his”)
5. The student has not used the letters at all, but has used context clues or pictures to guess a word that makes sense in that
spot.
REAL WORD

STUDENT’S ATTEMPT

REAL WORD

STUDENT’S ATTEMPT

grill
form
crabby
nest
trial
quite
broad
licks
spot
lots
how
blotted
rush
stillness

girl
from
crappy
next
trail
quiet
board
likes
stop or post or pots
lost
who or now
bottled
rust
silence

of
month
felt
may
could
small
cat
shoulder
except
reserve
bog or big
found
bench
safest

for
mouth
left
way
called
little
kitty
should
expect
reverse
dog or dig
fond
beach
fastest
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Students may also skip or switch smaller words and prepositions (the, a, of, and, at, to) and leave off word endings/suffixes
(needed/ “need” or playing/ “play”).
Spelling: You may see poor spelling, even on common words
or sight words that have been seen and used over and over.
Students will trying to spell by memory, and may treat every
word as a sight word to be visually remembered. Even though
kids see the word stop all the time, young students will usually
spell it SOP (all capitals like the sign) or SOTP. They try to picture a stop sign rather than record the letters that represent the sounds in the
order that they are heard.
Writing: Students may form letters in
an odd way. They may start the same letter many different ways, start at the bottom and go up, use many strokes for a
letter that only needs one stroke. You
might not see ascending or descending
letters (letters that are tall or go below the
line) and letters don’t sit nicely on the
bottom line.
Cursive can be difficult.
Sometimes you’ll see an odd pencil grip
Students will commonly leave off capitals at the beginning of
sentence, or use capital letters in the middle of sentences. There
may be very little use of punctuation.
Speech: In young students especially, but even into adulthood
you may hear mispronunciation of words: (aminal, emeny,
bisketti, ambliance, fustrated, brefkist, Yew Nork, cimmanon,
dillexia).
People with dyslexia may have a hard time finding the right
word to say, despite having a good vocabulary and a good understanding of the meaning of the word. They may confuse words
with similar parts tornado/volcano, manager/janitor, or may try
to describe a word: “You know that thingy that you use to wash
your hands… water comes out of it?” (faucet) or “ I like to catch
snakes, but not the squeezy ones.” (boa constrictors)
Trouble Memorizing: Unless students see the logic behind it,
they may have trouble memorizing a list or a sequence of steps,
such as months of year, days of week, order of the alphabet
(without using the song), steps of long division, steps of tying
shoes, and basic math facts.
Good news: We do not have to wait until students fail in order
to give them the teaching they need. Signs of dyslexia can be
seen even before reading and spelling begin. Here are some
things to look for in a young child: chronic ear infections,
delayed speech, trouble memorizing (phone number, address,
letters of the alphabet), difficulty learning to tie shoes, trouble
pronouncing words correctly, a hard time with rhyming, and
late to pick a dominant hand.
Good news: It is never too late to retrain the brain to make
reading and spelling easier. Although it is wonderful when we
can catch dyslexia early, I know of successful students ranging
in age from 6 to 56.

DYSLEXIA RESOURCES
Dr. Sally Shaywitz, author of the book
Overcoming Dyslexia and professor of
pediatric neurology at Yale University, who
is helping to bridge the gap between the
science world and educators and families.
http://dyslexia.yale.edu
“In an era when we can image the brain
as an individual reads and literally see the
brain at work, it is unacceptable to have
children and adults struggling to read
when they could benefit from what modern neuroscience has
taught us about reading and dyslexia.” – Dr. Sally Shaywitz, neuroscientist at Yale University
Susan Barton, internationally known dyslexia expert, founder of Bright Solutions for
Dyslexia and developer of The Barton
Reading and Spelling System. For warning
signs, myths, and great online videos, go to:
www.dys-add.com/freeVideos.html

Learning Ally is an organization that
provides audio readings of books/textbooks
and provides informative webcasts and an
online community of experts.
www.learningally.org
International Dyslexia Association (IDA)
is a non-profit organization dedicated to
helping individuals with dyslexia, their
families, and the communities that support them. www.interdys.org
Decoding Dyslexia is a network of parent-led
grassroots movements across the country.
There are Decoding Dyslexia groups in at
least 46 states! According to their website,
they “aim to raise dyslexia awareness,
empower families to support their children
and inform policy-makers on best practices to identify, remediate
and support students with dyslexia.” You can connect with your
state’s Decoding Dyslexia group online:
www.decodingdyslexia.net/home.html
Great role models to follow, who also happen to have dyslexia:

Ben
Foss

Richard
Branson

ven though the science world is exploding with information about dyslexia and how to help it, most schools are
lagging behind in this knowledge and putting it to use, so
many children are not getting the type of instruction that they
need.
Good news: There are many private individuals and schools
dedicated to teaching reading and spelling in the way people
with dyslexia need. The key question to ask a school or tutor is,
“Is the approach that you are using based on the work of OrtonGillingham and are
you trained in it?”
Orton-Gillingham
(sometimes referred
to as O-G) just means
the
multi-sensory,
explicit, and systematic
teaching
approach designed
by Dr. Samuel Orton
(physician) and Anna
Gillingham (teacher)
that has been found
to be very successful
in teaching reading
and spelling, especially to those with
dyslexia. If a person
can’t find or afford a
private school or a
tutor, the Barton Reading and Spelling System (O-G based) is very
user-friendly and is designed so that parents can be trained on it
in order to teach their children themselves!
Good news: Remember the strengths that were mentioned at
the beginning of this article? Colleges used to think that people
with dyslexia were not “college material.” Now, many colleges
are starting to realize that people with dyslexia actually make
some of their best students and are trying to think of ways to
attract students with dyslexia.
More good news: Since you are reading this article, you can
pass along this information to teachers and parents who may be
stuck in the myths and “old understanding” of dyslexia. Whether
a student ends up getting lessons or not, the word and information you share may just save our world’s next great inventor,
engineer, or scientist! •
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