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NEWSLETTER


Reading from Scratch is called that because it begins at the beginning.  A number of people have asked how I got into this business in the first place, so maybe the first of our monthly  newsletters should begin at the beginning, too. Back in 1972 when I began teaching a seventh grade gang of six "dyslexic" (whatever that was) boys the only  thing I realized within the first hour was these were not kids who couldn't read.  They apparently  couldn't LEARN to read, which puzzled me. 


The Assistant Superintendent had asked whether I could teach reading, and I blithely assured him I could, having taught my own five kids easily. When he asked me whether I had ever heard of dyslexia, I said no.  But there was nobody else to take the class, and the previous teacher was climbing the walls with this obstreperous bunch, so he gave me the job. And that's how I backed into dyslexia, clueless. 

So we started with the material she had used and it was awful. Dick and Jane, and bunny rabbits, no phonics, no consistency, no spelling rules.  BORING beyond belief.  I chucked it, and won my first round. 

 A six week intensive course that summer in dyslexia was no help.  It told all about the symptoms, which I already knew, the need for phonics, which I had already begun, and admitted frankly that grade-level reading was probably out of the question, in spite of years of individual help, which I didn't want to believe. 

So I skipped the courses and began digging into neurology. When I came across Michael Gazzaniga's article,  "The Split Brain in Man" in Scientific American, I felt a prickle on the back  of my neck.  The left hemisphere of the brain, according to this article, was the location of all the things that I knew my  six couldn't do. And in a speech to the Orton Society, Gazzaniga suggested that there was a lack of what he called a "final cognitive path" in the brain of the dyslectic reader.  He felt that someone should find a way to isolate that side and train it.  He had been able to train his split-brained monkeys to use whichever side he chose. 

Interesting.  Splitting the brain not being an option for a public school teacher, however tempting now and again,  I decided to try to find a way to isolate the left hemisphere by distracting the right one to keep it out of the action. If it worked,  I planned to jam some phonics into the left side and see what happened.  More research into neurology turned up the information that in a dichotic presentation, where one ear hears one thing and the other hears something else at the same time, each hemisphere then gets its own input from the opposite ear. And if the two sides get qualitatively  different signals, like words in one and music in the other, neither would ship its input across to the other side.  

With some stereo earphones and two tape recorders, one with a phonics exercise, the other with a nice Mozart concerto in it, I parked the boys in the earphones for fifteen minutes each day to apply the spelling rules I had taught them. By the time Christmas had come, it was obvious that something funny was going on. I'd have sworn they were actually  reading.  By the end of the year, these kids who had taken seven years to achieve a three year gain in reading  clocked in with another three year's gain!  


I was ecstatic.  I rushed into the office of the SPED director and got the first of a life-long series of put-downs.  "Either you fudged the scores or you don't know how to give the tests," he said. 


And for years, that is how it was:  only the students and their happy parents believed I knew what I was doing, and since all my results were anecdotal and based on behavioral evidence, I couldn't prove otherwise. 



The story has a happy ending, thanks to technology.  Research from all over the world with brain scans has indeed proven that dyslectics do not use the left language areas when they  read whereas standard readers do.  Furthermore,  other scans have shown that sending a verbal task to the left hemisphere and a musical one to the right increases activity  in the left side! 


Actually there is a little more to it than that, which I will get into in the next newsletter when we will talk about diagnosing dyslexia.  While you wait, here is our teaching tip of the month:  


When you are teaching an elementary  school boy, don't say  '"Spelling rule." Say  "Spelling trick."  A rule is something people make him do-  bad connotation.  A trick might be something cool, especially if his friends don't happen to know it. 
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