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If you suddenly broke out in itchy red spots, wouldn't you like for your doctor to know whether it was poison ivy, chicken pox,  allergies or maybe flea bites before he began to treat it?  If your apparently bright child turns up with serious trouble reading and spelling, wouldn't you like for your teacher to know whether it was cerebral palsy, childhood depression, lack of sleep, Asperger's Syndrome or maybe dyslexia before she decided how to treat it? 

A teacher's entire job is dealing with the human brain, training it, encouraging (or discouraging) it, developing it, stimulating it.  Wouldn't you like for her to know something about how the brain works before she starts?  Don't hold your breath.  There isn't a teacher's college in the United States that requires even one, never mind two, semesters of neurophysiology for a degree in education. No, not even for a degree in Special Education. Not even for a Doctorate in Education. 

But it's worse.  In Massachusetts, it is virtually against the law to use the word dyslexia in IEP's or professional documents.  Even during an IEP meeting, no teacher will say that a student is dyslectic. Exactly why a perfectly good, accurate diagnostic term is treated like a dirty word requires some explanation.

First of all, the parents of retarded kids had a fit when, years ago, the state wrote Chapter 766, the Massachusetts SPED law, separating the three main categories of learning problems into emotionally disturbed, retarded, and dyslectic. These parents claimed that their kids were being unfairly labeled.  Well, I can understand that, but one can say "developmentally delayed" and still keep the other categories, which are not pejorative terms. Politics won out over common sense (imagine that!) and all kids were legally lumped together under the meaningless term "special needs." The other reason "dyslexia" was forbidden was that nobody really knew what it was, anyhow, never mind how to diagnose or remedy it. 

Understandably therefore, treatment for dyslexia was and still is notoriously ineffective, whether it is phonics straight up, jumping on trampolines, taking megavitamins or motion sickness pills, looking through colored lenses, being in a resource room, stuck with an "inclusion" model, or labeled ADD and pumped full of ritalin.  I have actually heard experts in the field state categorically that dyslectic children will never achieve grade level reading!  (Good manners prevent me from commenting on that one.) 

But some scientists DO know what causes it, and application of that knowledge HAS gotten hundreds of dyslectics up to and often beyond grade level.  So where are all the educators?  For the answer, I recommend you click on the link in www.dyslexia.org called Articles and bring up the one called "The Science Education Gap."  I wrote it as part of a poster presentation at an international dyslexia conference and I was mad.  I still am.

*                          *                         * 

Teaching tip of the month: 

It helps if your student knows that his left hemisphere is lying down on the job and that your lessons are designed to get it up and working.  Then when he is stuck, you can blame it on that lazy left side.  It takes the onus off the kid.  It is not his fault. Conversely, when he has done brilliantly one day, you can brag that that left side was really smokin' today! 
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