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When I was in college, I took two courses in the music department, one in harmony, the other counterpoint.  In harmony we learned about chord progressions.  In counterpoint we analyzed three and four part fugues and even wrote a "Bach" two-part invention.  If you have learned to hear the interweaving of the themes in a fugue, or the progression of harmonies even in a simple tune, you hear music in a way that is very different from that of the untrained listener who simply gets a warm pleasant feeling from the melodious sounds that fill his head. 


But my ears hear exactly the same set of sounds as anyone else. The only difference is that my training causes me to analyze the sounds in a certain way. When you and I look at the Mona Lisa, we see it in different contexts.  I always love the story about the two people discussing her enigmatic smile.  One said it was because she had just discovered she was pregnant.  The other said it was because she had just discovered she was not pregnant.  


It used to be thought that dyslectic readers actually saw letters backwards.  This is not true. There is nothing wrong with their eyeballs.  They see exactly the same thing normal readers do. But once the information is inside their heads, it is interpreted differently . When the right brain sees a string of letters, it interprets it as a sketch.  When the left brain sees the same string of letters, it interprets it as a line up of sounds. Thus the left brain would know that the two words, CAT and RAT ryhme.  The right brain also might realize they rhyme, if it happened to be thinking of those two words.  But it might not, because it might be thinking pussy and rodent. 


Dyslectic children are sometimes accused of  "sloppy hearing."   A more appropriate term would be holistic, as opposed to analytical, hearing.  This is why the very first thing you must teach a dyslectic student of any age is phonemic awareness, or the ability to identify the individual vowel and consonant sounds in a word. As his ears are learning to do that, you can show him which letters go with which sounds, how to say  them in order, throw in a fistful of spelling rules, shove the whole package into the left hemisphere, and you're in business.  Interestingly enough, it has been found that the most reliable test for future reading problems in a four-year-old is lack of phonemic awareness.  This is why Pig Latin and Mother Goose rhymes are so good for kids. Goosey Loosey, Ducky Lucky and Turkey Lurkey have been friends to more than Chicken Little.  (We don't, of course, discuss Foxy Loxy in the better educational circles.)

*                    *                    *

Teaching tip of the month:

Your adolescent student will have heard all your speeches about letter sequencing, phonics, left-brain exercises and phonemic awareness, and still, when he sees the plastic letter exercises in which he reads  ab,  then  ba,   or   po,  then  op, he will resent what looks "babyish" to him.  Get a foreign language book for teaching adults (Russian is particularly good for this one) and show him that on the very first page there is a string of consonant-vowel, vowel-consonant exercises that look just like his plastic letters.  Give the exercise its respectable, correct name:  linguistics.  This is not baby stuff.  It is the way you have to start learning to read ANY language.  Age has nothing to do with it.  

The only thing that is different for dyslexia is the color of the letters.  Using colors makes it obvious that when you switch the letters you change something.  Red- yellow just doesn't look the same as yellow-red to anybody.  But two black letters switched doesn't impress the right hemisphere at all. 
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