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I would now like to turn to . . . the advantages of the predisposition to dyslexia. . . . [To] the apparently paradoxical notion that the very same anomalies . . . of the brain that have led to the disability of dyslexia in certain literate societies also determine superiority in the same brains. We can, thus, speak of a “pathology of superiority” without fear of being contradictory.

 

Norman Geschwind, M.D., “Why Orton Was Right”




PREFACE

In 2004, a top business school in England sent out a press release with the headline: “Entrepreneurs five times more likely to suffer from dyslexia.” Its subheading went on to ask, “What makes Sir Richard Branson, Sir Alan Sugar, and Sir Norman Foster special?”1

The answer, as revealed in the body of the press release, was that each of these highly successful entrepreneurs also “suffered from dyslexia,” a condition researchers at the school found to predispose individuals with dyslexia quite strongly to entrepreneurial success.

Just how successful are the particular entrepreneurs that they cited? At last count, Sir Richard Branson has a net worth of approximately US$4 billion. Alan Sugar, now Baron (Lord) Sugar of Clapton, has a net worth of US$1.2 billion. Norman Foster, now Baron (Lord) Foster of Thames Bank, has a comparatively smaller fortune of “only” US$400 million—though he does have the consolation of being one of the world’s most admired and distinguished architects.

In light of the tremendous success enjoyed by these entrepreneurs, it seems rather odd to describe them as “suffer[ing] from dyslexia.” Yet as almost anyone with dyslexia can tell you, being dyslexic really can involve a great deal of suffering: like the suffering of constantly failing at skills others  master with ease; the ridicule of peers and classmates; or exclusion from classes, schools, or careers one would otherwise pursue. These experiences can all involve sufferings of the cruelest sort. Yet it’s equally clear when we examine individuals with dyslexia—when we see how they think and what they can do and the often remarkable persons they become—that in many respects “suffering from dyslexia” is suffering of a most unusual kind.

 

This book isn’t about dyslexia, but about the kinds of individuals who are diagnosed with dyslexia. It’s about the kinds of minds they have, the ways they process information, and the things they do especially well. It’s not a book about something these individuals have. It’s about who they are.

Most books on dyslexia focus on problems with reading and spelling. While these problems are extremely important, they’re not the only—or even the most important—things that individuals with dyslexia find critical for their growth, learning, and success.

As experts in neuroscience and learning disabilities, we’ve worked with hundreds of individuals with dyslexia and their families. In the process we’ve found that individuals with dyslexia often share a broad range of important cognitive features. Some of these features are learning or processing challenges—like difficulties with reading and spelling, rote math, working memory, or visual and auditory function. But others are important strengths, abilities, and talents; gifts we call the dyslexic advantage. While these features differ somewhat from person to person, they also form recognizable patterns—just as the different musical works of Mozart are distinguishable yet recognizably the work of the same composer.

Traditionally, attempts to understand dyslexia have focused almost entirely on problems with reading, spelling, and other academic skills. As a result, little attention has been paid to the things individuals with dyslexia do especially well—particularly once they’ve become adults. In our opinion, this is a grave mistake. Trying to understand what dyslexia is all about while overlooking the talents that mature individuals with dyslexia characteristically display is like trying to understand what it’s like to be a caterpillar while ignoring the fact that caterpillars grow up to be butterflies.

As we’ll show you in this book, the brains of individuals with dyslexia aren’t defective; they’re simply different. These wiring differences often lead to special strengths in processing certain kinds of information, and these strengths typically more than make up for the better-known dyslexic challenges. As we’ll show you in this book, by learning how to recognize, nurture, and properly use these strengths, individuals with dyslexia can be helped in their efforts to achieve success and personal fulfillment.

There are two big differences between the traditional view of “dyslexia” and the one we’ll present in this book. First, we don’t see the reading, spelling, or other academic challenges associated with dyslexia as the result of a “disorder” or a “disease.” Instead, we see these challenges as arising from a different pattern of brain organization—one whose chief aim is to predispose dyslexic individuals to the development of valuable skills. When dyslexia is viewed from this perspective, we can see that the strengths and challenges that accompany it are like two sides of the same neurological coin. In this book, we’ll identify these advantages, describe how they can be used, and explain why we believe that they—rather than challenges with reading and spelling—should be seen as dyslexia’s true “core features.”

Second, unlike most books on dyslexia this book won’t focus solely on making individuals with dyslexia into better readers. Instead, it will focus on helping them become better at “being dyslexic.” While reading instruction changes certain brain features, it doesn’t change all the things that make dyslexic brains different from nondyslexic ones. However, this is a good thing, because dyslexic brains aren’t supposed to be like everyone else’s. Dyslexic brains have their own kinds of strengths and benefits, and these advantages should be recognized and enjoyed. Our goal is to help individuals with dyslexia recognize these many wonderful advantages, so they can enjoy the full range of benefits that can come from having a dyslexic brain. The first step in achieving this goal is to help them think more broadly about what it really means to “be dyslexic,” by expanding the concept of “dyslexia” so that it no longer means only challenges but also includes important talents.

The best way to broaden our view in this fashion is to look not just at the things that individuals with dyslexia find challenging but also at the kinds  of things that they often do especially well. One obvious way to do this is by studying people who’ve excelled at “being dyslexic.” Most instructional books or DVDs on topics like playing sports or musical instruments, cooking, or speaking foreign languages have one thing in common: they feature expert practitioners sharing and modeling tips and strategies they’ve personally found useful. Since this is a book about how to excel at “being dyslexic,” we’ll share lots of stories, tricks, and pointers from dyslexic individuals who’ve enjoyed success in their own lives. While not every individual with dyslexia will succeed in precisely the same ways as these talented individuals, anyone with a dyslexic processing style can benefit from their insights and from studying the strategies they’ve used.

In the early chapters of this book, we’ll describe how dyslexic brains differ from nondyslexic ones. Then we’ll devote five chapters to each of the four dyslexia-associated strength patterns we’ve found to be common in individuals with dyslexia. We’ve called these patterns the MIND strengths to make them easy to remember: Material reasoning, Interconnected reasoning, Narrative reasoning, and Dynamic reasoning. These strength patterns are not meant to be rigid or watertight categories but to be helpful ways of thinking about and understanding dyslexic talents. While none of the MIND strengths is exclusive to individuals with dyslexia, each is linked to particular cognitive and structural brain features common in individuals with dyslexia. As you read these chapters, please remember that while individuals with dyslexia share many features in common, each is also unique. Dyslexic processing isn’t caused by a single gene, so different individuals with dyslexia will show different patterns of strengths and challenges. Very few will show all the MIND strengths, but essentially all will show some. After discussing the MIND strengths, we’ll conclude with several chapters of practical advice describing how individuals with dyslexia can profit from their dyslexic advantages both in school and at work.

We hope that this book will provide a resource and an encouragement for those who haven’t yet fully learned the many wonderful advantages that can come from “being dyslexic.”




PART I

A Matter of Perspective




CHAPTER 1

A New View of Dyslexia

Throughout his school career, Doug struggled with reading and writing. He flunked out of community college twice before he finally gained the skills he needed to earn his college degree. Today he’s the president of a highly successful software firm that he founded a decade ago.

When Lindsey was young all her teachers called her slow. Although she worked desperately to learn to read and write, she was one of the last in her school class to master these skills. Recently Lindsey graduated from college, earning the top prize in her school’s highly competitive honors program. She’s now enrolled in a prestigious graduate program studying psychology.

Pete’s elementary school teachers told his parents he was borderline mentally retarded and emotionally disturbed. They also told them that they couldn’t teach him to read or write. However, with intensive one-on-one instruction, Pete learned to read and write well enough not only to attend college but also to go on to law school. Pete eventually used his legal training to represent another individual with dyslexia before the Supreme Court, winning her case 9–0 and radically redefining the rights of students with special educational needs.

Doug, Lindsey, and Pete are all dyslexic, and they’re also all exceptionally good at what they do. As we’ll show you in this book, these facts are  neither contradictory nor coincidental. Instead, Doug, Lindsey, and Pete—and millions of individuals with dyslexia just like them—are good at what they do, not in spite of their dyslexic processing differences, but because of them.

This claim usually provokes surprise and a flurry of questions: “Good because of their dyslexia? Isn’t dyslexia a learning disorder? How could a learning disorder make people good at anything?”

The answer is, a learning disorder couldn’t—if it were only a learning disorder. But that’s just our point, and it’s the key message of this book. Dyslexia, or the dyslexic processing style, isn’t just a barrier to learning how to read and spell; it’s also a reflection of an entirely different pattern of brain organization and information processing—one that predisposes a person to important abilities along with the well-known challenges. This dual nature is what’s so amazing—and confusing—about dyslexia. It’s also why individuals with dyslexia can look so different depending upon the perspective from which we view them.

Look first at individuals with dyslexia when they’re reading or spelling or performing certain other language or learning tasks. From this perspective they appear to have a learning disorder; and with respect to these tasks, they clearly do. Now look at these same individuals when they’re doing almost anything else—particularly the kinds of tasks they excel at and enjoy. From this new perspective they not only cease to look disabled but they often appear remarkably skilled or even specially advantaged.

This apparent advantage isn’t just a trick of perception—as if their strengths seemed large only in contrast with their weaknesses. There’s actually a growing body of evidence supporting the existence of a dyslexic advantage. As we’ll discuss throughout this book, many studies have shown that the percentage of dyslexic professionals in fields such as engineering, art, and entrepreneurship is over twice the percentage of dyslexic individuals in the general population. Individuals with dyslexia are also among the most eminent and creative persons in a wide variety of fields, like entrepreneur Richard Branson, singer-songwriter John Lennon, paleontologist Jack Horner, financial services pioneer Charles Schwab, inventor Dean Kamen, architect  Richard Rogers, attorney David Boies, novelist Vince Flynn, computer pioneer Bill Hewlett, actor Anthony Hopkins, painter Chuck Close, cell phone pioneer Craig McCaw, and filmmaker Bryan Singer.

Importantly, the link between dyslexic processing and special abilities isn’t visible only among superachievers. You can prove this for yourself by performing a simple experiment. Next time you run across an unusually good designer, landscaper, mechanic, electrician, carpenter, plumber, radiologist, surgeon, orthodontist, small business owner, computer software or graphics designer, computer networker, photographer, artist, boat captain, airplane pilot, or skilled member of any of the dozens of “dyslexia-rich” fields we’ll discuss in this book, ask if that person or anyone in his or her immediate family is dyslexic or had trouble learning to read, write, or spell. We’ll bet you dollars for dimes that person will say yes—the connection is just that strong. In fact, many of the most important and perceptive experts in the field of dyslexia have remarked on the link they’ve seen between dyslexia and talent.

Now, would these connections be possible if dyslexia were only a learning disorder? The answer, clearly, is no. So there must be two sides to dyslexia. While dyslexic processing clearly creates challenges with certain academic skills, these challenges are only one piece of a much larger picture. As we’ll describe throughout this book, dyslexic processing also predisposes individuals to important abilities in many mental functions, including:• three-dimensional spatial reasoning and mechanical ability
• the ability to perceive relationships like analogies, metaphors, paradoxes, similarities, differences, implications, gaps, and imbalances
• the ability to remember important personal experiences and to understand abstract information in terms of specific examples
• the ability to perceive and take advantage of subtle patterns in complex and constantly shifting systems or data sets



While the precise nature and extent of these abilities varies from person to person, there are enough similarities between these strengths to form a recognizably related set, which can legitimately be referred to as dyslexia-related abilities or a dyslexic advantage. Ultimately, that’s what this book is about: the remarkable abilities that individuals with dyslexia commonly possess—abilities that appear to arise from the same variations in brain structure, function, and development that give rise to dyslexic challenges with literacy, language, and learning.

In this book we’ll argue for a radical revision of the concept of dyslexia: a “Copernican revolution” that places abilities rather than disabilities at the center of our ideas about what it means to be an individual with dyslexia. This shift in perspective should change not only our thinking about dyslexia but also the ways we educate, employ, and teach individuals with dyslexia to think and feel about themselves, their abilities, and their futures.

Please understand that we’re not trying to downplay the hardships that individuals with dyslexia can experience or to minimize their need for early and intensive learning interventions. We are simply trying to expand the view of dyslexic processing so that it encompasses both the challenges that individuals with dyslexia face and the abilities they commonly demonstrate. This broadened perspective can be illustrated using the following analogy.




A Tool Discovered 

Imagine you live on a remote island and you’ve never had contact with the people or products of the outside world. One morning as you walk along the beach you spy a shiny cylindrical tube half buried in the sand. You pick it up, clean it, and carefully examine it. With growing excitement you realize it’s a product of human design, but what it is, or what it’s for, you can’t immediately decide.

As you inspect the tube you find that it’s roughly as long as your arm and as heavy as a fist-sized stone. It’s also gently tapered so that one circular end is nearly twice as wide as the other. As you turn the tube to inspect its large end, you notice that the light shines from it with special intensity. When you bring this end toward your eye, you discover that the light isn’t just bouncing off the tube’s end—it’s shining either from it or through it. You peer cautiously through this large end, and after a moment’s adjustment you begin to see a familiar yet marvelously transformed image: it’s a lovely, delicate miniature of the beach stretched out in front of you. With awe and astonishment you realize what you’ve discovered: a remarkable device for making things look small!

Well, yes and no. . . .

Like a telescope, the concept of dyslexia is a human invention; and like a telescope it can either expand and clarify our view of individuals who struggle to read and spell or, used “the wrong way around,” it can cause our view of these individuals to shrink. Unfortunately, this “diminishing effect” is just what we believe has happened with the way the concept of dyslexia has been used.




How the “Narrow View” Became the Primary View 

Surprisingly, given how common we now know dyslexia to be,1 the first clear description of an individual with dyslexia appeared in the medical literature just over a century ago. In 1896, British ophthalmologist W. Pringle Morgan described a fourteen-year-old boy named Percy, who despite receiving seven years of “the greatest efforts . . . to teach him to read,” could read and spell only at the most basic level, even though his schoolmasters believed he was “the smartest lad in the school.”2

It was through this case that the concept of dyslexia was first developed: the idea that there exists a distinct group of individuals who—though clearly intelligent—learn and process certain kinds of information very differently from their nondyslexic peers. Historically, the processing features most commonly associated with dyslexia are difficulties with reading and spelling, though, as we’ll see later, other challenges with language and learning are also common in individuals with dyslexia.

While the development of this concept has been tremendously useful, we believe its true worth has never been fully realized because, like the telescope in our example, one critical question has been overlooked: How should this  “telescope” be used? Should it be used as a tool to narrow our view solely to literacy, language, and learning difficulties? Or should it be “turned around” so we can see all the learning and processing features of this amazing group of individuals: not just in literacy and language but across the whole range of their activities—strengths as well as challenges—and throughout their entire life span?

Since this question has largely gone unasked, challenges with literacy, language, and other aspects of learning have remained the almost exclusive focus of dyslexia research and education. As a result, “dyslexia” has come to be seen as essentially synonymous with those challenges. This perspective is reflected in current definitions of dyslexia. In the United States, the most widely used definition was developed by the National Institute of Child Health and Development (NICHD) and subsequently adopted by the International Dyslexia Association (IDA). It reads:Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurological 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 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.





In the terms of our telescope analogy, this is clearly a “shrinking” perspective since it narrows our view of dyslexic processing to the challenges experienced by individuals with dyslexia, and it does nothing to expand our view of their skills or capacities. From this perspective, dyslexia is merely:• a learning disability 
• characterized by difficulties 
• resulting from deficits 
• that produce secondary consequences 
• and additional impediments 



No wonder people have such a negative view of dyslexia!

But is there really any reason to believe that this definition tells us everything we need to know about individuals with dyslexia? In a word: no. Habit alone has led us to assume that the first use we discovered for this “telescope” is the only one, and habit alone keeps us from discovering other—and better—uses.

Ultimately, we’ve recognized the phenomenon of dyslexia but missed its significance—like archaeologists who’ve discovered a vast and elaborately carved gate but become so engrossed in its study that we’ve failed to realize that a magnificent city must lie buried nearby. Because we first recognized dyslexia as a learning disorder rather than a learning or processing style, we’ve paid little attention to whether dyslexic processing might also create talents and abilities. However, as we’ll show you in the next chapter, the talents and benefits that are associated with dyslexic processing can be easily observed once we recognize that dyslexia can be viewed from two different perspectives.




CHAPTER 2

Dyslexia from Two Perspectives

To demonstrate the enormous difference that results when dyslexia is viewed from these two different perspectives, we’d like to introduce you to a family we’ve been privileged to meet through our work.

We first met Kristen when we spoke to a parents’ group about the challenges we often see in very bright children. After our presentation, Kristen introduced herself and told us about her son. Christopher was in third grade, and he’d recently shown very broad gaps in his performance on the different subtests used in IQ testing. While he’d scored well on tests measuring verbal and spatial reasoning, his performance was weaker on tests measuring processing speed and working memory (or “mental desk space,” which we’ll discuss later). Kristen wanted to know if we could tell her anything about children who show such a pattern.

We told Kristen that we often see this pattern in bright young boys, whom we’ve affectionately dubbed our “young engineers.” Although many of these boys show strong interest in verbal subjects like history, mythology, fantasy literature, role-playing games (including game creation), reading or being read to, and even storytelling or creation of imaginary worlds, they typically show their keenest interest in spatial or mechanical activities like building, designing, art, inventing, electronics, computing, and science. We  told her that many of these boys struggle with handwriting, written expression, spelling, and initially with reading (especially with oral reading fluency). Often these boys are persistently slow readers, and a smaller number show challenges with oral language expression, like word retrieval, or difficulty putting their thoughts into words. Many also have a clear family history of dyslexia or many relatives who’ve excelled as adults in occupations requiring spatial, mechanical, or higher mathematical skills.

Kristen at first appeared surprised by our remarks—almost taken aback—and we wondered if we’d missed our mark. But as we finished, she slowly smiled and said, “Let me tell you about my family. . . .”




One Dyslexic Family: The Narrow Perspective 

Kristen’s son, Christopher, showed his first dyslexia-related challenges quite early in development. Like many dyslexic children, he was slow to begin speaking (his first words came shortly after his second birthday) and slow to combine words into sentences. As a preschooler his speech was often unclear, and he struggled to find words to express his thoughts. He often subtly mispronounced words and confused similar-sounding words like polish and punish. Despite the fact that he could identify the numbers zero through ten before his second birthday, Christopher couldn’t learn his letters until he was almost five years old. In school, he was much slower learning to read and write than most of his classmates, and he also had great difficulty memorizing math facts, despite a strong grasp of number concepts and math reasoning.

Christopher received special testing and was referred to several learning specialists who helped him with reading, handwriting, speech articulation, and word retrieval. He’s currently in fourth grade, and though his reading accuracy has improved, he still struggles with slow written work production, messy handwriting, and spelling.

Kristen, too, showed many signs of dyslexia early in her life. She was very slow in learning to read, and according to her parents she still struggled with basic phonetic decoding as late as fourth grade. Like Christopher she also  made frequent word substitutions (like peaches for pears), struggled to get her thoughts down in writing, and spelled very poorly. Kristen also had a weak memory for auditory or verbal sequences—like phone numbers or word spellings—and she struggled to master abstract verbal concepts that she couldn’t easily picture.

Kristen recalled that during her early years in school she was often “incredibly bored” and “couldn’t stand desk work.” She found listening to lectures on abstract subjects especially difficult. For much of middle school and the early years of high school her grades were poor, and she came close to failing out. Then it finally hit her that time was flying by and that “if she wanted to get anywhere in life” she’d have to go to college; so she buckled down and was able to raise her grades sufficiently to get into a state university.

Kristen initially planned to major in sociology or psychology—the subjects she found most interesting; but she quickly realized, “If I had to read or write for my degree, I wouldn’t make it through.” So instead she majored in interior design, and after earning her degree she went to work for a large design firm.

Kristen’s father, James, doesn’t remember any unusual difficulties learning to read as an elementary student in the 1930s. However, throughout his life he’s shown a persistent discrepancy between his high intellectual ability and his difficulty learning from text, which is characteristic of individuals with partially compensated dyslexia. He’s always been a slow reader, has never read for pleasure, and according to his family was able to succeed in high school and college largely because his childhood sweetheart—and now wife of nearly sixty years—Barbara, helped him do the reading for his coursework. She still helps him with business-related reading.

Handwriting, spelling, and written expression also troubled James throughout his education, and they’ve remained tough for him to this day. Kristen fondly recalls the time when she made an imaginary diner from a cardboard box and asked her father to help her spell restaurant above its door. He thought for a moment, then said, “You should call it a café instead—that’s a much nicer word.” James also had difficulty remembering math facts like the times tables (a problem he’s still never entirely overcome);  remembering math equations and certain rules and procedures; taking notes during lectures; grasping verbal (and especially abstract verbal) concepts; mastering a foreign language; switching attention from one subject to another as required at school (despite good prolonged attention for his preferred activities); and feigning interest in almost everything they were trying to teach him in school, with the exception of his advanced science courses.

This is the narrow view of Christopher, Kristen, and James that emerges when we focus exclusively on their dyslexia-related challenges. Now let’s see how they appear when we broaden our focus to look instead at their strengths.




One Dyslexic Family: A Second Look 

Christopher, at age nine, already shows many of the talents and abilities that are common among individuals with dyslexia. First, he shows very strong three-dimensional spatial abilities, which have revealed themselves in several ways since early in life. For example, when Christopher was only three, his family was staying at a large hotel, which had been formed by combining several older and very different structures into one enormous complex. After checking in at the front desk, the family walked for several minutes through a confusing labyrinth of passages to reach their room. Once there, they deposited their bags and walked out again in search of dinner. When they returned to the hotel several hours later, Christopher announced that he would lead the family back to their room. To his parents’ astonishment, he did so without a single hesitation or mistake.

Christopher’s spatial abilities have also revealed themselves in his persistent love of building. Although he enjoys using just about any kind of building material, LEGOs are a special favorite, and he often spends hours using them to build complex and unique designs in a room in his house devoted solely to this purpose. He also displays a passionate interest in science and how things work.

Christopher also shows many impressive verbal strengths, despite some  persistent focal language challenges. He’s always had a great love of stories, and even before he could speak he would listen with rapt attention to the reading of lengthy stories, like The Velveteen Rabbit. Now that his reading skills have improved he’s become a voracious reader, and he reads for both entertainment and information. Despite his difficulties with verbal output, Christopher’s verbal scores were some of his strongest on his IQ testing.

Kristen also appears much different when we look at her from this “broadened” perspective. Although her school career was marked by difficulty remembering many kinds of abstract verbal facts, Kristen’s memory is remarkably good in other ways. By mentally “tapping out” numbers on an imaginary keyboard, Kristen can recall a long list of phone numbers, including those of many places where she’s worked or lived and friends’ numbers stretching back into childhood.

In addition, Kristen, like Christopher, has a very strong spatial sense and can quickly and indelibly learn her way around new environments. She also has a phenomenal visual memory for people and places from her past and can still easily “see” where she sat in all her school classes as a child, who sat around her, what many of them wore, and how the walls of her classrooms were decorated.

Many—perhaps most—of Kristen’s memories have a strong contextual, personal, or “episodic” element, involving elements of past experience. Kristen experiences these memories like dramatic scenes playing out in her mind. They portray information about where she first encountered each fact, object, individual, fashion, song, or other remembered item, including whom she was with, what she saw or heard, and how she felt. Kristen also experiences a similar sensory-immersive experience of sounds, colors, touch sensations, and emotions when she reads or hears stories. As we’ll see in later chapters, this type of vivid episodic memory is extremely common in individuals with dyslexia, and it is often accompanied by weaknesses in abstract verbal, or semantic, memory.

As with many of the strong “personal” learners with whom we work, Kristen also finds learning to be a very personal, almost intimate, act. During her years in school, this made her learning highly dependent upon her relationship with her teachers and her interest in her course materials.

While Kristen’s memory skills are impressive, they did little to help her with her schoolwork—though, channeled properly, they clearly could have. Instead, her vivid recall of personal experiences often created a powerful inducement to daydream. As a result, it took a great deal of interesting “outside” stimulation from her teachers to hold her attention.

Eventually, however, these cognitive traits became the foundation for Kristin’s highly successful career. After finishing college, Kristen went to work for a firm that designed and furnished office spaces. She quickly became one of the most productive design and sales representatives in this nationwide operation. Kristen credits much of her professional success to her spatial and personal memory skills, which allow her to imagine how interior spaces will look when changed in various ways. She also finds that her restless energy, drive, and dislike of desk work—all of which made it so hard for her to sit passively in class every day—are ideally suited for a job that requires visits to construction sites, suppliers’ showrooms, clients’ offices, and frequent phone calls to troubleshoot issues.

Kristen’s father, James, also discovered that many of the cognitive features that troubled him in school became keys to his success in the working world. While inside the classroom he showed few early signs of promise, outside of school he displayed a remarkably bright and precocious mind. At age six he built his first radio-controlled boat, which he designed to include a special compartment to carry his lunch. He spent much of his time “taking things apart” to see how they worked, and his interest in electronics was further piqued when an electrician visited his home to install a new stove and took the time to demonstrate his tools and techniques.

James also developed an interest in magnetism. When he was a student during World War II and dozens of sand buckets were brought to his school for fire safety, James demonstrated that the sand was full of iron by running a magnet through the buckets. Rather than receiving encouragement for his interest in experimental science, James was disciplined for “playing” in the sand.

In tenth grade James finally found a science teacher who could answer his insightful questions and who was able to lead him into new and deeper areas of interest. Chemistry and physics became special passions, and he reveled in the pleasure of having a teacher who saw him as especially promising. In response, James not only completed all the required reading, but he also labored through several more advanced books. Outside of school, James strengthened his knowledge of electronics by working for the electrician who’d earlier befriended him. During the summer after his junior year of high school, James put this knowledge to work by building a commercial-grade AM radio station, which he sold to a local entrepreneur.

After earning his degree in physics at Reed College, James went to work for Battelle Memorial Research Institute in Richland, Washington. There he quickly distinguished himself as a talented and creative inventor. He received his first patent for an electron beam welder, then he followed up with a steady stream of inventions that he created to solve problems for clients.

However, James’s most famous invention had its origin not in a client’s problem but in one of his own. James has always loved classical music, and he loves to play his favorite recordings again and again and again. Back when all his music was stored on LP records, he was driven nearly crazy by the hisses, scratches, and skips that accumulated when he played his favorite records repeatedly. Seeking to eliminate the wear that came from repeated physical contact between a stylus and a grooved vinyl record, James imagined a system where an optical reader would detect digital information embedded on a small plate, with which it never made physical contact. Over the next several years, James invented the seven components that together became known as the compact disc system. The impact of this invention on data storage and retrieval—not just for music but for all types of information—has been profound. In fact, you’ll find James T. Russell’s compact disc system on many lists of the most important inventions of the twentieth century.

Now nearing eighty, James is still active as an inventor. He has nearly sixty U.S. patents to his name and four more currently in process. He continues to work nine hours each day in the laboratory he’s built in his home, and he’s confident that his best inventions are still to come.




Dyslexia and Talent: An Essential Relationship 

The lives of James, Kristen, and Christopher—though in some ways unique—display many of the features we commonly observe in individuals with dyslexic processing styles. In fact, it was seeing these patterns repeated in the dyslexic families with whom we work that convinced us that certain strengths are as much a part of the dyslexic profile as challenges in reading and spelling.

Please notice that we’re not saying merely that individuals with dyslexia can be talented in spite of their dyslexia—like Lance Armstrong overcoming cancer to become a seven-time Tour de France winner or Franklin D. Roosevelt overcoming polio to become president of the United States. Instead, we’re claiming that certain talents are as much a part of dyslexic processing as the better-known challenges—that the strengths and the challenges are simply two sides of the same neurological coin.

We can explain what this connection is like using an example from the sport of baseball. Consider the following players:[image: 004]



If you’re at all familiar with baseball, you’ll recognize at least a few of these names, and if you’re a real fan, you’ll recognize them all. These are some of the greatest stars who’ve ever played the game. Consequently, you may be surprised to learn that another thing they have in common is that all are among the top one hundred all-time “leaders” in striking out while at bat!

This seems like a rather unwelcome distinction, since striking out is unquestionably a kind of mistake—like misspelling a word or misreading a sentence or writing illegibly. If you knew nothing more about these players than that they’d struck out more than almost all the other batters in major league history, you’d probably conclude that they were poor players. You might even conclude that they shared a kind of hitting disability, like “dysfunctional batting syndrome” or “contact deficit disorder.”

However, one thing is certain: if you didn’t also know that these players are the top nineteen home-run hitters of all time, you’d have a highly incomplete—and seriously misguided—impression of their value and ability as players. Although striking out is clearly undesirable in itself, when viewed in the context of the game as a whole, we discover that even the greatest players strike out a lot if they swing hard enough and often enough to hit a lot of home runs. Since avoiding strikeouts isn’t as important in baseball as scoring runs—which these big-swinging home-run hitters did extremely well—the list of strikeout leaders turns out, rather surprisingly, to be a list of some of baseball’s greatest winners, not its losers.

This relationship between home runs and strikeouts is a lot like the connection between the strengths and challenges in dyslexia. The “home runs” that dyslexic brains have been structured to “hit” are not perfect reading and spelling but skills in other kinds of complex processing that we’ll discuss throughout this book. And it’s because dyslexic brains have been organized to make these “home runs” possible that they’re also at higher risk for “striking out” when they try to decode or spell words. The weaknesses are simply the flip side of the strengths.

Discovering these strengths—and how they can be used to help individuals with dyslexia find success in the classroom and the workplace—is what this book is all about. We’ll begin our search for these strengths in part 2, where we’ll look at how dyslexic brains have been shown to differ from nondyslexic ones, both in how they work and in how they’re structured. As you’ll see, these differences aren’t responsible for just the challenges associated with dyslexia; they’re the source of important advantages as well.
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