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Letters

Averting a battle

I would like to add my voice to those who
have questioned the implications of the Yale
Medical School-based study of dyslexia (Let-
ters, SN: 3/14/92, p.163). The Yale study sets the
stage for a battle between those who think
dyslexia is a biologically based disability and
those who maintain it is something children
may naturally outgrow. We need to stop this
conflict before it goes any farther, because the
outcome could be less support for some of the
nation’s most troubled learners.

The study’s finding that dyslexia “occurs in
degrees as part of a normal continuum of
reading abilities” seemed to show that the
disorder diminished over time, with only 28
percent of children diagnosed as having dys-
lexia in the first grade so classified in the third
grade. If dyslexia is the lower end of a normal
range of abilities, and may diminish over time,
the study could lend support to a growing
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movement to curtail support programs for the
learning disabled. This would be a mistake.

The work of me and my colleagues with
dyslexics indicates that this learning disabil-
ity, if correctly diagnosed, cannot be grown out
of; it can only be strategized around. To be
empowered, students need to become aware of
their unique learning strengths so that they
may apply them effectively while strengthen-
ing the lagging areas.

There are many causes for beginning
readers’ difficulties. For some students, the
American schools’ expectation that all chil-
dren begin to decode letters on the printed
page in the first grade is the real problem.
About 10 percent of first graders are just not
ready to recognize, label and match our alpha-
betical letters to their sounds, nor to write
those letters so that others may read them
successfully.

Was there any attempt to incorporate
teachers’ behavioral observations into the Yale
study’s diagnostic criteria? Teachers familiar
with the true dyslexic usually know of a related
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family history of language disorders, and no-
tice confusion in the orientation of the pre-
sented letters reading from right to left. They
are also sensitive to the failure to see and hear
similarities in letters or words and the inability
to pronounce unfamiliar words.

What is the place of “getting the message” in
our diagnostic measures of reading? Broaden-
ing and deepening of the criteria used by the
Yale researchers might well have lowered the
number of children in their sampling diag-
nosed as dyslexic based on the criteria of
standardized testing.

Though | respect the work of these re-
searchers laboring quantitatively and urge its
continuance, | hope the qualitative knowledge
of practitioners will be sought to enrich their
work. Such teaming, | believe, would reverse
the spirit of potential battle created by this
study.

Gertrude M. Webb, Director

Curry College Program for Advancement of
Learning

Milton, Mass.
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