2. Dyslexia and the obsession with literacy
A few years ago, I invited trainee teachers to visit home-educating families to see what they
might learn from such an experience. One young woman visited a family where all four
children, two boys and two girls, were diagnosed by the unit at the University of Aston as
dyslexic in varying degrees of severity. The trainee teacher herself had a first-class honours
degree from Oxford University.
Yet in her written evaluation of her day spent with the family she wrote that the children
made her feel completely uneducated. How could this be? She would be described
conventionally as highly educated because she was highly literate. She explained that for
every academic skill she possessed, they had three or four practical skills. They could,
amongst other things, grow their own food, make their own clothes, cook and bake, keep
bees, dismantle and rebuild cars and service them, put a roof on a house, build walls, install
central heating systems, milk goats, and keep hens. They could also talk to her about her
political studies of pressure groups because they were active in groups such as Friends of the
Earth.
The parents had adopted an unusual approach to the dyslexia of the children. It was
'accentuate the positive and ignore the negative'. They had a learning approach that
concentrated on activities that children could do with success and left aside reading and
writing to develop later. Years later, all are competent, composed and flexible adults whose
company is most agreeable. They can turn their hands to a variety of ways of earning money.
They can all cope with reading and writing with varying degrees of achievement. One is
fluent, and three are competent, despite a warning from the Aston University Unit that one,
possibly two, might never learn to read.
The response of the trainee teacher about feeling uneducated raises some important issues.
Has literacy, in the form of reading and writing, become an obsession or even a superstition?
John Holt, the American writer and teacher, made this observation:"From the fuss we make
about reading, one might think that this was a country of readers, that reading was nearly
everyone's favourite or near favourite pastime. Who are we kidding? A publisher told me not
long ago that outside of 300 or so college bookstores there are less than 100 true bookstores
in all the United States."
George Trevelyan observed that "education has produced a vast population able to read but
unable to distinguish what is worth reading." His point is supported by the finding that the
best-selling newspapers are tabloids with a reading age of about 11 years. Surveys have
shown that this even holds for a majority of teachers.
The time and effort spent on teaching reading also flies in the face of the facts that it usually
takes about 30 hours to learn, provided that it takes place in a learner-friendly environment.
This figure comes from Paulo Freire's work with illiterate peasants in South America where
he logged the progress of cohort after cohort of reading classes. Those home-schoolers who
have also logged progress, report similar results. If it takes longer it can be because
inhibitions have been built in by the learning situation. The more time devoted to forcing the
pace, the greater the opportunity cost, so that the skills the dyslexic family had gained, that so
impressed the trainee teacher, are squeezed out. In any case, illiteracy is a common
experience: we are all illiterate when we arrive in foreign countries. Yet we manage to cope,
using our intelligence and benefiting from the help and tolerance of the natives.

In the end, however, we come back to the main reason for literacy. The economic motive of
'for the good of the economy', which is constantly stressed by governments, did not impress
the survivor of a concentration camp:
"Dear Teacher,
I am a survivor of a concentration camp. My eyes saw what no man should witness:
Gas chambers built by learned engineers,
Children poisoned by educated physicians
Infants killed by trained nurses,
Women and babies shot and burned by high school and college graduates.
So I am suspicious of education.
My request is: Help your students become human. Your efforts must never produce learned
monsters, skilled psychopaths, educated Eichmans.
Reading, writing and arithmetic are important only if they serve to make our children more
human."
Finally, recent technology has come to the aid of many dyslexic people. Voice-driven
computers have been shown to be effective in 90% of the cases in the research undertaken by
Aptech Ltd who have developed the software in this country. Indeed, the arrival of voice
recognition technology is likely to move us gently and inevitably into a new oracy age. This
technology breaks the domination of print literacy. Of course, books and other reading
material will still be useful and will not disappear, but their domination is gone. Machines
can read and write for us. This can be occasionally, or most of the time, or all of the time, just
as we choose and according to the situation.
To some extent the decline of the use of print for information and entertainment has already
started and has been replaced by TV and radio, for more and more adults and children. The
development of advanced telephone technology, including the arrival of mobile telephones,
has already had the effect of moving activities away from the print literacy skills into more
use of oral skills. An obvious example is the growth of telephone banking. Next, the arrival
of book-reading technology for blind people, is equally usable by the sighted with reading
difficulties. There are more developments to come, such as the use of virtual reality and the
next generation of wallet-size computers.
Thus, the move from an era of the domination of print-based literacy into a new era where
oral literacy will be more central, is already under way, even if its significance has not yet
been widely recognised. As a case in point, this article was written, (or should it be 'voiced'?)
using Dragon Naturally Speaking software supplied by Aptech. I find it to be a kind of magic
when you see your voice turned into accurate print, and I am not dyslexic. For those with
dyslexia, it must seem like a liberation.
Notes
Aptech Ltd are specialists in voice-based systems and may be contacted by telephone on
01661 860999. They supply Dragon Naturally Speaking software for £170.

The Burntlands Consultancy, Upper Rochford, Tenbury Wells, Worcestershire WR15 8SH
specialises in tuition for dyslexics by dyslexics. Telephone 01584 781 341. Operating as a
not-for-profit service, their charges are modest, and an initial consultation and demonstration
at Upper Rochford, minimum duration one hour, costs £50.
(A shorter version of the above article by Roland Meighan was published in Natural Parent
in February 1998.)

