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			To Mom, for your unshakable belief in me, your boundless love, and your endless determination to fight for every opportunity possible for us

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Welcome, parents and caregivers! A transformational new chapter in your child’s learning journey has just begun. Their diagnosis of dyslexia has undoubtedly unlocked a range of emotions. You may be feeling relief, as you now understand why your six- to nine-year-old  has been struggling to learn to read, or grappling with more difficult emotions like worry, overwhelm, and confusion. You may be concerned that your child may not develop a love of reading and are unsure where to go from here. Rest assured, whatever you’re feeling is normal. A child with dyslexia just needs the right help—and so do you. This next phase does not have to be faced alone.

			I’m on a mission to change the landscape of literacy and dyslexia education, and I’m a passionate advocate for empowering learners with dyslexia and their families. For almost two decades, I’ve worked in the education field with people of all ages and at all stages who face dyslexia and other challenges, such as cognitive functioning difficulties and language-processing disorders. In my private practice as a dyslexia interventionist, academic language therapist, and reading specialist, I create tailored, intensive intervention programs for struggling readers, and I coach families just like yours. With the right approach and consistency, every single one of my students has learned to read and every single parent or caregiver has felt empowered to support their child.

			The road ahead will be bumpy. You and your child will sometimes feel frustrated, but fortunately, we live in a modern world where research and technology have shown us exactly what’s needed to support your child’s development as a reader. The journey may be long, but with the help of the strategies in this book, you can create a road map to success for your child. We know the right path forward, and you are setting your child 
on it. They will learn to read, unlock their personal strengths, feel the thrill of independence, love stories, and know how to advocate for themselves. They will. I promise.

			Dyslexia and Your Newly Diagnosed Child is thoughtfully designed to help you gain a deeper understanding of what dyslexia is and, more important, help you recognize your child’s strengths and the challenges they will face. With this knowledge, you’ll be equipped to dive into practical strategies you can confidently apply in your daily lives. These strategies cover literacy and language skills, social and emotional development, cognitive and other academic skills, plus sensory and motor integration, empowering you to help your child’s reading skills develop, nurture their love of learning, and reinforce their confidence as they grow.

			This is the beginning of a promising new phase in your child’s life. You already have explanations and now it’s time to find solutions.

			How to Use This Book

			This book is divided into two parts:

			
				Part I summarizes dyslexia, child development, and the challenges your child may be facing and provides a solid foundation to start from. This information will help you implement the strategies in part II, so it’s best to read this part first.

				Part II addresses specific developmental areas and offers bite-sized strategies to support a variety of challenges seen in learners with dyslexia. Feel free to hop right to the chapter you believe will most benefit your child, but do review them all—see what works, see what doesn’t. Your child might be struggling in an area you didn’t suspect.

			

			Dyslexia is a reading challenge, but it can impact other areas and coexist with other diagnoses. So, in addition to strategies to improve literacy and language skills, you’ll find a range of techniques to support your whole child. Each strategy in part II is evidence- and/or research-based.

			The chapters in part II cover everything you need to know to implement the strategies:

			
				Background information helps you contextualize your child’s experience.

				Step-by-step instructions empower you to put the strategies into action.

				Troubleshooting tips provide additional support.

				Sidebars throughout help you more fully understand your child’s journey.

			

			Remember, this book is your guide, so make it your own. Give yourself the grace and space to try something new. Learn, apply, and readjust as needed. Each chapter concludes with an invitation to reflect on your progress and celebrate the successes. You can do this—so let’s get started!

		

	
		
			Part I

			Before You Begin

		

	
		
			
				1

			

			Fundamentals

			
				Dyslexia can present in different ways for different people, and you may hear slightly different terms. This learning process may seem complex and overwhelming to navigate, but the better you understand dyslexia, the better able you’ll be to successfully support your child. In this chapter, you’ll learn what dyslexia is (and what it isn’t), what impact it has, what coexisting conditions may occur, and what effective interventions exist.

			

			What Is Dyslexia?

			To put your mind at ease from the get-go, let’s debunk some misinformation about dyslexia and replace it with these research-based truths:

			
					
					Dyslexia has nothing to do with how smart your child is or how hard they work.

				

					
					Dyslexia is not related to poor vision or “seeing letters backward.”

				

					
					Your child will not outgrow dyslexia, so a wait-and-see approach is detrimental.

				

					
					Dyslexia occurs in both boys and girls at similar rates.

				

					
					Dyslexia occurs in other languages, not just English.

				

					
					Colored overlays or special glasses are not effective for dyslexia.

				

					
					Vision therapy and brain-training programs won’t help someone with dyslexia.

				

					
					Dyslexia is not caused by bad teaching, but it can worsen or perpetuate the symptoms. (The term for this scenario is “dysteachia.”)

				

					
					With the right instruction, a child with dyslexia will learn to read.

				

			

			Thanks to decades of research, we know exactly what dyslexia is. While our understanding is always expanding and definitions may differ and change, here’s the definition I’ll use, based on the International Dyslexia Association’s definition and other current research at the time this book was published:

			
				Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that primarily impacts one’s ability to accurately read words or decode.

				A lifelong disorder, it is neurobiological in origin and often characterized by difficulties with phonological processing, which can lead to additional challenges in reading fluency, reading comprehension, and/or encoding.

				These challenges exist despite sufficient cognitive abilities and adequate educational opportunities. It is not related to vision problems or lack of motivation.

				Dyslexia exists on a continuum and is sometimes referred to by different terms.

			

			Let’s break that down and elaborate:

			
				Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that impacts:

			

			
					
					Accurate and/or fluent word recognition

				

					
					Reading at the word level

				

					
					Decoding (breaking apart, sounding out, and reading words)

				

					
					Often, encoding (spelling words)

				

			

			
				Dyslexia is a lifelong disorder. Your child will not outgrow dyslexia, but the symptoms may look different depending on what intervention they’ve received and where they are in their learning journey.

				Dyslexia is neurobiological. This refers to the biological processes and structures of the brain and nervous system. This also means dyslexia is hereditary and runs in families. In fact, a child of a parent with dyslexia has almost a 50/50 chance of having dyslexia.

				Dyslexia is characterized by difficulties with phonological processing. This refers to an individual’s ability to recognize and manipulate the speech sounds that make up words.

				Dyslexia exists despite having nothing to do with intelligence, motivation, or vision problems. Therefore, dyslexia is unexpected.

				Dyslexia exists on a continuum ranging from mild to severe. Dyslexia can look different for everyone, and therefore, no two people will have exactly the same symptoms.

				Dyslexia may be referred to by different terms. While the term “dyslexia” is widely used, you may hear other terms such as:

			

			
					
					Developmental dyslexia: Researchers sometimes use this term to differentiate from “acquired dyslexia.”

				

					
					Acquired dyslexia: This term refers to a type of dyslexia that can result from a traumatic brain injury.

				

					
					Learning difference: This term refers to a variation in how someone processes and understands information, impacting how they learn to read, write, or do math.

				

					
					Specific learning disability in reading: This is the legal definition, which is often used in schools.

				

					
					Specific learning disorder with impairment in reading: Psychologists often use this official term from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-V).

				

			

			If that isn’t enough to cause some confusion, you may notice that “disability” and “disorder” are sometimes used interchangeably. While similar, they do carry slightly different meanings. “Disability” is the legal term, while “disorder” is the medical or neurodevelopmental term. No matter the terms, you’ll approach your child’s dyslexia by choosing the most helpful strategies for their particular challenges.

			Visualizing Dyslexia

			Dyslexia exists on a continuum because each person experiences different levels of difficulty with reading. The visual of a continuum highlights the reality that while the definition of dyslexia doesn’t change, it’s not a one-size-fits-all disorder. While you’ll hear psychologists describe dyslexia as mild, moderate, or severe (see diagram that follows), there is nuance and variation within those categories. Using psychoeducational and evaluation assessments, an evaluator will determine the intensity of the impairment in reading.

			
				
				[image: The Dyslexia Continuum Chart]
			

			The double arrows are helpful to show the varying ranges of intensity, but I prefer to think of dyslexia as concentric circles as demonstrated in the diagram that follows because each person will experience each difficulty differently. We know the cause and symptoms of dyslexia, but everyone—including your child—is unique. We’ll walk through the parts of the wheel as we move through this chapter.
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			Are There Different Types of Dyslexia?

			There’s only one type of dyslexia, but since it impacts different parts of the brain to different degrees and presents differently in people, it can seem like there’s more than one type. Plus, experts may talk about it in various ways, making the topic more challenging to understand. However, true dyslexia is characterized by difficulty with word-level reading and often spelling, which is typically caused by a phonological deficit, or difficulty processing the sounds of language.

			That said, someone with dyslexia could have other deficits, too, such as language-processing challenges or poor working memory skills, which can make the symptoms of dyslexia worse. This is actually very common, and we’ll look more closely at it throughout this book.

			While some argue that there are no established subtypes and that dyslexia is a continuum of reading difficulties with each individual’s experience being slightly different, you may see the terms “surface dyslexia” or “double-deficit dyslexia” to describe dyslexia’s impact. These are labels that can be used to describe parts of the dyslexia continuum.

			
				Surface dyslexia (aka orthographic dyslexia) may be used to refer to someone who can decode regularly spelled words but struggles with irregularly spelled words. For example, “ship” can be read accurately, but “taught” may not be.

				Double-deficit dyslexia may refer to someone who has a phonological deficit and a rapid naming deficit. A rapid naming deficit makes it difficult for someone to quickly pull up the name of something. Even if they know the word, the brain just takes a little longer to say it.

			

			Some experts incorrectly add reading comprehension difficulties to the definition of dyslexia, but that’s a different challenge. A reading comprehension disorder means that the child can read everything accurately, but they struggle to understand what they read. A struggle with reading comprehension can be a knock-on effect of dyslexia, but it is not dyslexia. The diagram that follows shows how the following three key deficits could overlap in struggling readers:

			
					
					Phonological deficit

				

					
					Rapid naming deficit

				

					
					Language comprehension deficit

				

			

			Remember, your child is unique and all the terms in this section may rightly seem confusing, so just focus on how you can support your child with the best intervention strategies possible.

			
				[image: The Overlap of Key Deficits in Struggling Readers Graph]
			

			The Mechanics of Dyslexia

			As mentioned before, dyslexia impacts how your child’s brain processes information; it’s typically a deficit in the brain’s ability to process the individual sounds and chunks of sounds in our language, also known as the phonological component of language.

			Dyslexia negatively affects how your child learns to correctly decode, or break down, words, which can affect their other literacy skills, such as fluency, reading comprehension, and spelling. This makes it difficult for your child to learn certain skills because the brain takes in and works with information in an unexpected way. Rest assured, however, the intervention methods you’ll learn in this book can help rewire these unexpected paths and target specific areas that need to be strengthened.

			Written language is a human invention, so our brains need to learn how to process it. The human brain, being both adaptive and intelligent, does this by using different parts of the brain to create a “reading pathway.” This pathway allows us to:

			
					
					Match the image (grapheme) we see to…

				

					
					the sound (phoneme) we hear to…

				

					
					the meaning of the word.

				

			

			When we accurately make those correspondences and add them all together, we are reading. For example, to read the word “cat,” we must know the sound each letter makes. We also need to know how to blend those sounds together. Plus, we need to know what a cat is. For a skilled reader, this happens almost instantaneously.

			
				
				[image: The Reading Pathway]
			

			For a child with dyslexia, the reading pathway is less efficient. The map of the left hemisphere of a brain shows that, when reading, multiple parts of a typical brain are activated, whereas a dyslexic brain usually over-relies on only one area.

			Thanks to neuroimaging, we know exactly what’s going on in the brain of someone with dyslexia. We can see which parts of the brain activate, or don’t, and which parts are underdeveloped. It all boils down to how the brain works when a person with dyslexia is asked to match the letters on the page to the sounds they represent. The great news is that effective intervention can essentially rewire the brain of someone with dyslexia, creating more efficient neural pathways for reading.

			Comparison of Reading Activity in the Brain
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					Non-impaired Reader
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					Reader with Dyslexia

				
			
			Based on Overcoming Dyslexia: Second Edition by Drs. Sally and Jonathan Shaywitz (2020)

			The Symptoms of Dyslexia

			Learning to read requires instruction and practice and usually occurs at distinct stages of development. Let’s start with a look at the typical process of learning to read to help you better understand the symptoms of dyslexia that challenge your child.

			We’ll look at the first three of the five stages of reading development from Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain by Maryanne Wolf on this page. These are paired with cognitive and language development to give you the full picture.

			Let’s now look at how dyslexia can impact this developmental process for language, reading, and writing areas, beginning with the age of the novice reader on this page. While dyslexia may look different from person to person and its impact can change over time, dyslexia generally presents as difficulty with:

			
					
					Decoding (breaking apart, sounding out, and reading words)

				

					
					Fluency (reading smoothly, with few mistakes and with expression, or like a conversation)

				

					
					Encoding (spelling words)

				

			

			Typical Process of Learning to Read

			
				
					
							
							Stage 1 
The emerging pre-reader

						
							
							Stage 2 
The novice reader

						
							
							Stage 3 
The decoding reader

						
					

					
							
							Ages 6 months–6 years

						
							
							Ages 6–7

						
							
							Ages 7–9

						
					

					
							
							Reading Development

						
					

					
							
							Absorbs a love of books.

							Learns that text carries meaning.

							Pretends to read.

						
							
							Learns the relationship between letters and sounds.

							Breaks the alphabetic code and begins to read.

							By late stage 2, can read up to 600 words.

						
							
							Reads with increasing fluency.

							Masters breaking apart and reading longer words.

							Builds reading comprehension strategies.

						
					

					
							
							Cognitive Development

						
					

					
							
							Sensory and motor regions of the brain are mostly developed.

							The reading pathway may not be fully developed yet.

						
							
							Thinks in concrete ways.

							Develops a basic sense of time.

							Builds skills to be more independent.

						
							
							Is more self-aware.

							Begins to understand multiple points of view.

						
					

					
							
							Language Development

						
					

					
							
							Learns to rhyme and play with the sounds of language.

							By late stage 1, all sounds can be accurately produced when speaking.

						
							
							By late stage 2, can understand 4,000 words or more.

							Follows multistep instructions.

							Begins to speak with more complex sentences.

						
							
							Listening comprehension remains higher than reading comprehension.

							Is mastering how to use language for various purposes.

							Begins to develop an understanding of figurative language.

						
					

				
			

			The Impact of Dyslexia on Language, Reading, and Writing

			
				
					
							
							
							Ages 6–7

						
							
							Ages 8–9

						
					

					
							
							Language

						
							
							Has difficulty learning rhymes and skills related to recognizing and the ability to hear and play with the sounds in spoken words.

							Mispronounces words.

							Struggles to find the right word when talking, or rapid naming.

							Has trouble remembering new words.

						
							
							Continues to experience the same difficulties without much progress.

							Has difficulty understanding idioms and puns.

						
					

					
							
							Reading

						
							
							Has difficulty learning letter names.

							Has difficulty remembering the sounds letters make.

							Has difficulty breaking apart and putting together sounds in words.

							Guesses or replaces words when reading.

							Over-relies on pictures when reading.

						
							
							Avoids reading or becomes anxious.

							Confuses, skips, or replaces words when reading.

							Has difficulty reading new words and trouble remembering words already read.

							Has difficulty understanding what was read.

						
					

					
							
							Writing

						
							
							Confuses letters that look and sound similar. (See “Letter Reversals” on this page.)

							Struggles with spelling.

						
							
							Has issues with spelling, such as spelling the same word multiple ways in the same writing piece.

							Writing may be disorganized or difficult to understand.

						
					

				
			

			
				Letter Reversals

				A common myth is that a reader with dyslexia sees letters backward. While dyslexia has nothing to do with how your child sees letters and words on the page, “letter reversals” do happen. In fact, reversing similar letters like “b” and “d” is a completely typical part of learning to read and write. Almost all children confuse these letters at some point, and some may continue to regularly reverse letters through first grade.

				This happens because of how the brain works and the visual and phonemic similarities between these letters and their corresponding sounds. The human brain has the unique ability to generalize what we know. This means we see an upside-down object as the same object. If you turn a chair upside down, you still know it’s a chair. Commonly confused letters like “b” and “d” look incredibly similar—they’re the same shapes after all, just flipped.

				The brain is so clever that when a young child is first learning to differentiate between “b” and “d,” they have to train their brain to recognize that these are, in fact, different letters. This process takes time, so it is absolutely normal for young learners to reverse letters. What’s more, these two letters sound almost identical. The phonemes, or sounds of the letters (represented with the letter bookended by slashes), /b/ and /d/ are very similar.

				For a child with dyslexia, who has a phonological processing deficit, it’s even harder to differentiate between letters like these. When the underlying sounds are confusing and the images attached to each sound look similar, it’s no wonder that letter reversals are a symptom of dyslexia.

			
			Evaluation Areas

			Here is a breakdown of what the evaluation process for dyslexia includes so you can refer to your child’s assessment as needed. This information will also be helpful for a reassessment, which happens every three years for learners in the public school system. The evaluation areas observed and/or tested include:

			
					
					Intelligence (full-scale IQ): a combination of cognitive abilities (language processing, visual-spatial abilities, working memory, and processing speed)

				

					
					Phonological processing (phonological awareness, memory, and rapid naming)

				

					
					Academic achievement (reading, mathematics, writing, and oral language)

				

					
					Background information (behavior, educational history, family history, clinical, or other observations)

				

			

			Other areas may be assessed to rule out other conditions or disorders, for example:

			
					
					Language abilities (expressive and receptive)

				

					
					Visual-motor functioning

				

					
					Executive functioning skills and attention

				

					
					Handwriting

				

					
					Hearing and vision

				

					
					Anxiety

				

					
					Social skills

				

			

			
				The Occasional Mismatch between Academic Demands and Child Development

				There’s more academic pressure on students than ever before, starting even before kindergarten, as university requirements and the job market have become increasingly more competitive over the past several decades. Kids your child’s age shouldn’t have to feel this pressure, but they likely do. Because of this increase in expectations, sometimes child development just doesn’t match what a school asks students to accomplish. Sure, some students will meet or even exceed these expectations, but many may not. Plus, a child’s cognitive, linguistic, or motor development may not yet be advanced enough for them to successfully meet a school’s requirements.

				For your child with dyslexia, it’s essential to step back from what the school may be expecting and examine what is developmentally appropriate, and possible, at your child’s age and stage. While you can think realistically about what’s possible for your child at any point, you never want to wait to see what will happen as your child grows. Early intervention is essential and there are distinct developmentally appropriate windows to consider as well.

				To get a better idea of how to assess academic requirements for your child’s school, you can review developmental milestones, such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Developmental Milestones (up to age five), or your state’s education standards. You can also compare your child’s school to other schools. Additionally, make sure to observe your child’s stress levels. Oftentimes, if a learner is anxious or not interested, the material may just be too hard. You can also consult with a professional who specializes in child development to help provide a big-picture perspective.

			
			Other Challenges That May Coexist with Dyslexia

			“Comorbidity” sounds serious, but it just means that two or more conditions or disorders coexist in the same person. It’s key for you and your child to understand that they may face other challenges on top of, or as secondary consequences of, their dyslexia. Getting the right kind of support can make all the difference.

			You may have learned of coexisting conditions in your child during their evaluation, but it’s also possible the evaluator was focused solely on dyslexia or that your child may display other challenges along their journey. It’s commonly accepted that 30 to 60 percent of people with dyslexia have one or more coexisting conditions. So, if your child is struggling in other areas, they’re not alone. Let’s look at some of these common challenges.

			Other Specific Learning Disorders

			Dyslexia is one of three specific learning disorders. The other two are:

			
				Dysgraphia: difficulty with writing

				Dyscalculia: difficulty with math

			

			Like dyslexia, these disorders are described as mild, moderate, or severe. Also like dyslexia, you may hear different names for each, but in all three cases, the brain functions differently than expected. Let’s compare these disorders.
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			Neurodevelopmental Conditions That Are Not Learning Disorders

			There are some disorders that, while not defined as learning differences, can affect how the brain grows and develops over time, especially during childhood. People with these neurodevelopmental disorders have brains that are wired differently, which can lead to differences in how a person thinks, learns, behaves, or interacts with others. Dyslexia is both neurobiological, because it is present at birth, and neurodevelopmental, because its symptoms appear as the child grows. It is also possible for someone with a diagnosis of dyslexia to receive a diagnosis of one or more other neurodevelopmental disorder(s).

			The table that follows presents the typical characteristics of four neurodevelopmental disorders to help you understand their impacts.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

						
							
							Difficulty with social communication

							Restricted interests

							Repetitive behaviors

							Sensory sensitivities

						
					

					
							
							Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

						
							
							Impulsivity

							Inattention

							Hyperactivity

							Distractibility

						
					

					
							
							Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD)

						
							
							Difficulty processing and responding to sensory stimuli

						
					

					
							
							Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD), or Dyspraxia

						
							
							Difficulty with motor coordination, planning, and execution

						
					

				
			

			Language Disorders and Impairments

			Several language disorders and impairments can coexist with dyslexia and may even make symptoms worse. The likelihood of an overlap is estimated to be 40 to 60 percent, and while that may sound alarming, early intervention helps here, too. To understand the impact language has on reading and writing, it’s important to know the four domains of language and how they flow together:

			
					
					Listening

				

					
					Speaking

				

					
					Reading

				

					
					Writing

				

			

			The figure that follows shows how these four domains flow together.

			
				[image: The Domains of Language]
			

			A person can have difficulties with any of these domains. For some, a speech sound disorder (i.e., articulation disorder) affects how someone produces the sounds in language. For example, a child may struggle to make the /l/ sound long after their peers.

			Others may have difficulty understanding spoken language (receptive language disorder) or expressing themselves through speaking (expressive language disorder). There are also disorders that can impact language processing, grammar, social communication, and auditory processing. Listening and speaking skills underpin reading skills, so all these disorders can make dyslexia symptoms worse.

			A person with a phonological disorder has difficulty understanding the rules for how sounds work in language. The child may delete sounds or syllables, like saying “nado” instead of “tornado.” This is, in fact, an early red flag for dyslexia, as both are linked to phonological processing difficulties. This can easily be overlooked by parents, teachers, and even some speech pathologists, so it’s understandable if this went unrecognized in your child.

			Social and Emotional Concerns

			Academic anxiety can be a common occurrence in a child with dyslexia. Fear of failure, stress, and persistent worry regarding their performance and social concerns in the school setting can be an issue for your child, even without a diagnosis of an anxiety disorder. Knowing you have to read in class when reading is really hard for you would make anyone anxious. A child with dyslexia may also experience depression, frustration, anger, sadness, and low self-esteem. We’ll explore more about this in chapter 5.

			
				Misdiagnoses

				Dyslexia is just one reason a child might be struggling to

				
				
			
			Who Treats Dyslexia and How?

			
			Types of Instruction

			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			Types of Instructors

			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			Common Intervention Approaches

			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
			

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Intervention Program Methodology
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