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​Chapter 1: How Hard Can It Be?
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This is the first question I always get when I admit—sometimes reluctantly—that I had to teach my own two children to read and write English.

“How hard can it be?” people ask, as if reading were some natural skill everyone picks up by osmosis. I get these questions from parents, teachers, and administrators alike. They look at me like I’m exaggerating—or worse, like I’ve done something unusual or wrong.

The truth is, most people grow up believing that speaking and understanding English is the same as being able to read and write it—and that belief is deeply ingrained. People spend years in college, earning master’s degrees in English literature, language, or education, and still often don’t grasp the difference. Speaking comes naturally for most children. Reading, on the other hand, is a learned, neurobiological skill. It requires the brain to make connections between symbols, sounds, and meaning—a process that is anything but automatic.

I am, by most measures, nobody special. I am just a mom. I don’t have a PhD. I don’t have a lifelong passion for reading and writing. I am not a prodigy or a genius. I was simply a child who happened to be in the right place at the right time. In the late 1990s, I attended a small school off the coast of North Carolina that taught phonics in a clear, systematic way. It was effective, but I didn’t yet understand the significance of what I had learned.

Years later, as a parent, I found myself at the right place at the right time again. In 2022, I took a free online course in structured literacy. Through that course, I discovered a framework that made reading and writing accessible to children who struggle, even when traditional methods fail.

I don’t claim to be special. I don’t claim to be an expert. What I do know is this: if I, a regular mom with no advanced degrees or innate gift for language, can learn these methods and teach my children to read and write, then anyone can.

Reading isn’t supposed to be mysterious. It isn’t some magical skill reserved for the academically elite. It is a learned skill, grounded in the brain, that requires structured guidance, patience, and practice. And that is exactly what this book is about—understanding why so many children struggle to read, what history and research tell us about how reading works, and how we can help all children succeed, no matter their neurotype.
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Chapter 2: From Cuneiform to English
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The story of writing begins over 5,000 years ago in Mesopotamia, with the invention of cuneiform. Early humans needed a way to record trade, taxes, and stories. They pressed wedge-shaped marks into clay tablets with a stylus, creating one of the first written languages. Writing was not about expression or storytelling at first—it was a practical tool for keeping track of the world.

Meanwhile, across the world in Egypt, hieroglyphs emerged as a system of symbols and pictures. Hieroglyphs were more artistic than cuneiform, blending words and images. In both cultures, writing was a specialized skill, limited to scribes who spent years learning the intricate symbols.

As civilizations expanded, writing materials evolved. The wax tablet allowed for temporary writing and easy erasing, while papyrus, developed in Egypt, offered a more permanent surface for recording longer texts. By the time of the Greeks and Romans, paper-like materials made writing more portable, and alphabets became standardized—simplifying the process of recording language.

The English language itself is a patchwork of influences. Old English, spoken in early medieval England, was shaped by Germanic tribes, Vikings, and later the Normans, who introduced French vocabulary. This melting pot of sounds and words eventually required a flexible writing system. Early English scribes used manuscripts written on parchment with ink, carefully copying texts by hand. Literacy was still rare, and books were precious.

The invention of paper in Europe and the printing press in the 15th century transformed English literacy. For the first time, books could be
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