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BREAKING THROUGH

Teacher training and proven phonics programs crucial to educating students with dyslexia, experts say

Last of three parts

By Jennifer Radcliffe
Star-Telegram Staff Writer

Debbie Easom shudders when she remembers all the children she stared
down, shaking her finger and scolding them for not concentrating.

She was sure they were smart, but she thought they weren't trying hard
enough to read.

That was before Easom understood that her teaching techniques didn't work
for children with dyslexia.

"Quite often, I ask God to forgive me for all those children who were probably I
dyslexic and I didn't know it. It just breaks my heart," said Easom, a former STAR-TELEGRAM/KHAMPHA BOUAPHANH

Texas Education Agency regional dyslexia coordinator who now works as a Scott Hill, 8, imitates an animal in a book as
private consultant. he reads with his tutor and aunt, Ruth Barnes

of Bedford. Scott works on reading, spelling

and handwriting with Barnes befare school.
Easom learned about dyslexia at a training seminar, which opened her eyes to
the serious needs of students with the learning disability. She became part of

a grassroots movement to create strong dyslexia programs in Texas schools.

Teacher training is the key, Easom and other experts say. Ideally, school
districts should hire certified academic language therapists to work with
dyslexic students, they say, and districts should actively identify dyslexic
students and educate them in small groups using a phonics-based curriculum.

All of this is required under a 1985 Texas law. But only a handful of North
Texas districts are meeting the criteria.

Vincent Young, a fifth-grader at Greenville
Intermediate School, enunciates letter sounds
before writing them on the board during a
reading class that involves the senses of sight,
Margaret Taylor Smith is one of the pioneers who brought effective dyslexia  sound and touch.

instruction to Texas students.

Special instruction

As a young teacher in suburban Dallas in the 1960s, she considered abandoning her career because she was tired of
watching first-graders lose the twinkle in their eyes and their eagerness to learn. No matter what she tried, some
continued to fail.

Then she attended training at Texas Scottish Rite Hospital for Children in Dallas. There, she learned that it's nearly
impossible for dyslexic children to learn to read based on whole-language instruction techniques, which emphasize using
context clues and word memorization.

Armed with the knowledge to help her failing dyslexic students, Smith embarked on a lifelong crusade to help other
teachers understand.
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In the late 1980s, she published a curriculum, called the Multisensory Teaching Approach, to give teachers a step-by-step
guide to teaching dyslexic students. MTA, which meets the requirements of Texas law, teaches dyslexics the science of
language in an engaging, hands-on way, Smith said.

Students learn sounds, prefixes, suffixes, word patterns and spelling. The lessons build on one another and are reviewed
regularly.

"I know it works. I know it can be done," said Smith, 71, who is revising a second curriculum.
Turning elsewhere
Sleepy-eyed 8-year-old Scott Hill recites the ABCs at 7 a.m. each day.

He proceeds through hours of reading, spelling and handwriting drills with just one complaint: "I wish I could sleep in for
once."

The Bedford boy is among hundreds of Texas students who wake before dawn to work with a private tutor before school.
Most of the tutors are certified academic language therapists, or are studying to become certified, and they charge $30 to
$40 an hour.

Parents are amazed by the results.

"His self-esteem is the first thing I noticed," said Nancy Hill, Scott's mother. "When he walks out the [tutor's] door, he's
had a good experience and he's ready for school."

Midway through first grade, Scott couldn't write the alphabet. After a few months with the therapist, he breezes through
it.

Scott's tutor, Ruth Barnes, who is earning her certification at Southern Methodist University, uses Scottish Rite's
Alphabetic Phonics curriculum, one of a handful of prepackaged Orton-Gillingham programs for dyslexic students. Smith's

MTA curriculum is another.

Named after two dyslexia researchers, Orton-Gillingham programs teach students to read and write through specific and
sequential phonics lessons.

Students learn the 44 sounds of the English language. They learn how to identify digraphs -- two letters that represent a
single sound, such as "ph" -- and how to divide syllables.

This is the type of instruction that Texas law says dyslexic students must receive at school. But very few do.
Greenville shines
Dyslexic students in the Greenville school district, east of Dallas, are among the exceptions.

They are taught using Smith's MTA curriculum. Multisensory programs, such as MTA, require students to use many of
their senses to learn about language. For example, they watch their lips move in a mirror when they're pronouncing
words, and they use their entire arm to trace letters when they practice handwriting.

Students say the classes give them the tools to handle almost anything thrown their way.

"Sometimes when I'm worried and sometimes when I'm reading, I write all the letters we learned in here in my head, and
that calms my feelings down," said 9-year-old Jimmy Dilavore, a third-grader at Greenville's Bowie Elementary School.

Several educators laud Greenville's program as among the best in the state. More than 7 percent of the district's 5,500
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children receive daily dyslexia instruction, including 45 high school students. In contrast, more than half of the 16 North
Texas districts the Star-Telegram surveyed for this series provide dyslexia instruction to less than 1 percent of their
students. In many cases, the number is closer to one-tenth of 1 percent.

Nearly all of the Greenville teachers who work with dyslexic students are certified academic language therapists. And
students usually spend six to eight years in the program -- three times longer than in many districts.

"I just think these kids deserve the best, and I know this is the best,” said Karen Vickery, who runs the Greenville
program. "They're doing more; they really are."

The Carroll, Lewisville and Eagle Mountain-Saginaw districts also have strong programs, and some other area districts are
making strides, experts said.

Carroll sent four teachers to SMU about six years ago to become certified language therapists. This year, the district
began teaching a classroom version of MTA to every first-grader in the district.

"We want to get them the help they need," said Cathy Friar, head of Carroll's special-education department.

Last year, the district served 125 dyslexic students, or 1.8 percent of its student body, one of the highest rates among
Tarrant County districts.

The Eagle Mountain-Saginaw school district has two academic language therapists on staff. Two other teachers are
working toward certification through a program in Argyle.

About 80 students -- a little more than 1 percent of the district's 7,800 students -- attend Alphabetic Phonics remediation
in groups of fewer than six each day. The district spends about $200,000 a year on the program.

"We're real believers in the program, in the fact that when you work with these students and provide intense reading
intervention, you do see tremendous gains," said Gwen Gordon, who runs Eagle Mountain-Saginaw's dyslexia program.

The Lewisville school district had about 1,020 students in its dyslexia program last year, about 2.4 percent of its 43,000
students. More than 80 percent of those students passed last year's state reading test.

The district spends about $1 million a year on instruction for dyslexic students.

"Lewisville has really taken the initiative," program director Opal Andrews said. "I really have a lot of support from my
district."

Private help
Some parents turn to private schools after they realize that the public schools can't or won't help.

Students at The Key School in Fort Worth spend four hours of their day studying grammar, composition and phonics as
well as Greek and Latin roots.

Founded in 1966, the school focuses on children with learning disabilities. Mary Ann Key, who runs the school, said public
schools can't offer students the same type of attention.

"They can't have a 4-to-1 ratio" of students to teachers, she said. "They can't teach English four hours a day Just like we
can't do all that art. We can't put on a school play."

At The Key School, all 105 students have individualized schedules, take untimed tests and are taught to color-code and
symbol-code written passages to improve reading comprehension. Tuition is $15,000 a year.
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In Dallas, about 900 students attend The Shelton School, the largest private school in the nation for children who have
learning disabilities.

Students travel from Denton, Southlake and Fort Worth to study there. Tuition ranges from $7,500 to $14,000 a year.

Joyce Pickering, who runs the school, said it also helps rebuild the self-esteem of children who have been in the public
school system.

The small classes and multisensory, phonics-based instruction help create an ideal situation for dyslexic students, she
said.

"I think students who get this kind of program are probably more fortunate than they will ever know," she said. "It's a
real atmosphere dedicated to their success.”

Teacher training

If all schools are to provide top-notch educations to dyslexic students, teacher training must increase dramatically,
Pickering said.

It will have to start with training for college students studying to be teachers and include professional development for
those already in the classroom, she said. Many college classes only touch on phonics.

"The villain in this piece for me has always been the teacher education," Pickering said. "The way most teachers are
trained is to make reading fun, to make it creative, to make it rewarding and to keep it moving."

But to help dyslexics, teachers must understand how to be scientific about teaching reading. They need to be trained on
specific curriculums, such as MTA or Alphabetic Phonics, Pickering said.

The results of ongoing brain-imaging research should help to encourage this type of education, she said. Some research
shows that, with the proper help, dyslexic students can begin using more efficient parts of their brains to read.

"Our real hope is that with this brain research, it will become so accepted and so understood that colleges will have to do
something," Pickering said. "But changing a university is like water dripping on granite."

Until dyslexic students are given the help they need, they will continue to struggle, said Smith, who wrote the MTA
curriculum. The number of dyslexics who end up in prison or on welfare will continue to rise, and schools must stop
making excuses, she said.

"Sure, school funding is tough, and it's particularly tough right now," Smith said. "But the children are the ones
suffering.”

Where to get help

« International Dyslexia Association: www.interdys.org

¢ Learning Disabilities Association of America: www.ldanatl.org
+ National Center for Learning Disabilities: www.ncld.org

+ Information about state law and resources:
www.tea.state.tx.us/special.ed/reading/ dyslexia.html

¢ A parent's guide to helping kids with learning difficulties:
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