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Dyslexia

Unlocking
the secrets

“Now I think it’s
something to be

proud of ...”

NZ actress Morgana O’'Reilly

A dyslexic CEO
shares his strategies
for success

“I still can’t read
Hairy Maclary to my kids ...
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At least one in 10 New Zealanders are thought to have dyslexia, and their
right-brain emphasis could make them a real asset in the workplace -

provided they survive their school years. s joae Back

organa O'Reilly recalls
stting on the mat at
primary school and
admiring the way the
pupils aroumd her were
moving their Gps as they nzad silently o
themseives. She liked the way thev looked,
so although she could not herself read, she
copied them. "I would look at the pictures
in my book but mouth fake words, so the
teachers thought 1 could read. Swckers!™

In fact, until she was 15, she didn't
read. “1 hated it because | couldn’t do it. |
found it really hard and could not process
texts into information.”

Howewer, perhaps revealing her innate
talents — she is now an accolade-winming
actor - she was very good at disguising her
diffeculties and even remembers receiving
certificates for readimg based solely on her
skills in copying others on the mat.

Although she has to all intemts and
purposes successfully overcome her mild
case of dvslexia, her school story will be
familiar to many of the estimated 10% or
more of the population who suffer from
the neurobiological condition that, in lay-
man's parlance, means the brain is wired
differently from that of 2 non-dysbexic.

The Dyslexia Foundation of New Zea-
land, which prefers the wider “spectrum
view™ of dyslexia to the narmow focus on
literacy difficulties, says brain research has
shown that whereas most of us use the
“wverbal” left side of cur brains to under-
stand words, dyslexic people wse the *péc-
torial” right side. This makes them slower
to process and understand language, but
stronger in creative thinking.

[n the UK, the condition has been offi-
clally categorised as a disability but our
Dyslexia Foundation shies away from
that approach. “Academics and research-
ers want to put dyslexia inside a wvery,

wvery tidy and gueite smalll boce that relates
dyslexia to literacy,” says foundation
chairman Guy Pope-Mayell.

“That's understandable, but the reakity
for dyslexic individuals is that atthough
literacy does present difficulties and is a
core component of what it means to be
dyslexic, it's certainly not the whole story.
The mind of dyslexic individuals not only
presents difficulties in literacy, but can
also present difficulties in a number of
other areas and, at the same time, present
strengths and talents. 5o the big picture
fior dyslexia is a spectrum of difficalties,
differences, advantages and talents.™

Dyslexia is popularly associated with
left-right confusion (and sometimes up-
down confusion), but both are much
rarer than difficulties with reading, writ-

"Reilly's story would be all-too-
familiar not only to dyslexics who
tried hard at school to mask their
problems, but also to acclaimed US dys-
bexia researcher Tom West, who says the
perception that more males than females
one reason this belief took hold is that
girls are better at covering up than bows.

“They used to think there were four dys-
bexic boys for every dyslexic girl and this
belief was repeated for about 100 years,”
West says. “Eventually they did some seri-
ous studies, incheding taking one dyslexic
individual and testing evervone in that
family, and realised the girls were simply
better at hiding their dyslexia than the
boys. The girls had better social skills and
Were more mature.

“The not-so-smart boys simply got
frustrated, angry amd acted up, 50 were
sent off to the psychologist to gek tested.
You're only testing the bad boys because
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they are the ones who come to attention.”
In fact, West says, the gender balance of
dyslexia “is almost exactly one to one”.
Estimates of the percentage of the
population who would, if tested, appear
somewhere on the spectnom of dyslexia
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range from 10% to more than 20%, bot
the Dwwslexia Foundation prefers the more
cautious estirnate.

Howeves, Pope-Mayell s mch less
conservative when estimating how many |

in certain areas within MNew Zealand, and
internationally, showing that in any situ-
ation you look at as a megative within
society, whether its unemployment,

dvslexics feature in some of the country’s | mu:tappeamv:esurwhamﬁ;upmsmﬁ
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Morgana O'Reilly:
her diagnosis 2t 15

of those individuals will be dwslexic.”

The literacy difficulties that frequently
accompany dyslexia are not the only
thing that makes dyslexics more hkely
to be unemployed. Equally important
is their experience in the school system
where, even if their I} is high, their
confidence may be knocked by repeated
public faiheres.

“Imagine having thinking skills that
are four or five tinves as high as your basic
skills, so you can think as ably and maybe
even better than the person beside you.
But what you’re being judged on at school
is the paragraph you've written about the
wisit to the museum,” says Pope-Mayell
“You know what went down, you may
even know the intricate details of the life
cycke of a spider, but you can onky manage
to write: “We went to the museumn. We
saw some spiders. [ had fun.”

“The guy beside you writes two pages
and if you coubd, you'd have written Gve
pages in detail. That's incredibly frustrat-
ing and the constant judgment of our
kids about their basic skills leads to very
lowe self-estesmn ™

¢, ‘Reilly says her own diagmosis
| s with dyslexia at age 15 was a tum-
%/ ing point. Her mother, choreo-
grapher Mary Jane O'Reilly, had doubted
her daughter was dysbexic, but took Fer
to an optomefrist when Mosgana com-
plained that words sometimes seered
to change order on the page. “Of course,
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was a turning point.

1 had perfect vision, so it wasn't about
that,” O'Reilly says. She them wenf to a
specialist who diagnosed dysbexia.

“If anything, my diagnosis was some- |
thing to be proud of. [ could think, "Olay, |

I'm not stupid’, and it meant | could rec-
ognise what was happening and simply
say, ‘Oh, my God, [ just got those words
tofally mixed around, bt not because
I'm a dumb-arse, but because that’s dys-
Jexia.” [f it hadnt been picked up when it
was, | would have been masch worse off.
My pride would have got in the way of
me trying to fix it myseif.

“Omnce | got clued imto it, [ almost
immediately started reading and got
better and better at it and now ... T can
read abowd pretty fuently, which s really
good for my career.” She says she still gets
some letters mixed up, and when leam-
ing a difficult script trées to visualise it on
the page, “seeing the words as a picture,
rather than as an equation”.

The Dyslexia Foundation wants to
concentrate on the talents and creative
elements that come with dyslexia but
Pope-Mayell says the tough reality for the
majority of dyslexdc individuals, inched-
ing many who are successful in tieir
careers, is that they camry a deep sense of
shame and fear from their experiences at
school.

West describes what happens to dys
lexics at school in even more dramatic
terms. “In many cases, its eeally child
abuse for 12 years.”

He says dyslexicshave particularabilities,
including being able to quickly see “the
big pécture” in some problem or situation,
and they are often creative thinkers and
good with numbers, graphics and visual
images. “And they avoid like the plagee
foreign languages, English essays and Et-
erature courses, and because most of them
eventually mowve into a technical stream
of education, they can do that.

“On the campus of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, they say there
are s0 many dyslexics that locally they
call it the MIT disease. The dyslexics are
the rwost brilliant of the brilliant, yet they
can’t do certain things and they success-
fully awvoid it.

“What dyshexics can’t do s real and it
just happens that, almost by definition,
everything that is required particularly in
primary school s what they are poor at.

“In my own case | couldnt leam to
read, og hardly could, for the first three or
four years of school. And T always felt as
though [ was catching up. And all these
meemory things - the states, the capitals,
the presidents, multiplication tables, but
particulary any kst of things which vou
could not derive in any reasonable way -
would just evaporate. [ would memorise
it and the next day it would be gone,

“But when I got into high school, 1
realised there were all kinds of stuff in
literature and philosophy that [ could do
much better than my classrates and it
was a shock. At college, it got better, at
graduate school it got better again and in
the workplace it got better still.”

However, he says dyslexics in work-
places can gquickly be overwhelmed by
too many things going on at once. “You
have to work slowly and carefully and
meeticuboushy.”

For all the difficuities dyslexics face,
the list of high-achievers is long. Research
shows that in the US 35% of entrepre-
neurs are dyslexic; in the UK the hgure
is put at 20%. “It's a joke among entre-
preneurs that the dyslexic guy or woman
who started the company woubd never
be hired by the human-resources people
now because they would not hawve the
right degrees, or high grades,” West says.

He recalls wisiting New Tealand about
four years ago and going to see Richard
Taylor at Weta Workshiop, “Just booking
around, [ s2id to myself, ‘This place has
got to be awash in dyslexics — very tal-
ented, creative dyslexics.”

“And 1 sort of guessed that Richard
Taylor himself probably was dysbexic but
1 was only there half a day and 1 didn't
want to get into it with him. it was two
or three years later that he went pubic
Jabout being dvslexic] and 1 said; “Well,
I'm ot surprised.”
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prapse there are Now pPrograminees
po identify and assist dysbexics at
school, the Dyslexia Foundation
wants to shift its focas to adults with dys-
lexia. “In the workplaoe, their different
way of thinking is going to present dif-
Eoulties, both related to fiteracy and also
in many other ways,” savs Pope-Mayell.
“Again, its not just about an inability to
read, or a difficulty in spelling — it's the
way they process information.”

He says a dyslexic person who is given
background material they are expected
to read and immediately comment on
in a meeting can often struggle because
they lack fivency. “But probably the real
problem is that they feel under pressune.

And because they have had such bad |

experiences of reading alouwd at school,
they carry that with them as emotional
threads into the workplace.”

He says when it comes to supporting dys-
bexic individuals at work, the “key word”
is empatiny. “Once you have empathy, it
doesn’t tzke much effort to jsswe those
background reading notes, for exampde,
the day before the meeting, or a couple
of hours before, so the dyslexic individwal
can read them in an environment where
e or she does not feel as pressured.”

He says dvsbexics tend to see the big
picture, and prefer to work on sequential
tasks, rather than being overloaded. They
might also prefer to receive information
verbally, rather than by email. They may
have a tendency to knock on the door
and come to talk about things, wiich
could be irritating for a non-dyslexic.

For a linear thinkes, email is effective
and efficient and remowves social and
time-consuming interactions. “But for a
dyslexic person, that inferaction can be
of critbcal importance to convey their
ibeas and obtain some kind of fulfiment
and, wery importanty for both them and
the business, also provide an opportunity
to actually deliver value from their node.

“There needs to be a level of awareness
and lewel of flexibility, and the only way
that really works is if the isswe is out in
the open.”®

Another source of help for dyslexics is
changing technology. Speflcheckers have
helped. but the increasing sophistication
of software that converts voices into text
15 likely to make a big difference.

o should a dysiexic person “come
ert" at an interview? °If vou ask
b F me what would be my dream come
inie,” says Pope-Mayell, “it would be
where if a dyslexic individual did disclose
that in the hiring process, they would
rise to the top of the list of prospective
employess because the emplover would
mErogmise that dyslexia brings fantastic
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Many famous scientists, artists and entrepreneurs have been dyslaxic, including

{clockwise from top left) Albert Einstein, Sir Richard Branson, Sir Winston Churchill
and Jamie Oliver, Resaarcher Tom West says many creative people are dyslexic and
they are leading the field in the computer graphics industry. “it is rare not to see
some dyslexic traits in the people at the top.™

talents and things that businesses valwe.
“But until we actually have employ-
ers understanding what dyskexia is, how
simple it is to accommodate it and what
the benefits are, i yvou disclosed it at an
interview you may well be prejudiced
against getting the job. That's the hassh
reality that applics at the moment.”
West is also wary about “coming out”.
“If your employer thinks dyskexia is a
kind of retardation, don’t tell them. But

| my best answer is to say, ‘1 have trouble

with spelling, but I'm very good at [some
other thing], so could [ have someone
check my spelling?” and so not get a big
lalbed, if possible.”

Champion as he is of people with dys-
lexia, Pope-Mayell admits not every dys-
lexiic individual will have special tabents,
creativity and the ability to think outside
the square. But he says the percentage of
dyslexics who have these talents will be

ap to four times higher than for the rest |

of the population. And if 50 many dys-
kexics were not burdened by isswes of self-
esteem, “there is a strong argument o say
that all dyslexics would have the talents
that we're talking about.

“What keeps a lid on that is the educa-
ticnal experience they have had, and the
decp shame. We love to talk about the

talents and creativity, but for the major-
ity of dyslexic individuals who have had
the normal dyslexic experience at school,
they bring with them info their adult life
a deep sense of shame and fear about who
they are and what they can do. That gets
triggered in sometimes the most simple
siteations at work, which keeps a lid on
their potential.”

If that all sounds bleak, West says
today’s dyslexics have time on their side,
and their day 5 coming. In his book iIn
thee Mirud'’s Eye, West quotes a Harvard nea-
robogist who angwes that we are in a blipin
time when society has been obsessed with
reading, but soon technology will again
tum us back into a more ogal culture, even
if it is your computer that you talk to,

*The people who are good at words,
Latin and the capitals of the states will

| be useful in a secondary role, but to bead

the charge, dyslexics are the ones who
instanthy take to the new technology and
say, "ves! This s the way | think."" 1

International dysiexia expert Neil Minckay
witl hold a workshop for emplayers wnd
ernplayees on fune 4. See wwwdd orgrz.
Morgana O'Reilly is touning a solo show,
The Height of the Eiffel Tower — emril
ponrtiraaire@grmil.com.
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