
My Perfect child is dyslexic
by Karen Thomson



My Perfect child is dyslexic

Copyright © 2011 Karen Thomson

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.

The information, views, opinions and visuals expressed in this 
publication are solely those of the author(s) and do not reflect 
those of the publisher. The publisher disclaims any liabilities or 
responsibilities whatsoever for any damages, libel or liabilities 
arising directly or indirectly from the contents of this publication.

Author: Karen Thomson 
Edition: 1st 
Design: Dessein

ISBN: 9781742841113 (pbk.)

Published by BookPal 
www.bookpal.com.au 
PO Box 3422 
Sunnybank Hills LPO 
QLD 4109



Pa g e  3

to our son alexander,  

an amazing young man with a wonderful mind,  

may your dreams become your reality.
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Sailing

the whistling of the air 
the swirls of the sea 

the cracking of the sail 
the burn upon the water

the weather changes 
rapidly from 
light to dark 

tranquillity to monstrous 
calm to hammering

that buzzing in your ear 
as the siren sounds 
like it blew a fuse 

that breaking sound 
of the wood

the snarling of surf 
the blacking of the sky 
the speed of the blades 

the hardening of the sail 
as we fly away  

the slamming of 
the roller on the hull 

the slamming of the breaker 
getting soaked by the dumper  

the burn of the ropes 
as they moved on 
the extreme flight

they hammer on your tail 
the race to the finish 
the screams in the air

alexander aged 15
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introduction

“we don’t receive wisdom; we must discover it for ourselves after a 
journey that no one can take for us, or spare us.”

Marcel Proust

He made it!  Alexander is a high school graduate.  The graduation 
ceremony was a lovely evening and I’m sure many parents felt equally proud 
of their own son as each boy was acknowledged for their achievement as the 
class of 2010.  

Alexander is our first born.  He is kind, compassionate, courageous, 
stubborn, tenacious, funny, annoying, and definitely a deep thinker.  He has 
acquired two nicknames to date: The Prof and Atom.  Each capture elements 
of who he is and give a glimpse of who he may become.  He enjoys the 
company of a small group of loyal friends, some of whom share his passion 
for sailing. 

Alexander is also a diagnosed dyslexic.

Dyslexia has been defined by the British Dyslexia Association as 
‘a combination of abilities and difficulties that affect the learning 
process in one or more areas of reading, spelling and writing. 
Accompanying weaknesses may be identified in areas of speed of 
processing, short-term memory, sequencing and organisation, 
auditory and/or visual perception, spoken language and motor 
skills. It is particularly related to mastering and using written 
language, which may include alphabetic, numeric and musical 
notation’.

Living with Alexander’s dyslexia has been a family affair so I’ll take a 
moment to introduce us, as well as where we live.  There are four people in 
our immediate family; me, my husband Clive, Alexander and Zoë.  Our home 
town is Perth, Western Australia, a beautiful prosperous place located on the 
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Swan River.  Perth is within easy reach of the Indian Ocean.  It is the world’s 
most geographically isolated city.  People are attracted to Perth because of its 
strong natural resource based economy and Mediterranean climate.  Clive’s 
background as a Metallurgist and our desire to experience life in a country 
outside of the United Kingdom saw us migrate to Western Australia in 1982. 
Alexander our eldest child was born in 1993 in South Perth and our daughter 
Zoë arrived five years later.  Zoë is quite a different personality to Alexander. 

The education system in both the UK and Australia has worked well for 
Clive and I and we have experienced academic success.  We each attained 
degrees to Masters level in our chosen fields and have additional professional 
qualifications. Early in my career I studied and worked in education and have 
been responsible for writing and implementing new secondary mathematics 
curriculum across the education system in Western Australian. Later I spent 
some years examining and assessing discrimination in the workplace in State 
public sector organisations.  

Without an extended family in Australia and practically no experience 
of babies or young children I approached imminent parent hood in the 
manner I knew best - as a research project!  Books were read, parenting styles 
assessed, modern ideas discussed and plans made. No amount of reading can 
prepare you. Parenting demands on the job training and our practice child 
was Alexander.  For that matter we are still practising, as what works for one 
does not always work for the other.  Whatever your parenting style, most of us 
share a common goal for our children; to become healthy, happy, responsible 
adults who are able to get along with others and cope with the difficulties and 
challenges that life presents them. 

With two academic parents I expected Alexander to breeze through school 
in much the same way I had.  Not so.  Almost from the first day he started 
at pre-school, signs began to emerge that life in the classroom was going to 
be a challenge for him. Even with my knowledge and understanding of child 
development and an education background, piecing together the puzzle 
of how Alexander learns and what we could do to help him has not been a 
simple task. I doubt we will ever fully understand the unique way he sees the 
world or how he processes information presented to him. 

Regardless of how much you wish to allow your children to ‘stand on their 
own two feet’ the intuition to protect them runs deep. The strength of emotion 
felt as Alexander’s mother has on occasion caught me by surprise. Parenting 
a child with dyslexia is not plain sailing. Unlike a broken limb it cannot be 
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seen and I will admit to shedding a tear or two dealing with the frustration 
associated with not being able to ‘fix things’ for our son. 

I have learnt much over the last seventeen years.  Living with a dyslexic 
child has made me examine my own expectations, my understanding of 
success, develop many new skills and revise some of my fundamental beliefs 
and assumptions.  Seventeen years on I am certainly much wiser.

Knowledge and self-awareness is empowering but it does not change 
the daily reality facing you and your dyslexic child as they make their way 
through school and progress towards adulthood.  Dyslexia is a language based 
learning difficulty and communication underpins everything we do both 
in and out of the classroom.  To complicate matters no two children with 
dyslexia present with identical characteristics.  There is no one intervention, 
piece of equipment or aid that suddenly makes the condition disappear.  It 
requires effort to seek out the support available as well as the intervention that 
best suits the individual child. While as parents we are the best advocates for 
our children, managing their dyslexia is something each person has to master 
for themselves.  

Dyslexia has defined many aspects of our family life and impacted each one 
of us. It has influenced not only decisions about the schools that Alexander has 
attended but where we live and our friendship circles. Team Thomson consists 
of four people with strong characters who do their best to love and support each 
other.  The occasional sparks fly and family life is certainly never dull.  

Our story of living with a learning difficulty is not unique although it 
has certainly felt that way on more than one occasion.  At these times I 
often wished we had more access to the knowledge gained by other parents 
in a similar situation; how they had felt and what they had learnt. Some 
reassurance that all would be well would also have been welcome. 

I can’t quite remember when the little dark cloud of fear lifted in my heart 
and was replaced by the knowledge and belief that Alexander will be OK.  But 
it did. Dyslexia has been our curve ball and we have had to adjust accordingly. 
Our efforts to assist Alexander navigate the education system, manage his 
dyslexia and develop successful socialisation skills over the past seventeen 
years have resulted in this book. It starts from the days just before he entered 
this world and captured our hearts and follows his journey both in and out of 
the classroom.  The story is told with his blessing and permission.



Pa g e  11

life  
before 
School

    Like many young professionals we were in no 
rush to have children and it came as some surprise that it took far longer 
than expected to conceive our first child, but conceive we did.  This baby was 
long awaited and a much wanted addition to our family.  As we decorated the 
nursery and prepared for the arrival of our son we were full of the hopes and 
dreams that have no doubt filled the minds of countless new parents before 
us.  Dyslexia was not amongst them.  

On May 4, 1993, Alexander came into the world and grabbed our hearts. 
The love we felt for this tiny baby was overwhelming.  With all limbs present 
and no signs of any abnormalities, we were thrilled.  He made our hearts sing.

Those first few months as new parents are a bit of a blur.  How could 
one tiny human being take up so much time?  A visit to the shops a major 
expedition and any attempts to socialise a logistical challenge. I recall 
wondering how people managed more than one child.  But routines were soon 
established and we settled into our pattern as a family unit.  With no extended 
family, having migrated to Australia some years previously, we did things our 
own way with the guidance of an abundance of baby books!

Alexander was a content and easy child.  He slept well and after a few 
months I prepared to go back into the workplace part-time.  Day care was our 
preferred option as it would give Alexander a chance to socialise with other 
children and adults, given our family nucleus was so small.  It was as a baby at 
day care that the first indications of Alexander’s excellent spatial ability (how 
well we can judge space and manipulate objects in our mind) presented itself.

Picking him up after work one day I sat with him to look at a wooden puzzle 
he was playing with.  It consisted of simple shapes that once removed the child 
needed to replace in the correct position. A carer came across to say hello.  
“Have you seen Alexander complete this puzzle?” she queried.   “I have never 
seen a child of his age complete it so fast.”  This was the general 
consensus amongst the staff, some of whom were very experienced. 
I have to admit to a warm glow of pride and satisfaction.  What 
parent does not like being told their child is indicating signs of brilliance!  
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When Alexander was a toddler we would go for walks.  It took some 
time to get to the bottom of the street as he would stop and sit to watch an 
insect going about its daily routine, examine a flower and even a crack in the 
pavement, curious and interested in the world around him.  Around this age 
we became members of Perth Zoo so that we could go at different times of the 
day for as long as we wanted.  The Zoo was very close to home and it was not 
uncommon for Alexander and I to go for an hour or so.  If it was lunch-time 
we would take our sandwiches.  With no need to rush we would choose two 
or three animals on any particular day, returning to see others on another 
occasion.  Alex loved one group of monkeys who were always very busy and 
amusing.  He would sit on a bench for up to half an hour just watching their 
antics.  The otters and elephants were other favourites.  That he would and 
could sit quietly and observe animals for a long time demonstrated at this 
early age his ability to concentrate for extended periods on things that are of 
interest to him.

Prior to going to pre-school we did begin to notice some characteristics 
that made us believe Alexander did not quite see the world in the same way as 
we did.  He loved to keep his room in what to me was a shambles; toys would 
be all over the floor, particularly his building sets.  A tidy individual myself 
I would coax and even try to coerce Alexander into putting his things away; 
not daily, but once a week so that I could vacuum and at least attempt to keep 
some level of hygiene.  Eventually a path of least resistance presented itself in 
a blue tarp threaded with bright yellow rope.  Placed over the carpet I could 
simply reel it in and put the tarp and its contents in the corner and get on 
with cleaning up!  In adolescence the tarp was replaced by the school bag with 
all things associated with school stuffed in.  Organisational abilities, or lack 
thereof, are a classic characteristic of many dyslexics.

“coming home to a clean room, alexander wouldn’t be 100% 
content until he spilled his toys back onto the floor.   

you could see it in his face!”
clive, alexander’s dad

As a four year old, glimpses of his extraordinary spatial abilities continued 
to present themselves. I picked up his very first meccano set at a toy exchange.  
Meccano is a child’s construction set for making working mechanical models 
and devices.  It consists of re-usable metal strips, plates, angle girders, 
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wheels, axles and gears, with nuts and bolts to connect the pieces.  Meccano 
is produced in different sizes, the smaller sets require much dexterity and 
therefore age guidelines are indicated on the packaging.  This set was a large 
version for little hands to manipulate.  On playing with it Alexander emerged 
from his room with a very rudimentary car, four wheels on a square frame.  
“Very nice Alexander, well done,” we commented.  Off he went, returning a 
little time later having modified his vehicle into a triangle shape,  “This will 
move through the air faster mummy”.  Pretty clever I thought.

With school yet to start, we had no comparison and for all intent and 
purposes he was progressing nicely.  Sent a Meccano set for children aged 8+ 
for Christmas, Alexander constructed the toys easily using his teeth where his 
fingers could not manage the small nuts and bolts.  The instructions were all 
colour-coded diagrams (used across many countries with different languages), 
perfect for his visual and spatial strengths. 

Another quality that was becoming apparent was his really good memory.  
On a visit to the museum to look at dinosaur bones a museum employee 
saw Alexander with his toy dinosaurs and came over to chat.  He was very 
impressed with his range of knowledge of the names and types of dinosaurs.  
However, this very ability to hold a lot of information in his memory masked 
his inability to read the simple picture storybooks that we had to started to 
read together.   He was able to memorise the words on a particular page and 
repeat them when required.

Art and drawing were not really of interest when he had free play.  Pots of 
paint that we purchased for use at home lasted for a long time.  This did not 
raise too much concern as Alexander was attending day care where he had 
ample opportunity to do many art and craft activities.  His poor hand eye 
coordination, inability to cross the body line (reaching with your right hand 
to pick up an object on the left side of your body and vice versa) and low 
muscle tone (floppy muscles) were disguised at this stage by his ingenuity in 
completing tasks that appealed to him that were considered well beyond his 
developmental stage for his age.

“when he did paint at home, alex was a big picture painter.   
he would paint five pictures in as many minutes – five strokes of 

the brush and it was onto the next painting.” 
clive, alexander’s dad
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And so for five years it continued, an idyllic time with no significant 
comparisons to other children.  No older siblings or cousins on the scene, an 
only child with parents who had no other developmental benchmarks.

My dog Oscar 
Alexander Age 6

Work sample – drawing
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in the  

claSSroom

pre-School

    The year Alexander turned five years old he 
headed off to pre-school.  Pre-school is an introduction to formal schooling, 
which in Australia commences the following year.  With a happy well behaved 
child that appeared to be developing nicely, even showing some signs of being 
quite clever, I thought life in the pre-school classroom would be a doddle for 
him. The reality did not quite live up to my expectations.  

Pre-school activities consist of lots of gluing and sticking, painting 
and drawing, sitting and listening, and lots of verbal instructions in quick 
succession.  Alexander found staying focused at pre-school extremely difficult.  
He began to implement some survival strategies such as day dreaming, 
losing his pens and pencils, and taking forever to get started on a task (tactics 
described as passive non-compliance in the literature).  When it all became 
just too tiring he would lie down instead of sitting on the mat at story time, 
which the teacher found extremely frustrating. 

It is estimated that brain activity in the dyslexic child is up to five times greater 
than a child without dyslexia, requiring more energy for them to get through the day.

An off site pre-school with a young inexperienced teacher whose heart 
lay elsewhere (she left to pursue an ambition to be a beautician the following 
year) was not particularly helpful to a child that was beginning to show 
signs of a learning difficulty.  Coping strategies that he was developing to get 
through the day were interpreted as bad behaviour, in particular the lying 
down instead of sitting on the mat.  On more than one occasion I arrived to 
find Alexander sitting on the step on the veranda (considered by the teacher a 
punishment) for not paying attention.  

As parents we found this bewildering, as he was a well-behaved boy.  When 
we asked him how he felt about being sent to the naughty step he was quite 
philosophical. “It’s quiet on the step and I can think” was Alexander’s 
response.  
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During this year I took parental leave and gave birth to our second child, 
Zoë. As a result I was able to spend time as a parent helper in the classroom 
as well as volunteer to support the pre-school.  This provided me with an 
opportunity to observe Alexander and his interactions with other children as 
well as get to know the teachers’ aides and other parents. Alexander’s tendency 
to take time out of the group, especially when things became too boisterous, 
was becoming obvious. He certainly did not always run with the pack and 
when he needed time out, he would take himself off and find an activity that 
he could do by himself, happy in his own company. 

It was also apparent that the pre-school teacher was inexperienced and 
unsure that this was the profession for her.  She found the girls much easier 
to manage and generally more verbal and organised.  Reassurance from other 
parents and educators that the behaviours being exhibited by Alexander were 
just those of a little boy were comforting, but not enough to quiet a growing 
anxiety.  I was becoming increasingly concerned that something was not quite 
right for Alexander in the classroom.  

“i recall visiting pre-school and thinking alexander did not appear 
to engage in a number of the activities offered to the same extent 

as other children in his class.  however, if the alarm bells were 
beginning to ring they were not loud.  he was happy, had friends, 
seemed to be having fun, although the exclusion from the class  

and ‘sitting on the step’ was puzzling.”
clive, alexander’s dad

Work samples for pre-school are telling more for what  
Alexander did not do. Pages of cutting out shapes left undone, little colouring in 

and tasks incomplete.
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in the  

claSSroom

primary 
School

year one
 
  developmental delay SuSpected

If the pre-primary teacher was a disappointment his Year One teacher 
proved to be a gem.  A highly skilled and dedicated professional who quickly 
identified issues with Alexander’s work habits, lack of focus and reluctance 
to do anything that might involve putting a pencil or crayon to paper.  One 
day when asked to colour in a shape he courteously replied – “I’ll just not do 
that today thank you.”  Alexander was firmly of the view that such tasks were 
simply a request rather than an instruction. Amusing anecdotes aside, it was 
clear that Alexander had challenges holding a pencil correctly, colouring a 
basic shape within the boundaries and getting basic words onto paper.

Within two months of the school year commencing, based on the 
comments from his classroom teacher and our own observations, we 
started our journey to identify just what was happening developmentally for 
Alexander.  Our purpose was to understand what exactly the issues were, the 
challenges he was yet to face, and how, as parents, we might best be able to 
help him.

It seemed most sensible to start by looking at the obvious and asking 
the question, could he hear and see properly?  Basic hearing tests had 
been carried out at school and at the child development centre so we knew 
Alexander could hear.  The same applied to his eyesight, there was nothing to 
suggest his vision was impaired.  What had become obvious was that his fine 
motor skills, displayed by very poor writing, and to a lesser extent his gross 
motor skills, were not on par with other children his age. So, in collaboration 
with his teachers, we sourced an occupational therapy service for children.  
Alex was tested.  In his case the therapist identified both fine and gross motor 
skills that would benefit from some occupational therapy.  Motor skills are a 
learned sequence of movements that you need to master to produce a 
smooth and efficient action, for example, learning to walk or write.
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In particular Alexander demonstrated poor:

•	 Motor planning and proprioception.  
Proprioception: this is a sense of where your limbs are in space 
and is what police test when they pull someone over suspected of 
drunkenness and make them walk a straight line.  Knowing where 
your hands are in space is needed to keep your shading within the 
lines and to be able to write.

•	 Bilateral integration. This is the ability to use both sides of the body 
in a coordinated manner during tasks, for example holding scissors 
in one hand while manipulating paper with the other.  It also includes 
the ability to cross the middle of your body.  Crossing the midline 
is essential to the ability to read and write.  The inability to cross the 
midline is evident when a child cannot reach across with the right 
hand to reach an object on the left and vice versa.  Getting stuck in the 
middle they switch hands.  For example, Alexander would write with 
both his left and right hand in an effort to achieve a writing task.  It 
can also hinder the ability to participate in sport.  In Alexander’s case 
when he tried to play cricket he batted with either his left or right hand 
depending on the direction the ball was coming from, much to the 
amazement of his cricket coach.

•	 Visual motor integration.  This is the ability of the hands and eyes 
to work together in a smooth manner, for example the hand eye 
coordination you need to hit a ball with a bat. 

•	 Fine motor control. These are the small muscle movements, for 
example pinching your finger and thumb together, that are needed to 
hold a pen or a pencil.

All of these skills required more development and a program of action was 
implemented that consisted of a weekly visit to the therapist at her gym as well 
as activities we could implement at home.  What appeared to be simple tasks 
to us, such as attaching clothes pegs to the side of a plastic container, required 
considerable practice for Alexander.  In addition he was to be encouraged to 
try and make one hand dominant, which became his right, given we live in a 
predominantly right hand world. 

Alexander enjoyed the therapist’s gym but the same level of enthusiasm did 
not apply to the fine motor activities, especially those that involved putting 
pen to paper. 
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Alexander’s Year One teacher reported that he was ‘a great thinker’, a 
comment that was to be repeated throughout his schooling.  However, even 
with the addition of occupational therapy to improve his motor skills, aspects 
of his development were not quite coming together.  In the third term of 
Year One the School Principal sent a letter home that contained observations 
from the teachers working with Alexander, some tentative conclusions and 
recommendations prior to a meeting with Clive and I to discuss his progress, 
or rather lack thereof. 

extract of the PrinciPal’s let ter terM 3, year 1.

Observations:

•	 Alexander is very articulate when discussing personal interests, but 
is not particularly interested in the listener’s response.  He is very 
focused in his personal world.

•	 He is very affectionate and tactile and likes to cuddle up to the teacher 
when working.

•	 His drawing of himself is typical of those of younger children.

•	 He has weak fine motor skills and has a full range of avoidance 
strategies when asked to do a task that is difficult for him. 

•	 He retains a lot of saliva in his mouth and doesn’t swallow efficiently.

Tentative conclusions:

•	 These aspects could point towards Alexander being a late developer – 
currently operating at the developmental level of a younger child.  It 
may be that his high level of verbal skills masks this.

•	 He is probably trying very hard to meet expectations of him and has made 
considerable improvement in his concentration and listening skills.

•	 Although he is happy at school there must be times when he feels 
frustrated that many of the things asked of him don’t make much sense.

•	 I believe that this is a very productive line of enquiry, to look at 
Alexander as someone who may perform at a level typical of children 
who are younger than he is and assess his level of development across 
all skills and abilities.

•	 An expert assessment should say whether he is a late developer and 
what, if any, intervention is needed.
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Recommendations:

•	 If Alexander is a late developer he should have a full assessment by a 
developmental psychologist.

•	 Such an assessment would seek information from you about earlier 
development milestones, make observations about his behaviour 
during the assessment, make a cognitive assessment both verbal and 
spatial, make an assessment of his current level of school achievement, 
provide an interpretation of those results and make suggestions to 
parent and teachers of appropriate interventions.

PriMary school PrinciPal

The letter was worrying and some of the content did not match our own 
observations.  Already the paradoxes associated with dyslexic children were 
presenting themselves.  The suggested late development seemed at odds with 
the outstanding spatial skills noted and comments on his excellent vocabulary. 
We were fully aware of his fine motor issues and had an intervention program 
in place with both the occupational therapist and at home.  Contradictory as 
the indicators appeared to us in terms of his intellect, as parents we were in 
agreement, more insight was needed. The main recommendation contained 
in the letter was for a full assessment by a developmental psychologist and we 
were more than prepared to act.  

Our options were to wait for an appointment with a Government employed 
psychologist, which was an eight-week wait, or organise a private assessment. 
We were emotional and anxious and an eight-week wait was not an option.  
We were fortunate and secured an appointment cancellation for a private 
assessment. Alexander was scheduled to be assessed by one of the developmental 
psychologists, recommended by the school Principal, within a week.

As a result of all the tests the developmental psychologist concluded:

“alexander is an extremely intelligent little boy whose academic 
progress is being thwarted by difficulties with processing and 

association of both linguistic and symbolically presented information.”

She explained her finding as best she could to us in lay terms and 
acknowledged that she had never seen a profile quite like his, which was little 
consolation.  Movingly, she turned to Alexander who was playing with some 
dinosaurs and farm animals and engaged his attention.
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“alexander i want you to listen to me. i have something very 
important to tell you that i want you to remember until you are 

an old, old man.  other than being told i love you, which is just as 
important, i want you to always remember you are a very,  

very clever little boy.”  
develoPMental Psychologist

Touching as this was I had to wonder just what she thought was ahead 
of him.  Tearing up, I just wanted to wrap my arms around him and make 
whatever was making his life difficult go away.  But I fought hard and kept 
my emotions in check so as not to alarm him.  Alexander, being such an 
easygoing personality, appeared to take all this in his stride.

The impact of this comment to Alexander on me has been significant and 
it has come back into my mind many times during his schooling.  At the 
time it provided acknowledgement that it was not just the bias of two doting 
parents who thought they observed glimpses of brilliance on occasion; while 
recognising he was facing some problems in the classroom.  Here was an 
expert in child psychology basically saying the same thing.  However, the 
report itself was not particularly helpful. 

The developmental psychologist’s report was full of the jargon associated 
with a professional science.  It raised as many questions as it answered.  
We were however able to latch onto two things: Alexander had a ‘highly 
significant’ gap of 37 points between his achievement on the Verbal and 
Performance Scales of his test (what that meant we were yet to understand); 
and that he was considered ‘an extremely intelligent little boy’.

We were not quite sure why the school Principal noted the saliva in 
Alexander’s mouth or why it might be important educationally, other than 
it might cause sleep apnoea resulting in tiredness.  In regard to the ability to 
swallow we had also noticed that Alexander had sinus and throat problems.   
He had an appointment already scheduled with an ear, nose and throat 
specialist to examine his adenoids and tonsils due to recurring colds and 
blocked sinuses.  At the time the thinking was very much that you left the 
tonsils intact to guard the chest from infection, but the adenoids were large 
and required an operation for their removal. 
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“i remember alex’s breathing being really loud when he slept as a 
baby.  he slept fine and did not stir.  i often wondered if we should 
have had his adenoids taken out sooner – would this have helped 

his speech and ability to sound out words?”
clive, alexander’s dad

My heart goes out to anyone who has to witness repeated operations on 
a young child.   Waiting for the surgeon to arrive, refusing requests for food 
and not allowing them to drink, the glare of the lights in the operating theatre 
as the anaesthetist puts them under, the long wait while a stranger has the 
responsibility of performing an operation on your child and then the recovery.  
An adenoid operation, considered simple and routine, was enough for me. 

Given we were now fully aware that life in the classroom was particularly 
challenging for Alexander we began tapping into as many of our own 
networks as possible to help our son.  In the pre-Google environment, this 
meant picking up the phone and chatting to any of our work colleagues past 
and present that we thought may have some suggestions.  As a result we came 
across a program run by the Physical Education and Human Movement 
Department at the University of Western Australia our local university.  Uni-
Gym was designed to enable final year physical education students to develop 
a program for children with coordination challenges.  Often talented in one 
or more sports themselves, this provided the student teachers with insight 
into the difficulties faced by children not so gifted.  In addition, the program 
contributed to research into human movement studies.  A couple more 
phone calls and we were booked in for yet another assessment, this time to 
determine if Alexander was eligible for Uni-Gym.  Alexander was offered a 
place in the program commencing in Semester One of the following year. 

In addition, the final term also presented a challenge with his teacher 
taking extended holidays.  Her replacement had little understanding of a 
learning difficulty. 

“there was a substitute teacher in the final term of year one.   
this teacher was really hard on alex, forcing him to write so much 
so that he became really nervous and did not want to go to school.  

we complained to the headmaster and it stopped.  the teacher 
was not re-hired the next year.” 

clive, alexander’s dad
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The ability, skill and understanding of the teacher is important for all 
children but particularly so for those with a learning difficulty.

The school holidays came and they provided a much-needed break from 
school and all the testing.  Alexander remained a happy child who was 
oblivious to the fact that life in the classroom would get progressively more 
difficult as each year passed.

Alexander, Year 1 Age 6. 
Work sample – number reversals
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in the  

claSSroom

primary 
School

year two
    

dySlexia diagnoSed

Year Two did not get off to the best start.  On the first day Alexander 
arrived and sat next to his best friend whose mother then told her son to 
move and sit next to another child seated on the back row of the classroom.  
Alexander in all innocence picked up his pencil case and followed.  The 
mother was beside herself with indignation that her strategy to separate 
the two friends had not been successful.  This parent then went so far as to 
demand her son be changed to another class as she felt children with learning 
difficulties would take far too much of the teacher’s time, to the detriment 
of her son.  The school administrators agreed to the request.  I remember 
that next morning as if it were yesterday.  Alexander was settling into class 
when his friend and mother arrived at the door before school commenced.  
“There’s Alexander,” she said  “Go on, tell him where you can meet later”.  As 
Alexander went over to say hello his friends eyes filled with tears and he said.  
“Alexander I’m not allowed to be in your class but I can meet you at the school 
bell at play time.  We can still be friends.”  I still feel an overwhelming sadness 
retelling that story.  

Naïve as it might be I had expected other parents to share similar values and 
behave as I would, showing tolerance, compassion and embracing diversity. I 
was saddened, bewildered and flabbergasted at the parent’s behaviour.

By Year Two, getting Alexander to stay on task and focus on his studies or 
things not of interest was a major challenge, and remains so.  In a meeting 
convened early in the year to discuss his learning difficulties, the teacher 
shared two stories that illustrated aspects of his behaviour unbecoming in the 
school room.  Working one on one with the teacher Alexander was sent for 
a tissue. The teacher waited and waited for his return. Eventually she looked 
to see what on earth he could be doing and there he was, contentedly turning 
and studying a globe of the world.  On another occasion she looked across 
to where he should have been sitting, Alexander was no-where to be seen.  
Investigating further she found him lying on the floor, clearly the current 
topic was no longer engaging and a rest was in order. 
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Sharing these anecdotes, this teacher maintained a keen sense of humour 
noting that there were times when she felt she would quite like to lie down 
and join him.  Her focus was on understanding his learning difficulty and 
engaging Alexander in the curriculum whilst getting him to understand what 
was socially acceptable and expected in the classroom.

To gain further insight into appropriate accommodations and strategies 
Alexander was tested by a Speech Pathologist to explore the level of his 
auditory and phonic skills.  These are the skills needed in order to break down 
words and therefore read and write.   The speech pathologist wrote to the 
school:

“at this stage alexander is still highly dependent on visual memory 
for literacy.  this has a positive effect in some reading situations 

but in general does not allow for sequential writing.

alexander is still at the pre-phonetic stage of literacy 
development.  although he has made excellent progress in 

speech therapy, he still has a way to go in developing auditory and 
phonemic skills.  therefore i would suggest that alex be allowed to 
‘free write’ and transcribe what he is comfortable with.  this may 
just appear to be a series of symbols, but he should be rewarded 

for this.  he should be encouraged to ‘read’ what he has written, so 
that he associates narrative skills.  any identifiable words can then 

be pointed out and rewarded.

it must be noted that alexander also experiences motor 
difficulties. this exacerbates his difficulty with writing and prevents 

him from writing strings of words.”
sPeech Pathologist & audiologist
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Just to cover all bases and make sure his vision was as expected another eye 
test was also conducted.  All good, 20:20 vision – at least one big tick!!!   

In under twelve months Alexander had taken a battery of tests with people 
from seven different professional occupations: audiologists, occupational 
therapist, psychologist, human movement specialist, speech pathologist, 
optometrist as well as educators. Alexander had had enough and at the 
conclusion of his eye test he stated that he did not want to take any more tests.  
It was exhausting, not only for Alexander but also, emotionally, for us as well.  

The literature and professionals in the field offered lots of suggestions 
but nothing was definitive at this stage so Clive and I decided that first and 
foremost Alexander was a little boy entitled to a childhood.  Yes he had 
challenges that required additional support, but this in itself could become 
overwhelming.  Therefore we made a decision to focus on no more than two 
additional interventions outside of the school classroom in any one year to 
give us all some space just to be a family and have some fun. 

“i asked the deputy Principal at his primary school, who worked 
closely with students at educational risk, what the chances were of 
alexander being successful at school.  she responded that in her 
experience the parent’s involvement was critical and made all the 

difference to success or failure.
you have to become your child’s champion and expert in their 
development.  you encounter a number of very well meaning 

professionals in education and child development.  they dip into 
your life and dip out; none are there for the long term so you must 

be your child’s development expert and champion.”
clive, alexander’s dad

In Year Two these two interventions were weekly speech therapy, 
concentrating on phonics and speech, and Uni-Gym, which replaced his 
occupational therapy and focused on improving gross motor skills.  The 
beauty of this program was that it was both one on one with weekly activities 
developed specifically for him each semester.  The goal was to improve his 
movement, coordination and build his physical strength by targeting his 
specific needs, an almost impossible task in a school physical education 
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lesson, which may involve the whole year group of over 50 students.  
Alexander enjoyed Uni-Gym partly because it involved working one on one 
with University students closer to his age than his other teachers and they 
gave him physical activities that he could do while increasing his skills.  It 
also allowed him an opportunity to see that there were children with far 
greater physical disabilities to manage than him.  He would participate in this 
program for three Semesters, a period of 18 months, before his progress was 
considered sufficient for his place to be passed on to another child.  

Alexander, Year 2 Age 7. 
Work sample – Alexander was aware by Year 2 
that he did not read and write with the same 

ability as other children in his class.
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what did all thiS teSting mean?

“i always expected ‘the tests’ to sum her up and show us the way.”
l ana buchMan (author of) a sPecial education

We had, by the conclusion of Year Two, accumulated a number of reports, 
some associated with movement and coordination, others verbal reasoning, 
language and literacy development.  Most substantially there was the report 
from the developmental psychologist.  Not the most illuminating to the non-
initiated.  What we understood was that the psychologist had administered a 
number of tests with a view to determining Alexander’s mental age on each 
of them. Each test focusing on either left or right brain functioning, which in 
their language were called the performance scales (P) and verbal scales (V).  A 
score was calculated for each scale and the difference between the two noted.  
The gap between the two in Alexander’s case was 37.

What exactly was the meaning of ‘the gap’ between the left and right brain 
functioning, could it be ‘fixed’? - We felt very much in the dark. 

Almost one year after the initial psychologist’s report, towards the end of 
Year Two in October 2000, I pretty much stumbled across the people who 
could clarify the findings, what the gap might mean, as well as provide our 
next source of support.  At the end of our street was a small playground where 
I would take Alexander and his friends to play.  It was next to a building 
accommodating the Dyslexia-SPELD Foundation.  SPELD is an abbreviation 
for Specific Learning Difficulties, this much I knew applied to Alexander and 
just maybe they could shed some light on the reports and information we 
had to date. They could and did. Additional probing into aspects of the initial 
psychological assessment administered by the Dyslexia-SPELD psychologist 
resulted in a more detailed report essentially summed up by one sentence:

“alexander would be described as having dyslexia;  
a specific learning disability in reading and spelling  

which sometimes affects writing.”
dyslexia-sPeld Psychologist
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His condition had a label! I’ve never been a fan of labelling children.  Even 
in my own school days I recall feeling those students streamed in ‘Beta Two’ as 
compared to Alpha One must have felt comparatively stupid. (In sharing this 
view with my husband some years ago, he mentioned the efforts by his school 
not to stream; they used species of birds and were called the Eagles, Falcons, 
Larks and Ravens!!  I’m sure most people could work out where they stood in 
the ‘pecking’ order).  Yet when the psychologist labelled Alexander dyslexic 
I shed a tear of relief.  This gave me something to hang my hat on, a word 
to communicate with others at least some aspects of the challenges faced by 
Alexander in processing the written word and language. 

This more detailed report gave further educational recommendations and 
highlighted special accommodations and provisions to which Alexander 
was entitled.  To think that on a daily basis, while desperately searching 
for additional information and support, I had been passing by people 
amongst the most able to help.  What was more astonishing was that no 
one, professionals, educators or otherwise had mentioned the existence of 
Dyslexia-SPELD.  I literally had to stumble across them.  I would like to think 
in this information age, advice on how to access help is more readily available. 
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making  
SenSe  

of  
dySlexia

    
what the expertS Say

My favourite definition revisited:

Dyslexia has been defined by the British Dyslexia Association 
as ‘a combination of abilities and difficulties that affect the learning 
process in one or more areas of reading, spelling, and writing. 
Accompanying weaknesses may be identified in areas of speed 
of processing, short-term memory, sequencing and organisation, 
auditory and/or visual perception, spoken language and motor skills. 
It is particularly related to mastering and using written language, 
which may include alphabetic, numeric and musical notation’.

Dyslexia can be characterised as a learning preference. 

Common characteristics include, but are not limited to:
1. Family history of reading problems;
2. A predominant occurrence in males (males to females 8:1); 
3. An average or above average IQ and, not uncommonly, a proficiency 

in math; 
4. No enjoyment of reading as a leisure activity; 
5. Problems of letter and word reversal; 
6. Developmental history of problems in coordination and left/right 

dominance; 
7. Poor visual memory for language symbols; 
8. Auditory language difficulties in word finding, fluency, meaning or 

sequence; and
9. Difficulty transferring information from what is heard to what is seen 

and vice versa. 
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Specific reading problems associated with dyslexia include difficulty in 
pronouncing new words, difficulty distinguishing similarities and differences 
in words (no for on), and difficulty discriminating differences in letter 
sound (pin, pen). Other problems may include reversal of words and letters, 
disorganisation word order, poor reading comprehension, and difficulty 
applying what has been read to social or learning situations.
The AVKO Dyslexia & Spelling Research Foundation (www.avko.org)

Dyslexia is a language based learning difficulty.

Dyslexia is neurological, genetic and you do not grow out of it.  

It takes more energy for a dyslexic child to get through the day. Brain activity 
in the dyslexic child is up to 5 times greater than a child without dyslexia. 

Dyslexia, like a thumbprint, is unique to every individual  

Dyslexia Focus on Ability DVD 
www.voicesfromthemargins.co.uk

Dyslexia is seen as a hidden disability: but it is also a hidden source of great 
abilities.

The Yale centre for Dyslexia & Creativity.

There is a huge untapped human potential in our lack of understanding and 
development of the dyslexic child.

Karen Thomson

An estimated 10% of the population is dyslexic.
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year three
   

conSolidating the diagnoSiS

Teachers are human and vary in their skill and tolerance level.  What is 
seen as amusing but frustrating behaviour to one is ‘naughty’ to another. 
His Year Three teacher interpreted his passive non-compliance and capacity 
to daydream as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD).  Close to retirement 
yet obviously with a wealth of experience, she placed a huge emphasis 
on behaviour modification through medication and was not convinced 
that dyslexia was the most appropriate diagnosis for the traits Alexander 
demonstrated.  Insistent that we should consider medicating him, she was 
tenacious that we pursue this line of enquiry.  

Although not at all comfortable with the concept she raised enough alarm 
that we sought a referral from our doctor to seek the opinion of a highly 
respected child paediatrician.  His consultation with us lasted over half an 
hour and all this time Alexander happily played with Lego.  He built and 
rebuilt different vehicles and other objects quietly whilst the adults talked.  
Having demonstrated this level of concentration and focus the consultant was 
adamant – this is not an ADD child.

“alexander has a specific learning difficulty.  while there is a 
strong association between specific learning difficulties and add,  

i don’t think that is the case with alexander...  
i don’t think there is a role for medication in his management.”

sPecialist Paediatrician

I’m not sure what we would have done had he found otherwise as taking 
medication is not something you do without serious consideration 
in my family.  Passed down from previous generations is the 
strong belief that medicine is to be taken as a last resort.  I suspect 
partly based on financial reasons in the era prior to a National 
Health Service in the United Kingdom as well as scepticism of 
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manufactured drugs. My own mother had refused medication when pregnant 
with me that subsequently was found to have resulted in thalidomide, even 
though she was suffering chronic morning sickness. That experience certainly 
helped cement this belief deep into the family psyche.

In short the paediatrician reaffirmed that Alexander was dyslexic. We did 
go on to provide some ‘brain food’ in the form of tablets called FX3, which in 
essence are a modern day version of good old-fashioned cod liver oil! 

to Medicate or not to Medicate 

A decision that only parents can make based on what they assess as best for 
their child. It is the subject of much debate amongst health professionals and 
there are grave concerns that medication is over prescribed.  

What is known is that medication can help reduce the symptoms of 
hyperactivity, inattentiveness, and impulsivity in both children and adults 
with attention deficit disorder (ADD), also known as attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). However, ADD/ADHD medications come 
with side effects and risks - and they’re not the only treatment option.

Evidence also exist that shows that behavioral therapy, eating a healthy diet, 
getting plenty of exercise and sleep, and making other smart lifestyle choices 
can help you or your child effectively manage the symptoms of ADD/ADHD. 
Whether you’re the parent or the patient, it’s important to learn the facts about 
medication for ADD/ADHD so you can make an informed decision about 
what’s best for you or your child.

Fortunately this was not an avenue we needed to pursue for Alexander.
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Alexander, Year 3, Age 8. 

Work sample – Alexander’s writing can be hard to read (and still is).
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and Support

Parents of children with dyslexia can take one of two paths.  One is 
acknowledgement, emotional support and taking responsibility to learn as 
much as they can.  Sadly the other is denial and/or shame and indifference, 
resulting in either no interest or, somewhat worse, projection of blame. The 
teachers can’t teach, the child is lazy and not working hard enough, he/she needs 
to try harder.  By choosing to increase your self-knowledge and self-awareness 
you are better placed to help, or at the very least understand, your child.  

There is a wealth of information available about dyslexia and sifting 
through the literature and expert opinions can be confusing. Perspectives in 
the field vary, as do suggested interventions and strategies to assist your child. 
We know each dyslexic child is unique and therefore as a parent you can only 
select from the range of options available based on what you think is best for 
your child.  The support and intervention we selected for Alexander was based 
not only on our understanding of his needs at the time but also factored in 
cost, as well as considering what was manageable, not only by our son, but by 
the other members of our family.  

In the information explosion associated with the internet I have chosen 
to share only those resources that I have found myself returning to for either 
inspiration or reassurance.
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bookS – four favourites

A Special Education: One Family’s Journey Through the Maze of  
Learning Difficulties by Dana Buchman (De Capo Press, 2007)

Dyslexia, A Parents’ Survival Guide  
by Christine Ostler (Ammonite Books, 1991)

It’s So Much Work to Be Your Friend: Helping the Child with Learning 
Difficulties Find Social Success by Richard Lavoie (Touchstone, 2005)

The Secret Life of the Dyslexic Child  
by Robert Frank with Kathryn Livingston (Rodale, 2002)

Each of these books has an excellent resource section.

the internet websites – a starting point

Interestingly some sites on dyslexia are very heavily word focused.  You Tube 
videos are also informative.

www.dyslexiafoundation.org.nz  
Brilliant website full of information presented in a user-friendly format with 
songs and other multi sensory means of communication. 

www.xtraordinarypeople.com
Great website set up to empower dyslexic people.  “Xtraordinary People believes 
that with the right support dyslexics can achieve extraordinary things. Our aim 
is to ensure that anyone with dyslexia can be empowered to succeed.”
Kate Griggs, XP Founder (dyslexic)

www.dyslexia.yale.edu 
Website set up by the Yale Centre for Dyslexia and Creativity whose mission is 
to uncover and illuminate the strengths of children and adults with Dyslexia, 
and relay research and innovations that will transform their lives.  The site is 
full of information and resources.

www.dyslexia.net
Created by the Michigan Dyslexia Institute.  Take a look at Camp Starlight 
(www.dyslexia.net/campstarlight ) a week long overnight camp specifically for 
children with dyslexia focusing on social skills (not to be confused with the 
summer camp in the USA of the same name)
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you tube videos – two i like

Dyslexia, So what is it all about, Voices From The Margins
Short animation explaining the issue of dyslexia

What is it like to have dyslexia?  Animations and Illustrations.  CovStudent
This is a series of animations taken from a project aimed at helping people 
to find out what it is like to have dyslexia. The animations were created by 
illustration students at Coventry University working with health professionals 
as part of its’ Health Design Technology Institute. 

conferenceS

Seek out conferences. Don’t be intimidated by conferences targeted at 
teachers and professionals in the field.  My partner attended one called ‘One 
in Every Classroom’ some years ago and although targeted at teachers found 
the sessions informative.  It also provided an opportunity to meet and talk to 
people who have an interest in children with dyslexia.

know your rightS

What does the law say and what are your child’s entitlements?

For example: The Australian Disability Discrimination Act (1992)
The Australian Disability Discrimination Act (1992) is designed to protect 

people with disabilities, including people (adults and children) with learning 
disabilities.

The Act requires anyone who provides education, employment or services 
to make adjustments and accommodations that will help prevent disabled 
members of the community being disadvantaged.  The adjustments must be 
reasonable and not cause unjustifiable hardship.

It is also illegal to harass a person on the basis of their disability.  For 
example if a person has poor handwriting because of their learning disability 
(not just carelessness) it is against the law in Australia to harass them about it.

Learning disabilities includes difficulties in learning such as dyslexia.

The Act does not prescribe any particular action.  However it does offer 
possible forms of adjustment that could be provided to prevent a person with 
a disability from being disadvantaged.
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It applies to children at school although is written mostly with adults in 
employment in mind.

Adjustments suggested in the Act for students with reading disabilities 
include:

•	 Training or other assistance i.e. remedial teaching, tutorial support.
•	 Arranging for a ‘reading buddy’ (child or adult) to help with essential 

but difficult reading.
•	 Provision of easier reading materials with the same content e.g. easy to 

read summary notes of a difficult science text book.
•	 Allowing for extra time to get through required reading.

Adjustments suggested in the Act for students with spelling/writing 
disabilities include:

•	 Training or other assistance i.e. remedial teaching, tutorial support.
•	 Extra time for written assignments.
•	 Support for written work e.g. permission for a parent to write what the 

student dictates for homework.
•	 Modification of a task to reduce the amount of writing e.g. printed 

handouts instead of requiring the student to copy from the board, 
arranging for a student to do a multiple choice test rather than a 
written test.

•	 Access to a computer if one is available.
•	 Spelling - marking arrangements so that spelling errors are not 

penalised.
•	 Permission to put assignments on to audio cassette rather than write 

them.
•	 Oral, rather than written, tests.

Similar legislation to that found in Australia exists in many other countries 
such as the UK, USA and New Zealand.
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identify profeSSional aSSociationS and advocateS, 
local oneS can provide handS on Support. 

For example: 

All Kinds Of Minds
www.allkindsofminds.org

AUSPELD, The Australian Federation of SPELD Associations,
www.auspeld.org.au

BDA, The British Dyslexia Association (BDA)
www.bdadyslexia.org.uk

Dyslexia Foundation of New Zealand
www.dyslexiafoundation.org.nz  

Dyslexia USA
www.dyslexia-usa.com

The International Dyslexia Association
www.interdys.org
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claSSroom

primary 
School

yearS 3 to 7
    intervention and accommodationS 

As a diagnosed dyslexic Alexander was entitled to provisions under the 
Disability Discrimination Act.  Assistance could take many forms, including 
access to specialised programs and technology such as a computer for 
individual use. Providing a computer for classroom use was not an issue as we 
offered to purchase a laptop.  However it was fraught with problems. At the 
time the majority of teachers lacked experience with students using computers.  
They were not familiar with the software available and dyslexia is complex 
and not simply about word blindness.  The physical task of writing would be 
removed by a computer, how to formulate the words and spell them would not.  
It was just all far too hard.  

From Year Three onwards and for the remainder of his time at primary 
school Alexander participated in a Student at Educational Risk (SAER) 
program consisting of two interventions.  Firstly, he was withdrawn from some 
lessons in the main classroom to work in a smaller group of students to develop 
his literacy skills.  Secondly an individual education program was written.  
The extent to which this was implemented in the classroom was resource 
dependent.  While very good in theory, it proved very limited in practice. 

“alexander’s primary school’s saer budget was $750 per annum 
(2001) which gives us some idea of the seriousness that the education 

system pays to saer – i would like to think that this has changed.”
clive, alexander’s dad

Staying in touch and keeping the professionals onside without being labelled 
a ‘fussy mother’ (see Dyslexia: A Parents’ Survival Guide by Christine Ostler) 
is itself an art form.   My solution, successful or otherwise, was to get involved 
as much as practically possible. I was fortunate to have worked with 
members of the school’s senior management team when working in 
the Head Office of the State Education Department so I had some 
professional credibility, as well as being Alexander’s mother.
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This decision coincided with an immense dissatisfaction with my career in 
the public service (considered very successful by others), so I left. We chose, 
and were able, to live on one salary as well as buy a small business that I could 
run from home.  This gave me a large degree of flexibility to help where I could, 
starting with assisting the classroom teacher with the spelling program and 
culminating in a role as President of the Parent and Citizens Association (P&C).  

Being involved in the P&C at this particular school was not for the faint-
hearted.  There were parents with particularly strong views on how the school 
should be run.  When I joined the P&C there was a group in charge who had 
taken exception to the use of a cottage on school grounds as a before and 
after school care facility.  How they had managed to get agreement from the 
previous school Principal to use the building for a different purpose beggared 
belief.  The decision became public knowledge and the broader school 
community were not impressed, especially working parents. Unfortunately, 
it then took the P&C members considerable energy and time to replace the 
current committee and reverse the decision so that the not for profit group 
could continue to support working parents at a convenient location where 
children could walk safely from their classrooms to after school care.   The 
hours spent achieving this outcome reduced the time parents had available to 
support other school activities such as raising funds for additional resources 
for the children. In Alexander’s case extra SAER resources would have been of 
benefit.  The experience at this school, to a large extent, put me off ever joining 
a P&C into the future.  That said, my involvement served its main purpose at 
the time, which was to be as close as possible (without being a teacher at the 
school) to the team involved with the education of our son during his early 
years when the extent of his learning difficulties were not well understood.

The school-based intervention was complemented with external support 
including a multisensory program with accredited Dyslexia SPELD tutors 
and continuing Uni Gym.  As Alexander showed steady improvement at 
Uni Gym he graduated from the program but continued with the Uni-Swim 
program for the remainder of his primary school years.  Supplementing the 
school program with additional support does cost money and time and may 
not be an option for some, but many parents channel as much of their family 
resources as possible to support their dyslexic child, and we were no different.  

School based intervention strategies raise yet another dilemma.   Dyslexic 
children want to belong and not feel different.  They are acutely aware that 
they are being treated differently to other students.  They see what is rewarded 



Pa g e  42

in the classroom and are well aware that they are not keeping up with their 
peers.  Constantly having the spotlight placed upon them is embarrassing.  
Juggling all these variables is full of compromise.   

Alexander continued the multi-sensory program recommended by 
Dyslexia-SPELD until the end of Year 5.  Over time he had begun to 
show increasing reluctance to undertake the tasks and found the activities 
repetitive. He has never liked the interventions that required him to spend 
more time on the very activities he finds most difficult, namely reading and 
writing, but was compliant to a point.  His resistance increased as he got older 
and he perceived using shapes and other tasks in the program too juvenile.  In 
consultation with his specialist tutor we stopped the intervention three years 
after we started.   

Alexander has always loved books and while he showed a bias to books 
with many illustration and visual diagrams he did enjoy them. 

“i recollect attending a parent’s information meeting at  
dyslexia-sPeld.  some of the mothers present discussed at length 
the frustrations between themselves and their child when they tried 
reading and other school homework.  these sessions would often end 

in arguments and tears.  we never put pressure on alexander like 
that.  i remember reading to alexander most nights. it took him a 
long time with a dyslexia-sPeld tutor and intervention at school 
for alexander to learn to read – but that boy loved books - in a way 

his sister, Zoë, who learnt to read easily, never did.”
clive, alexander’s dad

In Australia students are tested in Year 3, 7 & 9 with a view to establishing 
national benchmarks. The aim is to find minimum acceptable levels of 
literacy and/or numeracy.  The tests are designed to assess where students are 
on a continuum of learning as well as recognise and respond to students at 
educational risk by allowing better targeting of support.

Not a fan of state-wide or national testing we had excluded Alexander in Year 
3 as we already knew his strengths and weaknesses and did not want to expose 
him at a young age to the pain of sitting a test he would simply not be able to do.  
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When it came to the Year 7 testing, the final year of primary school, a 
friend with a dyslexic child had argued the case that dyslexic children should 
be included so as to provide a more accurate picture of the range of student 
abilities across the State.  The result: even with all the intervention during his 
primary education Alexander’s achievement in writing and spelling remained 
low to the point of almost not registering on the scale available.  

In Year 9 (2007) we reverted to our original decision and he did not 
participate in the now national reading and writing assessment.

Primary school was challenging enough to navigate but time waits for no one 
and the need to consider his secondary or high school education was fast upon 
us.  In Utopia he would have simply moved on to the local high school, the 
curriculum would be suited to his needs and all would be well.  Not quite the 
case in reality.  We had to try and choose a school that would best suit his needs.  

Alexander Year 4, Age 8. 
Work sample – poetry is one way Alexander can express himself  

without having to use too many words.

The World War 1 Battle of Gallipoli commenced on April 25, 1915 with 
Australian troops landing on the Gallipoli peninsula, Turkey. Many Australian 
lives were lost. The battle is remembered as a defining moment in Australian 

military history.  The date is commemorated annually as a national day of 
remembrance for all Australian lives lost in war.
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making SenSe  
of dySlexia

what doeS it 
mean to be 

intelligent?
    With my interest in education and an 

academic background, and to make sense of dyslexia, I went back to the 
literature to look at what it meant to be intelligent.  I was hearing and could 
see for myself that Alexander was an extremely bright child who was unable 
to demonstrate his intelligence in the classroom environment.  In the past, 
children like Alexander were labelled slow, dumb and retarded.  This could 
not be further from the truth and I was determined to better understand 
dyslexia so that I could not only help Alexander academically but also 
maintain his positive self-esteem.

Howard Gardner describes nine types of intelligence that I find very 
helpful in understanding not only Alexander but also where we place value 
and reward in our society, in particular in the school years.  

The Nine Types of Intelligence 
froM: overview of the MultiPle intelligences theory  

by howard gardner

 1 .  NaTuralIsT INTellIgeNce (NaTure smarT)

Designates the human ability to discriminate among living things (plants, 
animals) as well as sensitivity to other features of the natural world (clouds, 
rock configurations).  This ability was clearly of value in our evolutionary past 
as hunters, gatherers, and farmers; it continues to be central in 
such roles as botanist or chef.  It is also speculated that much of 
our consumer society exploits the naturalist intelligences, which 
can be mobilised in the discrimination among cars, sneakers, 
kinds of makeup, and the like. 
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2. musIcal INTellIgeNce (musIcal smarT)

Musical intelligence is the capacity to discern pitch, rhythm, timbre, and 
tone.  This intelligence enables us to recognize, create, reproduce, and reflect 
on music, as demonstrated by composers, conductors, musicians, vocalist, and 
sensitive listeners.  Interestingly, there is often an affective connection between 
music and the emotions; and mathematical and musical intelligences may 
share common thinking processes.  Young adults with this kind of intelligence 
are usually singing or drumming to themselves.  They are usually quite aware 
of sounds others may miss.

3. logIcal-maThemaTIcal INTellIgeNce  

(Number/reasoNINg smarT)

Logical-mathematical intelligence is the ability to calculate, quantify, 
consider propositions and hypotheses, and carry out complete mathematical 
operations.  It enables us to perceive relationships and connections and to 
use abstract, symbolic thought; sequential reasoning skills; and inductive and 
deductive thinking patterns.  Logical intelligence is usually well developed in 
mathematicians, scientists, and detectives.  Young adults with lots of logical 
intelligence are interested in patterns, categories, and relationships.  They are 
drawn to arithmetic problems, strategy games and experiments.

4. exIsTeNTIal INTellIgeNce

Sensitivity and capacity to tackle deep questions about human existence, 
such as the meaning of life, why do we die, and how did we get here.

5. INTerpersoNal INTellIgeNce (people smarT)

Interpersonal intelligence is the ability to understand and interact 
effectively with others.  It involves effective verbal and nonverbal 
communication, the ability to note distinctions among others, sensitivity 
to the moods and temperaments of others, and the ability to entertain 
multiple perspectives.  Teachers, social workers, actors, and politicians all 
exhibit interpersonal intelligence.  Young adults with this kind of intelligence 
are leaders among their peers, are good at communicating, and seem to 
understand others’ feelings and motives.
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6. bodIly-KINesTheTIc INTellIgeNce (body smarT)

Bodily kinesthetic intelligence is the capacity to manipulate objects and 
use a variety of physical skills.  This intelligence also involves a sense of 
timing and the perfection of skills through mind–body union.  Athletes, 
dancers, surgeons and craftspeople exhibit well-developed bodily kinesthetic 
intelligence.

7. lINguIsTIc INTellIgeNce (Word smarT)

 Linguistic intelligence is the ability to think in words and to use language 
to express and appreciate complex meanings.  Linguistic intelligence allows 
us to understand the order and meaning of words and to apply meta-
linguistic skills to reflect on our use of language.  Linguistic intelligence is 
the most widely shared human competence and is evident in poets, novelists, 
journalists and effective public speakers.  Young adults with this kind of 
intelligence enjoy writing, reading, telling stories or doing crossword puzzles.

8. INTra-persoNal INTellIgeNce (self smarT)

 Intra-personal intelligence is the capacity to understand oneself and 
one’s thoughts and feelings, and to use such knowledge in planning and 
directioning one’s life.  Intra-personal intelligence involves not only an 
appreciation of the self, but also of the human condition.  It is evident in 
psychologists, spiritual leaders and philosophers.  These young adults may be 
shy.  They are very aware of their own feelings and are self-motivated.

9. spaTIal INTellIgeNce (pIcTure smarT)

Spatial intelligence is the ability to think in three dimensions.  Core capacities 
include mental imagery, spatial reasoning, image manipulation, graphic and 
artistic skills, and an active imagination.  Sailors, pilots, sculptors, painters, 
and architects all exhibit spatial intelligence.  Young adults with this kind of 
intelligence may be fascinated with mazes or jigsaw puzzles, or spend free 
time drawing or daydreaming.
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It appears that being word smart (linguistic intelligence) is critical to being 
successful in our current mainstream education system.  Without being 
word smart it is very difficult in the school environment to demonstrate your 
strengths, not only in English, but across the majority of the other subjects 
you are required to study. Dyslexia by definition ‘is particularly related to 
mastering and using written language’ therefore word smart is not a strength 
of the dyslexic child.

People smart (high interpersonal intelligence) has to be on a par in the 
value stakes.  We all know the charming individual who just seems to know 
how to read people, is fun to be around and a natural leader.  Not necessarily 
amongst the most academic but certainly amongst the most popular.

In Australia you just cannot escape the value we place on being body smart  
(Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence).  Sport is everywhere and goes deep into the 
nation’s psyche.  Strength in this intelligence can see both word and people 
smart put to one side as you can not only bring glory to your school and 
community but also your country.

If I were asked to rank the nine intelligences described by Gardner in terms 
of those we hold in highest regard in our society and therefore place most 
value upon, it is the three above.  They are of particular importance during the 
school years when children are brought together in a large group, compared, 
ranked and judged. Ability in each of these areas determines the groups to 
which you belong and contribute to feelings of self worth.  Often they are the 
very three areas that represent the biggest challenge to the dyslexic individual. 

When asked for advice on how parents could rear successful children, 
Howard Gardner replied that we should not try to make our children good at 
what we ourselves were good at, or what we ourselves were not good at. He 
says that our job is to help our children become who they are supposed to be, 
not what we think they should be.

“i would agree with gardner.  as parents our job is to give a child 
the confidence/self esteem to try something and if not successful 

to learn from it, pick themselves up and try something new.”
clive, alexander’s dad
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in the  

claSSroom

chooSing  
a high 

School

“dyslexia is real.  our responsibility is to have dyslexia recognised 
and accepted across new Zealand as an alternate way of thinking.”

the dyslexia foundation of new Zeal and

Schools do not cater well for dyslexic children.  If Dyslexia is understood 
and accepted as an alternate way of thinking as well as a learning preference 
then providing appropriate teaching methodology and the support that allows 
dyslexic children to develop their strengths and abilities would be a given.  All 
schools would be able to offer opportunities for the dyslexic child to thrive 
and reach their full potential. 

In Australia the child’s age in general determines the year group.  At 
primary school one teacher is given the responsibility for teaching a class of 
approximately 28 students, with most learning taking place in one classroom.  
This approach to learning is helpful as a parent as you can establish a 
relationship with the teacher and keep close to what is happening for your 
child. High school is structured differently and students move from classroom 
to classroom depending on the subject.  This means students have many 
different specialist teachers in a given year.  In addition, as parents you are 
expected to have less involvement with the school at the classroom level as 
your child gets older. 

In Australia both State and privately funded schools can vary in their 
culture and curriculum focus, although the majority are geared towards sitting 
tertiary entrance examinations.  Our circumstances meant we were fortunate 
enough to be able to consider the option of a private school for Alexander. 
Such schools have orientation days for parents 
to show what they have on offer and they are 
impressive.  Our orientation day came and we 
duly presented ourselves at the local private school 
where a number of children from Alexander’s year 
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group would be attending.  We completed our tour of the facilities, had a very 
pleasant afternoon tea and asked to meet the head of year.  When we enquired 
as to the support available for a dyslexic child he was full of enthusiasm for 
the ‘remedial program’ they had on offer.  The language jarred, it signalled to 
me a mindset that would pervade all aspects of his studies not to mention the 
impact of repeatedly being called to ‘remedial studies’.  In addition the school 
was justifiably proud of its sporting prowess and academic achievements in the 
tertiary entrance examinations, both areas where Alexander would struggle to 
shine.  It was time to really assess just which senior high school would best suit 
Alexander and the options available to him.

What did we know about our son at this time?  An extremely intelligent 
but dyslexic child he was demonstrating an interest in drama and film. 
The performing arts are one avenue in which many dyslexic people show 
great strength and we felt this should be encouraged.  He still had some 
coordination issues that meant he was not the best on the ‘footy’ field or 
hockey pitch but, like many Australians, his love of sport is immense.  His 
memory is phenomenal and his ability to keep facts and figures in his head 
(especially sport related) must be on par with his spatial awareness.  

He had some friends who would be attending the local private school but 
others would be going onto a number of different schools both in and out of 
the local district.  It was a time of transition. Maintaining friendship circles 
was a consideration for both Alexander and Zoë. In balancing the pros and 
cons, we determined that with no family history or sentimental attachment to 
the school in question, and given we were feeling uncertain it would best meet 
his particular needs, we felt compelled to look further afield. After all, we had 
moved half way around the world to pursue a different lifestyle so moving to a 
different suburb would not be out of the question.   

The nearby port city of Fremantle is home to John Curtin College of the 
Arts (JCCA) a Government funded senior high school specialising in the 
performing arts.  During the school holidays we decided to drop in and 
take a look around the school grounds.  By coincidence one of the staff had 
persuaded her husband to apply a fresh coat of paint to the foyer of the school 
theatre.  We entered to find them busy at work.  Striking up a conversation we 
explained Alexander’s interest in drama and film and also that he was dyslexic.  
“We have an excellent program here for dyslexic children due to the high 
correlation between dyslexia and creativity – it’s called PROPEL”.  My heart 
missed a beat in anticipation, what a difference in terminology, to PROPEL, to 
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move forward as opposed to being labelled remedial.  We definitely needed to 
talk to the coordinator of this program.

A meeting was arranged and an overview of the PROPEL  (Providing Real 
Opportunities – Participation, Empowerment, Learning) program explained:

Rationale: Students at education risk (SAER) often become 
stigmatised, traumatised and unco-operative when more remediation 
is suggested in the high school.  The task of addressing individual 
student needs can be difficult for the classroom teacher. PROPEL 
seeks to support teachers to be able to cope with this added pressure 
in an already busy classroom.  Thus PROPEL assists students at their 
point of need and provides them with strategies to cope with their 
workload.  PROPEL focuses on adolescent needs and learning styles 
with a high emphasis in compensation for on-going difficulties.

Not only was Alexander’s fate sealed so was the family’s.  With the 
encouragement of the PROPEL coordinator we decided Alexander would 
apply for a place on one of the specialised programs although we were going 
to leave nothing to chance.  If you move into the catchment area in Western 
Australia the school is legally bound to take your child.  Our decision was 
made, this was the school for Alexander.  The race was on to find a suitable 
block to build a house (not any block but one with a long northern boundary 
to enable the house to be as passive solar as possible).  To some we seemed 
a little crazy, but as migrants with no historical ties to a school or location, a 
daughter of primary school age and a desire to build a house, there was no 
impediment to choosing land within the JCCA boundaries.

One downside to this decision was that Alexander would not know one 
single student when entering high school.  This is difficult enough for a child 
who finds it easy to make new friends, let alone a dyslexic child who does not. 
A way to overcome his potential isolation was to try and ensure Alexander 
belonged to a specialised program at the school.  However he was not 
successful in either his application for the special program in film studies or 
drama so he arrived at high school as a student from the local catchment area 
who knew no one.  
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choosing a school  

– things to think about

Location – what options are available in your area?   
Is there a more suitable school elsewhere?  Are you prepared to move? 

State School
Can you move between boundaries to access a school with more facilities?

Private 
What is the school ethos and culture?

Does the school have specialist help?
In the UK the Council for the Registration of Schools Teaching Dyslexic Pupils 
maintain a list of specialist schools.  Check if the same applies in your region.

Is there a dyslexia unit?  

What is the philosophy underpinning support for children with a learning 
difficulty?
Talk to parents and friends.  
Experiences at the same school can be very different and what suits one child 
does not suit another.
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in the  
claSSroom

year 8 & 9   
   an interlude with the 
performing artS

The PROPEL co-ordinator at JCCA is highly respected in education circles 
for her understanding of gifted students with learning difficulties.  She was 
responsible for introducing us to the term dual exceptionality that I’ve found 
helpful to describe Alexander.

“dual exceptionality.   
there are three characteristics of the twice-exceptional student:  

a) evidence of an outstanding talent/ability,  
b) evidence of a discrepancy between  
expected and actual achievement, and  

c) evidence of a processing deficit.”
Mills & brody

Well aware of Alexander’s strengths and a great advocate of the 
entitlements of students with learning difficulties she fought hard for his 
inclusion in the gifted mathematics program.  She was successful and he 
commenced this course, however his dyslexia meant it was simply impossible 
to keep up with the literacy components of the gifted course without one on 
one support.   

It was so frustrating; to be told on the one hand Alexander was gifted yet on the 
other that there was no programs available for his type of giftedness.
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“dealing with gifted needs is hard enough, add in a learning 
difficulty and it is damn near impossible”

robert frank

Navigating his way around the school was the first challenge when moving 
into high school.  High schools are so big in comparison to Primary school 
and you are responsible for getting yourself from subject area to subject area 
throughout the day.  One way to make sure you had what you needed in 
class was to use your school bag as your locker.  I sometimes wondered how 
Alexander stayed upright the bag was so heavy.  It brought back memories 
of the tarp and yet again we tried a variety of strategies to introduce some 
organisation into his school life. I think at some stage we have purchased 
every type of file and divider known to man yet still the work eventually 
became part of the amorphous mass that was Alexander’s school bag.

Alexander enjoyed his drama studies, science and mathematics, and 
had also commenced food and technology (cooking).  PROPEL played an 
important part in supporting his transition into the high school environment 
as well as introducing frameworks and structure.  At his first parent evening, 
the staff reported that he was a well-behaved student and a pleasure to 
have in class.  His mathematics teacher reflected how he enjoyed watching 
Alexander solve problems because he liked to observe the way he would 
think.  It reminded me of a gifted child who was once asked to define the 
number twelve: – “It’s twice five plus the wings of a bird” was their response.  
Alexander was not known for writing his problem solving process on paper, 
simply providing the answer.

The drama teacher thought he was terrific and the PROPEL coordinator 
encouraged him to try again for a place on the specialist drama course for the 
following year – Year Nine.  He was not successful.  During the school year 
it became increasingly apparent that those students who were not part of a 
specialist program were somewhat marginalised.  Many of the staff saw the 
school as a scholarship school, open only to those children considered talented 
in the performing arts.  So strong was this view that at one stage it was proposed 
that the college exclude students in the local catchment area unless they secured 
a place in an arts program.  A public backlash meant this plan was stalled, at 
least for the time being.  This public debate only added to our disquiet.  
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PROPEL still remained a shining light as a pastoral care program but we 
had increasing doubts about the extent to which this program alone could 
address what we felt was the marginalisation of the small group of students 
who had not secured a place in a specialist course.   It seemed to me that 
these students were, to all intent and purposes, second-class citizens.  In 
consultation with Alexander, we decided to look elsewhere.

The final decision to change high schools at this late stage in his secondary 
school journey lay solely with Alexander.  Our original motivation for 
enrolling him at JCCA was for him to pursue his interest in the performing 
arts, in particular drama and film.  His ability to achieve this when he was 
not part of a specialist program was unlikely, but he had made friends.  
Established to cultivate talent in the performing arts meant other co-curricula 
activities were limited at the school. Zoë would be moving into the private 
school system the following year and we did not want Alexander to look back 
in years to come and wonder why the same opportunity had not applied to 
him.  He was open to the idea and extremely late in the year (end of Year 9) 
we went in search of an opening.
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in the  
claSSroom

year 10   embraced into a fraternity of men

Christ Church Grammar School (Christ Church) adopted the following 
mission in 2001 Boys Educated to Know, to Do, to Live with Others and to Be 
(UNESCO, 1996) – attributes of the modern man very much in line with 
our worldview and thinking.  Like all elite private schools you cannot but 
be impressed with their offerings and facilities.  That such schools should be 
available to all is a debate for society in general and requires political will and 
funding.  We were clear that should a place be available and Alexander felt 
Christ Church was the place for him, we would accept.

We met with the school admissions officer and offered all the information 
we had to date on Alexander’s learning profile.  Alexander was present and to 
a large degree this was his interview and tour of the school.  At the conclusion 
the admissions officer asked Alexander to discuss with us whether he felt he 
would like to become a member of the Christ Church community.  He had 
no hesitation, “I don’t need to discuss this with my parents I’d like to come to 
Christ Church” was his response.  Knowing the competition for and scarcity 
of places I asked when we would be made aware if a place was available. “You 
have a place, should you choose to take it” we were advised. He was in!  His 
move to Christ Church was meant to be. 

Christ Church is a single sex school and on moving there Alexander was 
welcomed and embraced into a fraternity of men.  The talks by the staff, head of 
senior school and Principal focussed on boys and their learning styles and they 
had pretty much come across every character and personality type imaginable. 
Single sex schools are yet another contentious topic in education circles (a 
debate in which I have participated). In Alexander’s case Christ Church offered 
a place where he was better able to be.  There were more boys like him and the 
co-curricula offerings were outstanding. 



Pa g e  56

We had met the school psychologist at the beginning of the year and he gave 
us a copy of the learning profile he had circulated to Alexander’s teachers.  The 
profile highlighted the in-class accommodations that Alexander should have.  

exaMPle of alexander’s school accoMModations  

in year 10 of high school (2008)

Support Needs In Class Accommodations

Fine motor skills 
and handwriting

Seat Alexander at the front or near the board
Modify the amount of handwriting to be done
Provide handouts with key information highlighted,  
where possible
Provide extra time for assessments or lengthy  
written tasks
Use of the computer or laptop where necessary

Reading and 
spelling (difficulty 
with decoding 
skills)

Do not ask Alexander to read out loud in class unless he 
volunteers
Modification of any work in the literacy area e.g. 
provide clear concise directions for work assigned, allow 
for the oral administration of assessments, monitor the 
rate at which information is presented, provide a copy 
of the reading material with the main ideas highlighted 
or underlined

Work avoidance 
due to literacy 
difficulties

Positive reinforcement and encouragement
Monitoring written work for accuracy and level of 
completion

Distractible – 
problems with 
mental control 
Visual memory 
better than 
auditory memory

Supplement lengthy verbal instructions with written 
instructions
Use of visual aids and concrete materials when 
introducing new topics to maintain interest and 
promote information retention

Extra time for 
assessments

As a result of his difficulties Alexander is eligible for an 
extra 10 mins per hour of working time in assessments

A substantial list and most of the accommodations were appreciated.  The 
extra time in assessments though raised an eyebrow and made Alexander and 
I chuckle.  “Mum, do you know how hard it is for people like me to sit still 
and write for 3 hours and what’s the accommodation? – extra time!!!  That’s 
just mental and physical torture.”  We did appreciate the spirit in which the 
accommodation was intended; the problem remains in the offering of a ‘one 
size fits all’ approach to students with learning difficulties.
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The transition to Christ Church was not simple.  By year 10, friendship 
circles are very much established amongst both students and parents, and 
with his quiet disposition making new friends can take more time than for an 
extroverted personality.  His end of Semester report summarised his progress.

After an initial period of uncertainty, Alexander is beginning to display signs 
that he is feeling more comfortable with his transition to Christ Church.

The academic domain is one in which Alexander has experienced the highs and 
lows of life.  The achievement of an A grade in Physics is outstanding; the E grade 
in mathematics disappointing.  Amidst these highs and lows is a range of marks 
and comments that Alexander is inconsistent in his application.

It is pleasing to see Alexander is participating enthusiastically in the co-
curricular programme...opportunity to experience new sports such as rowing ...

His efforts in his Friday afternoon activity, Environment and Community, have 
not gone unnoticed...  His friendly, sincere nature has enabled Alexander to enjoy 
good relationships with his immediate peers and other members of the tutorial 
group...

In summary, Alexander has made a sound start to his education at Christ 
Church Grammar School.

seMester one, 2008

A fair assessment.  You do not get to Year 10 as the parent of a dyslexic 
child and not appreciate that their organisational abilities are limited (read 
practically non existent) and their application to their studies erratic. The 
capacity to move from an A (at his previous school) to an E in mathematics 
was staggering (I expect directly correlated to the increase in language based 
problems) and totally unexpected. The rest pretty much summed him up.  
Although his social circle was small, he had made friends.  
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sourcing suPPort:  

is the it exPlosion a blessing for children with dyslexia? 

There is no doubt that the technology and applications currently available 
can, does and will do much to support people with learning disabilities.  Word 
sleuths, mixed media, voice recognition software, streaming videos direct 
to a laptop, interactive software, applications for iphones to name just a few 
examples.  The list continues to grow. 

Intuitively Alexander seeks out the media that best suit his learning style 
when not restricted to the use of pen and paper and the written word.  His 
preference is visual media and he loves documentaries and science shows as 
well as interactive strategy games.  He is computer savy and can source the 
information he needs through modern technology.  As time passes the need 
to rely on the written word is diminishing, especially with software available 
to read text to him that he finds difficult.

The challenge for mainstream schools is to keep up with the pace of 
change. Without doubt this is difficult.  Integrating technologies quickly into 
the classroom is hampered for a number of reasons, not least of which is the 
speed at which they are developing.  Implications of the financial cost, for 
both maintaining and keeping laptops up to date, software current as well as 
the professional development of teachers means there is often a significant 
time lag between the accommodations that exist for a child with a learning 
difficulty and its integration into the classroom environment.  

We have found it is a matter of doing the best you can with what you have 
available at the time, supplementing the efforts made at school externally 
where possible.
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in the  
claSSroom

year 11 & 12   Senior School StudieS

Towards the conclusion of Year 10, students are required to choose between 
two pathways: tertiary entrance subjects (TEE ) or non-TEE respectively 
(this changed to a Western Australian Certificate of Education in Alexander’s 
final year at school).  Alexander is a very bright young man and was keen to 
pursue a TEE pathway at school.  I had misgivings.  Not wanting to thwart his 
aspirations or dampen his enthusiasm he choose his Year 11 subjects.   Christ 
Church did not object. His report at the conclusion of Year 10 highlighted 
his inconsistent academic results and effort that did not bode well for the 
task ahead the following year.  His ability to achieve an A in Physics had 
not been sustained in Chemistry in Semester 2 but he had achieved a C in 
English, a fantastic result reflecting not only his efforts but also the efforts of a 
remarkable teacher.

Year 11 commenced and the ability to pursue the TEE pathway was tested 
immediately. Pretty much every subject teacher raised concerns.  This was 
not surprising when you consider the strengths and competencies needed 
to effectively demonstrate your capabilities at this level.  To name a few that 
come to mind:

Reading – including skim reading skills

Writing - Note taking and transcribing 

Active listening and paraphrasing

Reflecting

Organising – personal time and schoolwork

Productivity – time on task to achieve the required outcome.

To say these presented a challenge for Alexander 
was an understatement.  
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“i did not have the discipline to put things down.  Most homework 
i could do by myself if i did not have to write it down.   

it’s not an understanding problem.

if i just had to prove i had the knowledge to do things without 
writing about things i have not seen, i was ok.  i need to see 

things in the physical.  if i don’t see it i don’t understand it, it’s 
a visual thing.  it’s all about writing for them, it’s always about 
writing at school, if you can’t write you are not going to pass.  

i got through my high school by getting really good grades on the 
things where you did not have to write.”

alexander

To give you even a glimpse of the task at hand we can only share our 
experience in assisting Alexander complete his homework assignments.  

homework aSSignmentS

•	 When to study 
As identified earlier it is estimated that it takes five times the effort 
of people without dyslexia to read and write.  Dyslexic students are 
extremely tired when they come home from school, as they have had 
to concentrate so hard during the day.  They are simply exhausted.  
Knowing Alexander was likely to have run out of steam after school 
we agreed he would work on his assignments on the weekend when he 
was fresh and could concentrate.  

•	 Organising a homework schedule and place to study 
We have tried charts, colour coded files, document wallets, homework 
diaries, a desk in his room, a desk not in his room and so the list goes 
on.  Once it was determined that he does indeed have homework and 
the due date, the next task was to get him started.  

•	 Motivation to complete assignments  
Alexander is a master procrastinator when not interested in a topic, 
plus if you never start something you can’t fail, as the task is never 
completed. Add to this the lack of a real rationale for homework from 
his perspective, why would you present information to someone who 
already knows it? 
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•	 Content   
It can take hours for Alexander to get his thoughts onto paper even 
with one of us acting as a scribe and using a computer. One A4 page of 
content can represent many, many hours work.

Consider the expectations for each of six tertiary entrance courses that are 
assessed using written examinations and assignments and you get a sense of 
the magnitude of the task.  The investment would be huge in terms of time for 
each of us.  

One last accommodation that needed to be explored before counselling 
Alexander into a non-TEE pathway was to check with the Western Australia 
Curriculum Council on the provision of a scribe in the tertiary entrance 
examinations.  The individual with whom I spoke could not have been less 
accommodating or helpful. She offered not one glimmer of possibility or an 
avenue that we could follow without a massive investment by both the school 
and ourselves.  I was left in no doubt that the provision of a scribe is not 
something that the Curriculum Council is keen to encourage. It just all felt 
overwhelming and just far too hard.

“i felt pressure to take tee [tertiary entrance subjects].  dad’s 
an engineer, you both have Masters [degrees].  i felt like i would 
be letting the family name down if i did not at least give it a shot.  

dad’s family are all engineers.  it’s not purposely put onto me,  
it’s just the fact that everyone is an engineer.  it’s pretty much the 

family business.  My uncle’s an engineer, my dad’s an engineer,  
my grandad was an engineer.  engineering of some type  

is the family trade.”
alexander

Alexander was very disappointed to have to consider relinquishing his 
tertiary entrance subjects.  He enjoyed his Physics and other science subjects 
and was again left feeling frustrated and inadequate.  In his mind ‘everyone’ 
studied TEE and those that did not were considered stupid.  

With our education system geared the way it is, you can see his point of 
view.  However, in the cold light of day with the support available that we 
could offer, this was going to be an almost impossible task with little chance 
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of success.  There are many alternative pathways to tertiary study, if that is his 
ultimate goal, and Alexander will need to find a different one.  Always one to 
look for the positive I summed up my view on taking the non -TEE pathway 
as we drove to school.  “Alex one of your assets is that you think outside the 
square.   Why don’t you think of not studying TEE subjects as liberating?  
Once you are free from the tyranny of the TEE examination system you can 
apply your intellect and time to things you love to do.” Alexander is far from 
stupid and with, or in spite of the positive spin, he agreed to drop the TEE 
subjects and move onto the alternative pathway to high school graduation.

One consolation was that he was able to continue in his beloved Marine 
Studies. Although having to study Physical Education, due to timetabling 
requirements was probably not the best use of his time given Alexander has 
some of the coordination difficulties that can be associated with dyslexia.  His 
physical education teacher reported that he could see Alex’s frustration at the 
time it took to master a skill that came easily to others.  He was always pleased 
by his effort and persistence; Alexander always gave of his best.

Alexander graduated high school with two A’s, two B’s and a noteworthy C 
in English as well as a Certificate IV in Business.  When asked the question, 
posed by a friend, whether he would have preferred the money spent on 
his school fees as a lump sum instead, perhaps to start a business, he was 
absolutely clear.  He had graduated high school, a proud achievement, and 
was in no doubt that would not have been the case had he not attended Christ 
Church Grammar School.  

My mother drew a distinction between achievement and success.  
she said that “achievement is the knowledge that you have studied, 

worked hard and done the best that is in you.  success is being 
praised by others, and that’s nice too, but not as important or 

satisfying.  always aim for achievement and forget about success”.
helen hayes 
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alexander

refelectionS 
on School  

I don’t really remember much about primary school.

I’ve always had dyslexia so I don’t know any different.  I just always thought the 
kids that could read and write were just better at it than me.   

I know I went to John Curtin because it had a program that caters for people 
with dyslexia. 

I remember my mates getting thrown out of class for doing silly things.  I 
remember going to PROPEL and that I mucked around too much.  No one really 
cared.  The school did not really push you to do your best I guess.  It probably 
wasn’t my type of school either; people didn’t study hard or do anything.  I pretty 
much did not do anything except learn some bad habits.  I did not see the point in 
homework and was not putting in the effort.  

They [the school in general] did not push you to be a high achiever.  If you were 
not in the special programs and it was just your local high school they treated you 
like they did not want you there.  They only cared about their performances. They 
were not saying it, like saying it, but they pretty much made it out like - you don’t 
want to be here.  It was not set up well for success in general. 

Of the people I knew in year 10 at John Curtin only about 50% were there in 
year 11.  They had a huge drop out rate. 

I moved to Christ Church because I wanted to pass school and I wanted to 
concentrate more on my sport.  They have a sailing program in place so I thought 
that would be a pretty good idea to get involved.

Christ Church is better all round.  They have a system in place to help you if 
you are not doing well.  If you’re not passing they pull out all the stops to ensure 
you get back on track, they don’t just let the students go, 
they try to make sure everyone gets through school.  I 
think we only had one drop out in my entire years 10 
through 12 and he left because he had an apprenticeship.
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My Year 10 physics teacher was the best teacher ever, he made it seem really 
easy and we all did well and he didn’t mark our tests.  Other teachers were also 
really good.

Passing English is one of my greatest achievements.  Before Christ Church I was 
a lazy student.  I was not doing anything; I just did not see the point.  I had really 
bad study habits.  John Curtin is a drama school and not much else matters.

Christ Church try to encourage students to participate in every single thing.  
They say if you are not participating you may as well not be at this school.  You 
have to participate.  In all aspects, for example even if you’re not sporty they want 
you in there doing it.  Whereas at John Curtin if you are not super sporty or super 
smart in one of their programs you don’t fit in.  I know they don’t have the same 
resources but the set up is wrong.

alexander

“the difference between christ church and John curtin was stark.  
at John curtin he was excluded through indifference, at  

christ church he was included, there was no choice in the matter.”
clive, alexander’s dad
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making  
SenSe of 
dySlexia

belonging   what the expertS Say

“the research here is overwhelming.  the adult success of the 
person with learning disabilities is largely dependent upon his 
social-emotional relationship skills – not his academic skills.”

richard l avoire

Intuitively we adults know social skills are an essential life skill and 
recognition of their importance is evident in the emergence of language and 
discussion around emotional intelligence (EQ). We all have an innate need to 
connect and be liked by other human beings and it is essential in order to take 
our place in society as a happy, confident and healthy adult.  

get ting in good

Proficiency with the social area has two striking benefits: it is a source of fun 
and it makes you feel like a desirable person.  When you’re a child, other children 
are your yardsticks; you keep measuring yourself against them.  And you hope 
they will come to perceive you as worthy of their companionship and admiration.  
For a child few, if any, sensations compare with the ecstasy of social acceptance. 
The protected and connected feelings that come with being sought after by peers 
pumps fuel into the engines of growing up.  Intimacy and shared recreation provide 
positive stimulation and a much-desired feeling of belonging and thereby averting 
the dark shadows of loneliness.  Every child needs to feel wanted.  Exchanging 
instant messages at a rapid clip, having a cell phone that won’t cease it’s melodic 
chipping, harvesting prestigious party invitations, and feeling you are very much in 
demand at the lunch table go far to make a kid feel validated.  If others want you 
with them you must be special.

An extract from ‘Getting in Good’ 
Dr Mel Levine 
The All Kinds of Minds Institute



Pa g e  66

Richard Lavoire identifies four key social skills necessary to enjoy social 
success at home, school, work or in the community.  These fundamental  
skills are:

1. ability to enter or join a group
2. ability to establish and maintain friendships
3. ability to resolve conflicts
4. ability to ‘tune in’ to social skills

Richard Lavoire 
Helping the child with learning disabilities find social success.  

Children with learning difficulties are typically not adept at reading 
social cues and can misinterpret language as well as behave inappropriately 
in a social setting.  Nuances such as humour, sarcasm pass them by and the 
subtleties in oral language such as words with more than one meaning can 
go undetected.  Interpreting the meaning of others in conversation, taking 
conversational turns and seeing other’s perspective can all be challenging.  
As a result they can find themselves ignored by peers when initiating verbal 
interactions or offering their thoughts, be involved in fewer extra curricula 
activities and have minimal social interaction with peers outside of school.

There is a high correlation between poor social skills and juvenile 
delinquency as well as mental health disorders. 

All environments are social and therefore social skills are the ultimate 
determining factor in a child’s future success.  

The good thing is social skills can be taught!
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making  
SenSe of 
dySlexia

belonging
 
 SocialiSation

Alexander’s socialisation skills are quite well developed.  He has friends, but 
can be described as shy and a little introverted. I on the other hand am definitely 
extroverted and love to socialise.  Therefore I try very hard to remember 
Howard Gardener’s words ‘Our job is to help our children become who they 
are supposed to be, not what we think they should be’.  It is not important that 
Alexander be in the most popular group just that he is skilled at engaging with 
people in a confident manner to achieve what he wants in life.

Joining and maintaining your place in a group is complicated.  Think about 
your own experiences and you will not be short of examples of times when 
you have misread a signal or misinterpreted the permissions given by another 
person and said something that did not go down well.  Also influencing how 
we behave on a daily basis and how we feel are the immediate events in our 
life.  The dog may have died, you may have had an argument with a family 
member, burnt the toast.  The way you are feeling contributes to the way in 
which you interpret social cues, the signals and permissions given by others. 
Not a simple task.  Assumptions are made.  Add in language difficulties to 
giving and getting the message and it becomes a whole lot harder.  

One strategy used by Alexander from an early age to simplify the need to 
communicate and build relationships with others has been to keep his circle 
of friends small.  
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in the 
playground 

and 
community

 
 

life before School

Prior to starting school we had little indication that Alexander would not 
simply glide seamlessly into the larger social fabric that is society.  Our family 
unit is small and for the first five years he was in effect an only child.  Day care 
consisted of small groups and he had close friends, and we would often meet 
other local children and their parents at the park to play.

Throughout their childhood children develop and practise their social skills 
on their family.  In our case for the majority of the time our family consists 
of the four of us, with extended family living a long distance away in Europe.  
Instead of a regular interaction with relatives on a weekly basis our children 
experience intense episodes where family arrive intermittently for an extended 
period of time.  Alternatively we head overseas to catch up with them.  

One uncle is a great wag and he has always loved to tease and joke with 
his nephews and nieces.  While his behaviour has driven most of them to 
distraction over the years they were able to retreat to their own homes for 
regular respite.  It has taken Alexander a long time to appreciate and read 
the social cues joking and teasing requires. Initially he found this type of 
camaraderie on an ongoing basis overwhelming.  When he was small his 
much loved uncle thought Alexander just did not like him as after a while in 
his company Alexander would disappear or get frustrated and upset. They had 
great fun together most of the time but there were times when he just needed 
time out. As Alexander has matured he has got much better at understanding 
jokes and not taking things too literally, but we do still have to remind him 
(and his uncle) on occasion.

I don’t recall giving any great thought to the ability 
of ‘Getting in Good’ when Alexander was small.  It 
simply was not an issue.
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pre-School year

At pre-school Alexander would run with ‘the pack’ to a point but when 
play in a large group became overly boisterous or he had simply had enough 
he was quite happy to take time out and focus on another activity alone. 
On the one hand this can be viewed as a great life skill, making your own 
judgements about when you want to participate in group activities or not, but 
it can happen often enough to begin to niggle. 

“as a young child he wouldn’t always join in the party games and  
i was concerned that he was excluding himself.  this was a  

pattern that repeated itself when large groups formed.”
clive, alexander’s dad

At the time this really bothered his Dad but not so much me.  It was however a 
precursor of other attributes that set him just that little bit apart in a social context.

Alexander had friends, they played together well, and he was happy and 
content. 

primary School yearS

His early school reports consistently speak of his gentle happy nature 
and strong friendship groups.  Over time we became increasingly aware he 
was not fond of crowds and much preferred a small group of buddies.  His 
sister could not be any more different.  Five years younger she was born 
with the ability to develop the skills and knack of ‘Getting In Good’.  Having 
worked for many years on equal opportunity issues and encouraging people 
to celebrate diversity I was more than content that my children were quite 
different people.  Wouldn’t life be boring if we were all the same?  

Initially when Alexander was assessed as having a learning difficulty our 
attention was totally absorbed by ensuring he achieved basic competencies 
in reading and writing as well as developing his motor skills.  One of the first 
and amongst the most confronting incidents that indicated his coordination 
issues would impact his friendship groups came when he was seven.  A 
parent, who had previously moved her son from his Year 2 class, phoned with 
advice on how to complete the application form for junior hockey (Minky).  It 
was pointed out that the forms needed to be in by a certain date and that the 
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organisers liked to mix the teams up, so absolutely no need to mention friends 
that your child would like to play with.  Following the advice I duly submitted 
the form without naming any friends that Alexander knew or a team he 
would like to join. Can you imagine how it felt to arrive at a sports field for the 
first time to see all your friends in the same team and you were not included.  
How could this be? I asked a parent standing on the side lines where this team 
had gathered how the children happened to be together on the one team.  It 
was simple, other parents had, of course, all written on the application form 
the names of the friends they would like their children to play with.  I felt 
betrayed, manipulated and duped.  Clearly in her eyes Alexander would be a 
liability, reducing the odds of her son’s team winning the competition.  How 
had I allowed myself to be so stupid and trusting?  I was furious.

It is the only time that I can recall where I have said to Alex it would be 
OK if he did not return to participate in something he had just started.  His 
response was that he wanted to play Minky and he would return regardless of 
the team he was in.  Just one early example when his strength of character has 
shone through.  I was very proud of him.

I share this story as it really shocked and upset me to think people could 
behave so badly and be so ruthless and competitive with sport designed for 
seven-year-old children. Intellectually I understood bias and prejudice takes 
many forms and is experienced on many levels by many people, but here we 
were experiencing bad behaviour first hand and directed toward our son. 

As he progressed through primary school maintaining some of his key 
friendships was becoming harder and harder for Alexander to achieve. Some 
of his good friends had excellent athletic ability and played team sports, in 
particular hockey, really well.  These children really liked and were good at 
sport so practised whenever they could.  Alexander participated in the early 
divisions without much success and as he wasn’t good at it he would not 
practice.  Non-competitive individual physical activity such as swimming 
to build his muscle tone became his focus.  Simultaneously a number of his 
friends were forming a group around sport from which he was now very 
much excluded.

He was, and is, pretty perceptive and while he pottered away at those things 
of interest and enjoyed his drama studies he came to understand that he was 
no longer particularly welcome or invited amongst a group of friends he had 
known since pre-school. For me, while I understood that they were sporty and 
he was not, the hardest part was to watch friends who had once been close 
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exclude Alexander in social situations where family groups congregated and 
the parents take no responsibility.  I could not help but think I was watching 
the seeds of discrimination take hold and flourish with no action taken.  In 
this instance our response was to remove ourselves from those social circles 
and move on.

According to his sister, who would be very much in the know, the speech 
he delivered to the school student body for consideration for the role of a 
school leader (prefect) at primary school was one of the best and really very 
good.  This from his harshest critic was praise indeed.  However, student 
polls are in large part popularity contests and he was not successful.  We had 
already established that this was not the group in which Alexander now found 
himself.

It had become obvious that just like reading and writing, understanding the 
behaviour of others and how best to deal with how they can make you feel can 
benefit from some attention. Having also had the experience of some excellent 
professional development for adults in the workplace around interpersonal 
skills, I went in search for something that may be suitable for Alexander.

When he was aged 11, I came across a two-week program called Junior 
Social Eyes.  Run by a group of psychologists at the Kids are Kids Therapy and 
Education centre it is one of the few interventions we have sourced locally that 
focuses on socialisation skills.  It covered the topics 

•	 All about Me 
•	 Body language
•	 Feelings
•	 Behaviours and Problem Solving and 
•	 Making Friends

One two week program towards the end of primary school has never 
seemed sufficient to master the range of skills needed to socialise successfully 
in large groups.  Especially when you do not pick up the skills intuitively and 
have no extended family on which to practise. 

At the end of his primary school years Alexander maintained a small group 
of loyal friends who had common interests.  He was aware that he was not 
part of the friendship circle forming larger social groups. 
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year 8 & 9 - the tranSition to high School

When Alexander commenced at John Curtin College of the Arts he 
did not know any other students.  It is massive challenge for even the 
most extroverted personality to stand amongst a crowd knowing that the 
majority of people know one or more people and you don’t.  Consider all the 
socialisation skills that you need to apply when you need to integrate into 
a new group the size of a high school and you get some idea of how it must 
have felt.  During his first semester the school staff made contact. They were 
concerned about Alexander’s ability to make new friends and his potential 
isolation.  He remembers it differently:

“it was strange when i first arrived, as i did not know anyone.   
it was year 8 so i made friends pretty quickly as it was about the 

end of term one before groups of friends were set.”
alexander

Being a quieter personality amongst a school full of creative and dramatic 
students definitely placed the spotlight on him.  What I have observed is that 
he needs a little more time to find his feet and form friendships than a more 
outgoing personality. Alexander did make new friends at JCCA, some of who 
he maintains contact with.  

People forms groups in order to develop a sense of belonging throughout 
their lives.  When we were discussing the groups that existed at JCCA I asked 
Alexander if he was in any.  ‘I belong to The Odds’ was his reply,  “At least you 
belong son” was my response.

In Australia one way to be included is through sport.  Sport as mentioned 
previously is part of our national identity.  Proficiency gives you access to 
an important social group and the ability to establish friendships. Cricket, 
hockey, Australian rules football are all very popular sports in Western 
Australia but these were certainly not going to be the sports in which 
Alexander could excel.   Not to be deterred, we looked for other ways he could 
be involved such as umpiring or as a ball boy for the State Hockey league.  He 
did both at some stage and commendably took himself off to umpire training 
school some distance from his high school until he moved to Christ Church 
when the logistics to attend umpire training became too difficult.  

When one door closes another opens, as it was at Christ Church that his 
passion for sailing was cultivated. 
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Western Australia has one of the world’s highest levels of boat ownership.  
Sail or power, you cannot but notice them as the majority of the population 
live in close proximity to water.  The Swan River forms large bays as it 
meanders to the Indian Ocean and there is a strong sailing tradition with 
numerous yacht clubs along its banks.  Alexander expressed an interest and 
on enquiry we became aware that East Fremantle Yacht Club, close to where 
we had bought our block of land, was well regarded for its junior program.

Alexander’s start in sailing was very much trial and error.  This was a sport 
that we knew practically nothing about and we were all on a steep learning 
curve.  On joining the sailing club there were multiple levels of socialisation 
at play.  We adults were establishing our place as part of the local sailing 
community at the very same time that Alexander was trying his hardest to not 
only acquire new physical skills (sailing is a 3D sport which requires excellent 
spatial awareness and concentration) but also make new friends.  We all made 
a number of mistakes due to our lack of understanding of the sport, its culture 
and the people dynamics.  It is the unwritten rules and expectations amongst 
groups of people that are always the most difficult to make sense of.

At the end of Year 9, Alexander had yet to find his feet in the local sailing 
community and at the same time had chosen to move to Christ Church 
the following year.  Changing high schools had not been anticipated when 
selecting JCCA and moving to East Fremantle but we knew intuitively that 
it would be in Alexander’s best interest. Although it meant once again Alex 
would need to re-establish his place in a variety of social and study groups as 
well as the school community at large.

year 10 to 12 - chriSt church 

Alexander entered Christ Church two years older than when arriving at 
JCCA, a more mature young man with some understanding of how a high 
school works.  In addition to the year system for studying academic subjects 
Christ Church has a house system with vertical tutoring groups.  Vertical 
tutoring mixes students of all ages together and facilitates relationships 
between different year groups.  Your tutor stays with you for the term of your 
school life where possible and gets to know each individual student and their 
characteristics exceptionally well.  This smaller group setting was well suited 
to Alexander’s personality.  In it he established friendships and had fun.  The 
boys gathered regularly before school and amongst other activities played 
chess and card games.  The school was aware of Alexander’s interests when he 
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commenced and took the trouble to allocate him a tutor that was also a sailor; 
attention to detail that was appreciated. 

“the tutor system is good because it allows you to meet people 
who were in your situation the year before, for example when  

i was in year 11 i could speak to the year 12’s to know what  
i was about to experience.”

alexander

Christ Church has an impressive array of co-curricula activities from 
which to choose.  These activities are a major way schools contribute to the 
socialisation of their students. They provide an incredible release to the formal 
classroom environment as well as contributing greatly to the child’s self-belief 
and sense of belonging.

Two extra curricula activities that have helped shape Alexander into the person 
he is today are rowing and sailing.  He had taken up his tutor’s advice and joined 
the rowing fraternity as a coxswain. Rowing taught Alexander the discipline of 
5am starts as well as the contribution to a team.   Sailing is his passion and the fact 
he was able to pursue this sport at school was a major attraction.

“rowing taught me about the discipline to get up early in the 
morning and get going.  it also taught me that hard work and 

training is the only thing that is going to make you good.   
you can have all the talent in the world, it’s not going to  

make you good without practice.

sailing was a huge bonus.  i made most of my friends through sport.”
alexander

Sailing has become a family activity where each of us has a part to play. I 
often assist in starting races and Clive can generally be found on a rescue boat 
following either Alexander or his sister Zoë around the set course.  Our local 
yacht club is located where the river Swan narrows before reaching the Indian 
Ocean (known amongst sailors as the drainpipe).  This means there is a great 
deal of traffic as commercial ferries, power and sailing boats based on the 
river need to pass through a small space.  
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I’m pleased to report Alexander survived the early days of his sailing career 
as a Skipper.  You’d think we had a death wish as we sent out two youngsters 
each with their own challenges to sail in their little craft amongst all the river 
traffic. Sometimes a little knowledge is a dangerous thing.  However we all 
persevered and today we are well established in our local sailing community.  
Alexander has worked hard to improve his skills and currently sails with an 
older skipper with whom he has experienced a great deal of success.  Typically 
he gets on well with the older and younger sailors rather than his peer group.  
Something that I think has bothered me far more than him.

Wherever possible we have always sought to focus on his abilities.  Christ 
Church Grammar School is the home base for an initiative known as the 
Pilgrimage of Hope which takes young people out of their comfort zone to 
work with those most marginalised people both in Australia and overseas.  
With his sensitivity and capacity to think deeply Alexander was attracted 
to the program and was selected to participate in a pilgrimage to Nepal in 
2009. The experience for him was profound and has contributed greatly to his 
understanding of the world in which we live.

By stepping out of his comfort zone and immersing himself into a different 
culture and set of beliefs, Alexander gained insights and skills that will serve 
him well into the future. To understand how privileged you are and how well 
placed you are to make a contribution and difference helps put your dyslexia 
into perspective. 

Sourcing additional help to deal with social skills and developing social 
competence is not an easy task.  In the education system the majority of effort 
and emphasis has been placed on the academic impact of learning difficulties 
and how best to overcome them. While there remains room for improvement 
there is some support for children in learning to read and write and develop 
study skills. A massive gap remains in the school curriculum when it comes to 
teaching social skills. 

If we, their parents, forget how hard it can be for our dyslexic child, how must it 
be for others?

Students attend school for some 8-10 hours a day and when they leave 
the school grounds the requirement to socialise does not go away.  Given all 
environments are social, the acquisition of these skills is essential and extend 
way beyond the education system.  The need to apply your social-emotional 
relationship skills is required on a daily basis whenever you interact with 
people. 
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There has been more than one situation where we have had to come to 
terms with adults who have taken inappropriate action based on their lack 
of understanding of dyslexia.  How much you try to educate an individual 
depends on the extent they will be part of your child’s life into the future. 
Over time we have learnt to focus on surrounding Alexander with those 
fabulous supportive people in our community, be they educators, specialists 
in learning difficulties, friends, family or acquaintances.  In doing so the aim 
is to minimise the impact and influence of those who are not. As much a life 
lesson as one unique to being the parent of a dyslexic child. 

On occasion I have worn the anger at injustices towards Alexander like a 
bruise that I have kept on prodding.  Not necessarily the healthiest or most 
rational approach but in some ways it has kept me motivated to share our 
story.  If we have experienced mean spiritedness towards our son then it has 
most likely also happened to others.  While not pleasant, it is by working 
through how each incident has made us feel that we have become better able 
to manage our expectations of others and advise Alexander accordingly.  It 
has been a two way street.   As Alexander has grown older there have been 
times when his perception and understanding of the behaviour of others has 
been more insightful and compassionate than mine. As a result I believe I 
have become better at building a bridge, letting go of resentment and moving 
on (well almost, I am his mother after all!).

Alexander is showing great signs as he matures that he will be a fine young 
man who will play his part in the world around him. His extra curricula 
activities have played a large part in shaping who he is. We are well aware that 
the opportunity to attend Christ Church Grammar School and participate 
in such a diverse range of activities is an expensive option well beyond 
the finances of many. There is room for optimism though, what ever your 
financial circumstances may be. Today there is an emerging body of research 
and study in Australia and overseas that is shedding light on socialisation 
skills and the development of practical strategies to teach them.  As the 
strongest advocates for our children we need to demand that these programs 
are funded and included in the main-stream school curriculum.  They will be 
to the benefit of all children and not just those diagnosed with dyslexia. 

Enjoying and maintaining social success is a life long journey. ‘Getting in 
Good’ comes far easier to some than to others.  What is noteworthy is that we 
now know that social skills can be developed and taught and it is never too 
late to learn.
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Self  
eSteem

“the gift of dyslexia – if this were a gift i’d send mine back.”
robert frank  – the secret life of the dyslexic child

In education there is an expression known as the ‘self-fulfilling prophecy 
phenomenon’.  This basically suggests that your expectations and beliefs cause 
you to behave in certain ways that reinforce those beliefs.  For example if you 
are repeatedly told how bright and clever you are, you internalise that belief 
which in turn impacts your behaviour and subsequent actions.  Same logic 
can be applied to being pretty, stupid, lazy and so on.  

Imagine being defined by what you cannot do!!  Then, even worse, being 
reminded every day while at school.

If you are defined by what you cannot do then no amount of emphasis on 
what you are good at is going to make you feel any less stupid.  No amount 
of telling your dyslexic child that they are highly intelligent is going to make 
them feel any better about the things they cannot do. 

We have spent years placing emphasis on Alexander’s intellect and 
strengths yet when the frustration with his progress in completing a written 
task has become too much, it is not unknown for him to still make the 
comments like:  I’m sick of feeling like a retard!  (Alexander aged 16)

Alexander has many strengths and wonderful qualities.  He is a deep 
thinker, a compassionate soul with an extraordinary spatial awareness.  His 
ability to think laterally and offer solutions outside the square is a great asset 
and hopefully he will capitalise on these attributes into the future.   

He recognised his uniqueness from an early age.  
When asked to select the food that best described 
him as part of his selection process to the specialist 
drama course at JCCA he wrote the following:
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“i thought about being a chip because chips are popular, i thought 
about being meat because meat is tough but the food that best 
represents me is a pea because it is small and firm, with a hard 

outer shell.  i like being a pea cos it best represents me.”
alexander, aged 12

I recall phoning his father to share the news that he was the proud parent 
of a pea!!!

It also suggests that he recognised his resilience in its hard outer shell, 
as living with a learning difficulty definitely means facing and managing 
adversity from the minute they enter the world stage.

Discovering, fostering and focusing on your child’s strengths are one 
avenue to provide positive experiences and raise self-esteem. 

Pilgrimage of Hope tapped into his strong sense of responsibility and quiet 
way of being.  He found himself at ease amongst the Nepalese people and his 
fellow travellers.  It was a source of great pride to be able to help others in a 
meaningful way.  The opportunity to practice self-reflection and meditate at 
his young age I expect will prove invaluable.  He returned from Nepal with 
the courage to advise his Director of Rowing that he would no longer cox in 
the rowing squad in order to focus on his sailing - no small undertaking if 
you knew the formidable character involved.  He found himself able to work 
through an incident that had occurred some years earlier while sailing a 
regatta that had affected him deeply, resolve the matter in his own mind and 
let it go.  His capacity to forgive far exceeds mine at times and at 17 he has 
acquired and developed some skills that many adults have yet to master.  

Alex recognises and understands his dyslexia and what that means for him, 
and is ready to admit that at times he needs help, not so much in reading but 
in completing forms.

“as your child learns to seek support and ask for help so does their 
capacity to support and help others.” 

unknown 
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Sailing has become the sport where Alexander has experienced the thrill 
of success.  He is currently a club champion as a crew and a contender for 
the next state title.  A massive achievement that has been the result of sheer 
hard work on his part as well as the input of some very patient men.  He was 
awarded sailing colours at school in a year group with some very capable 
sailors from families with a long history of achievement in the sport.

sailing

The whistling of the air 
The swirls of the sea 

The cracking of the sail 
The burn upon the water

The weather changes 
rapidly from light to dark 
tranquillity to monstrous 

calm to hammering

That buzzing in your ear 
as the siren sounds 
like it blew a fuse 

that breaking sound 
of the wood

The snarling of surf 
the blacking of the sky 
the speed of the blades 

the hardening of the sail 
As we fly away  

The slamming of 
the roller on the hull 

the slamming of the breaker 
getting soaked by the dumper  

The burn of the ropes 
as they moved on 
the extreme flight

They hammer on your tail 
the race to the finish 
the screams in the air

alexander aged 15
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Academically his C in English is amongst his proudest achievements to 
date.  

Alexander falls into the category of having friends without being the 
popular ‘Getting in Good’ child described earlier and he appears comfortable 
with who he is.  He has experienced first hand the excluding behaviour of 
adults and children who strive to be ‘cool’ and part of the ‘in crowd’ from 
an early age and is quite clear that he does not need such people in his life.  
Although I am sure he must have found such behaviour painful at the times.  
He finds the social whirl that surrounds his popular sister a little bewildering 
and cannot comprehend why you would want so many friends or for that 
matter the need to congregate in large crowds.   With his unique way of 
looking at the world it pays not to make assumptions. From his perspective 
“There is no such thing as popular – there are the people you know and the 
people you don’t.”  

Alexander aged 17
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concluSion

 

“it’s nice to have an end to journey towards,  
but it is the journey that matters in the end.”

e e cuMMings

It is not easy being the parent of a child with a learning difficulty.  You try 
to be supportive, loving and encouraging in all that they do.  You focus on 
their achievements and strive to comprehend their limitations, doing all that 
you can to help support them to overcome and/or manage them.  But it is 
frustrating.  The chaos of the school bag, the lack of organisation, the need 
to be told in detail what is expected of them, the extra help with homework.  
There are days when Alex drives me mad and I find myself getting angry at 
something he has forgotten to do or the time it is taking him to do it.  On 
these occasions I find re-reading a day in the life of Robert Frank in his book 
The Secret Life of the Dyslexic Child helpful.  It reminds me to appreciate all 
that he can and does do and maybe look for a different way to get him to 
complete an expected task. 

Alexander is dyslexic, he is not perfect and for that matter neither am I.  
Learning to live with his learning difficulty has been about understanding and 
tolerance and helping Alexander to become the best person he can be. 

Under the umbrella term ‘Dyslexia’ hang many different traits and 
characteristics.  For each individual these traits are picked and mixed in a 
unique combination and as a result no two dyslexic children are the same. 
Due to the uniqueness of the learning difficulty there is no one size fits all 
intervention that can be applied to rectify dyslexia.   As parents you become 
the experts and champions for your child, selecting and requesting those 
interventions you come across that you think will be 
of benefit.  You find yourself wondering if there was 
more you should or could have done to make life 
easier in both the classroom and playground.  
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Dyslexia does run in families and in ours there are members who are 
dyslexic on both sides. During the course of writing this book I have met 
many people and in the small talk that occurs as you get to know each other 
the topic of dyslexia has emerged.  Almost without fail they mention either a 
family member who is dyslexic, that they themselves are dyslexic or that they 
know someone who is.  It appears to me that dyslexia may be more common 
than the 10% of the population estimated.

I remember when Alex was little worrying about his height.  Working at 
the time in the Department of Family and Children’s’ Services I sought the 
advice of a senior psychologist.  “Do his feet touch the ground?”  She asked.  
“Yes of course,” I replied.  “Then he is tall enough.”  Same applies to dyslexia.  
Keep it in perspective.   Yes it presents challenges you would prefer your child 
did not have to face, but it also brings with it some wonderful qualities.  With 
your love and support your dyslexic child will be OK.  

Inevitably the question is now asked – what is Alexander going to do next? 
Sailing provides a lovely metaphor.  So far, he has had to navigate a path to his 
goals, take the occasional knock, reposition, check the elements and adjust his 
settings and course accordingly.  We have all been so focussed on high school 
graduation and making that mark that Alex has not had the opportunity to 
look to the horizon and set the next course or destination.  His journey to date 
has been about putting skills and competencies into his kit bag that he can 
continue to develop and draw upon as needed into the future.

As parents and as part of our own process we have had to reassess our 
values and expectations of what it means to be academically successful as well 
as open our minds to the endless career pathways and opportunities available 
in the workplace.

There are many roads to Rome and there are many very successful dyslexic 
people.  Don’t allow dyslexia to be an excuse but do recognise that it does 
indeed present its challenges in our education system and culture. We have 
placed emphasis on seeking out opportunities to enable Alexander to shine, 
rising to the challenge and the sheer hard work involved have been up to him.  
He has some notable achievements to date, much yet to learn and no doubt an 
exciting and challenging future ahead.

Alexander is a fortunate young man.  He lives in a country that values 
democracy and freedom, has a family who love him and can afford to offer 
him opportunities only dreamed about by many. Nevertheless his dyslexia 
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shapes life as we know it and will forever be part of who Alexander is.  
Whatever he does and wherever his journey takes him, he is our son and will 
continue to make our hearts sing. We hope this is just one of the many gifts he 
can share with others.  

The last words in his story rightfully belong to Alexander.

“the label dyslexia means that i was born with a different memory 
set up i guess. it is not a disability, it is a way people categorise 

people who are different from the general population.”
alexander, aged 17
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poStScript

“success is not final.  failure is not fatal.   
it’s the courage to continue that counts.”

winston churchill

This book has been a long time in the writing documenting as it does 
Alexander’s journey through school.  It has not been an easy journey but 
he has met and managed each challenge to the very best of his ability. I find 
myself filled with pride and admiration at his capacity to deal with adversity 
and his sheer tenacity to keep going when things have been difficult.  That he 
has agreed to share his story with a view to helping other dyslexic children 
and their families is commendable and I hope you have found something of 
benefit in the book.

For my part, if one parent of a dyslexic child gains much needed 
assurance that they are not alone, that their child will be ’OK’, finds their 
level of frustration reduced or discovers a new idea, then this book will have 
contributed to their journey and been successful. 

Much remains to be done to support children with dyslexia. Therefore 
part proceeds of this book will be donated to projects that support the 
development of their full potential.
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appendix

timeframe of tests, outside of the general school program, taken by 

alexander eventually resulting in the diagnosis of dyslexia

School 
Year*

Testing/Concerns 
raised

Outcome/
Recommendations

Intervention/
Additional 
Support

Pre-School Hearing test Normal
Year 1, 
April 99

Skillbuilders: 
Occupational Therapy 
Service for Children

Areas identified that 
would benefit from further 
development:
Motor planning and 
proprioception
Bilateral integration
Visual Motor Integration
Fine Motor Control

Weekly 
therapy

Year 1,  
Sept 99

Letter raising 
concerns of 
developmental 
delay resulting in 
referral for testing 
by a developmental 
psychologist. Range of 
tests administered to 
assess verbal IQ and 
performance IQ 

Psychological 
report prepared. 
Recommendations:
OT continue
Extension in UniGym and 
UniSwim will be of benefit
Further in-depth 
investigation in verbal 
information progressing 
and expressive language 
difficulties recommended.  
Referrals made.

Weekly OT 
continue
Extension in 
UniGym and 
UniSwim 

Oct 99 Assessment for 
eligibility to 
participate in Uni 
Gym/Swim

Accepted into the program 
for Semester One, 2000

Weekly 
program 
during 
university 
calendar
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Year 2, 
Feb 2000

Speech Pathologist & 
Audiologist tests

Speech therapy 
recommended
Letter to school teacher to 
outline what they could 
expect and should reward.

Weekly 
session 
focusing on 
phonetics and 
speech 

March 2000 Eye Test 20:20 Vision None 
June 2000 UniGym Report 

Semester One
Progress made in 
his movement and 
coordination.

Continue with 
the program 
into second 
half of the 
Year

Oct 2000 Psychological 
and educational 
Assessment by 
Dyslexia – SPELD 
Psychologist

Dyslexia diagnosed
Entitlements under the 
Disability Discrimination 
Act: Modifications, 
special accommodations/
Provisions at School 

Commences 
multi-sensory 
program of 
language 
and literacy 
development.  
Weekly at 
dyslexia 
SPELD

* School years in Australian run from February through to December


