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Why some children struggle so much
with reading used to be a mystery.
Now researchers know what's
wrong—and what to do about it

By CHRISTINE GORMAN

HEN SEAN SLATTERY, 17, LOOKS AT A PAGE OF
text, he can see the letters. He can tell you
the letters’ names. He can even tell you
what sounds those letters make. But it often
takes a while for the articulate high school
student from Simi Valley, Calif., to tell you
what words those letters form. “I see a wall”
he says. “I see a hurdle I have to get over” Some words are
easier for Sean to fisure out than others. “I can get longer
words, like electricity,” he says. “But I have trouble with
shorter words, like four or year”

Slattery has dyslexia, a reading disorder that persists de-
spite good schooling and normal or even above-average
intelligence. It's a handicap that affects up to 1 in 5 school-
children. Yet the exact nature of the problem has eluded
doctors, teachers, parents and dyslexics s creryFor
themselves since it was first described Laura Newman, 9,
more than a century ago. Irjdee:_:l, it is so f“‘fa:' 'f";fr:"am“
hard for skilled readers to imagine what  words into sounds
it's like not to be able to effortlessly ab-
sorb the printed word that they often suspect the real prob-
lem is laziness or obstinacy or a proud parent’s inability to
recognize that his or her child isn’t that smart after all.

The mystery—and perhaps some of the stigma—may
finally be starting to lift. The more researchers learn about
dyslexia, the more they realize it’s a flaw not of character
but of biology—specifically, the biology of the brain. No,
people with dyslexia are not brain damaged. Brain scans
show their cerebrums are perfectly normal, if not extraor-
dinary. Dyslexics, in fact, seem to have a distinct advantage
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