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This white paper and its companion piece, Addressing Dyslexia, are 
based on the book Conquering Dyslexia: A Guide to Early Detection 
and Intervention for Teachers and Parents by Jan Hasbrouck, PhD. 
(Benchmark Education; PD Essentials). 

In this piece, we will explore: 

 ■ What is dyslexia?
 ■ A brief history of dyslexia and our current understandings.
 ■ The future of dyslexia research.
 ■ Common myths about dyslexia.
 ■ Parent activism and advocacy.

Introduction 

Reading is the most fundamental of all academic skills. Being able to read well 
is necessary for success in every area—in school and life. Unfortunately, for a 
significant number of our children, learning to read, write, and spell are daunting 
challenges. While the process of learning to read seems so e�ortless and joyful 
for many children, for students with dyslexia, it can be complicated, mysterious, 
and even frightening. Dyslexia can make children feel deeply discouraged and 
even believe that something must be seriously wrong with them. Parents become 
frustrated and confused: “Why is my bright and eager child suddenly struggling 
and hating school?” Teachers wonder what dyslexia really is, which of their 

/prek-12/explore/direct-instruction/reading-mastery-transformations.html?cid=prt%7cmhse%7cIAA_-_RD_-_Reading_Mastery_-_2020Q2FY_-_2196_-_RM_Transformations_Vanity%7cDirect_Mail%7cLearn_More%7c7010y00000178oD&utm_Portfolio=IAA&utm_LinkType=PRIMCTA&utm_Funnel=IAA-TOFU&utm_Portfolio=IAA&utm_Lead_Source=Direct_Mail&utm_Lead_Source_Most_Recent=Direct_Mail&utm_Lead_Source_Detail=MHES_2020_Reading_Mastery_Transformations_Collateral_Learn_More&utm_Lead_Source_Detail_Most_Recent=MHES_2020_Reading_Mastery_Transformations_Collateral_Learn_More&utm_SFDC_Campaign_ID=7010y00000178oD&utm_SFDC_Campaign_ID_Most_Recent=7010y00000178oD


For more information, visit: mheonline.com/ReadingMastery 2

The following definition, adopted by the Board of Directors of the International Dyslexia Association 
(IDA) in 2002 and recently validated by over 30 international researchers on dyslexia (Dickman, 2017) 
goes into a bit more detail:

“Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is characterized by 
di�culties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding 
abilities. These di�culties typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of 
language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision of 
e�ective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in reading 
comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede growth of vocabulary and 
background knowledge.” (From https://dyslexiaida.org/definition-of-dyslexia/ )

A Brief History of Dyslexia

For more than 100 years, professionals have taken note that while some students seem to learn to 
read quite easily, others, rather mysteriously, have great di�culty despite adequate intelligence, 
an absence of brain injury, and significant, demonstrated strengths in other domains. By the early 
20th century, there had been substantial progress in understanding this concern. Samuel Orton, an 
American psychiatrist and neuropathologist, helped confirm that the basis of dyslexia was indeed 
neurological but that its treatment must be instructional. In the late 1920s, Orton partnered with Anna 
Gillingham, a psychologist, educator, and language scholar, to develop guidelines for an instructional 
program to be used with students with dyslexia. In the late 1930s, Romalda Spalding learned the 
Orton-Gillingham method and adapted it to successfully tutor students and train teachers in e�ective 
teaching methods for students with dyslexia. The work of Orton, Gillingham, and Spalding, along 
with that of many, many others, has contributed immensely to the development of a more accurate 
conceptualization of dyslexia (Berninger & Wolf, 2009; Shaywitz, 2003).

Our Current Understanding of Dyslexia

Since the end of the 19th century, researchers from around the world working in the medical fields 
of neuroanatomy, pediatrics, ophthalmology, and optometry; cognitive and educational psychology; 
developmental cognitive neuroscience; and audiology and speech pathology, have attempted  
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 ■  Dr. Guinevere Eden, from the Center for the Study of Learning at Georgetown University in 
Washington, D.C., was the first to apply functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to the study 
of dyslexia. Her current research continues to use brain-imaging techniques to understand the 
neural basis of dyslexia. 

 ■  
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Every one of these beliefs about dyslexia has been disproven by research. We now understand 
that “dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin” (IDA, 2002). It has no 
correlation with intelligence, either high or low (Elliott & Grigorenko, 2014; Shaywitz, 2003). While 
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Lichtenstein (2019) found that every parent advocate shared similar experiences that included:
■ Recognizing that their young child had unexpected di�culties with reading.
■ Being met with an unsatisfactory response from school or district personnel and/or policymakers.
■ Exchanging information with other parents.
■ Tapping into the power and support of an advocacy group.

These activist parents formed networks of local, grass-roots organizations, including Decoding 
Dyslexia (http://www.decodingdyslexia.net/home.html) and #saydyslexia (https://www.saydyslexia.org/) 
with the goal of raising dyslexia awareness, empowering families to support their children,  
and informing policymakers on best practices to identify, teach, and support students with dyslexia. 
These parent groups have also advocated for new state laws that require:
■ A universal definition and understanding of dyslexia in the state education code.
■ Mandatory teacher training on dyslexia, its warning signs, and appropriate intervention strategies.
■ Mandatory early screening tests for dyslexia.
■  Necessary dyslexia intervention programs, which can be accessed by both general and special

education populations.
■  Access to appropriate assistive technologies in public schools for students with dyslexia.

As of this writing, more than 40 states have laws, pilot programs, or bills ready to be signed to 
address dyslexia and the implementation of the science of reading in their schools. Legislation 
in the United States related to dyslexia can be tracked on Dyslegia.com.

Conclusion

Over a century of research has proven that dyslexia is neurobiological in origin and is characterized 
by di�culties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. 
This learning disability typically results from a deficit in the phonological component of language. In 
recent years, increased advocacy from parents has raised awareness for dyslexia as scientists have 
disproved common myths about the learning disability that has no correlation to intelligence. We know 
that dyslexia cannot be “cured.” However, with early intensive, explicit intervention combined with the 
proper social and emotional supports, students can overcome dyslexia, and with early detection, we 
can prevent students from ever struggling with it in the first place. 

In part two of this white paper—Addressing Dyslexia—we will explore how we can implement 
e�ective interventions that are proven to meet the needs of students struggling with dyslexia 
and how it impacts them both in and out of the class.

See Part 2: Addressing Dyslexia to learn more and review additional Dyslexia resources.

For more information about literacy intervention programs, 
please visit: directinstruction.com DI19 M 17658.1
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