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Introduction

Thomas M. Cook is a non-commissioned officer with the United States Air Force.  Thomas has been with the Air Force for nearly 20 years.  This airman is a veteran of Operation Desert Shield, Operation Desert Storm, of Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom.  At 36 years of age, Thomas has accomplished a remarkable list of deeds and services for the military.  As a father he is a caring protector and as a husband Thomas is unbelievably first-class.  These are the traits that make Thomas Cook an exceptional person today.  What made Thomas an exceptional student during his educational career was that he was undiagnosed as dyslexic.  Not until he entered the military, after he graduated from high school, was Thomas’ special need identified.  
Dyslexia is one of the most common causes of learning difficulties in students from the first grade through college and university.  Many artists and literal geniuses have been identified as dyslexic: Leonardo da Vinci, Walt Disney, Pablo Picasso, Thomas Edison, Hans Christian Anderson, and even Albert Einstein to name a few.  What causes many dyslexics to fail can elevate others to excellence.  That difference is in treatment and adaptation.  Thomas managed his needs personally, so much so that he managed an average educational career and moved on to an exceptional military career and personal life.  Dyslexia is not a disease of a person’s mind that should or even could be “cured.”  Rather dyslexia is a term used to define a kind of mind that has individual strengths and weakness, like any other type of mind.  The key for Thomas’ and many other dyslexics is in what is done with this definition.
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Exceptional Learning - Dyslexia
The previous is a sample taken from an online teacher’s guide on understanding dyslexia.  The author of the website, Dawn Matthews, invites teachers to read the paragraphs above and to contemplate some things:  What tools were used to decode the reading?  How many errors were made when reading?  How much content was understood on the first reading? Was the reading tiring or a strain mentally? As the author points out “there are…almost certainly as many forms of dyslexia as there are dyslexics.”  Thomas is no exception to this very broad definition.  The way Thomas describes his dyslexia is much like reading with a mirror but only some of the time.  He never understood that trick, by the way.  Not everything that Thomas reads is inverted as above.  He states that most frustrating with his dyslexia is that he “always has a hard time filtering out other stuff.”  It seemed to him that he always had to work to shut out this buddies tapping their pencils and focus on the teacher’s talking.  Copying notes from the blackboard was always the greatest challenge.  He developed to the point that he no longer took notes and relied solely on his memory for retention.  His entire school career reflects his ability to adapt to his special need.
Education Experience

Thomas recalls a very happy youth; at school, playing with friends, drawing pictures that were often displayed in class, and at home, riding his bicycle at a very young age. He does recall struggling once he entered the second or third grade with reading.  He just could not keep up when his teachers read to the class.  He often lost his place and when he was called on to read aloud he either could not find his place or struggled slowly through the passages.  Through elementary school, however, Thomas was placed in the accelerated program because he was still ahead of his peers in comprehension and in his math skills.  By middle school, Thomas’ educational path veered a bit.  By the seventh grade, he was placed in remedial reading and was no longer accepted into the accelerated program for math because of the remedial classification.  By the time Thomas entered high school, he no longer was interested in taking notes from boards and had difficulty focusing on teachers lectures because he could not filter the information coming at him.  The skills that Thomas developed to retain any information in his classes were not enough to excel academically but were enough to fly under the radar of any discerning teacher who might have suspected his learning difficulties.  Thomas’ behavior and study habits in classes influenced his interactions with peers as well.

Interaction with Peers

In his high school career, Thomas began to withdraw from the more popular athletic groups and created a small group of three or four friends that he primarily associated with.  Jokingly, but possibly truthfully, Thomas states that he was the leader because he was smarter than everybody else.  He recalls one “buddy” that had wasted his mind so thoroughly on drugs that no one could understand him, ever.  Thomas admits that he also connected with younger peers better than those that he might have defined as equally or more intellectual than himself.  Thomas describes his group of friends with affection and expresses moments in the relationship that he was arbitrator of confrontations.  This heightened sense for justice at a young age is a characteristic of dyslexia.  Many of the traits that describe Thomas’ past, both educationally and socially, were indicators of his dyslexia.  One wonders what his life might be like today had his dyslexia been identified earlier on.  
What it is all about . . . 

Extensive research has been done in the field of learning disabilities.  Dyslexia misdiagnosed as ADHD and medicated can put a dyslexic student in a practically catatonic state.  Dyslexia diagnosed properly and worked with accordingly can create students that are “super-alert” and more creative and engaged in learning than ever.  Thomas Cook graduated from high school in 1989.  What has been found in just the past 15 years regarding dyslexia could possibly have made a remarkable impact on Thomas’ academic career.  If time could somehow be reversed and Thomas was to relive just his high school career, the modifications that his teachers could have made to their teaching methods might have impacted Thomas’ learning.  Most dyslexics learn better from one-on-one teaching, Thomas might have benefitted from a tutor or therapist that could have come into the classroom.  Thomas’ teachers could have provided tests that they personally recorded to audio for assessment days. Any similar alternate means of assessment could have been provided had he even been diagnosed.  Modifications could have been made to the typical lecture courses that Thomas attended.  If Thomas had been given the opportunity to simply record lectures, he could have listened to the lectures in parts and taken notes at his own pace.  Thomas’ teachers could have even considered handing him the notes of a lecture before class, so he could have concentrated more on listening and not so much on writing.  For teachers that still wanted notes written, preferential seating would have made a significant difference for Thomas, considering that he is near-sighted.  Seating closer to the board would have made copying clearly written notes off the board easier, as it would any student.  One final modification that could have made a difference would have been a homework buddy.  It seems an elementary concept, but it might have made a difference.  A friend that Thomas trusted could have ensured that he copied down homework and expectations correctly.  Figure 1 offers a list of possible accommodations and modifications that would benefit mainstreamed dyslexic students.
Conclusion

With all modifications made for special needs students, one element is crucial and that is a willingness to be helped from the student.  One final question was asked of Thomas Cook during his interview and his reply ended the interview on a bittersweet note.  

When I was in high school, I had a big ol’ chip on my shoulder and nobody was going to help me but me.  I had gotten myself that far, so I didn’t need anybody to help me anymore.  It was too late.  I did all right in high school.  I had good friends and some great teachers.  And I wouldn’t tell anyone then but I had God.  I may not have been the student teachers bragged about that year or the next, or ever; but what I have now I wouldn’t give up for a few good grades in high school.  Could I have used a few more tricks to help me read?  Maybe.  But what I’ve got I gave myself and isn’t that what it’s all about?    
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Figure 1.  A worksheet that can be used for any mainstreamed dyslexic student. 
Student:






Teacher Signature:





Subject:

ID#:






School/Teacher:






Date:

Suggested Dyslexia Accommodations/Modifications that may be utilized by the classroom teacher in order to help dyslexic students meet with success in the regular academic classrooms.  Please document in lesson plans and grade book accommodations/modifications utilized.

Accommodation:  any technique that alters the academic setting or environment.  It

Modification:  any technique that alters the work required in some way that

enables the students to show more accurately what they know.  An accommodation

makes it different from the work required of other students in the same class.  It

DOES NOT change the information or amount of information learned.



Encourages and facilitates academic success.  A modification generally DOES












Change the work format or amount of work required of students.         


	Teacher

Request
	Parent

Input
	Student

Input
	#
	Accommodations
	
	Teacher 

Request
	Parent Input
	Student

Input
	#
	

	 
	
	
	1A
	Avoid penalizing for spelling errors and reversals
	
	
	
	
	20A
	Read test to student

	
	
	
	2A
	Student is not requires to read aloud
	
	
	
	
	21A
	Allow student to respond orally

	
	
	
	3A
	Omit assignments requiring copying in a timed situation
	
	
	
	
	22A
	Provide one-on-one testing

	
	
	
	4A
	Allow student to copy from a book or paper rather than the board
	
	
	
	
	23A
	Avoid timed testing

	
	
	
	5A
	Allow student more time to think
	
	
	
	
	24A
	Provide copies of assignments and/or test reviews

	
	
	
	6A
	Read directions and instructional materials to student
	
	
	
	
	25A
	Have AR books/tests read to student or provide on tape

	
	
	
	7A
	Accompany oral directions with pictures/graphics
	
	
	
	
	26A
	Provide transcribing for test situations

	
	
	
	8A
	Ask student to repeat; make sure he/she understands
	
	
	
	
	27A
	Allow student to sub vocalize while reading

	
	
	
	9A
	Assign only independent practice; provide written directions and/or examples
	
	
	
	
	
	Modifications

	
	
	
	10A
	Accept work dictated by student to a parent/tutor
	
	
	
	
	1M
	Reduce paper/pencil tasks

	
	
	
	11A
	Allow student to record or type assignments
	
	
	
	
	2M
	Evaluate oral performance more than written

	
	
	
	12A
	Provide textbooks on tape
	
	
	
	
	3M
	Reduce reading assignments

	
	
	
	13A
	Provide study guides; emphasize critical points
	
	
	
	
	4M
	Reduce written work assignment

	
	
	
	14A
	Allow student to copy notes of a classmate
	
	
	
	
	5M
	Allow student to use a calculator

	
	
	
	15A
	Allow student to tape record lectures and test reviews
	
	
	
	
	6M
	Avoid essay tests; allow short answers

	
	
	
	16A
	Allow student to use a computer
	
	
	
	
	7M
	Allow 50% extension of time for tests

	
	
	
	17A
	Provide peer assistance
	
	
	
	
	8M
	           % of daily work;         % of tests

	
	
	
	18A
	Provide study sheets to organize materials and check review for correct answers
	
	
	
	
	9M
	Reduce the number of words for spelling tests

	
	
	
	19A
	Vary types of tests:  multiple choice, true/false, oral presentations, demonstrations, models
	
	
	
	
	10M
	AR omit or adjust requirements


White copy—classroom teacher;  pink copy—dyslexia office;  yellow copy—parents 
