January 1988

“My People Are Destroyed For Lack Of Knowledge’” HOSEA 4:6

EDITOR: Samuel L. 8lumenfeld

The purpose of this newsletter is to provide knowledge for parents and educators who want to save the children of America
fram the destructive forces that endanger them, Our children in the public schools are at grave risk in 4 ways: ac ademically,

spiritually, morally, and physically -- and only a well-informed public wiil be abie 1o reduce those risks,
“Without vision, the people perish.”

Dyslexia:
The Disease You Get in School

Dysiexia 1is an exotic word, con-
cocted from the Greek dys, meaning i1l
or bad, and lexia, meaning words. It
was invented to describe a condition
that afflicts many normal and intelli-
gent youngsters who, for reasons that
seem to baffle most educators, parents,
and physicians, can't learn to read.

The difference between a dyslexic
and a functional illiterate is purely
social. Dyslexics are usually adoles-
cents from middle-class or professional
families whose parents assume that
their child's reading difficulty is
more of a medical or psychological
problem than an educational one. The
child is too smart to be that dumb.

A functional illiterate 1is simply
someone who has kept his reading prob-
lem to himself and goes through life
pretending he can read, avoiding sit-
uations which involve reading, choosing
jobs which do not reveal his reading

disability. He assumes he's dumb, not

sick or mentally disturbed.

However, in the last ten years,
with the growth of federally funded
Special Education and the proliferation

of early testing, more and more chijl-
dren with vreading difficulties are
being labeled "learning disabled," or
LD, in the first grade or even kinder-
garten. These children are being
"diagnosed" as suffering from minimal

brain damage, minimal brain dysfunc-
tion, neurological impairment, per-
ceptual impairment, attention deficit

syndrome, or dyslexia,

The Symptoms

~ What are the symptoms of dyslexia?
The Academic American Encyclopedia
(Vol. 6, page 320) gives us as good a
summary of the disease as we shall find
anywhere. It says:

"Dyslexia refers to an impaired
ability to read or to comprehend what
one reads, caused by congenital dis-
ability or acquired brain damage.
Dyslexia is independent of any speech
defect and -ranges from a minor to a
total inability to read.

"Specialists use the term specific
dyslexia to refer to an inability to
read in a person of normal or high
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general intelligence whose learning is
not impaired by socioeconomic depriva-
- tion, emotional disturbance, or brain
damage. Psychologists disagree about
whether specific dyslexia is a clearly
identifiable syndrome. Those who think
it is clearly identifiable note that it
persists into adulthood despite con-
ventional instruction; tends to run in
families; and occurs more frequently in
males. It is also associated with a

special kind of difficulty in dden-
tifying words and letters, which
dyslexics tend to reverse or invert

(reading p for q, for example, or on
for no). Competing theories exist about

the causes and nature of specific
dyslexia."
Although there is disagreement

among the "experts" over the causes of
dyslexia, there is general agreement
that the most effective "cure" s a
remedial program that stresses phonics.

Dr. Orton’s Findings

But it is somewhat puzzling that
there should be so much disagreement
over the cause of dyslexia, when, as
early as- 1929, a 1leading physician
attributed its cause to a new look-say,
whole word, or sight method of teaching
reading that was being introduced in
the schools of America. In February
1929, there appeared in the Journal of

Educational Psxcho]ogx an article enti-
tle he ight Reading' Method of
Teaching Reading as a Source of Reading
Disability," written by Dr. Samuel T.
Orton, a neurcopathologist at Iowa State
University.

Dr. Orton, a brain specialist who
dealt with children's language disor-
ders, had been seeing a lot of children
with reading problems at his clinic. In
diagnosing the children's problems he
came to the conclusion that their
reading disability was being caused by
this new instruction method. He decided
to bring these findings to the atten-
tion of the educators, and he did so in
as diplomatic a way as possible. He
wrote:
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"I wish to emphasize at the begin-
ning that the strictures which I have
to offer here do not apply to the use
of the sight method of teaching reading
as a whole but only to its effects on a
restricted group of children for whom,
as I think we can show, this technique
is not only not adapted but often
proves an actual obstacle to reading
progress, and moreover I believe that
this group is one of considerable size
and because here faulty teaching
methods may not only prevent the acqui-
sition of academic education by chil-
dren of average capacity but may also
give rise to far reaching damage to
their emotional 1ife."

The warning to the educators was
quite explicit: this method of teaching
will harm a large number of children.

Dr. Orton expected the educators to
respond to his findings. They did --
negatively. In fact, they accelerated
the introduction.and promotion of the
new teaching methods throughout the
primary schools of America. And it
didn't take very long before America
began to have a reading problem.

The Disease Spreads

Although Dr. Orton went on to be-
come the world's leading authority on
"dyslexia," and in fact created one of
the most effective remediation tech-
niques, the Orton-Gillingham method,
his 1929 article is nowhere referred to
in the literature on the subject.

. I came across it quite by accident
while doing research for my book, The
New Il1literates, which was published in

The Blurenfeld Education Letter - Post Office Box 45161 - Boise, Idaho 83711

1973, But why the experts on dyslexia
have not found it, I don't know. In any
case, dyslexia was virtually unheard of
in this country until the 1940s when,
suddenly, millions of American children
were coming down with the disease. Life
magazine reported in April 1944:

"Millions of children in the U.S.

suffer from dyslexia which is the med-

jcal term for reading difficulties. It




is responsible for about 70% of the
school failures in the 6- to 1Z2-year-
age group, and handicaps about 15% of
all grade-school children. Dyslexia may
stem from a variety of physical ail-
ments or combination of them -- glan-
dular imbalance, heart disease, eye or
ear trouble ~-- or from a deep-seated
psychological disturbance that 'blocks'
a child's ability to learn."

The article then described the
treatment for dyslexia given a young
girl at Chicago's Dyslexia Institute in
Wesley Memorial Hospital on the campus
of Northwestern University: "thyroid
treatments, removal of tonsiis and
adenoids, exercises to strengthen her
eye muscles. Other patients may need
dental work, nose, throat or ear treat-
ment, or a thorough airing out of trou-
blesome home situations that throw a

sensitive child off the track of
normality."
Enter Dr. Flesch

In 1955, Dr. Rudolf Flesch pub-

lished his famous book, Why Johnn
Can't Read, in which he revealed to
parents the true cause of the reading
problem. He wrote:

"The teaching of reading -- ali
over the United States, in all the
schools, 1in all the textbooks -- is

totally wrong and flies in the face of
all logic and common sense."

And then he explained how in the
early 1930s the professors of education
changed the way reading is taught in
American schools. They threw out the
traditional alphabetic-phonics method,
which 1is the proper way to teach a
child to read an alphabetic writing
system, and they put in a new look-say,
whole-word, or sight method that
teaches children to read Engiish as if
it were Chinese, an ideographic writing
system, Flesch contended that when you
impose an ideographic teaching method
on an alphabetic writing system you
cause reading disability.
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Dr. Orton had said as much in 1929,
but in 1955 Flesch could cite millions
of reading-disabled children as sub-
stantiation of what he was saying. Nat-
urally, the educators rejected Flesch's
contentions.

Most people, of course, don't know
the difference between an alphabetic
writing system and an ideographic one.
But one must know the difference in
order to understand how and why look-
say can cause dyslexia.

The Alphabet

Qurs -is an alphabetic writing sys-
tem, which means that we use an alpha-
bet. What is an alphabet? It is a set
of graphic symbols -- we call them
"letters" -- that stand for the
irreducible speech sounds of the lan-
guage. In other words, alphabet letters
are not meaningless configurations.
They actually stand for something. Each
Tetter represents a -specific sound, and
in some cases moie than one sound.

A1l alphabets are the same in that
regard. The Russian, Greek, and Hebrew
alphabets all stand for the sounds of
their respective languages, and the
English alphabet stands for the sounds
of the English language.

How does one teach a child or any-
one else to read an alphabetic writing
system? For hundreds of years it was
done very simply in three steps. First,
the child was taught to recognize the
letters of the alphabet; second, the
child was taught the sounds the letters
stood for; and third, the child was
then given words and sentences to read.

How was the child taught the letter
sounds? Usually it was done in the
simplest mechanical way possible. For
example, the child was taught the con-

sonant sounds and then drilled in
consonant-vowel combinations arranged
in column form, such as: ba, be, bi,

bo, bu; da, de, di, do, du; etc. The
purpose of the drill was to enable the
child to develop as quickly and easily




as possible an automatic association
between letter and sound. Developing
that association 1is at the heart of
learning to read an alphabetic writing
system.

Pictographs and Ideographs

The first alphabet was invented
about 2,000 B.C. Prior to that inven-
tion, the earliest form of writing we
know of 1is pictography =-- pictures
representing objects and actions. You
didn't have to 'go to school to learn
to read pictographs, for the symbols

looked 1ike the things they repre-
sented.
However, as civilization became

more complex, the scribes had to begin
drawing pictures of things that did not
lend themselves to easy depiction. For
example, how would you draw pictures of
such concepts as good, bad, dream, re-
ality, persuasion, confidence, memory,
intent, 1liberty, Jjustice, etc? You
can‘t. So the scribes drew symbols,
none of which looked like the concepts
they represented. Thousands and thou-
sands of such symbols -- called ideo-
graphs -- were created. And now you had
to go to school and be taught what all
of these symbols meant. The result was
that literacy was limited to a small
class of scholars, scribes and priests.
Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics 1is an
ideographic writing system, and so is
modern Chinese. The Chinese use 50,000
ideographs, of which 5,000 must be
mastered if an individual is to be able
to read a Chinese newspaper. Thus, ide-
ographic writing is cumbersome, diffi-
cult, and time-consuming to master.

However, somewhere around 2,000
B.C. someone in the area of ancient
Phoenicia (today's southern Lebanon and
northern Israel) made a remarkable
discovery. He discovered that all of
human language, everything we say, is
actually composed of a small number of
irreducible speech sounds arranged in
endless combinations. It occurred to
him that by creating a set of symbols
to stand for the irreducible speech
sounds of the language, he could create
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a new form of writing based on the

actual transcription of the spoken
word, And so alphabetic writing was
invented.

Advantages of the Alphabet

And now for the first time man had
an accurate, precise means of tran-
scribing the spoken word directly into
written form, and an equally precise
means of translating the written word
back into its spoken form. It was the
most revolutionary invention in all
history. It did away with hieroglyphic
and ideographic writing and accelerated
the speed of intellectual development.
It also made learning to read simple
and available to the population as a
whole.

The invention of the alphabet also
had great spiritual significance for
mankind. It permitted the word of God
to be put down on paper accurately and
precisely in the form of the Scripture.
It made the word of God accessible to
the human race.

Clearly, alphabetic writing had
enormous advantages over ideographs: it
permitted greatly increased speed and
accuracy in communication, it was easy
to master, and it facilitated a tremen-
dous expansion of vocabulary, permit-
ting the human mind to develop ideas
hitherto inconceivable.

In the light of all these advan-
tages, it seems strange that professors
of education in the 1930s would decide
to teach American children to read
English as if it were an ideographic
writing system. How could you possibly
teach children to read that way? To a
logical mind the whole idea seems not
only absurd but insane. Yet, that is
what the professors did.

Going Backwards

Their idea was that it was better
for children to learn to look at whole
words as pictures and have them asso-
ciate them directly with objects,
actions and ideas rather than have them




learn to associate letters with sound.
And so they eliminated step two in the
three-step alphabetic learning process
and had the children go directly from
step one to step three; sometimes they
even skipped step one and started out
with whole words.

Essentially, the method works as
follows: the child is given a sight
vocabulary to memorize. He is taught to
look and say the words without knowing
that the letters stand for sounds. As
far as the pupil 1is concerned, the
letters are a bunch of arbitrary
squiggles arranged in some arbitrary,
haphazard order. His task is to see a
picture in the configuration of the
whole word -- to make the word horse
look like a horse.

0f course, the word horse does not
look 1ike a horse. So how does a child
remember that the word is horse? Anyway
he can. There isn't a professor of
education anywhere in the world who can
tell you how a child learns a sight
vocabulary. The only research we know
of that addressed that question was
done by Josephine H. Bowden at the
elementary school of the University of
Chicago around 1912. A description of
the studies was given by Prof. Walter
F. Dearborn in 1914 as follows:

In the first study the pupils,
who had had no dinstruction in
reading, were taught by a word
method without the use of phonics
and the problem was to determine by
what means the children actually
recognized and differentiated words
when left to their own devices. The
following quotation indicates the
methods employed by the experi-
menter: "First, dincidents; for
example, one day when the child was
given the cards to read from, it
was observed that she read with
equal ease whether the card was
right side up or upside down. This
incident suggested a test which was
later given. Second, comments of
the child; for example, when she
was asked to find in the context
the word ‘'shoes,' she said that
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'dress' tooked so much like 'shoes'
that she was afraid she would make
a mistake. Third, questioning; for
example, she had trouble to distin-
guish between 'sing' and 'song.'
When she had mastered the words she
was asked how she knew which was
which. Her vreply was, 'by the
looks.' When questioned further
she put her finger on the 'i' and
the 'o.' These three types of
evidence correspond to introspec-
tion with the adult. The fourth
type of evidence is a comparison of
the words learned with the words
not learned as to the parts of
speech, geometric form, internal
form, and length, Fifth, mis-
readings; for example, ’'dogs' was
read 'twigs,' and ‘'feathers,'
'fur.' Sixth, mutilations; for
example, ‘dogs' was printed ‘digs,’
'1ilac' was written 'lalci.*'"

Some of the conclusions may be
cited, first as regards the kind of
words most easily learned on the
basis of the word forms. Four out
of six children learned more
"linear" words, i.e., words like
"acorns," "saw," in which there are
no high letters, than of any other
group. In but one case were the
"superlinear" words more easily
recognized. . . .

Misreadings or the mistaking of
one word for another occurred most
frequently in these early stages,
first when the words were of the
same length (which again contro-
verts Messmer's findings); second-
1y, when words had common letters,
the "g" and "o" of "“igloo" caused
it to be read as "dogs"; thirdly,
when the initial letters of words
were the same; and fourthly, when
the final letters were the same.
Words were recognized upside down
nearly as easily as right side up,
but [only] two children noticing
any difference. The word seems to
be recognized as a whole, and as
the author notes, recognized upside
down just as the child would recog-
nize a toy upside down.




The general conclusions of the
study may be quoted:

"The comments and the ques-
tions, as well as the misreadings,
seem to show that children learn to
read words by the trial and error
method, It may be the length of the
word, the initial letter, the final
letter, a characteristic letter,
the position of the word in the
sentence, or even the blackness of
the type that serves as the cue.

. . There is no evidence in any
of the cases studied that the child
works out a system by which he
learns to recognize words. That he
does not work out phonics for him-
self comes out quite clearly in the

“transposition test. Furthermore,
only once did a child divide a word
even into its syllables. There is
some evidence that the child is
conscious of the letter, though,
there is none that he analyzes the
word letter by Tetter, except in

the case of "E," who so analyzed.

the word "six." Sometimes, when
the child seemed to have made a
letter analysis, he failed to
recogn1ze the word a second time,
and in some cases did not learn it
at all."

And so it was obvious to the pro-
fessors as far back as 1914 that the
sight method was a totally horrendous,
inefficient and i{llogical way of
teaching a child to read. And despite
Dr. Orton's warning in 1929 that the
method would harm many children, they
proceeded to put their new reading

programs in all of the schools of
America.
Look-Say Strategies

0f course, they beefed up their

sight vocabulary approach with a bat-
tery of "word recognition strategies."
They provided configuration clues --
putting sight words in frames; picture
clues -- loading the page with illus-
trations depicting the words; context
clues -- inane stories in which the
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word could be easily guessed on the
basis of context; and phonetic clues --
teaching initial and final consonant
sounds to reduce the ridiculousness of
some of the guesses.

It is 1important to note that
teaching phonetic clues is not the same
as teaching intensive, systematic

phonics. The Jlatter helps the child
develop an automatic association of
letters and sounds and  teaches
blending. The former simply teaches an

isolated consonant sound with no con-
nection to the rest of the syllable.

That this method of teaching can
cause the symptoms of dyslexia is not
difficult to surmise. What are the
symptoms? Dr. Harold N. Levinson,
founder of the Medical! Dyslexic Treat-
ment Center in Lake Success, New York,
and author of Smart But Feeling Dumb
which he dedicated to "40 million
dyslexic Americans,” 1ists the symptoms
as follows: (1) memory instability for
letters, words, or numbers; (2) a ten-
dency to skip over or scramble letters,
words, and sentences; (3) a poor, slow,
fatiguing reading ability prone to
compensatory head tilting, near-far
focusing, and finger pointing; (4} re-
versal of Tletters such as b and d,
words such as saw and was, and numbers
such as 6 and 9 or 16 and 61.

Most of these symptoms sound like
the very mistakes made by those chil-
dren back in 1912 who were trying to
learn a sight vocabulary. Some of those
children even read the words upside
down!

Poor Spelling

But it is obvious that if you are
told to look at a word as-a picture,
you may look at it from right to left
as easily as from left to right. You
will reverse letters because they look
alike and you have not been drilled to
know them by sound as well as by sight.
You will be a poor speller because the
sequence of letters seems completely
arbitrary, with no rime or reason. Of




course, to a phonetic reader the se-
quence of Jletters 1is most 1important
because it follows the same sequence in
which the sounds are uttered.

Other symptoms include transposing
letters in a word, for example, abroad
for aboard, left for felt, how for who;
confusing words with others of similar
configuration, such as, through,
though, thought or quit, quite, quiet;
guessing at unknown words.

Dr. Kenneth L. Goodman, America's
top professor of reading, calls reading
a "psycholinguistic guessing game."
And that's exactly what it is for most
American children in today's primary
schools. The result is an explosion in
Special Education, which has become the
growth industry for educators so wor-
ried about falling enrollment. The
primary schools create the learning
disabilities, and the federal govern-
ment is funding a new industry to deal
with them, In the 1976-77 school year
there were 796,000 learning disabled
students in Special Education. In
1983-84 there were 1,806,000. Dyslexia
is booming!

Obviously, the prevalent teaching
method causes dyslexia. 1 have visited
many American cities on my lecture
tours and have seen for myself the
look~-say basal reading programs being
used in today's primary classrooms all
across the country. You can imagine my
feelings when I know that the minds of
millions of American children are being
permanently crippled, their futures
handicapped, their self-esteem de-
stroyed by educators who should know
better. This criminal malpractice is
going on right now in your community.
And yet there 1is little one can do
about it. The professors of education
won't listen -- after all, they write
the textbooks. The book publishers
publish what the educators want and
what the textbook committees will
adopt. The classroom teachers, as a
whole, know no other way to teach; the
professional organizations promote
look-say; and principals, administra-
tors, and superintendents leave the
teaching of reading to the "experts.”
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Circumventing the System

But there is some hope. There is a
growing number of private and church
schools that are teaching children to
read by alphabetic, systematic, inten-
sive phonics. Also, the home-school
movement has largely adopted phonics as
the technique to teach reading. And
here and there one finds a teacher in a
public school who uses an alphabetic-
phonics approach or even a school
district that has adopted a phonics-
oriented basal.

However, for the nation as a whole,
there is 1little hope that the vast
majority of schools will change their
teaching methods 1in the foreseeable
future -- unless a group of well-
informed top business leaders make the
teaching of reading a top priority
issue and force the educators to change
their ways. But considering how poorly
informed our business leaders are and
how difficult it is to reach them, let
alone brief them on this rather complex
subject, there 1is 1little 1likelihood
that they will act effectively on be-
half of the children entrapped in the
public schools.,

(The quotation from Dr. Dearborn is
from The Psychological Researches of
James McKeen Cattell: A Review by Some

of His Pupils, Archives of Psychology,

No. 30, 1914, pp. 40-41.)

Vital Reading

The Magic Feather: The Truth About
"Special FEducation" by Lori and Bill
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Granger, E.P. Dutton, 1986, pp. 261,
$16.95.

This hard-hitting expose of Special
Education by two professional jour-
nalists in the Chicago area 1is must

‘reading for any parent foolish enough

to put a child in a public school -- or
a private one -- where Special Educa-
tion is practiced. The authors' inter-
est in Special Ed was ignited when
their lively, precocious son, Alec, was




diagnosed at age six, in the course of
"routine" testing, as having an I1Q of
47 -- that of an imbecile,

When the parents pointed out that
their boy could read several years
above his grade -- and proved it -~
they were told by the school psycholo-
gists that the test results were incon-
trovertible, and that Alec would have
to be put in Special Ed. To the
"experts" Alec was TMH -- trainable
mentally handicapped -- "holding on to
the thin edge of reality." To his
parents he was a happy, sociable little
boy.

For two years Alec was probed,
tested, bullied, harassed, ignored and
lied to by teachers, doctors, and
administrators. The Grangers finally
took Alec out of school and home-taught
him until they could find a suitable
school -- if indeed one existed. They
found a little Montessori school that
suited Alec just right, and he has
managed to thrive ever since.

But their experience with Special
Ed was such & nightmare that the
Grangers decided to investigate it fur-
ther. They discovered that Special Ed
is the result of the Education for All
Handicapped Act, passed by Congress in
1975. The original purpose of the law
was to provide equal educational oppor-
tunity to the handicapped -- the deaf,
the blind, the crippled. But the educa~
tors saw that it could be used to save
declining public education which was
suffering a steep drop in enrolliment in
the 1970s.

They did this by expanding the
concept of the "learning disabled" (LD)
as handicapped individuals, and that
turned Special Ed into the financial
bonanza it is today.

According to the authors, Special
Ed 1is basically a labeling process.
Once a child is labeled learning dis-
abled, dyslexic, minimally  brain
damaged, neurologically impaired, hy-
perkinetic, or whatever, he or she is
condemned to spend the rest of his or
her school life 1in Special Ed. The
horrible part of all of this is that
the labels have no scientific basis
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whatever. They are the inventions of
psychologists for the purpose of get-
ting federal and state funds to pay the
sataries of Special Ed professionals.

The authors write: "Evidence for a
'neurological' basis for LD is vague at
best. Some of the more revered
books in this field, which purport to
convey ‘'facts' on the ‘'neurological’
basis of Tlearning cdisabilities, are
nothing more than wishful thinking.
. . . Education trade journals are full
of debates about learning disabilities
that would shock parents of children
who have been routinely labeled LD."

Do the children improve in Special
Ed? The authors write: "“Parents of
children 1in Special Education classes
have noticed that their kids become
more and more passive and dependent the
ionger they are in Special Education.
. Special Education teaches kids
how to be failures and to live with
being failures. It segregates kids from
'normal’ kids by putting special labels
on them, putting them 1in separate
classrooms, putting them 1in separate
schools, and making certain that not
too much is ever asked of them or ex-
pected of them,"

The book also tells us that about
half the children called learning dis-
abled are given drugs, usually Ritalin,
the chemical straitjacket. "“Studies on
learning," the authors write, "indicate
the drugs do nothing to help academic
problems -- while at the same time, the
long-term side effects in children of
use of these drugs, often for years, is
not understood at all. It is known and
accepted that children dosed with such
behavior-controlling drugs experience
weight loss and chronic insomnia and
interruptions in their growth rate, and
some of them become anxious and
depressed."

What 1is the final verdict of the
authors? "We think that the whole Spe-
cial Education movement is a giant hoax
designed to breathe billions of dollars
and temporary life into the corpse of
public education.”

We couldn't agree more.




