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This book is dedicated to my mom, who saw my potential and never gave up on me, no matter how bad things got. You continue to be my unrelenting champion and my best friend. Words can’t express how much I love you.—Lisa

To my cousin Adam and the legions of bright neurodiverse thinkers like him, whose lives were forever impacted at a delicate age by self-doubt and self-judgment.—Jody




Dyslexics think differently. They are intuitive and excel at problem solving, seeing the big picture, and simplifying. They feast on visualizing, abstract thinking, and thinking out of the box. . . . Adult dyslexics are tough: Having struggled, they are used to adversity; hard work and perseverance now come naturally. Having experienced failure, they are fearless, undaunted by setbacks. Repetition and practice are a way of life. Each person I’ve focused on was rescued by a special person—a parent or a teacher—who saw the raw talent and nurtured it in the midst of all the naysayers. Yes, the symptoms of dyslexia persist, but they needn’t interfere with success.

—SALLY SHAYWITZ, MD, AND JONATHAN SHAYWITZ, MD, OVERCOMING DYSLEXIA

Shame hates it when we reach out and tell our story. It hates having words wrapped around it—it can’t survive being shared. Shame loves secrecy.

—BRENÉ BROWN, THE GIFTS OF IMPERFECTION
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Foreword

Raising children is a journey filled with moments of joy, discovery, and, sometimes, unexpected challenges. As parents, we want nothing more than to watch our kids thrive. But when a child is diagnosed with dyslexia, it can feel as though the path we’ve been following has suddenly veered into a shadowy and unfamiliar forest. The once-straightforward route to learning now demands that we quickly acquire new knowledge to understand and advocate for our child’s academic needs.

Parenting Dyslexia is an illuminating, practical guide for parents suddenly navigating an unfamiliar world. It offers a roadmap to understanding dyslexia and to embracing it as part of your child’s unique learning profile. With warmth, compassion, and a wealth of practical advice, Lisa Rappaport, PhD, and Jody Lyons, MEd, demystify the complexities of dyslexia and provide clear, actionable steps so that you can support your child every step of the way.

Dr. Rappaport brings an unparalleled depth of knowledge to this book. As both a professional in the field and someone who has experienced dyslexia firsthand, she offers insights that extend beyond academic theory. Her training, combined with her personal experience, allows her to understand the particular challenges children with dyslexia face, both in the classroom and in everyday life. She bridges the gap between clinical knowledge and lived experience, providing tools grounded in both science and compassion.

One of the most powerful aspects of this book is how it addresses not just the academic difficulties children with dyslexia face but also the emotional toll a diagnosis can take. Dr. Rappaport and Ms. Lyons understand that dyslexia can bring feelings of frustration, self-doubt, and anxiety, and offer strategies to help you nurture your child’s confidence and emotional well-being. Their advice is designed to ensure that your child feels supported, understood, and capable, even as they make their way along the sometimes-bumpy road to learning.

But this book does far more than help parents support their children. It provides adults with exactly the reinforcement they need as well. Of course, a child’s dyslexia diagnosis can come as a relief when it provides a helpful explanation for why a child has been struggling at school. At the same time, a dyslexia diagnosis can leave parents feeling isolated and unsure or, even worse, feeling ashamed of themselves or their child. In Parenting Dyslexia adults will find exactly the companion they need—one that truly understands the trials and triumphs of raising a child with a learning difference. It will leave you not only informed but inspired, inviting you into a community of parents learning, growing, and championing their children’s unique abilities every step of the way.

Ultimately, Parenting Dyslexia is more than a guide to addressing learning challenges—it is a resource for building stronger, more powerful relationships between parents and their children. By following the advice in these pages, you won’t just be helping your child overcome obstacles in reading or writing; you’ll be cultivating a deeper bond, one rooted in understanding, empathy, and shared determination. This book will leave you better equipped to support your child in every way: emotionally, academically, and personally.

Parenting Dyslexia is a gift to families everywhere. I feel profoundly grateful to Lisa and Jody for writing it.

Lisa Damour, PhD

October 24, 2024




Introduction

From the time I was a baby, my mother dressed me up in Penn State T-shirts and talked about how one day I would go to college where she did. As the years passed and despite being a bright kid, by high school, my academics had become such a struggle that Penn State was no longer mentioned. “I believe Miami University has basket weaving,” my mother would offer without irony.

Later, she dialed back her pleas further to just get through high school: “At the very minimum, every entry level job requires a high school diploma,” she implored. Finally, by my junior year, the conversations at home had devolved further still after nightly bouts with my mother heroically trying to help me with my homework. “Quit,” she finally pleaded. “I can’t take it anymore. You are sixteen. You can legally quit, so do it. Maybe one day you can get a high-school equivalency diploma, but I am done forcing you.”

Those were the words that changed everything for me. In the throes of an all-night crying jag after my independent high school’s dean had implied I was “stupid” hours prior, I thought long and hard about whether or not to keep battling on and about the pain I was experiencing daily in school and inflicting upon my family. Now my parents were at the end of their rope as well. I realized that I had hit rock bottom and had nothing left to lose—and it finally dawned upon me: I had nowhere else to go but up.

Yet my first reflex was to consider if my dean might have actually been correct. Those early self-esteem lapses remain as unforgettable for me as my accomplishment in graduating high school. More astonishing, years later, was my acceptance to, and graduation from, the University of Pennsylvania, and then, eventually, getting my PhD from Fordham University.

It was as fortunate as it felt unlikely, that my challenging high school experience pushed me to recognize that my dream career was attainable if I continued to work hard. Without the benefit of the accommodations that are now more customarily in place for dyslexic learners, I struggled to keep up with my classmates, overwhelmed daily by the volume of work and pressure to perform as rapidly as my peers on exams. Yet despite all of my struggles, somehow, I knew that I was not at all “stupid”—which helped fuel my desire to become a psychologist and work with children with learning differences to achieve their full potential. This life’s purpose gave me something to aspire to beyond myself and corralled me to move through my fears of failure. I became determined to help others avoid the humiliation I had experienced getting through my education.

So, unexpectedly, even to myself, I gathered the grit and perseverance that I had been unaware I had been cultivating throughout school, and applied myself as never before. I vowed that I would return to my dean one day with a PhD and the word “Doctor” before my name, to show her that I wasn’t “stupid” after all.

What I’ve learned since that joyful high school graduation day, that my family and I had feared might never happen, is that my journey has not been more extreme nor dramatic than those of millions like me all over the world. I regularly meet dyslexic adults, regardless of their education level or economic standing, who have survived heart-wrenching humiliations during their education, and many of them had much less support at home than I did.

The common thread for so many of us is the self-consciousness, shame, and embarrassment that seeps in as we watch ourselves separate, inch by inch, from our classmates, during our earliest experiences of learning to read in school. Interpersonally we may feel very much like our peers, but when confronted in a classroom with teaching styles that don’t jibe with our brains’ wiring, we take on a predictable and deep-seated shame; the nagging fear that there is something wrong with us; an understandable conclusion drawn from a deluge of subtle and sometimes not so subtle messages delivered daily and sometimes hourly during school and beyond.

This very human and reflexive self-attack is part of what I hope to chip away at with the methods outlined in these pages. The academic tools discussed will also provide straightforward strategies to help your child with their schoolwork. My approach is to comprehensively explain the many challenges dyslexia presents as well as manageable ways to address them at home. Ultimately, my goal is to reassure parents (and indirectly their dyslexic children) that not only can they make a measurable difference for their child, but that there is so much room for optimism.

Fortunately, with the increased awareness of learning differences, early interventions, more effective remediations, psychosocial practices (like those we discuss at great length in this book), and more universally accessible technologies, a parent should not have to spend endless hours helping their child at home like my mom did.

My family relied upon an unconventional lifestyle, with late nights of studying that often ended with fun and laughter. Humor, it turns out, was and continues to be one of the greatest coping mechanisms and stress relievers—and we used it often. It lightened the mood after some trying days and no doubt helped keep us together. The challenge of my being a different learner, in the end, actually made our family bond especially close; it created a tightly knit team.

Despite having grown up when there were fewer supportive technologies and less scientific understanding of dyslexia, many of my family’s creative strategies are just as relevant, if not more so, today. My parents’ approach to helping me learn was built upon a multitude of practical ways to motivate, teach, and cajole me into pushing forward with my studies. Having had the benefit of their recollections, I have gained insight into how dyslexia can impact family members differently. My hope is that these insights and approaches will not only help remediate and emotionally support your child but will also galvanize and strengthen your own family team.

The writing of this book is in many ways the culmination of that high school dream—and it dredged up some raw and painful memories. An early draft sat in my computer for decades partially because throughout my career, I have hidden my dyslexia from my coworkers. Apparently, I am still not immune to the self-esteem hurdles of growing up severely dyslexic.

I feel fortunate that my training, as well as my insight into what I was experiencing as a child, affords me an understanding of the neuropsychological issues at play for my patients and gives me a unique perch from which to help guide others through what can be a long journey. During my career as a licensed psychologist, with a specialty in the area of neuropsychological disorders (including dyslexia, attention deficit disorder, and pervasive developmental disorders), I have often reflected back on my own formative experiences with dyslexia and feel grateful that I can reassure parents that there really is hope for their children.

Of course, there are varying kinds and degrees of dyslexia, and your child’s strengths and weaknesses will surely be somewhat unique since each individual is so different. But regardless of specific deficits or the progress made in the field, one message to parents is still clear: you must be alert and follow your instincts if you sense that your child is struggling to learn. Early intervention remains one of the keys to success.

An in-depth neuropsychological evaluation along with recommendations for proper remediations and accommodations are the next steps to put in place for a dyslexic learner. Once you are armed with a professional assessment of your child’s strengths and weaknesses, my suggestions can help you and your child navigate through the many aspects of dyslexia that often don’t get discussed. In particular, it can be easy, amidst academic struggles, to overlook the self-esteem toll that nascent learners often suffer during the scramble to catch up with their peers academically. My hope is that this step-by-step guide for parents will demystify the process of helping a child through phases of their academic hurdles as well as the psychoemotional aspects of their education that are so often overlooked.

Parents will find that, as with any child, there are issues in both realms that you’ll likely need to continually be working on with your dyslexic child. These themes present themselves repeatedly throughout this book, including building up organizational, time-management, and study skills while developing the ethos of hard work, reframing failures as opportunities to pivot, building confidence by fostering independence, and promoting exposure to and mastery of a variety of skills. Advocating for gratitude practices, creating a safe family space, and infusing humor about one’s shortcomings can all add a counterbalance to the challenges dyslexic students face daily, as well.

The many gifts that accompany neurological differences were certainly invisible to me as a child. My own special skill set flew under the radar until early adulthood. But research in recent years has revealed new insights into the hidden strengths that dyslexia can bring.1 We now know that the alternate cognitive pathways dyslexic learners use can facilitate highly dynamic and complex abilities, which respected authors Dr. Fernette Eide and Dr. Brock Eide call the “dyslexic advantage.” These are skills that may not shine through in elementary school or even middle school, but when more developed, often in high school and adulthood, can lead to great creativity, new perspectives, and sophisticated approaches to problem-solving.2 Therefore, educating young dyslexic learners early about their different wiring, exposing them not only to the challenges they may confront but also to the many real advantages that their learning processes may bring, is an essential pivot for today’s generation of dyslexic children.

Keeping these strengths and advantages front of mind for your child can reposition dyslexia more appropriately as simply a difference devoid of any notion of stigma or shame. The goal is that if we can get to a child early enough, reframing and grounding their thought patterns in disciplined practices and perspectives, they can build lasting self-esteem and come to fully appreciate the value of what they bring to the table. The earlier the intervention, the more likely it can empower a child to feel less alone and left behind. Along the way, the gifts of humility, humor, and tenacity are all there for the taking.

My many years of working with individuals like myself have shown me that a parent’s support can make a significant difference for their dyslexic child in so many ways—if the parent has the right tools. Therefore, the multitiered psychosocial practices I offer here are meant to refocus a child’s perspective and build their resilience to avoid the pitfalls of experiencing themselves as “less than.” The idea is to accept the feeling of being “different than,” as we all must ultimately work to do—and learn early on how to work hard, capitalize on their own unique strengths, and think of challenges less as barriers and more as indicators to find a better tack. Adapting good work-arounds and learning strategies tailored to an individual’s strengths can help a child emerge to be less anxious and more resilient, and build real confidence.

Fortunately, students today have many tools in their arsenal to support their academics in taking on dyslexia’s challenges thanks to ever-evolving technologies and the better understanding of dyslexia. Still, your child’s gains are not likely to build passively. They will likely need your involvement to reframe what “dyslexia” means for them, to pursue and commit to activities that excite them and that they excel at, as well as to remediate classic weaknesses with effective skill-building techniques.

These practices can mean many long hours and possible added financial strain and may not be particularly convenient. Engaging your family to be part of your dyslexic learner’s team will, no doubt, be an adjustment for everybody, as well—but it can also appropriately align you all to adjust your focus towards supporting each other. This was a seismic shift for my family, which continues to bestow benefits to this day.

Putting together all of these pieces is manageable and doesn’t need to be overwhelming. Understanding what steps your child will need to take as well as ways you can help nurture their progress is the true purpose of this book. My hope is to reassure and bolster parents: to remind them that they can get through this with their child very much intact and primed for success—and that they are far from alone.

I have written this book for you and your child, for educators and tutors. It is the one that I wished my parents had available to them when they were confronted with my dyslexia diagnosis years ago. Parenting Dyslexia is the collection of information that I’ve longed to consolidate and offer to the parents of my dyslexic patients for years—a resource to empower with practical and accessible suggestions, along with a strong dose of optimism to encourage dyslexic children to realize their full potential.

So, I hope you are ready to roll up your sleeves with your child and bring along your patience. Be prepared to work hard and energize your whole family; I promise it will be the most worthwhile investment of time and energy you can imagine.

How to Use This Book

Parenting Dyslexia is designed to provide you with a clear and deep understanding of how you can most effectively support your child through the challenges and opportunities dyslexia can present. Part 1 begins by laying out the basics of the processes you and your child will encounter along the way to getting a diagnosis. Part 2 delves into supportive emotional and academic practices for dyslexic learners. Part 3 provides tips on how to facilitate the developmental tasks your child may require for each level of their schooling. Finally, in Part 4, I bring perspective to what it can mean to live life as a dyslexic person.

Where it is warranted, I include toolboxes, which summarize a chapter’s actionable ideas and suggestions to make them as accessible as possible for busy parents. Since some of the specific terminology may be new to you, important vocabulary is defined throughout the book as well as in the Glossary.

Building Skill Sets Matched to Your Child’s Needs

I wrote this book to help you support your dyslexic child both academically and social-emotionally, fostering the best outcome possible for them by arming you with very approachable guiding principles to ease their path forward at each stage of their development.

With the hope that you will refer to it throughout your child’s educational journey, Parenting Dyslexia is meant to be used alongside a thorough psychoeducational evaluation. By partnering with their school and getting the proper interventions and accommodations in place to bolster their progress early on, my suggestions will offer you further insight into how to best help your child at home.

Towards this end, I will discuss enhancing relevant academic topics, such as reading, writing, and study skills, as well as their underlying neurodevelopmental issues, like phonemic awareness, temporal sequencing, time management, and spatial orientation. All are building blocks that can be greatly improved and remediated by using approachable, targeted practices.

Specifically, Chapter 4 will be a quick dive into casual but effective exercises to try with your child. These can reveal some basic gaps in their abilities and show you how to begin to bridge them. Unexpected disparities in their abilities are not uncommon, and as mentioned previously, this gets to the very core of dyslexia. But when your child can accomplish the suggested tasks with relative ease, there is no need to revisit those specific exercises.


Helpful Definitions

Phonemic Awareness: The ability to hear, identify, and manipulate individual sounds in spoken words. Developing phonemic awareness helps with articulation (the ability to pronounce words correctly).

Temporal Sequencing: The chronological ordering of when things happen in time.

Spatial Orientation: Simply put, where your body is in space in relation to other things. Dyslexic children may experience difficulty with spatial orientation. This can describe a young child who may appear physically clumsy, bumps into things, or hits their head when getting out from under a table, or an older child who may have particular difficulties in sports that require eye-hand coordination.



Equally, I will offer ways to help you prepare your child to navigate some of the most emotionally tricky parts of growing up as a dyslexic learner. These include making the best use of your family team as well as a multitude of self-esteem practices. My hope is to support you and your family to help your child in a fun and engaging manner.

It makes sense that the more you understand the underpinnings of the remediation strategies recommended for your child, the better you can support them in confronting their challenges. Again, since each child’s strengths and weaknesses will vary, if some suggestions prove not to be relevant for your child, I wholeheartedly encourage you to move past them. Being selective for these reasons will allow you more time to focus on their individual needs.
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