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Interview: Dyslexia and Technology
Janet Malloney is a resource teacher who works with 10th grade students at St. Andrews School in Barrington, Rhode Island.  St. Andrews School is one of the Rhode Island affiliates of The Dyslexia Foundation (http://www.dyslexiafoundation.org/).  In the following interview with Janet Malloney, I furthered my understanding of the realities and challenges of teaching dyslexic students, including what works and what does not work for both motivation and assistive technologies in today’s classroom.
Assistive Technologies in the Field
What are a few of the successful solutions for helping someone overcome dyslexia?  
Malloney identified four programs or software that were helpful for her dyslexic students, including the Wilson Language program, Lexia, Fluent Reading Trainer (FLRT), and Dragon Naturally Speaking (personal communication, April 13, 2009).  Of these, we spent the most time talking about the qualities of FLRT and Dragon Naturally Speaking.  In all cases, the technologies included high visual and audio components in reading and phonemic lessons and exercises, and were adaptive as far as pacing to the current skill level of the student.  A critical care-about for teacher Janet Malloney of these assistive technologies was software monitoring and feedback for both the teacher and students via reporting.  Highly visual reporting options, such as graphs with important trend lines that instantly showed progress or key areas of weakness that needed to be addressed.
Expert Technology Recommendation

Which solution do you personally recommend most strongly and why?

Malloney recommended Fluent Reading Trainer as the overall best technology (personal communication, April 13, 2009).  Of all the technology options, Janet was most impressed by the visual reporting options FLRT offered – and so were here students.  “That’s the really important part for me and student – the graphing of progress.  I showed a student the progress on a graph and it really made an impression on her.  She felt really good seeing it.  And it was a cool visual on the monitor” (J. Malloney, personal communication, April 13, 2009).  The importance of an engaging reporting technology that actually catches the attention and interest of students as well as teachers cannot be understated; as Malloney explained simply, “dyslexic students don’t like to read independently” (personal communication, April 13, 2009).
Improving Existing Technology

Have you seen any of these potential solutions fail?  What were the drawbacks?  What improvements do you suggest?
Not all assistive technologies are as complete and successful as they can be.  Dragon Naturally Speaking is another software solution for dyslexics that shows a great amount of promise and yet currently comes with significant drawbacks.  According to Malloney, this voice-recognition technology requires an extremely large amount of set-up time to fill the program’s “word bank” as well as recognize the student’s voice, as well as requiring a very quiet setting to do so – physically near background noise can severely impair this critical set up task (personal communication, April 13, 2009).  While Malloney felt the read-back option of Dragon Naturally Speaking would be very beneficial for students, the aforementioned drawbacks make this option less than practical (personal communication, April 13, 2009).  Reducing set-up time and background noise sensitivity would go a long way on making Dragon Naturally Speaking a better classroom option and less frustrating for students in its early stages of utilization.  
Joys and Frustrations

As someone who works with dyslexics, what is the one most frustrating and one most enjoyable aspect of the work?   
Janet Malloney was very quick and clear about what was most enjoyable for her: “Seeing a student improve and progress” (personal communication, April 13, 2009).  Assistive technologies, especially those with highly visual and user-friendly progress monitoring and reporting, help fulfill the most basic goals of any teacher – to educate, to teach for true understanding.
On the other end of the spectrum, Malloney’s greatest frustration was that “students don’t read for pleasure – which to me is very sad, because I love to read.  But it’s very frustrating and difficult for them, so it’s not something they enjoy – so they’re not going to do it for fun” (personal communication, April 13, 2009).  This is an important insight when working with dyslexic students – motivation itself will always be a great obstacle to overcome, because it is highly unlikely that students will pursue reading or writing, something that has always been difficult for them for years, as a leisure time activity.  As someone who loves language, writing and spelling, I can certainly understand Malloney’s frustration, and yet, the key lesson is being aware of the typically frustrated perspective dyslexic students often share when it comes to language arts skills such as these.
Hope for the Future
Do you think technology one day might actually help create an environment where dyslexic students truly enjoy reading or writing?  

Malloney was hopeful yet unsure if technology would ever evolve to a point where dyslexic students would actually enjoy reading.  With reading and writing skills so common to us all, and yet being so complex and difficult for dyslexics, it may be a long time before a technology truly motivates a student to want to read or write.  Sill, there is hope, as evidenced by Ben Buchanan, whose story I imparted to Malloney.  An intelligent, energetic, talented young student, Ben is also dyslexic, and yet overcame it powerfully by writing and publishing his very own book, My Year with Harry Potter (“Ben,” 2008).  Stories like these Malloney and I agreed were rare, but there was no question they were inspiriting, offering real hope and for the future.  Stories like Ben Buchanan’s remind us that with perseverance, passion for something we enjoy, the support of people around us, and a little help from continuously improving assistive technologies, any disability can be conquered.
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