History of dyslexia - Philip Kirby 7 June 2023

From Victorian medicine to
neurodiversity: Episodes in the
history of dyslexia in Britain

1
UK Dyslexia Archi
. ) » Housed at St John’s College, O
& | The History of Dyslexia ’
1 » Collaboration of psychologis
OXFORD Kate Nation), historians (Wi
Home Whatis Dyslexia? UK Dyslexia Archive Timeline EvanS), geographersl Since
» Archive, e.g. records of the
Dyslexia Association, Dyslexia
Dyslexia Association, Helen Arkel
histories with scientists, teachers, campaigners
Welcome
Welcome to The Mistory of Dyslexia, a project tracing the origins of dy:
physicians in the late 19th century, to its present widespread and hard {
ploneers and researchers of dyslexia who got us where we are today.
2

SASC 2023 Annual Conference 7-9 June 1



History of dyslexia - Philip Kirby

7 June 2023

1. Origins —

4. Possible futures —

Structure of today

» Victorian medicine and ‘congenital word-blindness’
2. Early 20" century —

»  British Iull in interest, but further research elsewhere
3. Modern dyslexia -

» British campaign for political recognition,
expanding science

» Forthe term, forresearch, for people with dyslexia...

1a. Origins - Reference to word-
blindness (1877), dyslexia (1887)

» Adolph Kussmaul (1

of Medicine, first id
(1877) as specific re
term, ‘word-blindne

Rudolph Berlin (1833-
ophthalmologist, Profess
Stuttgart, coined ‘dyslexia’ in 1
term with contemporary literature

o align the

On Berlin — ‘[He] named the ship even though
he never became her captain’ (Wagner, 1973)
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1b. Origins - William Pringle Morgan 5
and Percy (1896)

» William Pringle Morgan (1861-1934), physician (left)

» Percy F. — a well-grown lad, aged 14 — is the eldest son
of intelligent parents, the second child of a family of
seven. He has always been a bright and intelligent boy,
quick at games, and in_.no way inferior to others of his
age. His great difficulty has been — and is now — his
inability to learn to read: This inability is so remarkable,
and so pronounced, that |'have no doubt it is due to
some congenital defect. He has been at school or under
tutors since he was 7 years old, and the greatest efforts
have been made to teach him to read, but, in spite of
this laborious and persistent training, he can only with
difficulty spell out words of one syllable.

R Vs Prmgis. Mg, » Dyslexia framed as: developmental, discrepancy

between intelligence/reading skill, class/gender?

1c. Origins - Word-blindness in Britain
(1890s-1910s), child focus

»  “If the British system of spelling had been phonetic the defect
would not be nearly so noticeable. In Germany, the language
there being much more phonetic, such cases were said to be
far less common.” (Edward Treacher Collins [left] in the Lancet,
“Ophthalmological society”, 1910)

» “Itis a matter of the highest importance to recognise the
cause and the true nature of this difficulty in learning to read
which is experienced by these children, otherwise they may...
either neglected or flogged for a defect for which they are in
no wise responsible. The recognition of the true character of
the difficulty will lead the parents and teachers of these
children to deal with them in the proper way, not by harsh and
severe treatment, but by attempting to overcome the
difficulty by patient and persistent training.” (James J £ g LTS, S, Ol
Hinshelwood [right], “Congenital word-blindness”, 1900)
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1d. Origins - Word-blindness in Britain 7
(1890s-1910s), debates

» “The employment of this term [by Hinshelwood et al]
has been misleading and unfortunate. In the case
[Broadbent] observed... the blindness for words was a
part of a much larger defect, a complete loss of the
faculty of naming an object at sight” (William
Broadbent, 1896, who also worked on aphasia) (left)

» “Now | quite agree with Sir William Broadbent that the
word has frequently been used by writers loosely with
different meanings attached to it and therefore it has
been frequently misleading. The fault, however, lies, not
in the word, but in the fact that those who use it have
not always had a clear conception of what Kussmaul
meant by it” (James Hinshelwood, 1896) (right)

le. Origins - Theorising dyslexia’s
emergence

» “When the ability to read and write is possessed by > Yet:
few, those who cannot read and write do not stand » Other systerns of general education,
out. The child who would later be termed feeble- why did dySlexia not emerge there?
minded could successfully labour with his equally
illiterate fellows. It was only when education became
general that the problem of [reading] backwardness
was discovered.” (David Pritchard, Education and the
Handicapped, 1760-1960, 1963) possible retrenchment?

» How are contexts and driversto be
differentiated?

» Why have central governments, in
fact, been generally reticent to
recognise dyslexia? Why current

» “The formation of congenital word blindness [can be
understood] as the constitution of a ‘technology of
power’, ultimately concerned with further capitalising » What role do individuals play in
the population, through acting upon specific and responding/contributing to
individual bodies.” (Tom Campbell, “From aphasia to understandings?
dyslexia, a fragment of a genealogy”, 2011)
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“WORD-BLIND ™ CHILDREN.

CANNOT READ, BUT SHINE
IN OTHER WAYS.

Chuldren who cannot read are not usrommen.
even i these days of general educstion, and
Dr. A. Wear, the chiel achool medical officer
for Leads. told & “ Yorkshire Evesing Post ™
reporier today that neatly svery month cases
wre found

Thean children suffer from what w known s
* word biindnes “—that is, they cennot disin-
guish e printed of written word from
wnother. Sama kink in their mental equipment
makes W impossible for them to grasp lettors
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An apparently brizht child’s inability to resd
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I | in writing words, but cannot read
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2a. Early C20t - Sporadic interest in
word-blindness

S. PAUL'S SCHOOLS, S. PAUL'S SCHOOLS,

Holly Walk. Leamington Holly Walk, Leamington

REPORT. REPORT,

X
K

General Remarks :

gavu.:_.u 0 O .;L,\LL-M 4..”;11’.% Pl g -
YA /}7 Raad 4nll Avr fasler, v ofelliss

Hrncas oo @ spldhl cwdie Fob ey Shoseas ve Lo gt Ay
olii by Kasd anfl v Balilv ofall, 2 5P

’ A typical school report (1932) ‘

2b. Early C20™ - Why the British lull in 10
interest between ~1920-60°¢

» Cyril Burt (1883-1971) (right), first educational
psychologist to a governmental body, LCC (1913)

» “Nearly every educational psychologist has had cases
referred to him in which this verdict [word-blindness]
has been pronounced; and it now seems pretty well
agreed that, provided adequate and appropriate
teaching can be arranged, practically all such cases will
respond as well as their intelligence and other abilities
will permit” (Burt and Lewis, “Teaching backward
readers”, 1946)

» Millfield, Somerset (right), first British school to assist a
child with word blindness — Martin Attlee in 1942
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2c. Early C20™ - Samuel T. Orton and
his mobile clinic

» First half of the 20t century — British interest plateaued, but
elsewhere expanded, e.g. Denmark and esp. US

» “One issue not infrequently raised by parents of these children
is that of what their reaction should be toward the excessive
awkwardness which leads to spilled food at table, upset milk
glasses, etc. It often helps the parent to understand that this
condition may be a real disability and not merely excessive
carelessness. Obviously, punishment or scolding for such
accidents is not just nor does it seem to be efficacious since
too much attention paid to the mishaps may increase the
difficulty... Possibly the best attitude for parents to adopt is
that of tolerant amusement toward each episode but with
careful observation of the faulty movements, looking toward
sympathetic instruction for their correction” (Orton, Reading,
writing and speech problems in children, 1937)

11

3a. Modern dyslexia - Word Blind 12
Centre for Dyslexic Children (1963-72)

» Opened by Princess Margaret in Coram’s Fields,
Bloomsbury (right)

» Research interest in Britain coalescing, with international
connections

» Founded by the Invalid Children’s Aid Association (ICAA)

» Committee members: Macdonald Critchley, Patrick
Meredith, Tim Miles, Maisie Holt, Oliver Zangwill

» Chairman: Alfred White Franklin (1905-84) (to Princess
Margaret’s left), who was also chair of the ICAA, first
president of British Association for the Study and
Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (BASPCAN)

» First director, Alex Bannatyne; later, Sandhya Naidoo, who
served until its closure

12
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Centre and class

3b. Modern dyslexia - Word Blind

“The distribution of State and private
similar, so that this sample provides
private schools are more liable to s
reading or specific spelling problem
schools” (Sandhya Naidoo, Specific d

Privately funded students, but not only:
County Council funded place at the Centre,

Example of student record: “Father can’t read & mother is apt
to pin all the blame of children’s backwardness onto Dad.
Mother is resentful of any suggestion that her children are not
normal. With an 1.Q. of about 94, | feel that something other
than low intelligence is preventing him from reading”

13

>

3c. Modern dyslexia - Word Blind
Centre and lobbying

Word Blind Centre: Alfred White Frankli
Critchley, Patrick Meredith

Ministry of Education: Dr JN Horne (
report on reading delay tentative abo

White Franklin to Horne — “He [Horne
mention word-blindness, specific dysle:
dyslexia except to say that the [full report
whether the condition existed. Am | to unders
sitting on the fence?”

still

Horne to White Franklin — “It is quite correct to understand that |
am still “sitting on the fence”, for this survey is not yet complete.
Surely it is logical to conclude before reaching conclusions... In
the course of this survey, have been surprised at the depth of
feeling expressed about some of the terms”

14
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3d. Modern dyslexia - Expanding
community (~1970s)

» Advocacy/support organisations, e.g. British Dyslexia
Association (1972)

» Teaching centres, e.g. Helen Arkell Dyslexia Centre
(1971), Word Blind Clinic (1971), Dyslexia Institute
(1972)

» Research centres: Aston University (Margaret
Newton), Bangor Dyslexia Unit (Tim and Elaine
Miles), Barts Dyslexia Clinic, inter alia

» Specialist schools, including Fairley House (1982),
East Court (1983), Mark College (1986)

» Clockwise from top left: Helen Arkell, Marion
Welchman, Margaret Newton, Bevé Hornsby

15

15

3e. Modern dyslexia - Warnock
Report on SEN (1978)

» Mary Warnock (right), “The hostility in the Department [of Education
and Science] of this concept was manifested by the instruction we
were given when we were set up at the beginning of ‘74 when | was
summoned by the person... who was responsible for the committee...
He said, “You should not suggest that there is a special category of
learning difficulty called dyslexia’” (Interview for UKDA, 2013)

» “One of the things we were forbidden [by Thatcher] to mention was,
dyslexia because that was thought to be a middle class invention”
(Testimony to Select Committee on Education and Skills, 2005)

» Following decade, governments used Warnock’s reticence to group
children to stall parliamentary questions about dyslexia, e.g. that they
did not recognise the category ‘dyslexic children’

16
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3f. Modern dyslexia - Celebrities and 17
public knowledge

» Susan Hampshire (left), actress, former President of the
British Dyslexia Association

» Discovered her dyslexia after meeting with Word Blind
Centre staff; her son’s physician was Alfred White Franklin

» “[Hampshire] decided to be very involved and stand up and
be counted, and worked probably three‘or four days a
week [primarily, for the BDA and the Dyslexia Institute]...
talking about it [dyslexia], going on the radio, visiting
schools or whatever... That was a labour of love. | was
doing it to raise money for dyslexia, it wasn’t my personal
profit. It didn’t raise huge quantities, but it raised a lot in
those days to help.” (Interview for UKDA, 2017)

17

3g. Modern dyslexia - Recognition in 18
parliament

» 1987 — Dyslexia provision discussed in House of Commons
» Conventionally, considered the moment of formal recognition

» “l open my response to this short but important debate by trying
to dispel a myth — that the Department of Education and Science
and its Ministers do not recognise dyslexia as a problem. The
Government recognise dyslexia and recognise the importance to
the education progress of dyslexic children, their long-term
welfare and successful-function in adult life, that they should have
their needs identified at an early stage. Once the assessment has
been made... the appropriate treatment should be forthcoming.”
(Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Education and
Science, Robert Dunn MP [right])

18
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3h. Modern dyslexia — Further political Bk
recognition (1997-)

1997-2001 - “We were in a quite powetful position. We’d got
a massive majority, the commitment of the Prime Minister,
someone [Blunkett, left] who himselfthad been to a special
school with at least two sons who’d experienced this
particular specific educational need [dyslexia], a very
understanding ministerial team, and we’d got Michael Barber
heading the standards unit — so it was quite formidable for
people to take it head on” (Interview for UKDA, 2017)

2009 - Dyslexia consensus definition in Rose report, prepared
at the request of the Brown govt.

2010 — Dyslexia protections in the 2010 UK Equality Act

But, retrenchment in recent years; ongoing ‘dyslexia debate’

19

» “The word has frequently been used by writers loosely with
different meanings attached to it and therefore it has been S
frequently misleading” (Hinshelwood, 1896)

» “Clearly there are very significant differences in the ways in
which this label is operationalized, even by leading scholars o .
in the field” (Elliott and Grigorenko, 2014) bebaviour, stupidity ot parental newsosis

» Role of dyslexia’s social history in issues today, e.g.
» Worried parents
» ‘Middle-class myth’ (right)
» Metropolitan disease

» But, substantial grounds for optimism...

4. Dyslexia’s history, foday 20

» Need for a new consensus definition...

i3 N

Dyslexia is meaningless. But don’t
worry - so is ADHD

mamy ildhood are exenses for ba

ChatGPT
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