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Dedication
To my wife, Janet, who has become my partner in the learning disabilities work. Without Janet’s interest and support, I would never have come to the point where I would write a book on learning disabilities;
and to literally hundreds of people with learning disabilities who have shared their stories with me.
This is a remarkable book by a remarkable man. Harry Sylvester started life as a youngster with serious learning disabilities. He eventually became a successful mechanical engineer, business owner, and boatbuilder, all with the same disabilities with which he began the first grade in northern Maine. Harry died in 2008, but his extraordinary life, the lessons he learned along the way, and his practical advice for those who struggle to cope with learning disabilities in their own lives live on in Legacy of the Blue Heron, his legacy to all of us.
This book is first of all a story of persistence in the face of misunderstanding, a story of survival by patient perseverance through years of puzzlement and frustration. But it is much more. Harry Sylvester shares with us many lessons about learning disabilities, lessons that he learned the hard way, during the many years in which our larger society was itself just discovering what learning disabilities are. In so doing, he offers to spare us some of the deep individual and social pain that misunderstanding inflicts, if only we will truly hear his story. With uncommon common sense, he lays out coping tactics for the estimated 10% of us who have learning disabilities and describes productive strategies for the various social agencies that interact with them.
This book is a “must read” for teachers, school administrators, school board members, law enforcement officers, corrections officials, judges, and social service workers of all sorts. It is also a “must read” for some who have the most trouble reading – those who, like Harry Sylvester, have dyslexia or related learning disabilities.
As Harry himself says in the Preface, he was a non-writer. This book was dictated. This is Harry Sylvester having a long talk with you in his living room, or maybe in yours. The words come off the page just as he would say them to you. The style is informal and unvarnished, but it’s clear, wise, and compelling. Listen to him: enjoy his stories, share his feelings, and learn his lessons.
Bill Berlinghoff, Managing Editor
Oxton House Publishers, June 2010
When I decided that I would like to write a book about my experiences in learning disabilities, I was facing a very difficult task, because my disabilities are so severe that I am an absolute non-writer. For me to write a book, I would have to rely on compensatory strategies.
My compensatory strategy has been a woman named Mary Grow. I met Mary about 15 years ago. I had just designed and launched a new 22-foot Whitehall sailboat. She came as a newspaper reporter to do a story on my new boat for the local newspaper. It happened that the photographer was late, and while we were sitting waiting, I started telling Mary about my experiences and work with learning disabilities. She became very interested and ended up writing several articles on learning disabilities and has been interested in the work that I have been doing ever since. I have dictated the material, and Mary has come once a week for a little over a year to transcribe the material onto my computer screen. With a lot of help from Mary, this material has been organized, edited and put into the form of a book. From the beginning, Mary has been careful not to change a single word without my approval. We have ended up thinking of this book as being in my voice.
Thank you, Mary.
When I was in my early 50s, I thought I was the only one in the world that had these strange problems with language - for me, particularly with reading, writing and spelling. I started hearing about learning disabilities and dyslexia and started a journey to find out what that all meant. I am very grateful to the many people who have given me insight into learning disabilities or supported me along the way, including:
Bob Abbott
David Anderman
Tony Bashir
Bob Broudo
Dale Brown
Lynn Cannon
Flora Champlin
Sheila Clark-Edmands
Bob Curry
Sue Ernst
Joan Esposito
Linda Felle
Phyllis Fischer
Mark Griffin
Hal Henderson
Rachel Henderson
Susan Jenkins
Jonathan Jones
Pat Kissire
Frank Klein
Ann Kornblatt
Rick Lavoie
Milele Lundrum
Leone Lunt
Hal McGrady
Melinda Parrill
Geoff Robbins
Arlyn Roffman
Sally Shaywitz
Larry Silver
Eileen Simpson
Jud Smith
Sally Smith
Sheldon Smith
Suzanne Stevens
Barbara Wilson
Glenn Young
Of course, for better or worse, all the opinions expressed in this book are mine. In particular, none of them should be attributed to the Learning Disabilities Association of America or to any other organization I have been associated with. They are based on my personal experiences and reflect my personal feelings about how things are and how they ought to be.
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I come from a farm background, and when I was growing up spent a lot of time working outdoors and in the fields and just loved it. It also was a place where I could use my own abilities in the mechanical areas. Before I was 10 years old, I was driving trucks and tractors and operating all kinds of farm machinery better than any hired man. I could drive the tractor that hauled the mower, or the hay rake, or the potato digger, depending on the time of year. If I got going too fast and broke something, or if a gear broke or the potato digger got plugged up, I had the ability to fix it. I really looked forward to summers, to be out in the fields and away from school. I remember one spring, the last day of school was a school picnic, and I had the choice of going to the school picnic or driving a tractor all day. I drove the tractor.
One year when I was 11 or 12 years old, we were haying, and it happened one day that my work was all caught up and I was just riding on a tractor with my father while he was raking. We were visiting and enjoying the time. All of a sudden in the field there appeared a blue heron. It was a young one, and it was learning to fly. It kind of bobbed around in the field, and would fly a little bit and then be on the ground, walking around. We watched the performance for a little while, until the blue heron drifted off the field into the edge of some bushes and trees.
I got off the tractor and went exploring to see if I could find it. After a while, I spotted the heron in some brush near a rock pile. I picked up one of the rocks and threw it at the heron, and for some strange reason it hit the heron right in the head. Was I surprised, because one of the things that I can’t do is throw anything! The heron was dead. It happens that in the part of the world that I grew up in, the blue heron was called a shit-poke, because it pokes around in the mud in the shallows of ponds and streams. So I hadn’t really done anything wrong; what I had done was rid the world of one more shit-poke.
I started looking the bird over, and the first thing that struck me was, this bird is huge. Not only that, it seemed to be quite clean, and there was no bad smell to it. And it had some very interesting colors. I found the bird to be fascinating, and I carried it back to show my father. He thought I’d done a good job.
I became interested in the blue heron that day and started studying it. I was quite amazed at what I saw. I discovered that blue herons certainly do spend a lot of time in the shallow end of the lake, feeding and what looks like poking around in the mud. However, they’re more apt to be feeding on small fish or frogs. They are huge and quietly go about their business. They are quiet and don’t complain about anything, except once in a while if another blue heron encroaches on their territory, they might squawk about that. These huge birds can land in a tree, fold up their long legs, and roost for the night. They are beautiful, peaceful, intelligent and have lots to teach us. I feel very bad about the first one I encountered, but have had the opportunity to learn from them for many years.
When herons stand, they are very tall, and their long legs are very evident. This is just like me. They are huge, slow, and go about their business quietly without making lots of fuss. As I got into the learning disabilities field, I could see that the heron had a bad reputation, undeserved, just like me. The blue herons and I have quietly been trying to sneak through life without getting into trouble.
About 15 years ago, I started looking at learning disabilities, or dyslexia, for my own personal reasons. It was difficult to get information or find people who understood the questions that I was asking. However, I did manage to learn that I was not the only one in the world who had these strange language difficulties - in fact, I was very surprised to find that about 10% of the population have similar problems. I also learned that there was understanding and knowledge to help us figure out why our lives - in school, at work, and in our personal relationships - never seemed to work right. Soon I was answering questions that other people had about learning disabilities, and I quickly started using my experience and knowledge to help others. This was not a direction or field I had ever expected to go in; it just happened automatically, and it was a very natural direction to take.
This has been a spiritual experience for me. When I needed them, the right person has been there and the right opportunity came along. I haven’t had to plan what I was going to do or how I was going to do it; it always seemed to work out the way it should be. All I had to do was not say “No” when someone asked me to do something in the field.
This direction has led me into many different roles, working with many different kinds of people. This book is an attempt to bring all of these experiences together, because they are all related. I hope that my readers will end up with a better understanding of what it means to have a learning disability, and that those with disabilities will find some solutions for their difficulties.
This book is personal, not technical. Some people argue, for example, over whether learning disabilities and dyslexia are different things; I don’t care. From the beginning of my journey, I have been a member of the Learning Disabilities Association of America (LDA) and the International Dyslexia Association (IDA). In this book, I’m going to use the term “learning disabilities” (LD), because they’re all related and I don’t want to spend time working on definitions. My big interest is in doing something about them.
I find that in the field it is easy to talk about the academic issues - the difficulties in learning language and/or math. Language disabilities and resulting poor communication not only lead to academic failure, they also lead to social failure. Both cause a loss of self-esteem and a lot of other social and emotional issues that don’t tend to get dealt with in research, literature, or conversation. I find that these social/emotional issues sometimes can be more destructive than the academic issues, so I will try to emphasize them in the following chapters.
It is my hope that people reading this book will end up with a lot better understanding of learning disabilities. I use a lot of my own experience because this is the story that I know best. I talk about support group work in hopes that others will have the courage to get involved in this type of work. I try to be very open and honest about my experiences, in the hope that others will be able to share their experiences. It is through this kind of dialogue that we can get the world to understand about the struggle with language or mathematics.
What I hope to do is to educate people about the issues so that they can make changes, some of which are so dramatic that they can change people’s whole lives. Sometimes this is a very easy task. For example, I was talking to a group of teachers taking a course in exceptionalities, for recertification. I was doing the LD piece. One of the things that I always talk about is the math disability. It happens that my disabilities are all in language, but many people struggle with math issues, especially advanced math. I don’t spend a lot of time on math, but I never want to omit it. As I talked about math disabilities, a teacher in the back of the room asked a question or two. I started going into a little more detail, and suddenly she started to cry. When these things happen, I like to explore them and deal with them right on the spot. She explained that she and her husband were both engineers, and they had a daughter who was having math troubles in school. They couldn’t understand why this was happening, because they were both so good at math and they couldn’t understand how someone (especially someone in their family) could have a disability in advanced math. There had been lots of extra tutoring and time spent with the daughter, and it was pretty obvious that there had been a stress build-up in this family over the math difficulty. The woman kept sobbing and saying, “I want to get home so I can hug my daughter.” This family will make a dramatic change over a five-minute conversation - so quick and so easy.
Other times, people get stuck and can’t seem to move. We cannot make people change; we can only give them knowledge or information, and it is up to them to make the changes. For years now, I have been trying in many different ways to give people with learning disabilities the information and support they need to change their lives. This book is one more step in that direction.
Legacy of the Blue Heron has two main sections. The first section (Chapters 1 - 5) describes the problems that learning disabilities can cause, both for the person who has the disability and for the whole society. This part is based largely on my personal experience, but I have included experiences shared with me by other people with learning disabilities. Many of these other people live in Maine, but I have worked with people all across the country.
The second section (Chapters 6 and 7) proposes solutions to the problems that learning disabilities cause. Again, these recommendations are based to a great extent on my personal experience. In running support groups, advising students and teachers in schools at all levels and holding office in local, state and national organizations, I have had many opportunities to find out what works and succeeds and what does not. Unlike when I was in school and earning my living after school, today a lot of government and private money is invested in trying to help people with learning disabilities live happy and productive lives. It is important to spend the money on programs and techniques that achieve their goals, and not to waste it on methods that leave the victims of the experiment feeling even more like failures than they did before.
Three appendices provide definitions of some of the educational terms used in the book, a list of principal organizations dealing with learning disabilities, and a partial summary of the research on social costs associated with learning disabilities.
Learning disabilities didn’t cause me any trouble in life until I walked into the first grade. It probably would have happened earlier, but when I started in there weren’t any kindergartens. It was 1937, and I was five years old. The interesting thing about the date is that this was when Samuel Orton started writing his first papers on what was to be called dyslexia. It amazes me that so many people are still struggling with language and other related difficulties several generations later.
The Stratton, Maine, school in those days was a three-story wooden building, replacing one that burned not many years before I started, and quite modern for its time. The bottom level held the gym and the home economics room. From the entrance, a short flight of stairs led to the first floor where four classrooms, with two grades to a room, accommodated elementary-school students. The top floor was the high school. Each classroom had its own boys’ and girls’ bathrooms, each with a flush toilet and a little sink. The classrooms had lots of windows. The building had coal-fired steam heat, delivered to each room by a uni-vent, a cabinet with heating coils in it and a blower that circulated the air.
I think I was a lot like other kids in that I was nervous about going to school the first day. I was afraid I wouldn’t find the right room and the right teacher. That part worked out well. The problem came within a few days, when I could not do my reading workbook. This book was set up so that you had to fill words in little boxes and connect up pictures with words. It all seemed like pretty simple tasks, but for me, it just simply didn’t work. I think my teacher saw me as being bright enough, and if I would only try and pay attention I’d be able to do the work like the other students. Her first strategy was that if I stayed in at recess long enough, I would give in and do the workbook. The truth of the matter was, I would have done the workbook the very first day, if I could have. I stayed in for week after week - I don’t really remember how long - and listened to the other kids playing at recess and having a wonderful time. I took my pencil and went back and forth on my reading workbook, and eventually I cut a slot right through the darned thing. I discovered when I held it up and fanned it in front of myself, I would get a nice white line suspended in space, and I thought this was really pretty special. When I demonstrated it to the teacher, she thought that that wasn’t anything that anyone should do with a reading workbook.
When the time came that I did go out at recess, I thought that I would have the opportunity to play and run and have that good time. However, I discovered that nobody wanted to have anything to do with me, because there was something different about me. I feel that I not only failed to learn to read, I also failed recess.
The second strategy was that if I stood in the hallway at school long enough, then I’d learn to do my reading workbook. However, this didn’t work either. The lonesome, boring hours I spent standing beside the classroom door separated me even more from the other students, and left me physically worn out. One day, I asked the teacher if I could have a chair to sit in, and the terse answer was No, I was to stand and I was to stand on that spot right there. As I look back, it’s obvious I was being punished because the school didn’t have an effective reading program for me. Luckily, I discovered that it was so quiet in the hallway that I could tell everything that was going on in the whole building. I did range around some, and spent time looking out a fire-escape window, which helped. I even thought about going down the short fire escape, running across the ball field into the woods and up Bigelow Mountain. The woods were not my scary place. School was the tough place.
I have only a few vague memories of the second, third, and fourth grades. I have worked on it, but think maybe I don’t need to know what those years were like. In the third or fourth grade, whenever it is that we have to learn our multiplication tables, I was the last one in the class to be able to do a particular table - except, I do remember that when we were learning our nines tables, I could see how the nines tables work. Even though I was very young, I could see the system to figure out the answers; with a little practice I could make it work very quickly, and I was the first one in the class to be able to say my nines tables all the way through and have them right. My teacher asked me how I was doing that, and I tried to explain to her the system that I was using, but I couldn’t seem to do it. She kept asking me about how I was doing it, and I couldn’t seem to get her to understand. She ended up saying that the nines tables were the hardest ones to learn, and if I could learn the nines tables, I could have done all the others, if I had wanted to. So that was the end of my success in that story.
I do remember the fifth grade, explicitly, because that is the year that I failed. There was some brave talk that if I repeated the fifth grade, it would be work that I’d done once and would be easier the second time around, and that I would be a year older and more mature and that was going to help. However, the second year wasn’t any better than the first year, and I didn’t learn to read and write any more than I had before. All it did was add one more miserable year to my schooling.
I can remember that the teacher assigned us a story to write one day, and we were supposed to write the story and not worry about the spelling. For me, that was a wonderful experience, and I can remember being able to write my little story and it went off very quickly and easily and I even thought it was kind of fun. However, when she corrected the story, the only thing she did was correct the spelling. I told her that she had asked us not to worry about the spelling, just write the story, and that’s what I had done, and it didn’t seem right for her to correct the spelling; and I know that she didn’t even read the story. So that was the end of my freedom to write, because I couldn’t do the spelling part.
Another thing happened my first year in fifth grade, with the same teacher. I knew the teacher was mad at me lots of times because of the things I couldn’t do. However, I also knew the difference between her being mad and her being disgusted. Sometimes when she would look at my papers as she was correcting them, I could tell by her attitude and motion and the way she snatched the paper that she was real disgusted with me, and I didn’t really want to be so bad that people were disgusted with me.
The teacher I had for the second year in the fifth grade was a musician, and she brought her violin to school and played it for us. She taught us to read music - how to read the scales, and what the different notes meant - and for some reason, I understood how all of that worked and could easily write scales on music paper. I know now that music involves more logical skills than verbal skills, and musical learning takes place in a different part of your brain. Although I don’t consider myself a musician, I do remember the music lessons as one of the few bright spots in fifth grade.
Even after my second year in fifth grade, things were no better for me in sixth or seventh or eighth grade. At a reunion recently, I met the teacher that I’d had in the seventh grade. I was very curious to know what she could remember about my success in school, and particularly my reading and writing. She had no recollection at all about any of that! However, she said right away that I was the class carpenter, and I didn’t know what that meant. She said that she had a bunch of boys in that class that needed something extra in school, and the school allowed her to get some lumber and plywood and make some things during school, down in the basement. And I do remember that wonderful sheet of plywood. But she said she put me in charge, and that the whole process had worked very well, and the school was pleased with it, and it turned out to be a successful venture for some of us. One of the things I made was a set of bookends; my daughter has them now.
My first school success was when I arrived in high school and I got to Algebra I. This will sound funny to a lot of people, because that’s the exact point where lots of people start having trouble. They’ve been very successful in school up to that point and can’t do the advanced math. I could do the math! It took some time for me to realize that I could do it, I was so used to not being able to do anything in school. At first, I didn’t pay attention and see what the algebra was all about, but after a little bit, I decided, Hey, I’m understanding this and I can do it, and my spelling’s not holding me back. And I went on to become a top student in algebra, trigonometry, and geometry. I also could do and understand physics and chemistry. By this time, I was reading enough so that I could read a chemistry or physics assignment. I might have to do it several times, and it would probably be only a page or less, but I could handle the reading part, with extra time. However, my problems persisted in English. I couldn’t write things and I couldn’t spell and my reading wasn’t very good. To do something like a book report was impossible.
I think my teachers in high school didn’t know what to do with me, because I could do very well in some courses, but I just couldn’t do the English. What happened was that I received grades on all of my non-English courses according to my success, and I always received a C in English, which was a gift. This led to what we now call “social promotion,” and as I look back on my education, if I hadn’t been socially promoted, my life wouldn’t have turned out anywhere near as well as it has.
I did graduate from high school, on time, and supposedly was ready to move out into the world. I ended up being fifth in my class; this has always given me bragging rights. However, if anybody asked how many were in my high school graduating class, I was always in trouble; there were only five of us.
Because I graduated from a very small country school and had had so much difficulty in language, and I did want to go on to college, it was determined that I should go to prep school for a year. I had an uncle living in Worcester, Massachusetts, so I went to live with him and attended Worcester Academy as a day student for a postgraduate year. This was an eye-opener, for a country boy to be going to classes in a sport coat and tie, with a totally different class of student - more worldly, more sophisticated, richer, and the first foreign students I had ever met. It was a great experience, and I look back on it as being very worthwhile. I ended up on the varsity soccer team, even though I didn’t know what soccer was when I enrolled (in 1950, almost nobody knew anything about soccer, and certainly not coaches at Stratton High School; it was a sport of the prep school circuit). Traveling with the team, I got to see other New England prep schools, and we won our share of games against them. Some of our foreign students had grown up with soccer and were really good players.
At Worcester I had some really fine teachers. I especially enjoyed my math and science teachers, Mr. Barthelman and Mr. O’Connell. But I soon discovered that I had taken all of my language difficulties with me. I eventually found myself in Dean Blossom’s office, with my English teacher, who was saying that there was no way that he would pass me in English. The dean knew that I was doing well in other courses, and he was puzzled about the English. So he started asking me about this difficulty in a very nonthreatening way. I explained that my feeling was that I had somehow missed out on something back in the beginning, and that I needed to go back and start all over again. He thought that was a very interesting concept, but didn’t see any reasonable way that it could be done. Now that I understand about these issues, what I was describing is what we call remediation, and I really did need to go back to the beginning and start with an entirely different kind of reading program, which is what we do every day now.
It happened that I was accepted at the University of Maine on my Stratton High School record. So I let the dean know that the next fall I was going to the University of Maine. It didn’t really make a lot of difference to me whether I graduated from Worcester Academy. But I did graduate with my class, and left one more English teacher in the dust. I am very grateful to Worcester Academy for that experience, even though I didn’t receive any help with my language difficulties.
The next fall, I was off to the University of Maine, and, as you would expect, I again took all of my language difficulties with me. I had decided that I wanted to become a mechanical engineer, and this was the proper choice. I didn’t have any trouble with mathematics again; as a matter of fact, I was helping tutor some of my classmates in algebra and trigonometry. Physics and chemistry were interesting and successful. But freshman English was the same old story. I started failing right away, and there were no social promotions. After failing English a couple of times, I took my grades in to my English teacher and asked what the story was, that I could do all the science, math, and technology but couldn’t do the English. She looked at my grades, and, I think, was quite baffled by it, too, but had no idea what my difficulties were and just kind of shrugged me off. Later, she failed me, too.
The next year, I walked into my English class one morning to discover that the instructor had written part of my theme up on the board. All of the bad handwriting was mimicked, and the problems in spelling and grammar and everything that I have so much trouble with. I didn’t have any idea what was going to happen, but after all of the students had gotten in and settled down in the seats, she announced to the whole class that she had received the worst paper she ever had gotten in her whole career. This person had no business being in college, and she couldn’t understand how it had ever happened, and a real big mistake had been made and this person could never graduate from college. This went on for quite a few minutes; I don’t really know how long, but I do know that I was so embarrassed and humiliated I sat there and pretended that it wasn’t my work. I would have done anything to have been able to disappear out of the place.
The way it worked out at the university was that I got reacquainted with a delightful young lady named Janet, who could spell and read and do English. She had many other good qualities, too, and apparently she found some in me, because we were married between my sophomore and junior years.
Janet Mayo grew up in Wilton, Maine, went to Wilton grammar school and Wilton Academy, and was very successful in learning to read and write and spell and do those tasks. She was conscientious and hard-working, and it was very important to her to be a good student. Janet liked music, played the clarinet in the school band, and took piano lessons and learned to play the piano. Part of the time, her family lived on a farm, where she loved the animals. She had an older brother, and also was part of a larger extended family - many aunts and uncles and cousins for her to grow up with. Janet and I had met before she went to the university; we dated while she was a freshman and I a sophomore, and then we got married.
Janet helped me in my writing for English and technical reports; without this assistance I would never have been able to graduate. She could rewrite my themes for me and help me with all the work that I had to pass in. However, I couldn’t take her to my English final exam. But between the two of us, I did finish my English requirements - with Ds, which gave me no grade points, but satisfied the requirement. (I accumulated enough hours in English to have a minor, though I never received it.)
As I have worked with people with learning disabilities over the past 15 years, almost everyone has told me the same story, in almost the same words. They could not read, write or spell; and their teachers told them if they cared, or worked harder, or paid attention, they would succeed.
In contrast to my struggles with English, my engineering courses were simple and easy and required very little study. I can remember my kinematics course (study of mechanical motion), which seems to be at the very center of my abilities and is a major course for mechanical engineers. I can remember preparing for the final exam. I had saved one whole evening to prepare. After about 20 minutes of study, I couldn’t find anything that I needed to review. When the old professor turned back the final exams, he was a little bit excited. He said that there had been two real good finals; one of them was a 97, and the other one was a perfect exam, the only one that he’d ever had in his teaching career. And it was mine. Probably I hadn’t even been challenged in that course. This instructor didn’t even understand that he needed to alert me to my special ability in that particular area, and I never recognized it as being anything special; I just chalked up my perfect final to good luck.
I had another instructor, in machine shop, who seemed to understand how I should be educated. It happened that our machine shop had some old lathes that were line-shaft driven and all worn out. I was working on one of those lathes one day when the instructor came by to see how I was doing, and I made the comment that I wasn’t quick enough to get one of the new, modern lathes. His reply was that anybody could do good work on those new lathes, but you had to be first-class to turn out good work on these old lathes. He gave me a little demonstration as to how the headstock was worn, and the tailstock was also out of line, and walked off and left me. He had challenged me to turn out good work on an old lathe, and I did.
It happened, in this class, that we had an upperclassman who had failed machine shop. I could hardly understand how anybody could do this, but I can remember seeing the instructor spending all kinds of time standing right at the elbow of that student, and explaining to him every step he needed to take. He was being very explicit with that student, and he had been very implicit with me. This instructor had a natural ability to teach. (The terms “explicit” and “implicit” will be discussed later.)
The interesting thing about this instructor was that he had very severe difficulties in calling the roll for attendance. In fact, the first time he called the roll, we couldn’t figure out what names he was calling and we didn’t know who should answer. Finally, one of the kids caught on and figured out who he was, and said, “Here.” Some of the names were so mispronounced that we ended up calling each other by our new assigned names. For example, a kid named John York ended up being called John Yokie.
As I look back at going to the university, it occurs to me that I probably spent as much time on English as I did on all of my other courses combined. With all of that work and time and energy, I didn’t make any gains in the English area, and I wasn’t any better at it at the end of college than I was when I came in. So that was actually a real complete waste of time. And I wonder what would have happened if I had taken that amount of time and energy and put it toward doing the things that I could learn. I might have gone way beyond what I’ve been able to do, if I’d been able to enhance my abilities instead of spending all that time struggling with my disabilities.
I graduated, again on schedule, and was ready to move out into the world as an engineer - one who couldn’t write and was reading at a very low level, but had exceptional talent in the mechanical area and didn’t know it.
I tell this story about disabilities because it is the one that I know best, and I can go into a lot of detail about the things that happened along the way and help other people understand the difficulties. But as I look back, I can see that a lot of other people I went to school with had learning disabilities, too. Now that I know more about it, some of them have shared their stories with me, so I am discovering that I wasn’t alone in my difficulties; many other people have had the same struggle that I have had. We were all so ashamed of our literacy problems that we didn’t talk about them and didn’t have a chance to compare notes and realize that we weren’t alone. These stories that have been shared with me are very personal, and the people who have done this are not public figures, and I am reluctant to include a lot of these stories, because I wouldn’t want to embarrass anybody. But their stories have a value that’s hard to ignore, so I’m including pieces of them here and there, without mentioning names.
It takes a long time to realize that there isn’t anything wrong with being learning disabled or dyslexic. It means that we have different abilities and disabilities than the norm. Some people are not musical, and it doesn’t matter; they still succeed in school and in life. Other people are not athletic, and it doesn’t matter. Unfortunately, in a society where language and math are so important, for those of us who cannot do language or math it does matter. Our differences become disabilities.
Back when I was in school, nobody understood about learning disabilities and problems with language and difficulties in learning. Today, things are much different. Most people have at least heard of learning disabilities or dyslexia. There have been lots of exciting changes in education, and I think this is a very exciting time to be working in the learning disabilities field, because we know now how to do so much more for students who have difficulties in school. The National Institutes of Health (NIH) and others have done a lot of research in the last few years, and they have come up with a lot better understanding of the process for learning language. It also validates some of the work that we had done in the past. Some of the ideas we had about reading were correct, but it also gives us new insights and new thinking to help with developing a lot more effective programming.
But we still do have lots of people walking around who were educated without benefit or knowledge about their abilities and disabilities. I didn’t have any help; neither did my children in the 1960s; but my grandchildren received some help as they attended school in the 1980s and 1990s. We still have a long way to go to see that everybody who has a learning disability can live and work up to their potential and take their full place in society.
We now know that people like me who have a hard time learning to read and spell have what is called “poor phonemic awareness.” This means that there is nothing wrong with our ears - we hear language, but we have real problems in learning to process it in a way that lets us learn how to read and spell. We don’t hear all of the little bits and pieces of sound that make up language, because our minds have trouble processing the sound. Some of us also have a hard time processing spoken language fast enough to keep up with conversations, especially when several people are talking. It is hard for me to explain it, because I have never listened to language with a mind that processes and handles language very easily. I have always had to struggle with language, in both oral and written form. I would just like to know what it is really like for language to work easily.
On the other hand, when it comes to a piece of machinery, I hear all of the little bits and pieces of sound within that machinery, such as vibrations or a bearing beginning to get worn, and I automatically know right away where the trouble is, what it is, and what needs to be done to correct it. It comes so quick and fast that I don’t even need any processing time. For example, in the 1960s I was head engineer in a small metal finishing plant in Massachusetts. One morning as the plant was coming on line, people starting up machinery and moving around supplies, blowers coming on, I was walking down through the center aisle of the plant and I heard the faintest little “ting” in one of the big hundred-horsepower electric motors. I knew instantly that an oil ring in a bearing had swung and hit the inside of the casing. I also knew instantly that for that oil ring to have done that, it meant there was no oil in the bearing. When I got back to that electric motor, I discovered right away that the oil filler pipe had been broken off, accidentally, and lay in a puddle of oil on the floor under the bearing. Everything was shut down without damage. Even to this day, it seems like a miracle to me that I heard that little tiny sound above all the other sounds in the room, understood what it was, and discovered the problem before anything was damaged.
For myself, I know that it is very difficult for me to learn the language implicitly, just by being exposed to it, but I can learn a system to handle it. Learning a system requires processing, but it does work. It has to be taken further by repetition to develop the automaticity which gives us good fluency.
I think we all learn something by first having to do it as a cognitive process or a thinking process. For instance, when we first started to write, I can remember that we had a big fat pencil, and everybody struggled, and they had to concentrate to make it work. I can remember that most of my classmates quickly started writing easily and well. But I have never been able to write freely. In school, my papers were always a terrible mess; I was always making mistakes in words, and erasing out and putting words back in. Sometimes they’d go back with the same mistake they had the first time, and have to be erased again. Even though I became a real eraser expert, I still did not have a decent-looking paper to pass in. This whole thing has remained a cognitive process, or a thinking process. I still have to stop and think how the letters are written, what should be capitalized, and how the punctuation should go in. I know now that one of my language difficulties is called dysgraphia, which means the inability to write correctly and easily, and that my classmates had developed automaticity, the ability to write without thinking about each movement.
Also, I have extreme spelling problems; I have to try to figure out how words are spelled as I’m writing them. This is a cognitive process. I also struggle with knowing how to handle the grammar, which is a cognitive process for me. And I’m just like everybody else - I have to edit the material and get it ready to go down in written form. This is another cognitive process. I’m told that we can do only one cognitive process at a time, so it is no wonder that I am blocked when it comes to writing. Most people develop automaticity in the first three steps; the only thing they have to do is get the material ready to be written, and that’s the only cognitive process that they deal with.
I see this process as being the same in all of our learning. We all start out very shaky on a bicycle, and have to think about which way to turn the front wheel so that it will keep us upright, and then after a while we do it automatically without thinking. (This explains why people can talk on a cell phone and eat a big Mac while they drive.)
Many of us who have language difficulties also have short-term memory problems, and the short-term memory problems make it even harder for us to handle language. I can’t retain words or random numbers, and in school I couldn’t do things like copy written material off the board. I would have to look up at a word several times to get it down on my paper; I could remember only two or three letters, then have to look up again, and repeat it until the word was done, and then go on to the next word. This was a lot of processing, and I never could get the materials done in time, and many times I made mistakes.
I needed explicit, direct instruction in language, which I never received; and consequently, I never developed the ability to handle language well. On the other hand, I have very strong natural abilities in the spatial area, the ability to see things as they are in your mind, like pictures. If you gave me instructions on how to get to your house in written form, it would be a real struggle for me. If you gave me a little map to show how to get to your house, I could take a quick look at the map, put it in my pocket and very soon arrive at your house. I can retain that picture of the map, but I can’t retain the language.
This spatial ability also gives me good skills in building things and repairing things, because I can see the projects in my mind and retain all of the information very easily and accurately. This spatial ability gave me an interest in mechanics very early. I had a metal turning lathe when I was in junior high school, and by the time I got to high school I was starting to become a machinist. During high school I took an interest in mechanics, and by the time I graduated from high school I was rebuilding tractor and automobile engines. This was all self-taught, with a little advice from a mechanic. This is an example of very implicit education. I didn’t even need a vocational school or formal instructors; all I needed was to have a project that I wanted to do and I found the tools to do it and the advice I needed, and I enjoyed every minute of it.
From the beginning of my school days, I was told directly, and also indirectly in many ways, that the reason that I didn’t learn to read and write was because I didn’t try, I didn’t pay attention, I didn’t want to, and it was always my fault. The truth of the matter was that I wanted to read very, very much. I had been read to, I knew what was in books, and I wanted to be able to get it out myself. I also wanted to please my teacher, like all the other kids did, and have her say something nice about me, too.
This was not isolated with just me; I find that this is a universal condition with all people that have learning disabilities. When I’m dealing with people, I very seldom use the word “all,” but I do use it in this instance, because I can’t remember anyone who has not had these kinds of difficulties; and they wanted to succeed just as much as I did. Many of us have even been punished because we didn’t learn to read and write. That may not be happening as much now, but it has happened to many, many people in the older generations; we have been blamed for the failure which really wasn’t our fault.
The other side of that is, those who are teaching school usually have pretty good language abilities; they have never experienced the difficulties those of us with language difficulties have, so they don’t know what it’s like to have to process language. They are also very organized, and have very little understanding of people who aren’t. It’s their job to turn out a bunch of good little readers with neat penmanship and good study habits, and when somebody like me comes along, it really messes up their whole life. They tend to be angry with those children who (as they see it) won’t do work that is assigned, and to have very little patience with them. So between the two factions we have had lots of misunderstandings, and it has taken us a long time to get by all these troubles.
Many times, teachers’ strategies to get the students to do the work they want them to do become punitive. I have asked other adults what happened to them in school, and what the teachers did. They have told me stories about things like they were put in a storeroom with a book and told not to come out until they could read; they were put in a cloakroom away from the rest of the class and told not to disturb anybody; or they were told to go down in the basement and spend their days with the janitor. Sometimes deals are struck when children get older, to the effect that, the teacher will say if you don’t give me any trouble or cause any problems in the class, I’ll give you a passing grade.
I have ended up with a lot of pretty negative thoughts about educators, particularly English teachers. I have met people that I thought were really fine people, and have been quite surprised to discover that they were English teachers. So, as I’ve worked in the field of education and learning disabilities, I have gotten to know a lot of educators at all levels, and I have had to change my thinking somewhat. I have done in-service programs for teachers on many, many occasions, and I am finding that there are a lot of wonderful, conscientious, hard-working people out there. They have to contend with their administrators, deal with parents, pay attention to laws, rules and regulations, do way too much paperwork and fit too many children into crowded rooms. On top of that, they have to find some time to educate our children, even when they may not have learned enough about learning disabilities to do that effectively for all of them.
After I graduated from college, my friend Keith Morrison and I started up an International truck dealership in Auburn, Maine. My skills were just right for doing this kind of work. We started the business from scratch, and one of the things that we had to do was put up a commercial steel building, which I did a lot of, with a high-school kid for a helper. We also had to buy trucks, stock parts, set up bookkeeping and record-keeping systems, hire office help, mechanics and a parts person, and do all the other jobs to get a business up and running. I was able to do my share even of the paperwork, and Keith and I got along surprisingly well. The first few years we worked long hours and it was challenging and exciting getting the business going. But after a few years, when the business was running, and I was spending most of my time with customers and delivering trucks, I thought more and more about doing something in the engineering field that I was really trained to do. After a while, I sold out my share of the business to my friend and partner. He still runs that business and uses many members of his own family to operate it. It has grown to the point where there are two dealerships, one in Auburn, Maine, and one in Portland, Maine. So the company still goes, and it’s known as Morrison and Sylvester, Inc.
I went back to the University of Maine placement service and told them I was interested in an engineering job. They found me one at the Oxford Paper Company mill in Rumford, as a senior field engineer in the construction department. This was a pretty natural place for me to end up because I was a mechanical engineer and in the State of Maine there are a lot of jobs in paper mills for engineers. I was a straight mechanical engineer and hadn’t had any pulp and paper training, so I didn’t know anything about paper making or paper machines or any of the related equipment. But the first morning I walked into that paper mill, it was to me a place like heaven. Fantastic huge machines, and I was going to get to work on them and get to know them and I was even going to get paid for working there! A good spot.
I remember the first day (and this is the day that’s always so hard on a new job, when you don’t know anybody, and don’t know the crews and don’t know enough about anything to get anything done). My immediate supervisor, Oley Bangs, said that the construction department was rebuilding a paper machine. He took me up there to where the job was, and he said, “I want you to just study this machine all over, from one end to the other and down both sides.”
He went off and left me there. I was just fascinated. I looked that machine all over to see how it was made and how it worked and all the details about it. I spent a long time going down the length of the machine and started up the back side, looking at the drives and figuring out how they all worked and how they all related to running the machine. I came across a crew of men working on a drive for the drier section. I watched them for a few minutes, and then I got up close enough so I could see how that drive was made and looked it all over - and boy, it just dawned on me right away, the way they were assembling this drive, it wasn’t going to work!
I looked around and there wasn’t a soul that I knew, and I couldn’t tell millwrights from job supers or anybody else. I didn’t know what to do. So I finally went back down to the office and found Oley. I told him, “You know, they’re up there putting a drive on the drier section that isn’t going to work the way they’re doing it.” I can remember seeing him, working on a bunch of papers at his desk and kind of shuffling them. He looked up at me out of the corner of his eye and he said, “Oh sure.” Finally he said, “Well, let me get these papers straightened out and put away and we’ll go up and have a look.”
So we did go back up, and I said, “Now you step right up there and look at that machine and down into the basement where it’s going to be hooked up, and you’ll see what I’m talking about.” And he did, and he said, “Oh my God!”
So my mechanical knowledge was really paying off: I had picked up something on a huge big machine, one that I didn’t know anything about and had never seen before. In a few minutes, Oley had gotten on the telephone and called engineering, and there was a whole bunch of what I later would be calling white shirts on the job. These were engineers and supervisors who had to make a big decision on how this was all going to be handled, how it was going to be done over. But the thing that I came away with was that I had earned my pay the first day on the job, and that felt pretty good.
I soon discovered, however, that I had taken all of my reading and writing problems with me to this job. No matter how exciting it was and how I loved the job, I was in trouble. Engineers have to write - letters, memos, progress reports, requisitions - and I couldn’t tell anybody that I couldn’t write them. So I had to find a system that would work so that nobody would know that I couldn’t write, and my secret wouldn’t get out, that I had all kinds of literacy problems, because I was very ashamed of this, and I couldn’t even talk about it with anybody. I was up to my old tricks, finding ways to accommodate or to get around my difficulties with language.
What happened in the mill was that another engineer in that office, in the construction department, happened to be a farm boy from Mississippi, and the two of us hit it off real well. He was an older engineer than I was; I was in my late 20s at the time. So Eddie and I became partners.
Because there were two of us working together, we could have our choice of the jobs that we wanted. We could pick off the best and the most interesting jobs, and we ran for several years very successfully. I worked out with the crews and loved it; I was on a transit or whatever had to be done in the field. When it came time to do reports and writing, Eddie didn’t mind one bit being in a nice warm dry office doing that part, and I was out in the field doing the part that I loved. Our jobs were all coming in on time and under budget, and people around the mill were beginning to notice that. We made a very good team. But nobody ever knew that it had gotten set up because I couldn’t write.
I am so spatial and so mechanical that I could anticipate problems with our machinery and figure out why things were going bad, and I really became a trouble-shooter. It got to the point where, when other jobs and other groups were having troubles with something, they would call down to the office to see if Harry could come up and give them a hand, and oftentimes I could find solutions. After a while, though, I came to the fact that Eddie was getting promoted all over the place and I wasn’t. What was happening was, I wasn’t leaving any paper trail. If I had understood about it and known how important that was, I’m sure that we could have changed the job reports and other papers so that my name would have been on them, too; but it was just an oversight and I didn’t even think about it. I came to the conclusion that if I was going to have a real career, I’d have to do something else besides being in the paper mill.
There is no place that the Peter Principle kicks in faster than when a person in the workplace has a learning disability. For example, a man may be an excellent maintenance man, because he can fix anything, come up with solutions to problems, be very innovative and successful in his work. Because of that success, he gets promoted into a management slot - foreman, supervisor, crew chief. In his new job, he is responsible for lots of paperwork - filling out requisitions, doing time sheets, writing personnel reports. He cannot handle the paperwork. And he cannot share with anyone the fact that he cannot read and write to the necessary degree.
After a few such experiences, he learns to do something to avoid getting promoted. Perhaps he will just quit a job when a promotion is offered, or he’ll do something to get fired. He’ll do anything necessary to keep his disability a secret, to keep from being embarrassed. In my case, having Eddie to do all our paperwork let me keep my secret - but it also kept me from even being offered a promotion, and from having a chance to grow in my job.
I was so ashamed of my literacy problem that I did everything I needed to do to keep it a secret. I didn’t want people to know how “dumb” I was. I covered up the fact that I couldn’t read well and couldn’t spell and write. I did everything I needed to do so that nobody would find out these horrible truths. As I look back at all of this, I can see that keeping that secret was more disabling than the disability.
Before I resigned from the mill, I got a job in a small metal finishing plant in Massachusetts. So Janet and I moved the whole family to Massachusetts and started on a new career. After two or three years, my uncle and I bought the plant out, and I acted as plant manager and plant engineer. I didn’t have any particular written language demands, so that I could do things just about the way I wanted. What I did was, I ran the plant not from a desk, but from the floor. I worked right with the crews, and I could do the jobs in the plant. If I had to train somebody new, I didn’t have to tell him how to do the job, I could show him. No lengthy instructions - I’d say, “This is the way we polish a plate,” and demonstrate, or “This is the way we do electroplating” and do that. We also did cold rolling of steel, and I became very good at being able to change rolls and polish rolls and even do things faster, cheaper and better than they had been done previously.
We lived in Massachusetts from 1960 until 1973. During that time, our three children were educated in the Westborough schools. We considered it a very good educational system. However, two of our children should have had some services for their language difficulties, and it never happened. I don’t know whether the school at that time didn’t have any knowledge about learning disabilities or just kept very quiet about it, because we never had the opportunity or the knowledge to get involved and do something about their language problems. I have always felt bad that I wasn’t able to help my children, but I didn’t know anything about it. By the time our grandchildren went to school (our grandchildren had some difficulties, too) we were ready.
After our children were in school full time, Janet went back to school to complete her education. She went to Worcester State College and ended up a teacher. She got a job in the Westborough school system; she taught the first grade for six years before we moved back to Maine.
It happened that the year that she started to teach, the school that she was in went to a new reading system called Keys to Reading. It was a very phonetic program with some multi-sensory portions to it, and Janet became very interested in reading and in teaching reading and the kids who had troubles learning to read, so this was the beginning of her understanding and interest in alternative reading programs. That program in that school was so successful in teaching reading that the state officials from Massachusetts came out to look at the school to see why their reading scores were so high. But for some reason, over the years the program got dropped. We’ve never understood why. Janet’s early experience and interest were a tremendous help when we started looking at language and teaching in the LD field many years later.
After thirteen years, everything had worked well, but we still wanted to come back to Maine (and that seems to be a normal route for people that grow up in Maine - they may work out of state for a while, but they do tend to drift back). For us, thirteen years and we decided that we were ready to come back. So we sold out in Massachusetts and bought an old farm in Maine.
Being a farm boy, I thought that I would like to do some farming, and because I had been building boats in Massachusetts as a hobby, I wanted a nice shop so that I could build a few boats in the winter time to keep myself busy. We jacked up a barn and put a foundation under it and concrete floors in it; we designed and built our own home; built the shop; and started out farming. We were raising cattle for beef and selling beef by the side to people with home freezers and had a good market established. The thing that really messed things up was that I did start building a few boats in the winter time, to keep busy, and that business took right off on us. I had to decide what I was going to do, whether I was going to farm or build boats; there was so much work that I couldn’t do both.
We decided that the best way for us to earn a living on a farm was to build boats. So we leased out our fields and I began to build the boats full-time. This is where I really found a place for me to operate successfully and use my spatial-mechanical skills. I didn’t understand about all of this at the time, but now, looking back at it, I can see how that all worked. I like to share that story of building the boats, because it demonstrates how a person with good spatial abilities can operate.
While I was still in Massachusetts, my friend Bob Brown got me interested in sailing. I bought a sailboat and taught myself to sail, and was really enjoying it. Bob was telling me about a boat in their family boathouse up here in Maine that was a real antique boat and had real nice lines. He asked if we could take a mold off from that boat and build ourselves each a boat just like it with a fiberglass hull. He bugged me about it for a long time, and finally I told him, “Why don’t you bring the boat down and I’ll have a look at it, and we’ll see what we can do.”
When the boat showed up, it was a very delightful old-style boat that had nice lines, and I could see why he was so excited about it. It was a 12-foot rowboat, still with most of its original trim. Bob knew that it was almost a hundred years old, so it was a boat reminiscent of the late 1800s or early 1900s. We didn’t know anything about what kind of boat it was. It had been stored for years on its side and was all out of shape, so I took it over to my plant and straightened it out and put it all back into what its original shape was, or what I thought it was.
When you build a boat with a fiberglass hull, there are two ways to do it. You can build a plug (a full-size model, of wood and other materials) and apply the fiberglass coating to that, or you can use an existing hull, as we did with these boats. When you have a hull, you get it perfectly smooth, wax it (so the fiberglass won’t stick to it), then build up layers of fiberglass saturated with resin to make the mold. After the fiberglass hardens, it will separate from the waxed hull. With this project, it was the third try when we finally made it, but we did get a mold and were able to make ourselves each a boat as he had suggested. The boats were white; we trimmed them out with varnished mahogany and made them look so fancy that commercial fishermen on the coast told us they looked pretty yachty.
The Maine coast was where we started rowing our new boats, because they were salt-water boats, high-sided and stable enough to handle ocean waves. We enjoyed trying them out in the open ocean. One day, after we brought them back into the launch area and pulled them up on the grass, an old-timer came along and looked them all over, and finally he said, “You know, those are a couple of pretty good-looking Whitehalls.”
That was the first time I knew what these old boats were. From that lead, we learned their history and how far back they went and the different sizes that were made and what they were used for, and became quite interested in the whole project. I built several more 12-foot Whitehalls while I was in Massachusetts. When I turned my hobby into a business in Maine, I soon wanted other sizes, and I not only wanted rowboats but I wanted sailboats like they were originally. I knew the types of sails that they used and how they were made and what the spars looked like and how the rigging should be designed.
So this is where I started using my spatial ability. Because I was working with fiberglass and not wood, there are many things that I could do with shapes in glass that I couldn’t possibly do with wood (because I couldn’t make wood bend into the compound curves that I needed). So with the fiberglass, I wanted to take full advantage of the freedom of shape. I could make the bow of the boat much sharper, so that it would go through the water more easily. I could taper the stern below the water line, so that the water flow would be smoother and the boat would move with less effort. I could make the bottom of the boat flatter, and I could turn up the sides more abruptly, to make the boat more stable and provide more capacity. I kept the same overall dimensions as the original Whitehalls, and the same distinctive shape of the transom. I ended up with a low-maintenance boat that was lighter and cheaper than the originals.
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