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Transcript of Interview - RADIO NEW ZEALAND AND RICHARD LAVOIE

Reproduced with permission 'from a Wayne Mowat interview on "In Touch With New Zealand", National Radio'.

Programme: Wayne Mowat “In Touch with New Zealand”, 24 May 2004

Interviewer: Wayne Mowat    

Guest: Richard (Rick) Lavoie, Cape Cod, U.S.A.

Topic:  Specific learning disabilities and dyslexia

Wayne Mowat.
… [There are] thousands of New Zealanders with specific learning difficulties, including dyslexia. These people fail in exams. They find it tough getting jobs. They’re labelled as lazy and dumb in a world that values the written word.  SPELD’s mandate is to provide relevant and dynamic learning opportunities for those with specific learning difficulties but because New Zealand is one of the few developed countries in the world that does not officially recognise specific learning difficulties most people go untrained and therefore the cycle of negativity continues.  Enter Richard Lavoie from Cape Cod, a renowned consultant and trainer with three degrees in special education.  He’s an adjunct professor of numerous universities in America working with children with special needs for over 30 years now.  Probably best known for his videos where participants walk in the shoes of a learning disabled person to experience the frustration, anxiety and tension it brings and the restrictions placed on individual learning, Rick Lavoie was the guest speaker at the SPELD conference in Dunedin last weekend.  He is conducting workshops around New Zealand.  Today he is in Auckland and great to have you on the programme.

Rick Lavoie.  I’m delighted to be here, thank you. 

WM.
Were you a young person who lost his way in the education system, how did you get into this highly specialised field? 

RL.
I think it would be, there was a cause and effect there frankly.  I had a good deal of difficulty in school myself because I had attention problems and our teachers struggled to deal with it and so it was sort of natural that I would fall into this field.  I also had a relative or two that wrestled with this problem and it made me perhaps a bit more sensitive to the day to day challenges that these folks face and so I decided to become a teacher and see what I could do about that. 

WM.
And because you had experienced that, did you come up with these ways of sort of looking at it from a different angle? 

RL.
Yes I believe so.  I think that that gave me an opportunity to see many of the teaching techniques that work, and frankly many of them that don’t work.  I have just returned from Dunedin and had a wonderful time down there with some terrific folks and the presentation I did down there was called "Techniques that Work and Techniques that Don’t” because there are many things that we try to do with these kids to improve their behaviour, improve their motivation and those techniques simply don’t work.  A teacher might say to me “I’ve kept him in for recess 14 days in a row and he still wasn’t doing his homework”, I begin to wonder who the slow learner is in that scenario and if the child has been kept in for recess 14 days and he hasn’t improved his performance, well then perhaps the teacher should try something else, so it has given me a chance to see some of the techniques that work and some that don’t. 

WM.
Punishment is not the answer obviously then. 

RL.
No it definitely isn’t because the behaviours and the inability to read and write are simply beyond the child’s control and it wouldn’t make sense in any context to punish someone for something that they can’t control.  I mean, you wouldn’t punish me for having to wear glasses or punish me for being short.  Those are things I can’t control.  Punishment is truly ineffective with these kids and what it does of course is build up a tremendous amount of resentment and lack of self esteem when kids are punished for things they just can’t control. 

WM.
Let’s deal specifically with people with learning difficulties and find themselves rejected.  How can all this be changed around by some of those techniques you’ve alluded to? 

RL.
Well I think the first thing, and one of the reasons that I’m here, I’m delighted that SPELD organisation here in New Zealand is really trying to make people more aware of the plight of children with learning disabilities because the first step is awareness, that teachers and parents need to become aware that it is not that these children are trying to be difficult, are trying to be obstinate, but they simply cannot learn the way that other children can. 

WM.
Haven’t teachers these days got enough on their plate without looking out for the rejected child? 

RL.
Well that’s one of the great challenges that we face and in the States we do many things wrong, as you probably well know in the States, but one of the things we do do pretty well is take care of those children and realise that the teachers do have a great deal on their plate which brings us to the second and third stages that we need to go through once the sensitivity is done and people recognise that this truly is a problem.  Then you need to do the training and actually train teachers how to deal with these kids and one of the things I’m going to say to the teachers today is, if you can learn some special-ed techniques you actually become a better teacher with all of your kids.  But then the third, and perhaps most important step, is legislation.  I was delighted to see that there were a couple of members of parliament that attended my workshops in Dunedin because this needs to be a legislative initiative as well where there needs to be laws passed where these kids are not only protected but where the teachers are given the budgets and the time that they need to give the children the special attention they need.  It’s really a three step process; the sensitivity, training and then legislation.  Those three steps need to go on simultaneously. 

WM.
Okay Rick, what happens when a disabled learner’s strengths are recognised or somebody is spotted as having problems for a rejected child and what’s the step?  You’ve got these tips to promote positive self esteem, I knew we’d get into this some how along the line because it plays such a big part. 

RL.
It plays such a huge part and unfortunately self esteem has become a bit of a cottage industry in many places where teachers are told they can never tell the child that he’s incorrect or never correct a child’s work because it impacts their self esteem and frankly I don’t think that’s the way to go at all.  The ongoing argument in the self esteem realm is which came first, the self esteem or the progress, which is does the child feel better about himself because he’s doing well at school, or is he doing well in school because he feels better about himself. And with all the arguments that we have in education, that’s one that I think is frankly the most foolish because both sides are absolutely correct.  The child will not do well in school unless he feels good about himself and the better he feels about himself the better he is going to do in school.  So the idea that it’s one or the other is a little bit foolish I think.  We really need to realise that we need to make the changes necessary to make the child successful and when we increase his self esteem and as the self esteem increases he’ll do increasingly better in school. 

WM.
The thing is we’re all individuals aren’t we, I mean we have to realise that and we have unique things going for us? 

RL.
Absolutely.  You know, we say at the Atlanta School in Cape Cod for many years, and what we used to say was if the child can’t learn the way that we teach then we need to teach the way that he learns, and I find myself by the way using the male pronoun here consistently and I shouldn’t be because we’re realising now that there are just as many girls who have this disability as boys.  It really does call for the adults in the child’s life to make changes in the way that the child is approached and unfortunately, I guess, if I could use that word, that takes more time, more energy and more resources than the other kids and so you’ll find that teachers and parents need to sort of give themselves permission to treat this child differently and give him more time and attention than the other children get.  That can be a problem, particularly for teachers where a teacher will say “well, if I modify this task for this child, it’s not fair to the other children”.  Well, the reality is that particular child needs it, the other child doesn’t, so the only way to be fair is to give the child what he needs. 

WM.
You’ve done a great paper on that which I read about fairness, it comes into it as well.

RL.
Yes.  I think it’s critically important because the medical profession for instance doesn’t treat every patient exactly the same and give every patient the same medication and the same treatment because they recognise that each person’s medical needs are different.  It needs to be the same way in the educational realm, that we need to recognise that each child’s needs are different and individualised and so what they get needs to be individualised as well.  

WM.
Shouldn’t this start at pre-school age though?  I know it’s not easy to spot a child with a specific learning difficulty at that age though is it?

RL.
What I like to say is that there are a number of people who disagree with me on this.  A number of people say that you can recognise specific learning disabilities at pre-school.  I’m not quite sure.  What I say is that you recognise children that we call “at risk”, that is there’s something wrong with this child, he’s not learning, he’s not progressing the way that he should, let’s keep an eye on this child very closely but give him some special education techniques.  We’re not absolutely saying that he’s going to grow into a learning disability, learning problem, but let’s keep a very close eye on this child.  About 50% or 60% of the time the child does indeed have a learning problem as he gets older, but we found through a tremendous amount of research in the States, particularly that the earlier you catch this the more effective the instruction is going to be.  It’s never going to go away.  You can’t cure it.  It’s a neurological based problem and the neurological system is the only system in the body that cannot repair itself once it’s damaged.  You will never cure it, it will never go away, but you’ll be able to make a much more effective change the earlier you catch this in school. 

WM.
You say that your child’s self esteem will be determined by the conditional acceptance that he receives from others, that’s about giving some responsibility and leadership is it to someone? 

RL.
Yes exactly and as your child goes out into the world, I’m speaking with parents this evening, and as a child goes out in the world he’s going to receive conditional acceptance from other people, that is to say his team mates will like him when he scores a goal, his teacher will like him when he has a good day, but that acceptance is very conditional.  However, at home the love and the appreciation needs to be totally unconditional, I mean that you love him just because he’s him and you love him sort of warts and all if I could, and unlike the real world who will only love him when he does well, Mum and Dad need to love him and show him that love and affection all the time. 

WM.
This is Rick Lavoie, renowned consultant and trainer in specific learning difficulties with me on National Radio this afternoon.  What about social competence Rick, how important is that, does that play a role? 

RL.
It plays a huge role and again when I was down in Dunedin we talked about this and we’re going to be talking about it today, what we’re finding is is that the neurological problems that create academic difficulties for a child also create tremendous social difficulties.  We find that they have few friends, that they alienate people unintentionally, they don’t get along with adults, they are viewed often as perhaps stubborn or difficult to deal with when actually it’s just their inability to understand what’s going on around them.  As a matter of fact, in the school that I ran on Cape Cod I would say that we probably spent 60% or 70% of our time working on the child’s social skills as opposed to the academic skill.  Of course, by social skills I don’t mean manners, you know, how to hold your fork and that type of thing, I’m talking about being able to participate with a group, being able to make and keep friends and a friend of mine in a very unscientific study he was telling me the other day, he was working with about a dozen children with special needs and he said to them, “If I could give you a magic wand and you could either make your learning problems disappear and you’d do better in school or I could make your social problems disappear and you’d have some friends, which would you prefer?” and every single one of the children said that if he had the magic wand he’d get rid of his social problems.  It’s tremendously difficult for our kids. 

WM.
Let’s talk about your programmes in these schools.  You talk about a living laboratory, you develop these refined methods and philosophies and this is related to the education of adolescents as well with special needs. 

RL.
Absolutely.  I have had the great privilege for the last 30 years of running residential schools in the United States, particularly in New England, for children with learning disabilities where we literally woke these boys and girls up every morning and put them to bed at night.  We were with them 24 hours a day.  As a result I learned a tremendous amount about the way they look at the world and what we can do to help them and now I’m going around and trying to teach other people how to do that.  I have been absolutely overwhelmed and delighted with the response here in New Zealand, first of all the warmth of the people and the beauty of your country is just unparalleled, I’ve just never seen anything like it, but the teachers seem to be so eager to get this information because they want to do the best for the children.  These children are very puzzling for them and you find, as one teacher said to me in Dunedin, “I’ve been teaching for 25 years but none of my tricks and tips work with these kids” and so what we’re trying to do is give them a new bag of tricks if you would. 

WM.
And that bag of tricks is your videos, putting people into the shoes of those who are disabled learners. 

RL.
Exactly.  The video came about frankly out of frustration on my part when I came to realise there’s a great irony in education and that is that most people who teach did not have trouble in school.  If you think about it, why would you become a teacher if you didn’t do well in school, if you didn’t like school, so most of us who teach are people who did well in school and enjoyed being there.  The great irony that comes out of that is the child to whom we can best relate is the child who doesn’t need us, the bright child who is capable and athletic and has all these skills.  That’s the child we like to spend time with because he reminds us of us.  However the child who doesn’t do well in school and is very frustrated in school often times doesn’t have the support and advocacy of the teachers because they can’t really relate to someone whose life experience has been so different and so I said may be the best way to do this is to take a group of teachers and make them feel what it feels like for the first time and so then somebody came along, we made a video of it and it’s pretty much the largest selling educational video that’s ever been done. 

WM.
How difficult can this be? 

RL.
Right, exactly. 

WM.
Are you surprised that, you know, we think we’re a pretty knowledgeable sort of nation, in fact the knowledge economy is one of our big thrusts here in politics and other philosophies and yet all in all there’s not officially recognised specific learning difficulties. 

RL.
To be very candid, I was quite surprised because New Zealand, I mean I fell in love with New Zealand long before the movies told us stories, it’s just such a beautiful country and New Zealand has been so forward thinking for decades in social reform.  I mean, you were the first country to have women have the right to vote and so many of the social reforms that you folks have done here have just been extraordinary and yet for whatever reason, and I’m not sure exactly why, the learning disabled child hasn’t benefited from that and to be candid with you, yes, I was quite surprised that a country that’s so forward thinking in the way you look at the social world that these kids hadn’t been swept along in that.  There are people that are trying to change that and to make it happen, but as you said in your introduction it’s really one of the few western societies yet that hasn’t really created legislation that protects and advocates for these kids. 

WM.
So our parents have got a big role to play and siblings too when you think about it. 

RL.
Oh absolutely because the sibling of course many times suffers because he feels that the special needs brother is getting too much attention.  The special need child can also be a source of embarrassment for the sibling because they don’t act in a typical way and they don’t have friends in the typical way that children do and so, yes, I do a workshop called “On The Waterbed – The Special Needs Child At Home And In The Family” and the reason I call it that is an analogy that I draw that a family of five is like five people lying side by side on a waterbed, whenever one person moves, everyone feels the ripple and that’s the way it is in a family.  If one member of the family is having trouble everyone feels it.  So parents and teachers and siblings and extended family, everybody really needs to develop a sensitivity toward this child and it’s made doubly difficult because learning disabled children don’t look any different.  Children who use wheelchairs, they have hearing aids or whatever, people tend to be extraordinarily kind to those children because they have an obvious disability where these kids don’t look any different. 

WM.
Thank you for your generous time.

 RL.
Well, I thank you. 

WM.
And in wrapping up, you’ve obviously seen many times as a child’s confidence, self esteem improves academic competence will follow on and increase will it?

RL.

It certainly will.  Let me put it this way, the academic skills will not increase without the confidence.  There is a direct relationship there but there’s a very, very distinct one. 

WM.
Rick Lavoie, thank you very much for your time on the programme. 

RL.

My pleasure. 

WM.
Rick Lavoie, renowned consultant and trainer on specific learning difficulties, at the SPELD conference as you heard in Dunedin a few days ago and still giving workshops in New Zealand. 
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