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Dyslexia 
”Most of us know that people with dyslexia have trouble reading and writing, sometimes they see words or numbers back to front, or put letters in the wrong places. It sounds so simple when you put it like that - but have a think about how that could impact on your life when so much of what we do relies on our ability to read and write. Conservative figures say at least one in ten people have some degree of dyslexia. So why then, does the Ministry of Education not recognise dyslexia as an official learning disability? Sofia Wenborn takes a look at the issue, then Minister of Education Steve Maharey joins us live.”

Go to the website to view the item as a streaming video. The first part features Julie and David Craig.

Paul Henry (PH) starts interviewing Minister of Education Steve Maharey (SM) 6 minutes and 45 seconds through the item. A transcript of this part of the item done by Trevor Crosby follows:

PH. Do you accept personally that dyslexia exists as a learning disability?

SM  I think there is a learning problem that is often referred to as dyslexia. In fact, I’ve been around … I’m an academic by trade …  so it’s sort of been around for a while …

PH  That’s a play on words though. That was a play on words.  Do you accept that dyslexia exists as a learning disability?
SM. No. What I’m told Paul, and what I know from my own experience, is that there are people who have a range of learning disabilities, and you saw the two of them there who are quite complex. For example they have quite high IQs but they’ve got difficulties in learning so around the world it is very difficult to define …

PH  [Indistinct words starting next question over SM: Is it, is it, is it a physical thing]. It’s a physical thing. We’ve seen already in that piece there that they learn differently and it’s called dyslexia.

SM  Well, you see the evidence that you are looking at there comes from Auckland University.  It’s brand new research [note added: new for New Zealand, but publicised in Time article in July 2003, and can be accessed on the Learning and Behaviour Charitable Trust of New Zealand website, www.lbctnz.co.nz] and I think what you’re looking at is a range of behaviour which in some countries people have chosen to call dyslexia, but in most countries has been difficult to categorise as we are ….

PH  So are we saying in New Zealand the Australians, the English and the Americans are wrong?

SM  No, what we are saying is right around the world, in fact people in those countries, there is a very robust debate about how you categorise this form of learning behaviour, and [PH But whilst they debate it].. many other things as well.

PH  Alright  Steve.. But whilst they debate it they fund it, they research it, they teach it. For instance, in New Zealand teacher training colleges, most teacher training colleges don’t mention the word dyslexia. Teachers come out [SM No] working for principals in schools who have no idea what dyslexia is, [SM  Mmmh] or how to look out for it.. 

SM  Yes, what they do have is a legal responsibility for all those children as was mentioned by the parent and other countries, they have that and we have that.

PH  But, Steve, but if they don’t know what it is, if they haven’t been taught how to recognise it, if they haven’t been taught about the potentially disparately different learning techniques, then how can they deal to it?

SM  Because I think the label is quite separate from reacting to the kinds of things that are going on with the child. I mean I’m sorry to hear about David, but one of the things we’ve been doing since we’ve been government is putting significantly more money into this area. And what we’re trying to do is say the label may not apply, people may not use it, but they are still recognisable for … 

PH  So what are you doing to help dyslexics?

SM  …their particular behaviour. The same things as we do for a whole range of people. When they come into school first of all, we, we use ..

PH  Sorry, Steve, look I’m sorry. They are not a whole range of people. They learn fundamentally differently. Can you imagine the frustration for the parents and for the dyslexics that they’re been taught by people who have no idea what it is?

SM  For the one per cent of young people who have these kinds of  learning disabilities, Paul, what we do is ..

PH.  Did you say one per cent? …

SM  One per cent

PH  You say one per cent. But conservatively experts are saying ten per cent, conservatively.

SM  But one per cent have this kind of learning disability. So if they come into the school population, right from the time they arrive we have screening techniques which take place when they arrive, at age six, at each …

PH  But they don’t, because they don’t know what dyslexia is. This is the whole point [SM  Yes]. You know, in England, in the United States and Australia they teach teachers to look out for key signs that could indicate dyslexia. In New Zealand they don’t, so we can’t screen.

SM  You are missing the key point because you are insisting on us calling it dyslexia. What I am saying is, that those kinds of learning disabilities which go with dyslexia are paid attention to whether you call it dyslexia or not. [Emphasis added] [PH Alright]  So in those countries there is a debate about the label, but that doesn’t affect what a teacher might do in response. [PH Right] If they spot you, are not learning in a particular way, then – and we have regular ways of doing that – there are a whole range of ways that are responded at….

PH  I put it to you that they haven’t been trained fully how can they recognise that. There are many people that would look at this and would say the government doesn’t recognise dyslexia because it doesn’t want to have to fund the problem.

SM  But we want to fund the issues of learning disabilities and what we do at the present time is that we’ve lifted our funding by about thirty-four percent over the last 6 years. We do respond to this. Parents should be encouraged out there by the fact that we do address these issues. And please, I really do insist on that Paul because a lot of people watching this wondering if it does happen. It does, we try our best to respond to learning disabilities.

PH  I think those words will not resonate with a smile on the face of the parents of dyslexics, Steve, but I thank you very much for joining us.

SM  Thanks Paul.

PH  Steve Maharey

