This is Connor’s story as told by his mother, Corry Miller,
at the Pennsylvania Dyslexia Literacy Coalition’s annual
“Dyslexia Awareness Day in Harrisburg”
on October 21, 2015

Good Morning. | would like to thank the Pennsylvania Dyslexia Literacy Coalition not only for invit-
ing me to speak today, but for all of the work they do to bring awareness to dyslexia. My name is
Corry Miller, and my husband and | live in Erie, Pennsylvania with our eight-year-old son, Connor.

| am here to share Connor’s story — the day-to-day challenges and victories we have experi-
enced so far in this journey with dyslexia. | feel very lucky to be able say that Connor’s story is
in many ways a “best of” scenario but even then — our journey has been filled with frustration,
sadness, desperation, and anger.

As early as preschool my husband and | were concerned about Connor’s ability to consistently write
his letters correctly, remember sight words, and demonstrate any interest or ability in learning to
read. There seemed to be a drastic disconnect between his verbal, logic, and processing skills com-



pared with reading and writing. Conference after
conference, teacher after teacher, we were told
the same things: “You have nothing to be con-
cerned about,” “Kids learn to read at different
speeds,” “Everything will magically click for him
soon, and he will just begin to read.” After two
years of individualized work with a reading spe-
cialist at his school and two summers of reading
tutoring, he ended his first grade year at the EX-
ACT same level as he entered Kindergarten, with
the label of “an emerging reader” unable to read
even the most basic words independently.

We were beyond concerned, and Connor was
growing more anxious, stressed, and

During the first few weeks of second grade,
he cried everyday when | dropped him off and
every day when | picked him up. At drop off
he would tell me, “I know | am not going to
get my work done.” Despite my encourage-
ment, | couldn’t help but feel his heartache.
The thought of him sitting at his desk, hour
after hour, lost and on edge was excruciating.
At pick up he would report his perceived fail-
ures for the day. One evening, ironically about
a year ago — he had a horrible day at school
— sobbing the entire 20-minute ride home
and much of the evening. And then there was
quiet. A few minutes later, Connor appeared
before me, sporting a handmade

self conscious. Before he entered
second grade we independently at-
tained the services of an education
specialist, at a hefty price tag, and
after several sessions and a trip to
his pediatrician, we were referred to
a child psychologist. Connor started
second grade extremely vulnerable,

shirt which read, “I am the worst
reader” with of course, the “d”
reversed and other misspellings. |
couldn’t believe that my bright, ar-
ticulate, creative son could reach
such a low point. What we were to
do? We were so lost. The teachers
who he spent the majority of his

feeling like a failure and a disappoint-
ment to his family and teachers.
He was now well aware of the fact
that he was not reading at the same level as his
classmates. He was mortified that he was still at-
tempting to read “baby books,” as he called them
while his friends were reading chapter books. His
inability to read was now impacting his ability to
do any of his homework as it now required in-
dependent reading of instructions — which he
could not even begin to understand. We would
spend a tear-filled hour to an hour and a half
working on homework that should have taken
him 15 minutes. He would repeatedly tell us that
he wasn’t smart and was never going to learn to
read. Outside of school, he continued to be frus-
trated and limited in his activities based on his
inability to read instructions, labels, and prompts
on his iPad, just to name a few. He craved the
independence that reading provides children. In
my heart | could tell that he was quickly becom-
ing a very sad and defeated child.

himself.

The shirt Connor made for

day with were unconcerned, and
here was this child — with his heart
not on his sleeve, but on the t-shirt
staring back at me. A child from a loving home
that had sought only the best for him and en-
couraged him every day, who felt so worthless
he said to me, “I don’t even know why you and
Daddy would love me. | can’t read. You prob-
ably don’t even want me.”

We continued our work with the psycholo-
gists, and after multiple sessions, we were in-
formed — by the psychologist — in his lobby
— in front of other families and Connor — that
he was dyslexic. We were not surprised, and
in many regards despite what we knew was a
long road ahead, somewhat relieved to have
some answers after two years of struggles. At
that point we felt we had a direction. My hus-
band spoke to a coworker whose spouse had
helped establish a volunteer-based tutoring
program for dyslexic students at a private pa-



rochial school in Erie. We were given the name
of the tutor, who happened to live two doors
away from us. On what | thought was a limb,
| reached out to her and asked if she would
be willing to work with Connor. | can honestly
say, with that one phone call, my son’s life has
been forever changed. She is trained in the
Barton System, which is a system developed
by Susan Barton, and is based on the Orton
Gilligham multisensory process.

In the year she has been working with him, two
days a week for an hour to an hour and a half, he
has moved an entire grade level in reading. He
can now read at what | would think is just slightly
below grade level. The progress he has made in
one year of receiving specialized multisensory
tutoring is simply astounding. The light has re-
turned to his world. And while his tutor and the
Barton System have made all of the difference, it
is not a complicated system, and tutors from all
backgrounds have been specially trained to work
with students using these techniques.

| know | am running short on time, so | will get
to the message | hope you take away from all
of this. Connor’s story is a “best of” story —

exceptionally well because of his dyslexia. The
parts of it that are challenging will shape him
too. As he settles in every night for an hour and
a half of homework after an hour and a half of
tutoring, he is learning about hard work, deter-
mination, dedication, and hopefully empathy.

The sadness and anger | have now is no longer
for him. It is for all the children and adults that
don’t have a “best of” story. They don’t have
people fighting for them. The fear, the loneli-
ness, and the sadness that fills the days of the
young undiagnosed dyslexic child can, with
proper diagnosis and specialized tutoring, be
replaced with hope. Many of these children
are probably already receiving additional help,
but due to lack of awareness from educators,
like the early support Connor received from his
school, it is likely not the right help. Connor’s
classroom has 17 kids in it. Since Connor, two
additional students have been identified as dys-
lexic. Many statistics suggest that 1in 5, or 20%
of the population, is dyslexic. His classroom is
at 18%. That is too high of a number to ignore.
The emotional toll and future financial burden
is too costly to ignore. With the answers we
now have, these children should not have to

he is currently enrolled in a
small, private independent
school, arguably the best
in Erie. He has had amazing
opportunities to learn and
travel, he has concerned
parents, doting grandpar-
ents and family members,
and the love and support of
his friends and their parents
and the most amazing tutor.
And yet, through all of this,
he could have easily be-
come broken. | know Con-
nor’s dyslexia will positively
shape his life, and that is

suffer and struggle as they
do. With proper screening
tools and specialized multi-
sensory training, dyslexics
can make great progress in
their reading skills. Please
support educator training
in awareness and support
programs like Mission Em-
power in Erie and the pilot
programs across the state.
The impact these programs
can have is critical to chang-
ing the path for our strug-
gling readers.

what we focus on with him,
all of the things that he does
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Thank you very much for

your time. CM



