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CHAPTER 18

Understanding Learning
Disabilities through a
Father’s Perspective

J. D. Mashburn
Silver Springs, Maryland

CHRISTINE GREENHAW MASHBURN INSTITUTE, 2000

When my wife, Mary Lou, and I make our annual pilgrimage to this
verdant campus and these hallowed halls to participate in the Christine
Greenhaw Mashburn Institute, our presence often stimulates the curiosity
of the teachers in training. How did it happen that a physician and his
wife developed such an interest in the field of special education, and specif-
ically in the area of minimal learning disorders? Through the years, our
answer has been brief and general. After two of our four children endured
the burden of this dysfunction, we dedicated our modest means and talents
to the assistance of children in the schools of Arkansas who also share this
heavy load.

Today, now that we have had over 30 years of experience, I will give to
this group a detailed natural history of this disorder and how it impacted one
of our sons and his parents. It is my hope it will be of benefit to you as you
work with the affected child in your classroom and help you to understand
how this mission evolved in our lives.
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The apostle Paul wrote these words in his letter to the church at Rome,
“Tribulations bring about perseverance; and perseverance, proven charac-
ter; and proven character, hope.””!

With that thought, we begin our story.

Following a normal gestation and delivery, our third son was born on
September 12, 1961, in the Methodist Hospital in Memphis, Tennessee. They
said he looked just like his daddy. He was named Zack, after his paternal
grandfather.

There were no problems during the neonatal period, and he progressed
well in the next 12 months into a healthy infancy. In fact, there were a few
indications of precocity, walking at 8 months and saying his first words at 11
months.

The early childhood years were happy and active. He was our only child
who awakened every morning with a smile on his face. He had the usual
curiosity and “business” of a 2- to 3-year-old, helping his dad by dropping
grass clippings into the gas tank of the lawn mower, and assisting his mother
by marking the couch with brown shoe polish.

When Zack reached his 5th birthday, there was every indication he was
ready for limited, organized learning, and he was enrolled in a small, private
kindergarten. Zack enjoyed these activities and completed the 9-month
course without any major difficulties. At the year-end parent—teacher con-
ference, we were told he had some difficulty in letter recognition, but the
teacher felt confident this would correct with age, and she recommended that
he proceed into first grade.

The following fall we enrolled Zack in the first grade with all of the happy
excitement and expectations that accompany the introduction of your
6-year-old to the educational system. Little did we know that he was entering
a door to a long, dark, lonely passage filled with frustration, fear, and
heartache.

The first-grade year confirmed the kindergarten teacher’s concern about
letter recognition, but did not fulfill her optimistic prediction of correction
with time and older age. The first grade is usually not the bull pit of
competition which some instructors make of higher grades. However, even
at this early, gentler level of learning, Zack’s teacher was worried about his
progress when compared to other students. There were no alarm bells going
off yet, but there was some discussion about possibly repeating the first year;
you know, letting more maturity and time correct the problem.

Even at this stage, we were sensitive to the stigma repeating a grade might
place on a six- to seven-year-old. However, we were facing a move from
Memphis that summer. We reasoned that Zack would be in new surround-
ings and among new students. No one would have to know except him. And,
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besides, it was not unusual for parents to hold their child until the age of 7
before beginning school. So, after our move, we enrolled Zack in the first
grade again, in the new school.

Do you think this was a “non-event” in his eyes? Let me tell you, each year
for the next 10 years, Zack would remind us that actually he should be one
grade ahead of where he was.

Lesson Number One. Never underestimate the impact of failure on the
psyche of a 6-year-old.

In spite of the continued difficulties, Zack was promoted to the second
grade. In retrospect, I think several factors were at work here. First, he was a
very intelligent child. This is the paradox which defines the condition of
word assimilation defect (dyslexia, minimal learning disability, etc.) This
intelligence is a two-edged sword for the student. One edge of the sword
creates an intolerable dilemma for this intelligent student, who is forever
trying to understand why he/she cannot learn. The other edge convinces the
instructor that this obviously intelligent student could do the work if they
would only try. Clearly, they are indolent, indifferent, and have priorities
other than learning. The teacher becomes just as confused and distraught as
the student, a perfect formula for disrupting the teacher’s hard-earned lesson
plans and earnest patience.

And so the student is promoted in spite of the obvious deficiencies in the
mechanics of reading and writing. First, because he/she is intelligent.
Second, because it is time for some relief for the long-suffering teacher.
Time to let the next teacher have their turn trying to solve this unsolvable
problem.

Of course, this “social” promotion is the only way to handle the non-
learning child in a school system unequipped for special needs students. You
cannot keep a child in the first or second grade forever. At least they will
benefit from the social interaction of their peers. Or will they? But, I am
moving ahead of my story.

The second grade was a seminal year for all of us. It was very clear now
that Zack was not learning to read or write. There was a problem. It was as
much of a mystery to us, or more so, as it was to his teacher. Why could this
son, who was as intelligent as his two older, high-achieving brothers, not
learn? Of all the many theories we have worked our way through over the
years to explain this perplexity, not once did we, his parents, ever blame
indolence, indifference, or lack of motivation. We knew our son.

As he faced this accusation of not trying each year at school, he did find
some relief at home. I take comfort in this fact. But my heart aches for
the minimal learning disabled student who must return at the end of the day
to a home where he or she will face the misguided accusations.

This is not to say that Zack’s evenings at home were all peaches and
cream. Although we recognized that he really was trying, our own ill-advised
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efforts to force the learning process often transformed the tranquil home
scene into one of tension, frustration, and mortification—sadly, a continu-
ation of the same emotions he was experiencing during the day at school.

As Zack passed listlessly into the third grade, we all moved vigorously into
a period of testing and alternative treatments. After all, we were only human.
Like everyone faced with an illness, we wanted a shot, pill or operation to
solve the ailment immediately and completely. Unfortunately, and as a
physician I knew, that life, in most cases, simply is not that easy.

First, we went to the ophthalmologist to make sure his eyesight was
adequate; next to the otolaryngologist to confirm normal hearing. Over the
following two years, we contributed to the coffers of numerous child psych-
ologists and psychiatrists. I remember Zack spending literally hours in the
testing room. He would come out with a glazed look in his eyes, totally
exhausted. If he had any doubt from his school experiences, this period of
extensive testing confirmed in his mind that he was damaged goods.

We were told that he had a learning disability. Surprise! Mention was
made of a condition known as dyslexia, a term becoming fashionable in the
1970s, in which the child reverses the letters. All right, but what do we do
about it? Vague, generalized comments were made about finding teachers
who understood the problem. One consultant, a neurosurgeon who had
developed an interest in learning disorders, did give us one bit of good,
solid advice. He told us to stop the lesson assignment studies at home. It was
much more important for the family to provide a haven of peace and love as
a refuge from the turmoil he was experiencing at school. We followed this
wise recommendation, to the great relief of us all.

In the early 1970s, we were unsuccessful in finding a local teacher or
system familiar with or sympathetic to the problem of dyslexia. It was still
the consensus, even in the so-called enlightened Washington, DC, area, that
a child who was not learning was simply either dumb or lazy or both. So
I'launched into the audacious plan of teaching the teachers. At the beginning
of each grade school year, I would sit down with Zack’s new teacher and give
a brief course on dyslexia, as if that would take care of the problem for that
year! Of course, nothing changed, except that my name became anathema
among the staff of our school.

By the fifth grade, we entered the phase of alternative methods of teach-
ing, learning, and correction. These were the times of after-school trips to
tutors and fringe clinicians, such as the clinic that offered improvement
to dyslexics through eye exercises. The latter endeavor did accomplish one
thing. It gave him dull headaches after each exercise in the afternoons while
his peers were refreshing themselves with after-school recreation.

In the seventh grade, he was still trying mightily to make a passing score.
This is the beginning of relatively complicated math problems and literature
assignments. I remember reviewing one science paper he brought home.
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It consisted of multiple questions requiring interpretation of the discussion-
type question and application of mathematics to arrive at the correct
solution. He had filled three handwritten pages in a herculean effort to
achieve success. And what did his instructor give him in return? A large
red X over each of his exercises and hard-earned answers, and a large red
zero at the top of the front page for his grade.

I thought that I understood what my son was experiencing until I sat
down and had a memory session of my own experiences in the educational
system. I had always been a high achiever, based on a little talent and a lot of
work. I remembered how one red X could put a pretty bad taste in my
mouth. But I had never failed a complete test, never. The emotional response
to such an experience never imprinted on the electrical circuits of my brain.
Until I entered medical school. Then one time I received a test paper with a
large red F at the top. The shock of failure and futility was so overwhelming
that it is very clear in my memory (and recurring dreams) to this day. Then
the thought hit me. This is what my son is experiencing every day at school,
and there is nothing I can do to help him.

Another description to help understand what Zack endured was described
to me by another person with word assimilation defect. He likened the
typical classroom with its blackboard figures, pages filled with words, and
verbal cacophony between teacher and students to someone trying to make
sense out of watching the visual part of one television program while
listening to the sound track of a different program.

But still he kept trying. It was our custom to read a bed time story to Zack
before going to sleep. One evening as he sat by me on the bed, he began to
follow the words as I read them aloud. As long as I was reading to him he
could follow the words very well and was emboldened to say, “Now, Dad,
let me read.” He began with confidence, but as he continued down the
sentence the words came slower and slower until finally he fell back, burying
his face in his pillow, crying softly, “I just can’t do it.”

The eighth grade was another landmark in Zack’s dark passage. This was
the year he did stop trying, confirming the self-fulfilling prophecy of his
many teachers. You see, it is really very simple. If you do not try, you cannot
fail. And Zack had had all the failure his sanity could handle. One day, his
mother picked up his shoes with intricate patterns on the rubber soles. She
noticed how he had outlined the patterns and filled in the dozens of spaces
with his ballpoint pen. This is what he was doing to fill the empty, meaning-
less hours of his classes.

But he was still struggling with this monkey on his back. An intelligent
person who cannot learn. A reasoning mind locked in a dark room without
doors or windows.

Zack changed in other ways as well. He no longer smiled when he
awakened in the morning. It was a real struggle to roll him out of bed in































