When Reading is Hard
School libraries
&
teenagers who struggle to read

Reading for the ‘self’

Halpin, D. (2007). Romanticism and education: Love, heroism and imagination in pedagogy. Bloomsbury Publishing. (p.3)

Agenda
• Neuroscience for Librarians (grey matters!)
• The main types of reading problems.
• What can a school library do?
• Resources, services, tools, tips… (video)
• Engaging problem readers in the first place/again.

Difficulty is the experience, not the cause
Reading is a cultural invention… the human brain is hardwired for speaking but not for reading.

Higher order functions
Comprehension

Lower order functions

Semantics

Decoding

Discourse

Phonological skills

Syntax

Our brain reads the book…..
Mapping comprehension
A machine learning algorithm found patterns of brain activity when
the volunteers read:
- certain words
- specific grammatical structures
- particular characters’ names
- other aspects of the story
….a total of 195 different “story features.”
The world’s first (so they say) integrated model of how our brains
process written words, grammar and stories.
Predicted the section being read, with 74% accuracy!
Dialogue specifically correlated with brain areas used for
imagining other people’s thoughts (not language areas).
Proof of a network of brain regions that help us to become the
protagonist?

(Wehbe et al. 2014)

Scope for individualised treatment of reading difficulties?

Common causes
Optilexia

Working memory problems

Reading by sight rather than by ‘decoding’ (i.e. looking at the word as an image).

Can decode but has difficulty with comprehension due to poor retention of recently

One of the most common causes of reading difficulty, often goes unnoticed

read words/sentences/numbers.

until around Year 1 – 2.

This is a big issue when learning to read (sounds to words to sentences.)

Eye tracking difficulty

Fluency block

A weakness in the neural feedback loop that controls muscle movement in the

Fluency is the “ability to read connected text rapidly, smoothly, effortlessly, and

eyes. Difficulties focusing on individual words.

automatically with little conscious attention to the mechanics of reading, such as
decoding” (Meyer and Felton 1999, p.284)

Irlen Syndrome
Not an optical problem!

Attention Deficit

The brain isn’t able to properly process visual information.

Poor concentration skills – easily distracted by external and internal stimuli.

Sensitive to light (headaches) and black text on a white backgrounds.
Text can appear to move or jitter on the page.

Stress loops
Thinking shuts down as a result of stress - can cause emotional outbursts.

What can a school library do?
Sessions & facts sheets
•
•

•

Note-taking (comprehension & memory)

Resources & Services
•

Reading aloud / narrating

How to edit your own work (to catch

•

Irlen coloured overlays

spelling or grammatical errors)

•

Graphic novels, large print, easy reads…

Assistive technologies & tools

•

Assistive technologies (apps, extensions, software)

Environment

Alternative formats
•

Ebooks and eAudiobooks

•

Film versions of novels (can assist with
comprehension)

•

Read to your students! (Even older students)

Relationships

A dedicated quiet & still reading area (no distractions) (but the whole

•

PD sessions & literature for teachers

library doesn’t need to be quiet/silent)

•

Liaise with the Learning Strategies team (develop a service plan)

•

Incandescent reading lamps or natural light (Irlen syndrome/Dyslexia)

•

Organisations & charities

•

Signs to promote targeted resources/services

•

Build relationships with the students’ parents (They will tell you things

•

Intrigue! (clubs, comps and events to get them to ‘touch a book’)

•

that students/teachers may not)

Browser-based tools
Some YouTube tutorials I prepared earlier…
Free browser-based tools for:
Text to speech & optical character recognition
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oZI5diGmYUA

Colour overlays
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e-KqJM97kyg
The examples given in these videos are but a small sample of what is available. If you find better alternatives, please share!

Source: http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/workspace/uploads/files/research/readingtrendsfactsheet_white1-54325751b36c4.pdf

Ebooks & eAudiobooks
Our school’s ebook & eAudiobook usage across 2 years

Points to consider
•
•
•
•
•
•

Expense
Usability (of app and peripheral requirements, such as Adobe digital editions…)
Avenues for promotion of e-collection?
Support from ICT team (authentication options and app rollout to student devices)
Teacher buy-in
Statistics

Free ebooks and eAudiobooks
What about DIY audiobooks?
Vision Australia

http://www.visionaustralia.org/
audio - CDA, DAISY and audio files such as mp3
large print, braille, tactile diagrams and bold
print graphics electronic text.

Queensland Narrating Service
http://www.qns.net.au/

One of a handful of non-profit organisations in Australia which
produce audio material for people with print disabilities.

LibriVox

https://librivox.org/
Free public domain audiobooks read by
volunteers from around the world.

Project Gutenberg

Australian http://gutenberg.net.au
3,500 ebooks as of 2015 (MARC records are available)
International https://www.gutenberg.org/
Over 53,000 free ebooks

The special case exception, or s200AB, may allow this, but… you will need to
assess the use against the ‘Flexible Dealing’ criteria here:
http://www.smartcopying.edu.au/information-sheets/tafe/flexible-dealing
And the following points:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

You must be using the copyright material for the purposes of giving educational
instruction
Your use must be non-commercial.
The circumstances of your use must be a special case.
Your use must not conflict with the normal exploitation of the copyright material
you are using.
Your use must not unreasonably prejudice the copyright owner.

Guidelines for production?

Round Table on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities have
produced guidelines for this which includes: equipment, narration, technical
aspects of production, labelling, packaging, audio indexing and copyright.
Link: http://printdisability.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Sound-AdviceGuidelines-FINAL-VERSION-Jan-2014.pdf)

Intrigue!

(clubs, comps and events)
The first step is to pick up a book!
How do you engage struggling readers?
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