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This book is based 
on a true story,  

and is dedicated to 
all students  

who cannot read 
... yet.





OnCe there  
was a girl who  
couldn’t read.

 When she read, wrote, 
or talked, the words and 
letters would not stay 
in the right order. The 
girl even wrote letters 
backwards and upside down. 
She had a really hard time 

copying work from the board. It took a long 
time for the girl to learn how to write her 
own name.

The girl did not like school very much.

She felt stupid and alone.



In schoOl, the girl had many problems. 
They were not just small problems, they 
were super problems!

Some of the girl’s super problems were:
•  getting dressed to go outside 

for recess
•  tying her shoes
•  putting things in order or doing 

things in order
•  telling time and figuring out how to 

use money
•  reading, writing, or spelling words
•  putting things she saw into words
•  seeing things backwards or 

upside down
•  having messy handwriting
•  not speaking well because 

of stuttering
•  not knowing left from right
•  remembering phone numbers 

or names
•  being really disorganized and 

losing stuff







her  
teaCheRs  

thought the girl was  
lazy and immature  

for her age.

Her report cards said

“... needs to try harder,” 
“... makes careless mistakes,” or 

“ ... needs to pay attention in class.”

The girl was so slow and terrible at school 
that the teachers decided to hold her back 
in grade 1. This made the girl do grade 1 
all over again! This also meant that for the 
rest of her schooling, the girl would be one 
of the oldest kids in the class.



The GIrl did not like 
most school subjects.

She didn’t like any 
subject where she 
had to do a lot of 
reading and writing. She 
especially hated reading 
aloud. If the teacher 
asked the girl to read 
aloud, she would hide 
under her desk.

Hating reading meant the girl hated reading 
books, writing, oral presentations, book 
reports, social studies, and spelling ... 
especially spelling! The girl always hated 
spelling tests because she just KNEW she 
would not do well. Her teachers made her 
write incorrectly spelled words over 10 
times. This did not make the girl a better 
speller ... it just made her more frustrated 
with learning.







a super big super problem was that 
the girl was really uncoordinated. She often 
dropped or broke things when she missed 
putting things on a desk or a table. Being 
really uncoordinated meant the girl was also 
really bad at sports.

The girl hated gym class. She could not 
catch balls or run well. When the kids chose 
teams, they always chose her last.

The girl wanted to disappear.



Recess Was 
also really 
frustrating for 
the girl.

She could not jump or skip well 
like the other girls. The other girls did not 
want to play with her. They excluded her 
from their games. The girl also stuttered 
when she talked so it was sometimes hard 
to understand what she was saying. At 
recess, the girl just wanted to stay inside 
the classroom ... away from the other kids.

Kids teased her about her reading and not 
being able to do sports. This meant the girl 
did not have many friends. She was quiet 
and by herself a lot.

Sometimes the girl got confused and 
really nervous. She had stomach aches 
and headaches. She did not want to go 
to school.







Of all the subjects, math and science 
were the girl’s best ones. She was very 
curious about these subjects.

She liked math a lot because it made 
sense to her. There was only one big 
super problem ... she had a really hard 
time learning her times tables. She also 
sometimes wrote things down wrong.

The girl liked science because she could 
explore ideas and do experiments. Science 
also had more thinking and less writing, 
which she thought was great.



anoTheR subjeCt the 
girl really loved was art. She 
loved art because she could 
draw and paint and make 
whatever she wanted.

One day, the principal saw one 
of the girl’s paintings of a girl looking over 
a wall with a flashlight. The principal asked 
if she could put the girl’s painting in HER 
office. The girl never forgot that someone, 
like her principal, liked her art enough to 
put it up the school office.







Things did not go well for the girl 
until she was in grade 4.

The girl had a great teacher named Mr. Allan 
Brown. Mr. Brown taught the girl to love 
books. He read all sorts of books and the 
class did really cool Math projects.

This made the girl start feeling like she 
could do better in school. Mr. Brown didn’t 
do spelling tests and didn’t make her read 
aloud. Mr. Brown just did things that made 
kids interested in school. That year, the girl 
read so many books.

She even started her own library at home.



by The time she got to grade 
5, the girl had another “spelling, 
reading aloud” teacher again. 
The teacher was worried about 
the girl’s reading level. The 
Special Education teacher tested 
the girl in reading, first aloud 
and then reading in her head.

The Special Education teacher 
was really surprised. The girl 
could read aloud at a grade 2 
level and understood reading in 

her head at a grade 8 level. The girl could 
also read really fast in her head.

After that, the teachers left the girl 
alone and did not bug her about reading or 
writing again.







afTer fInishIng grade 5, the girl 
started noticing some super poweRs, instead 
of just super problems!

Some of the girl’s super powers were:
•  reading hard text fast and 

understanding it
•  seeing words as pictures and ideas
•  recognizing and explaining patterns 

and puzzles
•  being highly creative and good 

at thinking
•  connecting things and ideas together 

that others do not see
•  being really good at problem solving 

by thinking outside the box
•  being able to read a whole book 

upside down
•  remembering facts and 

researching things
•  being able to predict what will 

happen next in stories
•  understanding how other people feel



The GIrl realized that her super powers 
were greater than her super problems.

The girl started taking more risks like 
putting her hand up in class and talking to 
other kids.

Because making mistakes was something 
that happened to her all the time, the girl 
was not afraid to make mistakes. In fact, 
she was really good at figuring out how to 
fix her mistakes.







The GIrl worked really hard at school.

Finally, in grade 5, the girl learned to tie her 
shoes and how to tell time. She got better 
and better at reading and talking. Writing 
was still hard for the girl until she learned 
to use a computer. While writing with a 
computer, the girl did not have to worry 
about spelling or which way letters were 
formed. With lots of practice and hard work, 
the girl became a good writer.

The girl went to university and did many 
interesting things.



Today, the girl is grown up.

She still has trouble reading aloud, spelling, 
and writing on the board. She still has 
trouble putting phone numbers in order, 
remembering names, and knowing left from 
right. Sometimes the girl still puts words 
in the wrong order too. The girl still has 
problems with time.

But the girl learned to use many different 
strategies to keep her things in order and to 
be more organized.

The girl eventually became a Special 
Education teacher to help kids, just like her, 
find their own super powers.







dPa WesTOn is an elementary teacher 
who works with students with Special 
Education needs in the Peel District 
School Board in Ontario, Canada. She has 
had many jobs including daycare worker, 
geologist, marketing manager, accountant, 
Red Cross volunteer, parent, and teacher. 
Despite her reading disability, Ms. Weston 
graduated with degrees in Science, Business, 
and Education. In 2015, she earned her 
Doctorate of Philosophy in Education Policy 
and Leadership.

Leena AK is a grade 5 student. She loves 
Art, Reading, Writing, and History. When she 
grows up, Leena would like to be a fashion 
designer, a history professor, an artist, and 
a writer who publishes her own books. Ms. 
Weston was her grade 3 teacher.



Clues to Reading Disabilities
Source: Adapted from Overcoming Dyslexia by © Sally Shaywitz M.D., New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 

2003 (http://dyslexia.yale.edu/EDU_signs.html)

The Preschool Years
• Trouble learning common nursery 

rhymes, such as “Jack and Jill”

• Difficulty learning (and 
remembering) the names of letters 
in the alphabet

• Seems to be unable to recognize 
letters in his/her own name

• Mispronounces familiar words; 
persistent “baby talk”

• Doesn’t recognize rhyming patterns 
like cat, bat, rat

• A family history of reading and/or 
spelling difficulties

Kindergarten & First Grade

Reading
• Reading errors that show no 

connection to the sounds of the 
letters on the page

• Does not understand that words 
come apart

• Complains about how hard reading 
is, or “disappearing” when it is time 
to read

• A history of reading problems in 
parents and/or siblings

Speaking
• Cannot sound out even simple words like cat, map, nap

• Does not associate letters with sounds, such as the letter b with the “b” sound

Strengths
• Curiosity

• A great imagination

• The ability to figure things out

• Eager embrace of new ideas

• Getting the gist of things

• A good understanding of 
new concepts

• Surprising maturity

• A larger vocabulary for the 
age group

• Enjoyment in solving puzzles

• Talent at building models

• Excellent comprehension of stories 
read or told to him/her



Second Grade and Up

Reading
• Very slow in acquiring reading 

skills, reading is slow and awkward

• Very poor sound knowledge letters 
and letter blends

• Trouble reading unfamiliar words, 
cannot sound out the words

• Doesn’t seem to have a strategy for 
reading new words

• Avoids reading out loud

Speaking
• Pauses, hesitates, and/or uses lots 

of “umm’s” when speaking

• Confuses words that sound alike, 
such as saying “tornado” for 
“volcano,” substituting “lotion” 
for “ocean”

• Mispronunciation of long, 
unfamiliar, or complicated words

• Seems to need extra time to 
respond to questions

School and Life
• Trouble with remembering dates, 

names, telephone numbers, and 
random lists

• Has trouble finishing tests on time

• Extreme difficulty learning a 
foreign language

• Has messy handwriting

• Low self-esteem that may not be 
immediately visible

Strengths
• Excellent thinking skills: 

conceptualization, reasoning, 
imagination, and abstraction

• Best learning through meaning 
rather than rote memorization

• Ability to get the “big picture”

• A high level of understanding of 
what is read to him/her

• The ability to read and to 
understand at a high level highly 
practiced words

• Improvement as an area of interest 
becomes more specialized and 

focused, when he/she develops a 
miniature vocabulary that he/she 
can read

• A surprisingly sophisticated 
listening vocabulary

• Excellence in areas not dependent 
on reading, like math, computers & 
visual arts

• Excellence in more conceptual 
(versus fact-driven) subjects, 
such as philosophy, biology, 
social studies, neuroscience, and 
creative writing

Source: Adapted from Overcoming Dyslexia by © Sally Shaywitz M.D., New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2003 (http://dyslexia.yale.edu/EDU_signs.html)



Young Adults & Adults

Reading
• A childhood history of reading and 

spelling difficulties

• While reading skills have developed 
over time, reading still requires 
great effort and is done at a 
slow pace

• Rarely reads for pleasure

• Slow reading of most materials - 
books, manuals, subtitles in films

• Avoids reading aloud

Speaking
• Not fluent, not glib, often anxious 

while speaking

• Pausing or hesitating often 
when speaking; using imprecise 
language, for example, “stuff,” 
“things,” instead of the proper name 
of an object; forgets words

• Often pronounces the names of 
people and places incorrectly; trips 
over parts of words

• Difficulty remembering names of 
people and places; confuses names 
that sound alike; embarrassed by 
forgetting words and names

• Struggles to retrieve words; has 
the “it was on the tip of my tongue” 
moment frequently; forgets words

• Rarely has a fast response in 
conversations and/or writing; 
struggles when put on the spot

• Spoken vocabulary is smaller than 
listening vocabulary

• Avoids saying words that might 
be mispronounced

• Earlier oral language 
difficulties persist

School & Life
• Despite good grades, will often 

say that he/she is stupid or is 
concerned that peers think that he/
she is stupid

• Penalized by multiple-choice tests

• Frequently sacrifices social life 
for studying

• Suffers extreme fatigue 
when reading

• Performs rote clerical tasks poorly

• Source: Adapted from Overcoming 
Dyslexia by © Sally Shaywitz M.D., 
New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003  
(http//dyslexia.yale.edu/EDU_ 
signs.html)



Young Adults & Adults (Continued)

Strengths
• The maintenance of strengths noted 

in the school-age period

• A high learning capability

• A noticeable improvement when 
given additional time on multiple-
choice examinations

• Noticeable excellence when 
focused on a highly specialized 
area, such as medicine, law, public 
policy, finance, architecture, 
or science

• Excellence in writing if content and 
not spelling are important

• A noticeable articulateness in the 
expression of ideas and feelings

• Exceptional empathy and warmth, 
and feeling for others

• Success in areas not dependent on 
rote memory

• A talent for high-level 
conceptualization and the ability to 
come up with original insights

• Big-picture thinking

• Inclination to think outside of 
the box

• A noticeable resilience and ability 
to adapt

Working with Your Child: Steps to Building Reading Success 
• Speak directly to your child;  Speak 

slowly and clearly, pronouncing 
each sound very carefully; you want 
him/her to notice each word or 
word part you say

• Exaggerate sounds - for 
example, mmmman - and have 
him/her do the same when he/she 
repeats back to you

• Read to your child daily

• Play rhyming games - for example: 
have him pick objects that rhyme 

with a common word - selecting a 
shoe for a word that rhymes with 
“two” 

• Make up your own jingles, rhymes, 
or silly stories to highlight a 
particular sound, or even sing a 
song together;  For example - funny 
and visually absurd rhymes and 
alliterations often work best in 
making a sound more salient to the 
child; To highlight the “sss” sound, 
for example, “Sally sells seashells at 
the seashore.”

Source: Adapted from Overcoming Dyslexia by © Sally Shaywitz M.D., New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2003 (http://dyslexia.yale.edu/EDU_signs.html)



Adults with Dyslexia

Many adults diagnosed with reading problems in their youth continue to 
experience difficulties with reading and reading-related skills such as:

Phonological processing: the ability to differentiate and segment 
sounds in words and effectively use speech sounds to read words

Reading fluency: the ability to read text rapidly, smoothly, effortlessly, 
and automatically

Spelling: representing sounds in words when spelling

Writing: use of proper grammar and knowledge of sentence and 
story structure

Source: https://www.sickkids.ca/LDRP/About-reading-disabilities/index.html

Where to get help ...
• Talk to your child’s teacher 

or principal

• Advocate for your child to get the 
equipment and support he/she 
needs to be successful in school

• Talk to your child’s doctor

• Consider a psycho-educational 
assessment for your child

• Get your child access to 
technology to read and write

• Enroll your child in extracurricular 
activities that he/she enjoys like 
art, science clubs, robotics, math/
computer clubs etc

Helpful Websites:

http://www.sickkids.ca/empower (Empower Reading Program) 
http://dyslexia.yale.edu/whatisdyslexia.html (What is dyslexia?) 
http://www.dyslexiacanada.org (Dyslexia Canada) 
http://www.ldac-acta.ca/ (Learning Disability Association of Canada)



Part of the proceeds from this book will be donated to the  
SickKids Foundation, Toronto, ON, Canada.

This book is based  
on a true story.
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