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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my father who, in one way or another, has 
always been at my side and who has always been my inspiration 
in everything I do and have done (even if he doesn’t know it).  
I dedicate it to him and to our perfect love, despite all its  
imperfections.

I dedicate this book to my mother who has always spurred,  
encouraged and supported me with all her love and all her voice. 
Thanks to her and to her loving empathy, every day I face my life 
with courage and conviction (and this she knows).

I dedicate this book to those two lovable little pests: my brothers 
Antonio and Nicola, without whom my life would be very boring 
and empty (although it wouldn’t be so bad to be left alone at 
times!). 
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Dear Reader,

I would like to start by explaining to you what this book means to 
me. 

I decided to undertake this project, which now has become much 
more than a sequence of pages and words, because I realized that 
I am now more aware of many situations and difficulties.

As a girl with dyslexia, this book has now become like a mirror 
through which I personally see myself in each one of these kids 
with SLD (Specific Learning Disabilities) and who I have had the 
chance to interview and get to know better. The kids I interviewed 
are between the ages of 12 and 23. They live in different cities, 
each with a past that is very different from the other.

The purpose of my book is also to show people what it is and what 
it really means to be dyslexic in a school system that still struggles 
to accept some kinds of diversity in people.

My goal is not to receive a compassionate, understanding reaction 
from the reader that expresses itself in,“Oh, you poor thing.  
You’ve got a really hard life. Dyslexia is a real struggle for you kids.” 
My ultimate goal is to make clear the kind of people we are, the 
strength we have inside us, that inner strength that keeps telling 
us to never give up and the will we have to go on, to show everyone  
who we really are. In my life I’ve had many obstacles: schools that 
did not want to accept me because I have dyslexia, not to mention 
the struggles I still faced after getting into a school, along with 
other difficulties that I came up against because of my dyslexia 
and that I was able to overcome only with time and hard work.

The purpose of my book
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Now, you’re probably asking yourself what kind of exceptional  
difficulties could a girl my age – or even younger – have faced. 
Well, that’s why I decided to collect testimonies and open the door 
on real-life situations and realities. This is a book about young 
people who are full of hope, not about kids bummed out and  
burdened by life. This project is also aimed at letting everyone 
know what it really means to be SLD in a school system that,  
I repeat, does not always accept it or maybe just pretends to.

With my book I want to give strength to those of us with dyslexia, 
once and for all getting rid of the labels we are often given: the 
slacker, the corner-cutter, the copier. I would simply like to debunk 
the idea that dyslexia is a disability or illness and highlight the fact 
that this difficulty affects who we are and our potentialities.  
Dyslexia is not what defines us; we are the ones who define it by 
the kind of person we are and by what we want to do in life.

Dear Reader, I hope this helps you to understand just a little more 
of what I’m trying to get across, and that you will continue to read 
and also to understand how these kids think and reason.  
The same people who I so willingly interviewed and have made 
sure not to remove even a word from their statements to ensure 
that their thoughts are presented in the most authentic and  
complete way.
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In Italy there are a little more than nine million students, from 
elementary to high school, with specific learning disabilities (SLD), 
so difficulties in school affect almost two million of us kids, or 5% 
of the Italian school population.

In everyday language, our problems are grouped under the  
generic term of “learning disabilities”, which in scientific circles  
has no precise meaning. The term “Specific Learning Disorder”  
identifies specific issues within the learning process that are  
almost always inborn, and which have extensive scientific  
research in the field, from which a diagnosis is made.

The main specific learning disabilities are:
Dyslexia - reading disorder
Dysgraphia - writing disorder
Dysorthography - spelling disorder 
Dyscalculia - mathematical learning disorder
Disorders related to memory - concentration, choice and use  
of cognitive strategies.

Today, early detection and timely treatment of dyslexic children 
are of primary importance for professionals in the social-health 
care sector. In this regard, in comparison to many European and 
North American countries, Italy has to catch up with normative 
and organizational delays. The first step in reducing this “gap” 
 is for teachers to be prepared and trained regarding dyslexia,  

Who are those with SLD?
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and especially they have to be aware that each of us with dyslexia 
has a different learning style that must be adapted to.

Consequently, teachers need to be flexible and willing to get  
involved, empathetic and open to their students who have  
specific learning difficulties and not think the student is just lazy 
and inattentive by default.

It’s common that a student with SLD is often confused with a lazy 
student, but there are distinct differences between the two: the 
lazy student chooses not to study and she or he usually expects 
to get low grades; school is thought of as something where  
attendance is forced upon them, and they can’t wait to get out as 
soon as possible. 

The dyslexic student studies but sees that his or her right to 
use compensative measures specific to their difficulties is not 
respected. That is, they are prevented from using the tools that 
enable them to fully express the extent of their preparation. 
These students fail tests even though they are well prepared and 
they view the failure as unexpected and unjustified. The direct 
consequence of this is a sharp drop in self-esteem and eventually 
quitting school because it’s viewed as a personal failure.

When a student with SLD and his or her family has to chose which 
high school to attend, it is often the case that the school does  
not focus on students’ strengths in various subjects and in future 
professional preferences, but on the fact that the school seems  
to give a greater chance of being accepted and/or appears to be  
easier than others. The most logical path for a student with  
dyslexia should be to attend the school best suited to their  
interests.
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Allowing students with dyslexia to choose the school based on 
personal interests and desires means to respect our right to study 
and to fulfill our own life plans. This respect is concretely  
expressed by helping us achieve academic success.

It is important to never be ashamed, but rather to be encouraged 
to give the best of ourselves, but above all it is important to have 
an education. This right to education is guaranteed by the Italian 
constitution in Article number 3 - 33 - 34, along with the learning 
disabilities article of law number 170/2010. As Italian citizens, we 
are proud of this legislation.
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The interviews: the stages in my work

Before putting together the interviews, I did some research on the 
Internet. I was amazed to discover an entire world! I found many 
online interviews of adults and children with SLD. Testimonies and 
stories where the parents or their children – now adults – famous 
and not, tell their experiences and successes. It was a great  
experience for me because in them I recognized my own  
discomfort and struggles throughout my long school career. Not 
only did my research fill me with optimism and strength, but also 
the feeling that I was not alone! 

This is exactly the message that, along with those being  
interviewed, I wanted to transmit to the readers of this book. 

At first I prepared a series of preset questions aimed at  
demonstrating, through the spontaneous words of the kids  
I talked to, how we are often unfairly treated and not always  
understood.

Later during the interviews, I realized that I often veered away 
from my set of questions because as the dialogue proceeded 
a real exchange of ideas occurred, a bond. A really interesting 
discussion developed, which at times made references to my 
experiences or those of others. Some of them told me their own 
personal stories, something I didn’t expect at all.

I think that the method used in writing this book was useful not 
only to me but to those who were interviewed as well. I was able 
to see that reflecting on the subject and explicitly saying  
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something out loud to someone of your same age who  
understands and does not judge you can be a way to increase 
one’s self-awareness.

I sincerely thank all of those whom I have interviewed for offering 
to me, and now to you, the reader, their personal experience,  
helping us realize how much more there still is to struggle, to talk, 
to inform . . . for ourselves and especially for the younger ones 
who will follow in our footsteps.
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INTERVIEW 1

Sophia: The American School

I’m at Sophia’s house; I’ve known her since we were children. 
We have no secrets. She’s my age, open and helpful to all.  
Everyone immediately notices her long black hair and lively  
expression. 
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What’s your name, how old are you, and how long have you 
known you’re dyslexic?
My name is Sophia and I’ll be 18 in a week. I was diagnosed, I think, in 
the second grade when I went to the American school, where I went 
until the fifth grade. I don’t have a lot of memories of elementary 
school. Now I’m finishing my 4th year at a scientific high school.

Do you remember having been treated unfairly before you knew 
you where dyslexic? 
No . . . I remember not knowing how to read until the fourth grade 
and I wrote badly.

You mean your handwriting?
No, the handwriting was normal, a kid’s handwriting, in capital letters 
because in the American school they don’t write in cursive. My mother 
remembers that at the time I didn’t struggle a lot, but everything has 
always been difficult for me. I had a lot of extra lessons every day,  
so many that I didn’t have any time left in the day. On Fridays I woke 
up at 6:00, I went to school at 7:00 and because the American school 
starts at 9:00, I studied with my teacher until she began class.  
I was in school until 3:00, I did an hour of after-school activities and 
from 5:00 to 7:00 I went to the speech therapist.

What a long day for a 10-year old girl! So what happened in 
middle school?
In middle school I went through a traumatic change.

Because you didn’t like the American school?
The teachers didn’t want to accept me in middle school. On principle 
they didn’t flunk anyone, but they steered you to change schools, 
saying you’re not ready. All this because overseas international  
schools are all based on qualifications: the number of students that 
get to college.

So you lowered the school’s target?
Yeah. We went around to see a lot of international middle schools in 
Milan, but none of them wanted my dyslexic brothers or me. I also 
have dyscalculia and dysorthography. Then we went to a private  
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bilingual Italian school. My parents had me do extra English classes  
in the afternoon. Everything was difficult in middle school, especially 
mathematics, because I hadn’t gotten the basic concepts in the  
American school. Then very slowly my grades improved to 7/10 or 
8/10.

How did you do on your Italian middle school final exams?
I got a 9/10. What really helped me was learning how to make my mind 
maps in the most efficient way possible. Essentially a mind map is a 
tool that I use to organize my thought and information that I will need 
to use in my exam. Obviously though, they differ depending on the 
subject. Like for maths and physics I write down all the formulas  
I need, while for history I only put name, places and dates. I have to 
say that probably this is the compensative tool that helped me the 
most in school. 

What were your relationships with your classmates like?
Personally, I didn’t mind middle school, but I didn’t have any strong 
ties. My friends were in the other section.  
Sometimes I felt attacked by classmates because of my dyslexia and  
I was always on the defensive because they made me feel inferior.
Whenever someone corrected me or commented on my mind maps  
I got angry; I was frustrated. I answered back rudely.

So you closed yourself off, making them back off and understand 
that they had to leave you alone and not talk about your mind 
maps?
Uh . . . yeah, I shut myself off. After the initial difficulties in middle 
school - I don’t know why, but like always in my life - I was the first, or 
one of the few, who would fight against those who didn’t believe in us, 
fighting or trying to negotiate with the teachers, making trade-offs in 
trying to get my rights respected. For example, at the start there were 
only two of us with dyslexia in the class. The other girl didn’t accept 
her dyslexia, and so in the end I was left on my own to fight. Since I 
am the oldest, even in my family, I’ve always been the one who had to 
pave the way for my brothers. 
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How was it when you started high school?
I had already been in the same school for three years, so the teachers 
knew me. Instead, it took a ton of time to study for my Italian class 
because I had different types of tests; luckily they graded me on how I 
expressed myself.

The Italian school system is very antiquated and so dyslexic kids 
are disadvantaged. Do you think there are methods that can 
help? 
Ever since I’ve been going to the Italian school, I’ve dreamed of 
opening my own school with my own teaching methods, not only for 
dyslexic kids but also for those students without SLD. I experienced 
both teaching methods. The Italian one is traditional, strict - you don’t 
have to understand, just know how to repeat. The American system  
is based on direct experiences and on expressing your ideas in a  
captivating and convincing manner.  
It’s a bit superficial, but very personalized. In the end, even this 
doesn’t seem to be a completely good method. In my ideal school, 
as a student, you would need to know things, know them well, know 
how to explain and the reasoning behind them. I saw my brothers cut 
down by their teachers in the Italian school. How can anyone build a 
personality equipped to live in our challenging society when he or she 
is continuously humiliated?  
There are teachers who keep saying that dyslexic kids should try an 
easier type of high school, and there are others who rip up a page 
that you turned in just because a number is not written correctly.  
In contrast, in the American school kids are always praised in order to 
boost their self-esteem. Even this is not completely right because  
they grow up thinking they’re the best in the world.  
When there are debates in class, I never speak; I’m embarrassed and 
insecure. It’s not because of the content of my ideas, but because I’m 
afraid of the reactions of those who don’t agree and who can “attack” 
me. I don’t want to be attacked. In the end, I keep my ideas to myself.

In your opinion what would have changed in your family if you 
and your brothers had not been dyslexic? You’d be a different 
person?
Sure. I wouldn’t be as strong . . . 
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But dyslexia gave you insecurities, like you said before - you 
don’t want to open up and you keep your ideas to yourself.  
In my opinion, this is a negative aspect because you don’t 
interact with others.
It’s true, but in the end, there is good and bad in everything. If I had 
not been dyslexic my life would’ve been a little easier. I didn’t have a 
bad childhood, but I missed some things, I know that.

Try to explain what you just said.
I would have had a more traditional childhood: doing my homework  
in the afternoon and then going out to play. Instead, my life was to 
constantly be in a room with an adult who taught me how to be a 
“normal” child. I had to be “fixed” so I could express myself in oral 
exams, in the way I wrote and in how my mind was organized. These 
elements are not “fixed” easily. It took hours, years, tears, sweat, and 
commitment not only from me. My mother has always been my rock, 
my nest, one of the best people ever.

You’re not as good as your mother?
Only time can tell but I know she doesn’t think she’s strong, instead 
she is. 

Why not?
That’s because she had a really difficult childhood. She also has  
dyslexia and she didn’t want me to carry the burden she had to. So 
she tried to help me become the person I am today, even though 
sometimes I accuse her of having taken away all the fun from my 
childhood. But in the end it all works out because the difficulties I had 
in the beginning I don’t have now. If I hadn’t gone through everything  
I did in elementary school, where would I be now? Probably in a  
technical institute where everyone thinks I am stupid and not only 
because I’m dyslexic. They’d classify me like that because I wasn’t able 
to go to a scientific high school. In the end, after a lot of time, I  
understood what I wanted to get from dyslexia and how I want people 
to perceive me: not as a fragile, weak person who uses dyslexia to her 
advantage. 

And so?
I always tried to get the best grades. In middle school I was one of  
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the best in my class. This was the only way to show others that my 
dyslexia did not define who I was. I didn’t want my dyslexia to be the 
first thing that people saw when I used the mind maps at school.  
I never got less than 10/10 in English and I didn’t use any mind maps 
because everyone thought that I used them to take advantage, since I 
knew how to speak English very well. Now, for example, I have to study 
a lot before I have an oral test in English literature, while for Italian 
literature, I study less and still can get a 7.5/10 

Like you said before, did dyslexia make you stronger?
Yes, because it’s the result of many experiences and struggles. Last 
year, I realized I had a breakthrough. I’ve totally changed as a person.  
I don’t know why but I’ve become more open, extroverted. I’m no  
longer afraid to say what I think. But in class, I still don’t talk much.  
I don’t know if I’m just this way or if it’s because my dyslexia molded 
me like this. I hate to read and I know it. It’s because of my dyslexia 
and I’m sorry about that.

Do you hate reading books?
Yeah, I really hate them, but they interest me. I feel really bad that my 
dyslexia made me hate reading because I like to know, to learn, to 
understand, to see different points of view. But if I have a text in front 
of me, or an article on the computer and I see all those pages, my 
desire to learn decreases. I‘m very lazy and I think that this is also due 
to the dyslexia. Not for the fact of being dyslexic, but for the fact that I 
had to do so much to compensate for my dyslexia, that when I get the 
chance not to do something, I don’t do it. If I think that something is 
not so important, I just don’t do it.

You said you don’t want people to identify you as dyslexic, but in 
talking to you there seem to be many things that are influenced 
by the fact that you are dyslexic. So I wonder why you don’t want 
to accept this fact, instead of trying to make it not seem true? 
Isn’t this the wrong attitude?
I love my dyslexia; I think it’s something that has brought more  
advantages than disadvantages to my life. It gave me all those  
experiences that have shaped my personality and what make me 
different from others. I think this has been an advantage in becoming 



20

the person I am today. I’m really proud of this. I have no problem with 
my dyslexia; the problem comes when other people have an issue 
with me because of my dyslexia and I just can’t stand this. If someone 
insults me and sees it as a disease, a divine punishment, that creates 
an uneasiness that wasn’t there before. My mother says I’m special. 
Ha ha ha!

The price of being a different kind of person is that you get  
criticized. 
Exactly. I decided not to let myself be influenced anymore. Before, at 
school I didn’t want them to see me with my mind maps and I used to 
hide them during the tests under other papers, peeking at them as if I 
were copying. My classmates asked me for the right answers because 
they knew I had my mind maps. I felt like they were using me and my 
dyslexia in order to get help. This really bothered me because at the 
American school they taught us to be fair and never cheat. If someone 
is caught copying they send the student out of the class. Getting back 
to your question: I wanted to say that before being Sophia the dysle-
xic, I’m Sophia, period. After that you can add on all the adjectives. 
When people got used to me, to my mind maps and my difficulties, I 
didn’t have to fight any more and I opened up a bit. I felt better about 
being dyslexic while before, it was something I was proud of, but I had 
to protect it against others. Then, when it was accepted, I could even 
joke about it. And finally my classmates got used to it. 

With regard to dyslexia, Italy is far behind. I think awareness is 
now spreading, even though there’s a negative attitude about it. 
Teachers still do not accept it because – after 40 years of  
teaching – what happens if they discover that some students 
who seemed to be lazy were actually dyslexic? This fact annoys 
them. Do you think it could be why they are dismissive?
I don’t think that Italy is behind concerning dyslexia, it’s just that 
everything is kept hidden. No one says anything; it’s a taboo. Just like 
for the handicapped who you never see on the street. Why is this? 
Because they’re ashamed, they’re afraid of showing themselves out 
in society. How many parents don’t want to accept the fact that their 
child is dyslexic? They force their child to keep going to the point 
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they feel exhausted and demotivated because of their bad grades in 
school. It would be okay if people were more open and could accept 
the fact that dyslexia exists. In Italy there are compensative measures, 
but it took my family years to find them. We have to continually ask 
for them, because there was no publicity about the Italian Dyslexia 
Association (AID) or, for example, the Lions Club, which provides audio 
books for free. Few people know anything about the Association of 
Speech Therapists. It has taken us three times as long to get the right 
support. Now dyslexia has even become a trend. When someone 
wants to say they’re not doing very well, they say they’re dyslexic.

But does every kid with Special Needs Education (SNE) get  
diagnosed as being dyslexic?
In Italy, kids who are having trouble studying at school go to the local 
health district and get a “pseudo-certificate” for dyslexia. The cases 
of kids with SNE, a much more generic and bland certification, must 
be approached differently and it shouldn’t be confused with Specific 
Learning Disorders (SLD), which includes dyslexia. Teachers frequently 
confuse these two types of certificates. This misunderstanding makes 
them even more skeptical towards those of us with dyslexia. I have to 
fight with the teachers who don’t believe me and think that my  
difficulties are all invented, that I just want to take advantage, disguise 
myself as being dyslexic because I’m lazy. Right away the professor 
thinks you’re being untruthful even before knowing your situation. 
For example, each professor wants a different type of mind map and I 
have to remember each one’s request. It is really a huge burden that, 
for some subjects, bears no fruit. For example, I should begin to study 
for an oral test in philosophy about three weeks before the quiz.  
But I have to show the teacher the mind maps four days before so 
she can look them over and correct them. Then I have to re-study all 
those maps and bring them back to her. This quadruples my study 
time for one single subject, and I have ten other subjects to study for! 
After all that time spent on organizing how to study, in the end, I don’t 
feel like studying anymore. The teachers don’t understand that I work 
much more than any of my classmates and I get a mediocre grade 
that doesn’t make the effort worthwhile for me. If I end up not  
wanting to do anything it’s because no one gives me any respect. 
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You work for an “A” and they give you a “C”.
Exactly. At the end of the year, when the teachers assign summer 
school, if I have 5.5/10 they lower it to 5.0/10; they don’t ever raise the 
grade for me because I’m dyslexic. They say that I need to study more 
than the others need do - to keep me in training for the next year.  
Like if it would change anything. I feel demotivated, especially this 
year; I hate studying. My teachers have placed me in a situation of 
unbearable anxiety without any positive outcome. They say  
hypocritically, “You’re really good, a great person, I respect you,  
I understand your difficulties”, then when the grades come out, I take 
a real beating. They tell my mother, “Your daughter is not giving her 
best, she’s not ready, I’m not sure if she’ll manage to pass next year.”

What solutions or advice can you give for one of these problems?
Keep smiling no matter how bad the situation is. Teachers already 
see dyslexic kids under a different light from the way they see the 
others, so let’s play nice. Let’s show them that we take the trouble to 
talk things out with the teachers in a calm and rational way in order 
to help our situation. We need to show them that we care about their 
subjects, because that’s all they care about.
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INTERVIEW 2

Giovanni: Let’s Talk Black Holes

I am at Giovanni’s home, a nice guy, who I know well.  
He’s tall with the beautiful green eyes. He looks at me with a  
sweet smile. He seems a bit puzzled yet eager to start.
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Are you ready for our interview?
Yeah, sure.

What grade are you in?
I’m in my second year of a human sciences high school and I live in 
Milan.

What schools did you attend before?
I went to kindergarten at an English school and elementary in an 
Italian school.

Why?
My mother is English and we are bilingual.

Do you know how old you were when you were diagnosed with 
dyslexia?
I think I was about 7 years old, don’t know exactly . . .

But do you remember what grade you were in when they  
explained what dyslexia is? 
I remember I took some tests with a speech therapist, but I didn’t 
know precisely what they were for.

When you were in school, did you ever notice that other children 
were doing things easily and quickly, while for you it was harder? 
Or didn’t you realize it? 
No, I never really realized. When I went to the Italian school, my 
classmates were writing in cursive and I wasn’t because I had never 
learned it at the American school. I am also dysgraphic and writing  
in cursive is very hard for me. In order to catch up, during a lesson  
in a subject I was good at, a specialist teacher took me out of the 
classroom and taught me to write in cursive.

So was it difficult for you to write?
Yeah, for me it was easier to write in capital letters.

And how do you write now?
All in caps, because in middle school and high school we’re not  
required to write in cursive.
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What have you been diagnosed with?
I’m dyslexic, dysorthographic, dysgraphic and dyscalculic.

Do you remember anything that you couldn’t do a few years ago?
Dictation was difficult for me. I got an 8/10 once in dictation on a  
passage from Pinocchio, even if I didn’t like the story. It seemed too 
weird to me. 

Can you concentrate enough to follow in class? 
It’s not always easy. I get tired quickly and if I don’t like the subject it is 
even worse. There aren’t many subjects that interest me at school.

What are the subjects that you have to learn?
At the start of the school year, we studied the human body for science 
class and it was boring. But now we’re studying the universe, we talk 
about black holes, and that really interests me. 

So, if you like a subject you can concentrate?
Yes. I don’t study history but I listen to the explanation in class and I 
am able to learn it because I like it.

Do you use audiobooks?
No, I don’t like them. They make me sleepy. If I need to study, I read.

For your written work, what do you write with? 
For written tests I use a pen, and a computer for essays in Italian 
class. 

Is it easy to use the accommodation tools at your school? Do the 
teachers allow them? 
Yeah, they are OK with it. I’m the one who doesn’t use concept maps 
so much any more to study or to take oral exams. Now I only use 
them if the subject is really difficult and I haven’t studied that much.

Do any of your teachers frighten you?
None of the teachers scare me, not even when I was little.

In elementary school could you follow everything the teacher 
said? Or after a little while did you get distracted? 
The only two subjects I really paid attention in were geography and           
history because I liked them so much.
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When you were little, what did you read?
Fiction stories.

When you had to do homework at home, how did you read? 
Three times a week I had a tutor who helped me at home. But my 
mother made me read alone for half an hour every day. In the fourth 
and fifth grades, the first two years I was in the Italian school, I studied 
non-stop. 

How do you manage your time now? 
If I’m not going to be quizzed orally in a subject, I don’t study. This year 
we read Promessi Sposi and I used really good summaries for making 
connections between all the chapters. I even got a 7.5/10. I learned 
from summaries that were really well done. The author Manzoni uses 
an Italian that’s difficult to understand.

Is arithmetic also difficult for you? Did you learn the  
multiplication tables? 
Yeah. I know most of the multiplication tables. A few of them are  
difficult to remember. 

Was there any time when being dyslexic bothered you? 
No, it didn’t create a big problem for me. I must say that in the English 
school they used a better method. They made us learn songs in order 
to remember the multiplication tables in a much easier way. In Italian, 
I don’t know the 5 times table, so I just think about the song. 

Is there still someone who helps you study at home or do you do 
it by yourself? 
I go to two teachers who help me in math and in Italian for a total of 
three hours a week for each. For other subjects I do it alone. If I have 
a big test coming up, I get extra tutoring hours.

Do they try to make it easier for you at school? Fewer questions 
and maybe more time on tests? 
It depends on whether or not I ask for it. Often I don’t ask because 
even if I’m dyslexic, I prefer to do what the others do. Before the tests 
the professors show me the exercises and often they take off the last 
one. But if I do it, and it’s okay, they give me credit for it.
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Do you try to do it anyway?
Yes, but only if I know it. The only subject where I don’t have  
accommodations is psychology, because my teacher’s really good in 
explaining and I like the subject. Law and economics also interest me 
and I try to do them like everyone else in class.

Did anyone ever tease you because maybe you read poorly? 
No, because there are four of us in class with dyslexia. All guys and all 
with strong characters.

Are you supportive of one another?
Sure, even if we’re not best friends. Sometimes if a classmate who is 
not dyslexic can’t read a word correctly, I jokingly call him dyslexic.

Even when you were little, no one teased you? 
No, because when I was little I didn’t know I was dyslexic. I didn’t have 
mind maps and the teachers didn’t take off an exercise. I went to the 
speech therapist and I thought it was to learn Italian better. Beginning 
in the fifth and sixth grades, my mother told me to use mind maps.

Was it difficult for you to make the maps and to study them? 
Until last year there was a person who came home just to help me 
with the maps and organizing my study time.

Are you able to make the maps on your own now? 
Yeah. I’ve become very good and fast at it. I don’t like to use the ones 
online; I prefer to make them myself. 

Don’t you use Word if you have to write a text? 
Yeah. I use it because it’s faster. Time is short because the English 
teacher doesn’t take off any exercises. But I write down the layout on 
a sheet of paper. 

Do you know English well?
I know how to speak well because my mother always spoke to me in 
English; I read it, but I don’t know the grammar.

Which is your best subject?
It depends if I knuckle down and study. Until a couple of months ago  
I was failing five subjects; now I am passing them all! 
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So when you do study, you manage to get good grades?
Yeah, I study at night after ten o’clock. During the day I don’t want to 
study, then I feel stupid for wasting time and I start to study.

Have you used your dyslexia as an excuse to work a little bit less?
Nah. My mother always made me work. At school if I’m not prepared 
in a subject, I have a buddy who makes really good mind maps that 
the teachers accept. They are very concise.

Did having a sister with dyslexia made it easier for you? 
In my opinion, no. But I’m not sure. If my mother had not been  
dyslexic too and I was the only one, then I might have felt excluded.

Have your parents done all the right things to help you? Are you 
ok with what they did? 
Yeah, maybe they could have let me get out a little more with my friends. 

Now that you’re grown up, has your dyslexia made you stronger, 
more resilient than other kids who don’t have dyslexia?  
Or is this just the way you are?
In what way?

The fact that you worked so hard, didn’t go to other friends in  
order to study, has that made you tougher than the others, or 
are you someone with a tough character from the start?  
Or maybe I’m wrong?
Being tough or not depends on your parents because you become 
the way your parents raised you. If your mother spoils you, it makes 
you become presumptuous and careless.

You say that your family helped you become the person you are: 
accomplished, mature, strong?
Yeah, because in elementary school, for example, they promised me a 
prize if I applied myself. And I tried to meet the challenge. That made 
me learn the value of things.

If one day you discovered that one of your children were  
dyslexic, how would you feel?
I’d treat him or her just like any other child. It wouldn’t change 
anything for me. 
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Do you think that your dyslexia would help you to work better 
with your child? Would you let him do the things that you weren’t 
able to do or have him do the same things you did?
I would have him do the same things that I did. But I’d get a few video 
games for him that my dad doesn’t let me have. I’d let him have them 
in a controlled manner. 

For relaxation you’d be less rigid with your son?
Yup.

If you were to give advice to a parent of a dyslexic child who you 
know, what would you say?
I don’t know because the parents of my dyslexic friends treat their 
children like my parents treat me. They’re just as strict and help them 
in the same way, with after school tutoring.

Do you think it’s fair that dyslexic children have to do all this 
extra work at home?
Yes. The first year you’re tired, but then you get used to it. The tutor  
at home helps you study, and it’s better than studying alone.

Do you study with any classmates?
It depends - if someone is better than me in a subject, then I study 
with him. It depends on whether I like him or not.

You have a good memory? Can you remember what you study?  
If you study today for the day after next, do you remember it?
Not always. If I’m stressed out I forget, but only a little.

Will you go to college?  
Have you thought about what you would do?
Yeah. My cousin studied at Bocconi University and he has a Master’s 
degree in economics from Madrid. I’d like to do the same things. 

You told me that you understand economics? How do you  
manage with all those numbers?
There aren’t that many numbers, only equations, which are easy.

I’d like to ask you a final question. Do you remember when  
you were a kid if it was hard to do certain things? Even on the 
playground? 
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I remember that I couldn’t tie my shoes; my mother or my sister had 
to do it for me. It took me longer to learn a game and remember the 
rules.

Do you play checkers, chess? 
When I was little I loved to play chess. I have a dyslexic friend who 
participated in regional competitions in chess when he was 10 or 12 
years old. I wish I could have done the same.

Do you play cards and other table games? 
I play the card game, burraco. I also know how to do magic tricks with 
Neapolitan cards. 

Do you like sports?
Yeah, I’ve always played sports. I like basketball. I could play well but 
they made me hate it because they were too competitive. Now I play 
soccer. At first it was difficult but you just need to practice. I have to 
say that video games help me to memorize things.

Very interesting.
In some video games you need intuition to solve the problems.

What do you think is the best thing about video games? 
I identify with the character, like I was a hero fighting for a cause.  
The challenges you face are as if they were my own. Then the hero 
overcomes them.
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INTERVIEW 3

Margherita: Compensative Tools

As soon as I met Margherita I was struck by how carefully  
pulled together her look was for a 16-year-old girl.  
Calm and almost confident, she’s ready for any question.



32

Hi. How old are you? What grade are you in?
I’m 16 and I’m in my third year at an applied sciences high school. 

When did they diagnose you with dyslexia?
I was diagnosed at 14, at the end of eighth grade. Often someone 
with slight SLD is diagnosed at the end of elementary school or the 
beginning of middle school. They tested me and found out that I was 
dyslexic with a mild form of dyscalculia.

When did you start to use compensative measures? 
At the beginning of high school they taught me how to use them. 

Have you always gone to the same school? 
No, I changed schools for middle school and I’ve also changed all my 
classmates.

How did the compensative tools work out at the new school? 
I didn’t know that there were compensative measures for dyslexia.  
At the beginning, when they told me how it worked, I felt as if I was 
different from the others because I had extra help.  
But now I think it’s better this way, because I don’t have a good  
memory. Those of us with SLD have scheduled oral tests, and for  
these we can have our mind maps with formulas. We can look at  
them if we get stumped. 

How many are you in the class?
There are four of us.

What was this change like for you? For the first fourteen years of 
your life you were just like “any other” girl.
Dyslexia isn’t a problem. When I didn’t know about it, I didn’t read well 
and in math I was a disaster. My mother was the first who wanted me 
to take the test because she thought I could be dyslexic. But knowing 
about it really hasn’t changed my life that much. I only use tools that 
other students don’t use.

Did you know about dyslexia before being diagnosed?
Yeah . . . they mentioned something about it to me. My mom told me 
that it wasn’t a disease. It’s not a big deal, but being dyslexic doesn’t 
mean being disadvantaged compared to others.



33

Did you have dyslexic classmates in middle school?
No, none.

Do you have other relatives with dyslexia? You’re an only child, 
right?
Yes, I’m an only child. My parents don’t have dyslexia. At least I don’t 
think so. 

How do you get along with your teachers at school?  
Any problems? 
None at all. I noticed that in this school they are very aware about the 
difficulties with dyslexia; they treat you a little differently. If there’s 
something that isn’t right with the teachers, they tell you about it.  
For example, if we prepare mind maps for oral tests and there are too 
many things written down, they make us take them off.

So they don’t hold you back?
No.

Are there subjects where you’ve seen a net improvement?
For sure there’s been an improvement in Italian, in reading  
comprehension and in literature. But not in math, maybe because it is 
my weak point. 

Why did you choose to go to a scientific high school then?
My parents chose it. I wanted to go to an art or linguistic high school.
My mom wanted to send me to a linguistic high school, but my father 
said no because a scientific high school would lead to more  
opportunities, would open more paths.

Are there any subjects where you think you understand better 
than anyone else, where you understand the subtleties better? 
I don’t understand your question.

They say that dyslexics understand things that are not  
immediately obvious. For example, art, which is more subjective, 
emotional.
Sure. I really like philosophy even if I don’t have a really high grade in it 
because it’s hard to maintain a dialogue. I like to study it anyway,  
and I can understand it. Explaining it is something else . . . the same  
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in art, it’s the same thing. I like to study it.

How many hours does it take you to study a subject? 
If I want to study really well, it takes a long time especially in physics  
or philosophy. I have to start well in advance because if I had to learn it 
in a day, it would take the entire day.

Even using the compensative tools?
Yeah, for example, the day before yesterday it took me four hours to 
study for physics. 

Are you able to stay concentrated for four hours without getting 
distracted? 
Yes.

Congrats! I get distracted a lot, I take breaks . . . In the class, 
what’s your relationship like with the other dyslexic students?  
Do you help each other out?
We help each other. If one of us is good at a subject, we get together 
and he or she explains what we don’t get. 

Do you think you understand each other better?
I’ve gotten help from both someone with dyslexia and someone  
without. In the end, it’s the same. I can’t say I prefer one over the 
other. 

How do you do in English?
I really like English, so I do fine in languages. But a classmate of mine 
with dyslexia has a lot of trouble because he can’t speak well and  
makes a lot of mistakes. 

Do you have problems writing in English?
I make some mistakes, but not that many. 

That’s amazing. My native language is English, but I make horrible 
spelling mistakes. 
It depends on the test. In January I’m going to the States to do a  
semester there. 

Where?
Miami, Florida.



35

How do you think this experience will be?
Everyone who has done it so far has told me that six months is too 
short and they’d like to spend a full year. One of our classmates  
is returning in a couple of weeks. I think it’s a positive experience  
and I’m mainly going to learn English. 

You won’t have any problems with dyslexia in America because 
they are really advanced in the field. By the way, how did your 
mother discover your dyslexia? 
She guessed because I didn’t know how to read out loud, and after 
reading something I couldn’t say what it was about. 

Usually the diagnosis is made in elementary school.
When I was little, my mother got a teacher who taught me to write, to 
comprehend and read aloud. This went on for almost two years and 
then my mom wanted to know if her intuition was right.

In elementary school none of the teachers caught on?
No, because they didn’t have us read out loud. I had some problems 
in Italian and mathematics, but they didn’t seem too serious. I had 
some problems at the end of middle school when I had to do the final 
exams. 

How did your middle school final exams go?
I was admitted with an average of 7/10 and finished up with a 6/10, 
because in the INVALSI tests (National Institute for the Evaluation  
of the Education and Training System) I got a 4/10. I didn’t have mind 
maps then.

Since I don’t know you, is there anything that I haven’t asked,  
or that you would like to add? 
No.

Do you want to send a message to other young people  
with dyslexia, even if it doesn’t appear that you have had a lot of  
problems? 
No, because I don’t live dyslexia as a burden. It’s something that  
happens.
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Did you know it’s hereditary?
Really? And who gave it to me?

Not from your parents, but maybe from your grandparents. 
My father doesn’t read out loud very well. In fact my mother thought 
it was . . . 

. . . his fault?

Yeah!
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INTERVIEW 4

Chiara: I Mix Up Numbers and Letters

Chiara came to my house accompanied by her cousin, a dear 
friend. I’ve known her for many years, but only recently  
discovered she’s dyslexic. 
She still has the appearance of a little girl, sweet and smiling. 
She doesn’t seem tense because she’s been to my house before. 
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What school do you go to now?
A private school.

What year are you in?
Second year of middle school.

How do you like it?
I like it and most of the teachers are really good, even if there is one 
who’s a bit hard to understand and that makes it harder for me than 
for the others. But other professors are really good.

What subject is it?
English, because she’s a little harsher. Even people from the SLD  
Specialist Center went to talk with her, but she’s kind of stubborn.

But do you use compensative tools?
Yes.

Does she let you use them?
Yeah.

Any problems using compensative tools with the other teachers? 
No, none. All the teachers let me use them, but we look at them  
together. They let me use the computer and the calculator.

Are you only dyslexic?
Dysgraphic and dyscalculic.

And do you know at what level?
I don’t remember . . . it’s been two or three years . . . 

So since the first year of middle school?
Last year of elementary.

Did you have the diagnosis?
Yeah.

Since the diagnosis, have you seen any improvements at school?
Yeah, because every Friday I go to this center where they help me to 
find a study method. For example, history is hard because it takes 
me twice as long to study it than the others. They help me to find an 
easier way to study, to make maps, so I remember things.
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Before you were diagnosed, what was school like? 
When I started doing the first oral quizzes in the third grade, it was 
easy at first; I always got 10/10. I got 6/10 on an oral quiz only once. 
As the year went on, it was harder for me and it seemed as if I didn’t 
want to study. The final blow came at the end. The teacher said I had a 
lazy mind. Then in the fifth grade I went to get tested and I felt stupid 
doing it, feeling less intelligent than others.

But?
I’m just as smart as the others but it’s harder for me to memorize or 
to remember things. Even to read in math it is hard for me, I mix up 
letters and numbers, like fractions. I struggle if I have to do arithmetic 
in my head.

When you received the SLD certificate, how did your family take 
it? 
Actually, while I was at school, my mother and father went to talk with 
them and they found out then. From the start, my mom figured  
something wasn’t right because the teacher had told her to go and 
have it checked out. 

What teacher? Which subject?
Mathematics, Italian . . . in elementary school one teacher taught 
everything except for English, art, music and phys ed. During the 
fifth year in elementary, I had some problems and so I went to take 
the tests. My mom told me about it calmly, but I didn’t understand 
anything and had no idea what it even meant. I honestly have no idea 
about how my father took it.

For you, what is dyslexia now? When someone tells you that 
you’re dyslexic, what do you think?
Because I’m dyslexic it doesn’t mean that I’m dumber than other kids; 
it’s just a difficulty. As you progress, it gets easier. It’s not a way of 
saying that you’re inferior to the others or stupid or something.

How did your classmates react?
At the beginning there were some problems. One of my best friends 
had a brother who was diagnosed with dyslexia in the second to last 
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year in high school. But he was already used to a method and so he 
had fewer problems. When they told me to use the calculator, my 
friend wasn’t happy about it. That’s because her brother hadn’t ever 
had to use it and so, in her head, it wasn’t fair that I got to use it.  
Now her brother has had some compensative measures, but he uses 
them less than I do because things are harder for me. There were also 
problems because I brought the computer to school. Everyone said, 
“Ok, we’re going to brings ours, too.” But one of my favorite teachers 
who taught Italian talked to the class and asked who had said  
these things. So we pointed out the girl. At the start of the first year in 
middle school the teachers said that there are some kids that needed 
compensative measures and that there should be no problems about 
this. If there are any problems they would talk to those students  
outside the class and explain it to them. That’s it, let’s just say it was 
like this. 

Are there many kids with dyslexia in the class?
Out of twenty-one there are three of us.

All with SLD, Specific Learning Disorders, or also with SEN,  
Special Educational Needs?
That I don’t know.

You have all the same privileges?
Another classmate and I, yeah. Others who came from other schools 
use just maps or calculators.

What other schools?
English schools.

Why?
I don’t know, maybe because they’re used to different things.

To help them get used to a new environment . . . your fellow 
classmate with dyslexia, what’s that like? Are you closer to him? 
More than just a normal classmate?
Nah, I have lots of friends and my best friend is not dyslexic.  
But I get along with him as much as with the others.
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I meant do you feel there’s a closer relationship with him  
because you both have this problem, this difficulty?
Yeah, sure. If one has the maps and the other doesn’t, as soon as 
we’re done we end up passing them on to the other, just like we did 
once for an English test.

You said that three years ago you discovered you were dyslexic. 
So, have you had many difficulties with dyslexia?
A little in reading but a lot in writing, so I started with lower case  
printing and then cursive and I mixed up everything. I even made  
mistakes with numbers. I inverted them. So I have had some  
difficulties. I’ve always tried to check over my work.

Do they give you more time?
On hour-long tests, if they can tell that we’re having difficulties they 
give us 10 or 15 minutes more, for example in grammar and French.

You know what your IEP, Individualized Educational Program,  
is like? Have you ever needed to note what is written?
I don’t remember . . . don’t know exactly . . . 

Is there anyone else in your family with dyslexia?
My cousin . . . that’s all.

Parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles?
I don’t think so . . . 

So for your family it’s something new?
Yes, it’s as if we had found something new in common.

Does your cousin help you? She’s older, right?
She helped me study English over the holidays.

Your cousin told me that your grandfather helps you both.
No, he helps her.

Do you already know what type of high school you want to go to?
When I was younger, I wanted to be a vet, but for that I should go to 
a scientific high school. I’d even like to go to a linguistic high school. 
Now I would need to find a new school to go to; I would like to change 
scenery.
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Don’t you think that with dyslexia a linguistic high school may be 
too difficult?
Scientific or classical high school would be much more complicated, 
because there’s a ton of math and that gives me some problems. I like 
linguistic and it will be good for my future work, down the road. If you 
know English and Spanish you have a better chance later to find work. 

Don’t you think that they’re languages with a lot of grammatical 
forms, a lot of words that are similar to Italian? 
Yeah, that’s for sure. But for me the classical high school is more  
complicated. I just couldn’t hack it. Even linguistic is tough but I can 
get used to it, seeing as I’ve been doing French since kindergarten.  
If I add an extra language or two, I could handle it.

Then you’d only have to add Spanish?
Yeah, I could handle that.

Do you think that later in life dyslexia could help in some way? 
Will it or would it always be a kind of obstacle? 
Help me in what sense?

Help in the sense that it’s no longer a difficulty that slows you 
down or blocks you, but something that gives you an extra push 
and that makes you different from the others?
Yeah, it could be. It could be a stimulus for a lot of things, in studying 
and in work. Also in not being just like the others, being different in a 
more intuitive way, it is always a plus. 

Do you think there’s anything I forgot to ask you, and that you’d 
like to tell me, something you think is important? 
I don’t really know . . . 

I’ll read you a story:
School wasn’t easy for me. I had different degrees of failure but 
also different degrees of success. Some teachers considered me to 
be lazy and others said, “Well, one day he’ll get it.” In high school I 
was definitely a student who averaged 6/10. 
The only subject where I got 10/10 was P.E. and I was really proud 
of that. English and math were major obstacles. When I started 
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looking at universities, I asked my guidance counselor for help, and 
she said it would be better for me not to go to college. After that 
meeting, I felt like a complete failure, but I said: “Ok, you can accept 
that or you can change it by not giving up.” I knew I wasn’t stupid 
and I wanted to prove it to everyone who had ever doubted me.  
So I started looking for universities that were right for me, and 
where I would be able to get through and graduate. I looked for a 
university with small classes where the student-teacher ratio was 
practically one to one; it would be closer to what it was like in high 
school and this time I’d have learned something that I liked and I 
was able to do.

Do you think this person was able to go beyond this diversity of 
dyslexia?
Yes.

A lot of people told him that he’d never make it. 
Have you ever been in this kind of situation? Maybe not so  
drastic, because you’re still in middle school. But where  
a teacher or someone else, a classmate, has told you “no, you’ll 
never make it”? 
Well . . . yeah. In the beginning, for high school, a lot of people said a 
ton of things. That I’d have to work hard – even too hard, but not to 
the point of telling me that I couldn’t make it. 

Did they try to direct you to different types of schools?
They were pushing me to go to easier schools.

Like?
My mom is looking now at some programs at a really easy upper-level 
institute. I’d rather try to do something better, even if it’s hard, and 
see if I can make it.

Sure.
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INTERVIEW 5

Eugenio: I’ve Always Written Well

I’m at Eugenio’s house, someone I am meeting for the first time.
He had the same speech therapist that I did.  
I immediately get the impression of a guy who is decisive and  
confident, very willing to tell his story.  
The first thing I notice is how tall he is and his athletic physique.
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So, I’ll start by asking you who you are, your age, the places 
you’ve lived, which schools you went to and if there is anyone 
with dyslexia in your family.
I’m 14, and for the most part, I’ve lived all my life in Milan, except when 
I was very little when we lived in Genoa, but that’s not really important. 
There’s no one in my family who shows signs of dyslexia. My mother 
could be slightly dyscalculic. I was told that my grandfather was quite 
dyscalculic; he always was carrying a calculator with him. Unlike either 
of them, I am both dyslexic and dyscalculic. So we don’t know where 
the dyslexia exactly came from. 

What kind of school did you go to?
I’ve always gone to the Italian public schools; now I am in a classical 
high school. 

How do you like it?
Okay. In school there are always problems. In terms of classmates, 
I really like it. The problems are especially with the teachers. They 
found out I was dyslexic in 2006, when the law came out that says 
that dyslexic students need to have an evaluation. 
The fact is that I was the first one they had to deal with. Even after 
eight years, the teachers haven’t been able to completely adjust to 
kids with dyslexia, especially in the classical high school, which is not 
usually the type of high school that dyslexic kids choose to go to.  
I’m managing it well enough, but there are difficulties, like in math, 
even for a classical high school. But I’m going to try to avoid it . . . 

I do a scientific high school so . . . yeah, dyslexic, dyscalculic. Ok, 
let’s move on. So, you were diagnosed in 2006. How old were you?
Six. I was diagnosed in 2007, but they had already taken me to  
specialists in 2006.

You went to a speech therapist and a psychologist?
I never went to a psychologist, but I did go to the speech therapist 
a few times. Mostly because until last year I stuttered a little so 
oral exams were a little tough for me. Now I go just to check that 
everything is okay and that the teachers comply with the regulations. 
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With a speech therapist, did you do normal developmental  
exercises? 
Yeah, to develop shortcut strategies to be able to study better after 
class and for the tests. 

So the basic things that all dyslexic kids do? 
We went into it more deeply, like in writing, speaking, and so on.

Do you have a tutor now who helps with homework?
I have after-school lessons in Greek, Latin and English but those are 
aimed at strengthening my reading and writing skills. I should be 
doing something to strengthen my math. There’s a girl who also helps 
me with general homework once a week. 

You appear to be well organized.
Yeah! Even too much!

At school can you keep up with what’s going on? Are you with the 
class? Are you behind in anything, in math? 
For math I am not doing well. The teacher and I hate each other; we 
don’t get one another. She finds it difficult to understand my dyslexia. 
She’s really fussy and wants all the math rules memorized perfectly, 
just like they are in the book. Anything less and she counts it as a  
mistake. My memory is not that great and so I get a 5/10 on every test. 

Don’t they let you use maps?
Yeah, she lets me use them but not too often. This is an ongoing 
discussion. 

What do you do about the fact that your rights aren’t being 
respected? Do you go to your parents? Do they then go to the 
principal?
I show the photocopy of my tests to my parents and to the speech 
therapist. I show them how completely crazy the corrections are.  
That is something we need to begin to talk about. 

What about the principal?
We tell the principal, who is supposed to have already talked with the 
teacher about the fact that if I have to answer the same questions 
on my written test, why can’t I answer them orally? Since I do much 
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better in the oral quizzes then I do in the written ones? But in any 
case I get creamed on the written. In math and geometry the teacher 
doesn’t give us a lot of written tests. Last quarter there were two each 
month. 

Since you’ve been diagnosed, have you seen any improvements? 
Or at least something that your parents could notice?
Maybe. I have a text that I had written when I was seven or eight years 
old, and grammatically it’s completely screwed up. Today, I can write 
pretty well on the computer and I usually use it. I even write for the 
school newspaper! But before I started using the computer, I wrote 
really badly, like all the double letters were left out and it made the 
text completely ungrammatical.

Just like someone with dyslexia...
Yeah. Just like a dyslexic kid.

And you want to be a journalist?
I would like to be a writer.

So, a writer! Why this aspiration?
Because I’ve always written well. I’ve had a good imagination since I 
was little. I invent stories and then I write them. I know that I have to 
correct the grammatical errors, but the text is readable.

Has your family always been close? Do they understand your 
difficulties?
My mother has always helped me. My father tried to help me in math 
but we’re two hotheads . . . 

So your family has never been a problem.
No.

What about your self-esteem?
In elementary school my self-esteem was really low because of the 
teachers, especially the one for Italian; they were kind of antagonistic.  
When my mother asked a teacher if she thought that I might be 
dyslexic, she said: “Have him take the test, but I don’t think that’s the 
problem.” Like trying to appease my mother because she thought  
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I could be dyslexic. Then over the years the situation improved,  
especially when I was finishing elementary school. But my classmates 
didn’t understand and they treated me like I was a jerk because I used 
a calculator and had mind maps for grammar, history, etc. This was 
this situation. Then I went to middle school and things improved a lot 
and I felt much better.

Now you’re in the first year of high school and no one makes a 
big deal of it. How many dyslexic kids are there in your school? 
Out of 6 classes with 26 students each, there are 3 of us.

Do you know each other?
Sure, I know one of the dyslexic girls because she is a friend of a 
friend of mine. I assume there is another dyslexic kid because once 
during combined meetings they were talking about dyslexic kids  
and they said that there were three in the first year and another one 
in the other year. 

And do you help one another?
Nah.

Not at all? You mean, each one is on their own?
Mostly because the situations are different. I might be not great in a 
subject and really good in another and so the different situations are 
hard to connect. If you go to different specialists they use different 
methods and so it’s more complicated to work together. My friends 
are studying Latin rules and it takes me a little more time to learn  
the same thing. The girl with dyslexia uses different methods.

So you normally study with some help?
Yeah.

Do you remember a specific point in the dyslexia when your  
mother told you that you were dyslexic? 
I don’t remember. 

How are you with languages?
Not too bad. There were problems with English from the start - too 
many words to memorize. Then I started taking English lessons and  
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I began to learn quicker than the others, and I found a teacher and  
I did better than my classmates. I speak more fluidly now. 

So you don’t see any problems?
For my English certification test I have to do the PET but I’m studying 
for the First Certificate. In French last year I took the test. It’s not as 
hard.

I didn’t ask what you would like to do at college. 
And what are you going to do?

I’d like to take communication sciences, advertising, in English, 
because I’m bilingual. But let’s not talk about me. When you used 
the maps in elementary school – or even now – did the teachers 
ever accuse you of copying and that you shouldn’t be using 
them? 
I don’t remember what happened in elementary school, but I do 
remember a teacher who was passively obstructive. She made me do 
the same tests as the others, she graded me just like the others,  
she didn’t give me any extra time, stuff like that. This all completely 
disappeared in middle school except in math. The teacher told me I 
didn’t need the mind maps, that they’re useless.  
She said I was good . . . I don’t even know what three times seven is! 

In Greek you use an electronic dictionary, and also for Latin.  
How is that?
Well, it is much simpler. I get the versions done much faster than the 
others. It takes less time. I just have to type on the keyboard while the 
others are scribbling away. 

So do you end up finishing before the time is up?
It depends on how difficult the versions are.

Do they shorten the tests?
Yeah.

Because you know that there’s a percentage. And do they do it  
in all subjects?
Yeah, even for mathematics.



50

And the diagrams? Did you make up your own method or was  
it given to you?
It depends on the situation and what the teachers want. 
I don’t have a good memory for dates in history. I write them all down. 
For example, I link up the name Miletus to what happened in 480 BC 
and so I remember the Greek revolution of Miletus.

So they’re very schematic?
Yeah, it’s like a shopping list with dates. There are no sentences  
because I don’t think they’d let me use them, but I’m okay.  
In Latin and Greek, for the direct objects, I use the map with all the 
rules. For math I use the maps that summarize the rules. For example, 
an angle is the figure that encloses a plane and is formed by a vertex 
and two straight lines. I write “angle figure formed by a point and two 
straight lines” and then I remember the “plane part.”

Do you also make mind maps with little drawings?
Yeah, I use them to remember the angles, the circle.

And what about English?
If I don’t remember a word I use the dictionary. I don’t use maps  
for the rules because I know them. 

Do you use a bilingual dictionary?
Yes. For example, the word for “senzatetto”, homeless, I find  
in the dictionary. 

During the written tests?
I don’t always use it, but my classmates can also use it if they don’t 
remember a word. For tests, on the essays, I’m allowed to use the  
bilingual dictionary and this way I can do the translation. I have an 
8/10 in English. 

And what about science?
I’m studying chemistry. I write the formulas and I use a table. I write 
down the most important numbers. For example, they gave me a 
small periodic table for the tests in class and on a sheet of paper I had 
the picture of an element with electrons.
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With my dyslexia abilities, I’m going to read a text to you: it’s  
the story of an ordinary dyslexic person who lives in the United 
States. You went abroad to summer school?
Yeah.

When you were there did you have any compensative measures?
No, nothing.

Do you have problems with reading?
No, no problems, but sometimes when I read out loud I lose my place. 
I can’t stand those who say if you’re dyslexic you mix up the letters. 
The situation is much more complex . . . 

Have you ever had to explain your situation to your classmates? 
Yeah, in middle school. But in high school, they say, “Yeah, okay, okay, 
it’s not important, it’s like wearing glasses.” 
I read the story of a boy who at school had different degrees of failure 
but also of success. The only subject where he got 10/10 was P.E. and 
he was really proud of this. But English and math caused him a lot of 
difficulties. When he asked for advice from the guidance counselor on 
which college to go to, she said it would be better if he didn’t go at all. 
But he knew he wasn’t stupid and wanted to prove it to all those who 
had doubted him. So he began looking for a college that was right for 
him, one with small classes like in high school, because he wanted to 
learn what he liked and what he was able to do.

What do you think about this? Do you think you have to be strong 
to stand up against people who drag us down? Or is what he did 
just an ordinary, everyday thing, and is getting 10/10 in P.E. – 
something he was very proud of – something that everyone does 
well? 
In my view, in our situation where we can have 4/10 in one subject 
and 10/10 in another, it’s important to find our strong points.  
A normal person has more strong points than we do, but we  
concentrate on something specific. In my opinion, the kid did well to 
not listen to the guidance counselor and to want to continue to deal 
with the problem of finding the right college. He did well.
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So you think he’s a strong person?
If he knew he had the potential that others didn’t see, I think he was 
right to go if he didn’t know what else to do. Maybe he should have 
been an athlete, knowing that he has the potential.

Is self-esteem in play here? Is it something important in order  
to move forward?
Yes, until it becomes narcissism. We always have to remind people 
that we are dyslexic, like telling a kid he’s two steps behind and two 
steps forward. It’s complicated to explain; our situation is very  
complicated. So, yeah, he made the right choice.

Do you know others with dyslexia or only those three? 
I know some people with dyslexia, but not tons. I know six guys whose 
families don’t want anybody to know they have dyslexia, for whatever 
reason. One of the kids was diagnosed with dyslexia when he was 
six years old; at twelve the mother called the speech therapist and 
said, “We’re ready to begin.” It’s crazy to think that the kid is ready to 
respond better now than he was six years ago.

What level are you?
A medium-high level of dyscalculia, a low level of dyslexia and a 
medium-low of dysgraphia.

Are your brothers or sisters also dyslexic?
No, I have one brother and a sister.

I’d like to know your opinion in general on dyslexia. Is it an 
advantage or a disadvantage, a problem or a difficulty? 
Both, it’s both an advantage and a disadvantage. Right now, it’s a huge 
disadvantage. But I’ve heard of people who as soon as they got out 
of school, they took off like a rocket and they did some really great 
things. I hope it’s like that for everyone. It can cause some big  
problems. We’re fortunate because we have a family, we have help 
and we have the money for it. Other classmates of mine are alone.  
We help each other with the mind maps. But I can see I am stronger 
and it’s easier for me to deal with because I’m pretty well  
compensated. 
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You’re compensated at 14 years old?
For a good part, I’ve found my strategies, but there’s still a ways to go. 
New buried problems will surface - my stuttering problem reappeared 
two years ago.

Oh! Really?
Because I had to talk longer. From the second year of middle school  
they noticed that I stuttered because I stumbled over my words, 
because after the questions they gave you in elementary school they 
moved onto reasoned explanations and so this problem showed up. 
Others will most likely appear. I didn’t think about the quasi-stuttering. 
That was a surprise.

And what about an advantage?
It helps us to solve problems. Think with your head.

Think differently?
Yeah, but especially I think I understand the problems that others 
have in studying. I understand people who can’t hack it. Then I think 
that I have training in finding the short cuts in making mind maps. 
I’ve gotten really good at it, faster and more concise so that the maps 
cover most of what I have to study. 

And the question of the difference between being a difficulty  
or being a problem?
Maybe before there were all these laws saying that the workload had 
to be reduced, being dyslexic was a problem. Now it’s a difficulty and 
it takes a lot of work.

So you can overcome it, because the dyslexia will always be  
there, right? Do you want to say something I may not have asked 
or that I forgot to ask?
From the point of view of my character, I think that dyslexia has  
especially helped to give me a sort of tenacity.

Can you tell me exactly what you mean?
The fact that I don’t give up at the first obstacle and to be able to find 
a solution to the problem. Then another thing is to understand what I 
can’t do and what kind of outside help I need.
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I get it.
Someone who can explain to me something that I couldn’t understand.

And socially? I’ll explain: normally a dyslexic person understands 
difficulties a lot better. When you see someone in difficulty,  
you try to help him. You know what it’s like being looked down 
on in a somewhat negative way, and so, I wouldn’t want to make 
anyone feel that way.
When I was in elementary school I was partially marginalized and this 
caused some problems because when I got to middle school it was 
hard for me to be part of a group. Then it pretty much just resolved 
itself and I began to be on friendly terms with more people. At first 
I only had five or six friends, but then it grew to about twenty-four 
because they basically didn’t take me for a jerk.  
See, I’m stammering?

Yes, but don’t worry. So, do you think you’re more open now?  
Are you more aware of how people view dyslexia?
Certainly before 2007, people saw dyslexia like a kind of low-level  
handicap. Now it’s become more of a neurological malformation. 

We’re getting better.
From labeling us as handicapped we’re now moved up to genetic 
disease.

A bit different . . . 
It’s improving. Maybe some day they’ll understand that it’s absolutely 
natural. 

If one day you had children with dyslexia?
I hope they wouldn’t have it.

Not at all? Not even in fifteen years?
Yeah, because it’s a pain.

But don’t you think that the situation will change between now 
and 15 years from now?
Maybe being treated in this way will change, but to resolve the  
problem it’ll take a long time. In elementary school dyslexia stole a lot 
of time away from me. My parents go out to eat on Wednesdays, but  
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I can only go on Fridays because Saturdays I didn’t have school. I have 
to study at least three hours a day. 

But don’t you think that the school would change?
In Italy, no, it’s a weird country.

Let’s get back to children . . . 
No, because dyslexia takes away a lot of time. I wonder why it takes 
me so long to learn something and why it takes me so much time to 
do the math problems in my head.

And if you lived in another country?
This is something that’s mine and I’ve had problems with other  
people, but I don’t remember them anymore. Probably it bothered me 
at the time but it didn’t leave any scars. I hope that if my children were 
to have dyslexia that it would be very slight so they could improve  
with only a few years of therapy.

Okay, thanks.
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INTERVIEW 6

Sara: A Different School Story

We meet for the first time in my speech therapist’s office.  
Sara immediately tells me that she is curious about my project 
and happy to talk about herself and what she’s been through.  
Sara’s appearance is simple and her big green eyes and long 
blond hair are striking.
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Hi, I go to the hotel management school. I’ve been going for six years 
and I am finally in my last year!

Are there others with dyslexia in your family?
No, my mom thinks she could be dyslexic because she’s studying at 
university and it’s difficult for her. She’s never taken any test. I found 
out that I was dyslexic in ninth grade by taking the tests and so it’s 
something from not too long ago. I’m also dyscalculic. 

Why so late?
Because I had a different school experience than other kids. I was 
born in Bergamo but then because of my father’s work we moved to 
Africa in Uganda. I lived there for three years and learned the local 
language. I learned Italian when I was five years old, when we came 
back to Italy. I did a year of kindergarten and two years of elementary 
school. Then we left for Ethiopia and stayed there until I was in the 
fifth grade. I’ve been here in Italy since the first year of high school. 
I studied a little here and there, and in Africa the studying is not the 
same, everything is less advanced.

Did you learn everything in English?
No, I attended the Italian school and I studied the local languages. It 
was pretty exhausting, moving and then figuring out where I was and 
so on . . . When I came back in the first year of high school, my mom 
went to talk to teachers and ask if they noticed any difficulties, if I was 
dyslexic, dyscalculic, but the teachers said no. They thought it was 
part of changing schools.

So constantly moving around hid the problem? 
Yeah.

And your father?
My father’s a doctor. He’s part of an association that builds hospitals 
in Africa, so he went to work in those hospitals.

Since finding out about being dyslexic, what did you think?  
Your first impressions? 
Initially when my mom told me to try to see if I had any of the  
characteristics, I didn’t want to. Then I started doing the tests, and 
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now there’s a girl, not a speech therapist but a psychologist specialized  
in this field, who helps me. Thanks to her I get through this very well. 
I’m not embarrassed to be dyslexic; just the opposite, I’m very proud. 
They helped me understand that I’m different from the others and not 
everyone is like this. I shouldn’t be embarrassed if I need to use the 
calculator or look at rules in class because they are useful to me. 

Exactly. And how did your teachers take this?
They flunked me in the first year of high school, but I took the tests  
in the second year while I was repeating the first year. At first, the  
teachers were shocked because I failed for one reason: because I cut 
up in class and I didn’t have passing grades in the subjects.

Did you cut up in class because you weren’t interested in the  
lesson because it was hard? You had trouble paying attention?
No, I think it was also because when we came back from Africa my 
parents started a separation. I was acting out so that others could see 
that I was suffering.  
So I cut up at school, in class. Initially the teachers didn’t believe that  
I was dyslexic and dyscalculic; it was hard to get them to understand. 
If I had the same teachers in the subsequent year, then it was ok. But 
if I had a new one it was pretty tiresome to try to get them to respect 
my rights. Some are really helpful, others are not.

Like?
My English teacher has known me for three years and I knock myself 
out asking her to let me use the mind maps during the tests or to take 
off some of the exercises.

Or give you more time?
No, because our class ends at break time and she has to go to another  
school. Every time I ask her to take off some of the exercises, she 
takes off three questions from a four-page test.

It’s a third?
It’s not very much . . . 

And the other teachers?
With others it’s all right because I’ve been able to get them to respect 
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the rules and the specialist with whom I work goes to talk with them if 
they don’t uphold my rights.

How many with SLD are in your class or your grade?
There are four of us out of twenty-three, but last year there were six, 
and two flunked.

And where did they go?
They stayed at the same school and are repeating the year.

I thought they had changed schools.
Uh, no, they are in the second to last year – and changing schools 
would have meant changing their subject concentration. 

Do you know the level of your dyslexia and dyscalculia?
No, I don’t.

How have your parents dealt with the situation? Do they accept 
it? For example, my father doesn’t know what dyslexia is. He 
treats it like something that doesn’t exist, but my mom, who is 
dyslexic like all the rest of her family, she supports me a lot.
No, my parents understand when I tell them that I’m treated unfairly 
because of the dyslexia. 

Has your improvement at school been constant since elementary 
school?
I don’t know, but from the first year of high school, there has been a 
big change because the girl who helps me taught me methods to use 
when studying. I have really matured a lot since I was 14. 

What would you like to do after high school?
I honestly don’t know, but I don’t like being a cooking chef at all. I think 
I’ll go to university, but I’m choosing what to do. I’m undecided if I 
should take humanities or not, but my Italian teachers said not to do 
it. If you choose humanities you practically have to become a teacher. 
There are already so many on the teaching roles, and then I don’t like 
teaching. I think I’ll rule out humanities. I’d like to do child psychology. 

And then . . .?
Become a child psychologist.
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There are child psychologists who treat problems linked to  
dyslexia.
No, no, because I already struggle with myself; if we were to help a 
child with homework I’d have difficulties.

There’s a psychologist where I and other friends went, and the 
sessions consisted of you explaining how you were doing and  
she tried to help motivate you professionally. 
Nah, no, I don’t think so.

Before you were telling me that dyslexia is not something  
to hide. Does that mean for you it may be an advantage  
to some degree? 
No . . .

I don’t mean now, but in the future?
I don’t know, because I’m proud but I really have to work to be able  
to do something.

Why are you so proud?
I’m proud because dyslexia is part of what I am. This is the way I am 
and if I weren’t proud of it then I wouldn’t be proud of myself. Anyway, 
I’m not ashamed because it’s not something to be ashamed of.

I agree, I agree completely.
I don’t see why you should be ashamed if you use mind maps or  
calculators or don’t read aloud in front of the class.

Do you sometimes use dyslexia to your advantage?
Yeah, sometimes yes . . . but not when I’m not prepared. I don’t say 
that I need more time.

Do they schedule your oral quizzes?
Yeah, yes, but the French teacher, who doesn’t like me very much – 
and maybe she has some problems – says every so often I’m good 
and then sometimes she yells at me. 

She’s bipolar.
Exactly. Once she wanted to quiz me and I said no because she hadn’t 
scheduled beforehand an oral quiz for me. 



61

What do you do? Do you argue with her?
She gets annoyed and in front of the class she says, “I am fed up with 
you, you can’t get out of this.” Then she schedules the quiz for me for 
the next day. I say it’s okay, then at the end of the lesson I explain that 
it’s really hard for me to get prepared. So she schedules it for the next 
lesson. 

You’ve seen improvements in specific skills? Speaking, writing,  
or how you interact with other people? 
No . . . I don’t know.

Sometimes, when you have difficulties, do you try to improve 
something you’re good at? 
I don’t know . . .

Have you had to explain to your classmates what dyslexia is?
In the first year, I calmly explained to my classmates about it when I 
took out the compensative tools and they complained about them, 
and now they don’t complain anymore. But with new classmates  
who arrived during the third and fourth years, there were some 
discussions, especially with two girls who do really well and have no 
problems at school. What difference does it make to them who goes 
in what order for the oral quizzes and if I’m put at the end or the  
beginning? I’m not hurting anybody and I have no advantage if I’m at 
the beginning. If I’m at the end, I can listen to the other orals and I 
have time to study. I can’t hack it if I have to study fifty pages between 
one week and the next. I make them shut up. 

So you fight back?
Yeah, sure. I’m the only one with dyslexia who fights for our rights with 
the teachers. 

You fight for the others too?
No, over the past five years I just got tired. But when I talk with the 
teachers it’s like I’m the “head” of the dyslexic students. 

Now I’m going to read you the story of a teacher in the United 
States.
In Italy there is nothing on this topic. I looked for stories of famous 
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people, but nothing. It is a teacher who discovered through her 
students she was dyslexic, and it briefly explains how dyslexia was 
treated in the 1970s – when she graduated from university – to now 
and how it has changed her way of teaching and how she relates to 
her pupils. 
“I graduated from college in the late 1960s with a degree in English 
and an elementary school teaching certificate. School was difficult 
for me and I recently learned that I have a mild to moderate level 
of dyslexia. I did not receive any help at the university but what I 
find most irritating is that in my education program there was no 
mention of dyslexia. For years I taught in Ohio, Kentucky, and didn’t 
know about my dyslexia, and I often treated bright kids poorly, 
thinking they were just lazy and not trying. I often worked as the 
main teacher (because in the US there is also a support teacher, 
because the classes are so big) trying to help children with reading 
difficulties. When I taught in California from 2001 to 2007 I found 
myself teaching reading to young people having difficulties. I got a 
master’s degree in literature and in all of my classes there was not 
one paragraph about dyslexia and I knew it was inaccurate to say 
that dyslexia was rare. At this point I discovered some illuminating 
solutions and I took several courses from Susan Burton, a lady 
who has devoted her life to studying learning methods for dyslexic 
children (in fact there is a whole “Burton Method” and they say it 
works) and I began to use her system on my students.  
I was forced to teach my dyslexic students secretly because the 
district did not want to hear the “D” word and had forbidden me 
to use the program on my students. Since 2002 I have had private 
students and now I have nine private students in Montana. I’m  
almost seventy and retired but I will continue to act as a defender 
of children with dyslexia as long as I can drive and think clearly. “
You read well. You were very good.

Thank you. What do you think about it? Why do they talk about it 
so little? Because they see it as a problem? Because the “D” word 
in the US should not be used because it’s discriminatory?
Maybe because if a teacher knows someone is dyslexic, they have to 
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“bust a gut” twice as hard to try to help him. If you bring your  
documents about the dyslexia to a teacher they say “Oh no . . . what 
now?” because they’ll have to work harder. Teachers have a lot of 
pupils and it’s as if they don’t want to see students who have learning 
problems.

You know other kids out of school with dyslexia?
I know Giuseppe and I knew a boy with dysgraphia.

What do you think about the concept that dyslexia is the same 
for everyone? My teacher doesn’t want to accept the fact that 
dyslexia is one way for me and a different way for a classmate. 
Dyslexic students are not the same because it is unique for each  
person. Some may struggle in one subject and others in another. 
We’re not clones. I’m also dyscalculic and I’m entitled to use a  
calculator and have the rules. I don’t know if only those with dyslexia 
can have these compensative measures.

I don’t know, the term dyslexia could mean everything. A friend 
of mine is just dyslexic and he uses all the compensative tools.
I don’t agree with that because then they have advantages where  
there are no problems. It’s not fair to those of us who have all the  
difficulties. The math teacher in the second year took off more  
exercises for me than he did for those with just dyslexia; now he  
doesn’t take any off for me anymore. But what’s changed?

Haven’t you ever talked with him about it?
I didn’t think to. I’ll go now. It’s not right.

Have the teachers ever tried to tell you that you don’t need the 
tools, like my Latin teacher when she tells me I can do the oral 
quizzes and the grammar just as well without them?
No, that’s never happened, but the English teacher says that the SLD 
kids can’t use maps and the rules on the tests, and that by removing 
exercises we’re doing the minimum, but I’m already doing the  
maximum with the minimum I have. 

In the orals?
I’m fine in the orals; I have no problems speaking.
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And in literature? Dates, names?
I don’t do literature. We cook.

Do you do other languages?
Yes, French. It’s hard. I wanted to learn Spanish but I already had 
French in middle school. I don’t understand the teacher when she 
speaks but I can manage in the written. 

If in the future you were to have children, would you want them 
to have mild dyslexia?
I don’t think so, because in any case, as proud as I am of it, I really 
have to sweat to get even the minimum and I think I wouldn’t want my 
children to have to do that. But if they were, I’d be able to help them, 
and I’d make them understand that it’s not like being a moron.

Don’t you think that in ten years the system will be changed? 
How dyslexia is viewed will change?
If it changed, people would begin to understand dyslexia and accept 
it. If all teachers knew what it is and didn’t look at you as if you had 
an infective disease, great, there’d be no problem if my kids had 
dyslexia. It all depends on the person. I’ve met a lot of teachers that 
have helped me and who have given me the chance to remain myself. 
Other teachers, not at all. It depends on the people you meet; even if 
the system changed there will always be people who think that people 
with dyslexia have some weird problem.

Yeah, there will always be.
So everything depends on the people.

What do you think it would be like to have a system that could 
help the SLD kid, not with the mentality of a teacher, but the 
entire structure of the school? The Italian structure: read, learn, 
grade. The American system: read, understand, do practical 
exercises and get your grade. The Japanese system: math, math, 
math, study, really tough grades. How would you have structured  
your school experience? I would have made it a much more  
practical high school. I’d have still studied literature, but to tell 
you the truth, I would have studied more languages.  
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Mathematics is important, but I wouldn’t have read book after 
book about things that I do not understand and then regurgitate 
them back and get a 5/10. Even in physics it’s hard for me  
because it’s all so abstract even if it is concrete. We never do 
experiments, never apply the formula.
I think it depends on the school. Not all of them have physics  
laboratories.

You do cooking. Do you have a kitchen?
I think that knowing the way I am and how I’ve learned I’d be able  
to go to a technical school or a high school. It’s obvious that the  
workload is different. At this point, for what I know how to do,  
I could go to a psycho-pedagogical high school. I think I’m good in  
relationships with others, even with little kids - I love them.  
Cooking, no. So if I were to start all over again I wouldn’t choose the 
school I’m at now.

No, me neither, really.
I hope I would not be that way and I would not have to fight for my 
rights each time.

It’s tiresome.
Yeah, I spent so many hours going to the teacher saying, “Look, this is 
what I can do and I need.” Enough! It should be the teacher who goes 
to the others and says, “Look, there are these kids who are struggling 
in this and not that.” Because a kid gets stressed. I get stressed every 
time I go to teachers who ask me, “Why are you dyslexic?”

Do you know where you want to go for psychology?
To the Bicocca or Padova. But it depends on what I want to study.
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INTERVIEW 7

Simona: Hey, Dyslexics! Hey, Dys’!

I’ve been waiting for Simona for a while. She finally comes into the 
room and doesn’t seem too concerned. She plops herself down 
on the chair and starts right in on telling me about herself .
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Hi, I’m Simona, I’m almost nineteen.

Can you tell me when you were diagnosed?
I was diagnosed a few months ago, before Christmas, because I 
always had a lot of difficulties reading. I saw that I was much, much 
slower than the others, and I often couldn’t finish tests because of 
the time and the way I was reading wasn’t normal. My parents kept on 
telling me to keep reading as much as possible, even if I do read a lot  
if I have time, because I do like it.  
This summer I read all the Harry Potter books, so I read a lot. I like 
it but I’m really slow. I found out that some of my friends read these 
books in two days and it took me two weeks, if not more. 

Tell me about school.
I was flunked last year and I went into this class where there are 8 
dyslexic kids, which is pretty strange.

How many of you are there in total?
Out of 25, there’re a lot of us, but it’s something peculiar to this class. 
Talking a little with them, making friends, I realized that a lot of the 
things that were difficult for them were the same for me. I had been 
thinking of taking this test for a couple of years because a friend of 
mine took it and she turned out to be dyslexic. 

So why didn’t you?
Because I don’t have a great relationship with my parents and I can 
hardly communicate with them, so I end up talking as little as possible. 
I was stupid not to tell them this. Maybe if I had discovered it earlier, I 
wouldn’t have flunked last year. Now I did all the tests and I’m dyslexic, 
dyscalculic, dysgraphic and dysorthographic.

What do you think of the compensative measures?  
Have they helped you?
Yes, yeah, from an average grade of 3/10 I was able to get an 8/10 in 
some subjects. There’s always a little bit of sluggishness. It helped me 
a lot to be able to have the mind maps during the tests, to have more 
time and to have fewer questions; these are important and they mean 
a lot, even if there are some people who tease me. 
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In your class?
Yeah, there’s a girl who teases me because dyslexia is something that’s 
diagnosed when you’re little. In fact, my parents had taken me to two 
speech therapists but they said everything was all right, because they 
screwed up giving me the tests and the diagnosis. I always went to 
private schools and someone should have realized it sooner. Even the 
teachers were skeptical about the tests and the dyslexia.

How many times have you changed schools?
I never changed schools. Only the teachers in high school believed me 
because they saw I was behind the others. But it’s still strange to be 
18 and to have a SLD evaluation. A lot of the other kids with dyslexia 
have scheduled orals, so the prep time for the others is shortened, 
and they take it out on us. 

What are you studying?
Applied sciences. I’m in a technological scientific high school. 

Did you change courses?
No no. I stayed with this choice even though it was not really the  
greatest. I prefer the humanities a lot more.

Me too . . . we’re in the same situation. I’m doing scientific high 
school now.
I’ve developed a hatred for science even though in middle school I 
had 8/10 in mathematics.

Me too . . . now we have to start thinking about college. 
I thought of studying medicine but it’s suicide. No. It would be six 
years of hell.

If there are a lot of dyslexic kids in a class, the classmates should 
be used to them and not consider it an affront to the traditional 
way of studying.
But they do . . . jokingly. Dyslexia is something that sets us apart. They 
keep hounding us, “Hey, dyslexics, hey dys” and things like that. But 
they get especially ticked off because we have scheduled tests. A lot 
of times we can’t do the best in the oral exams so we get scheduled in 
towards the end, after the others. 
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And how do you get along in the classroom, with your classmates?
I’ve just begun to fit in, and frankly I understand that it could tick some 
of them off when a few get benefits that others don’t, but it’s nothing 
personal.

Do you think you’re really getting “benefits”?
No, in fact, I had a fight with one of my classmates because at the end 
of every test she would ask me what questions we didn’t have to do. 
We also have diagrams. She doesn’t think this is right either because 
there seem to be too many benefits but then I reminded her that 
what she studies in an hour takes me days to do. She makes me mad. 
The complaints by the non-dyslexic classmate seem to hide a need for 
attention to her own difficulties in the classroom.

That’s exactly what my project is about - to show that the  
compensative measures are not an advantage or a benefit that 
let us do better than the others, but just to get us to the same 
level. 
Last year I was sick a lot and I didn’t want to study so I had to repeat 
the year. Sometimes I pretended to not feel well, even with my pa-
rents, so I could miss school because maybe I had three oral quizzes 
a day and it was killing me. I can’t handle more than one test in a 
subject a day, and it’s a lot for me. I probably wouldn’t have flunked 
last year if I had had scheduled oral quizzes. 

What do you think of the mind maps?
Really great. Before them, I always used cards because I just couldn’t 
hack it without anything, like for math formulas, or how to write certain  
names. I can remember only if I associate the word with something. 

Your relationship with your family. Do you want to talk about it? 
Do you think they helped you with the dyslexia or hindered you 
because of it?
I have a bad relationship with them regardless of dyslexia. A few years 
ago I often went to my parents, crying at night, asking them not to 
send me to school because I wasn’t ready for a test or an oral. They 
kept me at home and they were really mad. In middle school I studied 
with my father and he always got angry. I remember one time, I was 
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studying about the discovery of America and my father and I had a 
fight because I screwed up the date, I kept saying 1942. He insisted 
that I read correctly and I didn’t understand where the mistake was. 
Even now I have my mother read me a few things. I get nervous  
because I have to stay on one page for a long time because I’m so 
slow. Sometimes I have to read and re-read a sentence until I  
understand it.

Did you say you like reading?
Yeah, I do like to read, but not school books.

Do you remember when you learned to read?
I don’t know when I learned, but my mother started to make me read 
little books when I was about 8 or 9 years old. Once she asked me to 
read twenty pages of “Geronimo Stilton” and I just flipped out because 
there were so many pages and I couldn’t do it. 

Your cousin is also dyslexic. Who could you have inherited it from? 
My parents have never taken the test for dyslexia, but maybe they are 
very mildly dyslexic. My cousin is 16 and she took the test last year, 
and I researched it and I immediately recognized the difficulties; then I 
decided to take it too.

Your parents didn’t have anything against you taking it?
Mostly it was about where to take it. But I told them I still wanted to 
take the test even if I knew for about a year and a half already that I 
had dyslexia. I didn’t know about the compensative measures that I 
could have at school; if I had, I wouldn’t have spent a ton of money 
for nothing. When I got into this class I saw all the tools that would 
have been useful and I recognized the difficulties my classmates were 
having. 

In the previous class, no one was dyslexic?
No, no one.

What’s your relationship with your classmates with dyslexia?  
Is it better? Do you understand one another better? Do you help 
each other?
Sure, of course, if someone needs to use a mind map, I give it to him 
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or her, no problem; if they ask me something, I do it. We talk, but I’m 
kind of shy. I don’t have a bad relationship with them. Dyslexia unites 
us a little because when others begin to disagree in class meetings, 
we talk among ourselves. But for me they’re not close friends, just 
classmates. 

In my class, for example, there are twenty of us and three are 
SLD and one boy has an IEP (Individualized Education Plan). Two 
of the dyslexic kids and I have a really close relationship because 
we always study together, and this brought us together.
Yeah, I understand, but I can’t study together with classmates  
because I have my own method. I’d like to do what you do. The thing 
that always hurt me was not to have been recognized as having  
dyslexia and never having been understood. Whenever we read in 
class I was always scared to death that the teacher would call on me 
because I’m slow already, and when I get in front of everybody I go 
into tilt and I screw up all the words . . . 

Even sounding out the syllables the word still doesn’t come out 
right?
Yeah, that’s it and the whole class laughs. 

The hardest thing about dyslexia is that you stand out in front  
of the whole class; everybody notices the mistakes you make  
and not the great things that you could do instead. Do you think 
that dyslexia has contributed to you in any way? What has it 
changed in you?
Before the diagnosis I thought that there was something wrong 
because it wasn’t normal that I could be so far behind the others, 
especially in reading. I was happy when I got the diagnosis, not just to 
be able to use the mind maps but to have a kind of excuse for what I 
am, for my limitations. 

How do you look at dyslexia? Something different, beautiful, 
ugly?
Nah, none of that. It’s a genetic thing. It’s a deficit you have.  
If someone helps you, you can reach the same levels as anyone else.
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Dyslexia brings limitations that everyone recognizes, but it also 
brings advantages and benefits in how you think differently from 
others. 
We see ourselves differently. I don’t know how you view a person who 
was diagnosed with dyslexia as a child. I don’t know how they react, 
but at least they are made aware of being a certain way. When you 
find out once you’re grown, you think of yourself as being on a lower 
step than others, and you end up with low self-esteem. Now I know 
that I have these problems and I am not afraid to face them.  
I know that the other person may be better. But there’s a reason.

Do you see yourself in a better light now? You said you’re timid. 
Is that your character or because you didn’t want to show you 
had difficulties reading? 
When I talk to someone, I’m always uptight. A few days ago, for  
example, my boyfriend introduced me to his best friend, and I was 
really nervous, I didn’t speak very much. The few sentences that I said 
were completely ungrammatical.

At school, are you aware that you’re better than others in certain 
areas? Maybe you catch on more quickly?
Yeah, in Italian and history, because I really like these subjects,  
I always pay attention and take notes. The teachers see that I’m trying 
really hard. In these subjects I usually get a 9/10. 

How are you in languages?
A disaster.

Thought so.
Oh yeah, because, apart from the difficulty in memorizing words, I just 
can’t seem to learn how to pronounce or write the words.

I get it. I’m bilingual, but I still can’t write the words in English 
correctly. All my homework and classwork is full of red  
underlining, and I feel horrible because it’s my first language. 
I also get certain words wrong in Italian. But I don’t make horrible  
mistakes in grammar; it depends on what I write, if I take notes or 
not, if I have to be really fast or not. I always ask for the notes from 
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classmates because occasionally I miss some of the sentences – and 
especially because I just can’t pay attention for five hours of classes.

I prefer to listen and get the notes from my classmates.
I struggle even to listen for long. I need to shut off my brain and rest.

How long are the breaks?
15 minutes at the third hour. 

There are two breaks at my school and they really save my life.
I’m used to it the way it is. The science teacher goes too fast and I 
stopped trying to keep up. I have no idea how I passed with a 6/10. 

Do you have any ideas about college?
I’m thinking of applying to Varese, which is close to home.

Do you also study philosophy?
Yeah, I’ve always done fairly well, but now I have trouble with certain 
philosophers. I don’t understand anything because the language is 
too specific and I have to memorize everything and parrot it back.  
By the time the oral test over, I’ve already forgotten everything.

Do you have a good memory?
I have a good visual memory. I remember the pages and what I’ve  
underlined. Unfortunately, I always study at the last minute staying 
up at night. When I get home from school I’m so tired that I fall asleep 
and wake up in the evening and so I’m forced to study after dinner. 
Of course this doesn’t help me.

Let’s get back to college.
I had a very vague idea of studying dentistry, because my uncle is a 
dentist and he would find me a job. But six years of chemistry,  
biology, mathematics, physics . . . there’s no way I could do that  
because they’re the subjects I hate the most. Anyway, there’s no way  
I would pass the selection exam.

When you have a problem with the teachers who don’t really 
understand dyslexia, is there someone who helps you?
No, there are a lot of us and it’s nothing new. The principal is also our 
Italian teacher; he knows me from the year before and I’ve always 
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done well in his subjects. So he decided to grade me differently from 
the others with dyslexia. I usually get a 9/10 from him. 

His grades are gifts?
I think so. The other kids with dyslexia take so much advantage of 
their difficulties and they’re never prepared for anything. It’s their fault 
if everyone ends up with compensative measures. I try to get  
prepared and study. I know the concepts perfectly even if the form 
isn’t correct, but teachers get it. I can’t express myself well.

Is there a teacher who understands you better than the others?
No, no one treats me badly. It seems strange to them that I was  
diagnosed so late. The tests show that I am severely dyslexic and so 
they probably think that I should have known sooner.  
Maybe the Italian teacher understood, he suspected.

Do you think I’ve forgotten something important to ask?
I have no idea.

Are you an only child?
Yeah.



75

INTERVIEW 8

Luca: I’m the Only Dyslexic in the Family

I’d never met Luca, but I’d always heard about him from mutual 
friends, so I had a rough idea about his story. He appears  
different from what I’d imagined. 
He looks younger than he is and just by looking at him, it’s hard  
to figure out his story.  
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Tell me something about yourself.
My name is Luca, I’m twenty years old, I live in the province of Milan. 
I’m the only one in my family with dyslexia. I have a brother who is  
three years older. They figured out I had dyslexia at the end of  
the fifth grade and from that point on things changed. Many of my 
teachers were good, unlike those in the hotel management school I 
went to. Some ups and downs.

Did everything go well in middle school?
Yes, everything went well, a special education teacher worked with me.

How did you like that?
Well, it bothered me that I had to be helped, but that’s my character. 
In fact, in ninth grade I didn’t want anyone to work with me.

Why? Do you think it attracted too much attention?
I was the only one with SLD in my class and they looked at me as  
if I were different. 

Even in middle school?
Yeah, it bothered me to be labeled as different.

Did you use mind maps?
No, no. After middle school I didn’t do the SLD program anymore.

Was there a specific program?
No, the usual tables, maps . . . I didn’t use any of the compensative  
tools. The first year I flunked because I didn’t do anything; it was a 
weird time. The wrong crowd.

It wasn’t because school was hard for you?
No, I didn’t knuckle down. I took it lightly. I was still used to middle 
school, even though you don’t have to kill yourself studying in hotel 
management school. Things changed the second year. 

You’ve always been in the same school?
Yeah, yes. They gave me a special tutor. He worked with me; I did well. 
Also, I was more serious, I had matured a bit more, I had grown. 

How do your classmates view your dyslexia?
Like I was stupid.
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But when?
I had a tutor until the end of high school. They thought that’s what I 
needed, but in the last two years of high school things changed a bit. 
I’ve grown up more and so have my classmates. 

Unlike your girlfriend, you were not very proud of your dyslexia?
No, her character is different from mine. She viewed SLD as her thing, 
but for me, SLD isn’t me. If someone can do something, I should be 
able to do it also, without a different program, without a calculator. 

Don’t you think that the things you use, you need? You use glasses 
like other people do in order to see. Isn’t dyslexia like that for you?
No.

And what is it?
Because of this experience it’s become a label.

Negative?
Uh . . . yeah! 

When your classmates asked you about dyslexia or when they 
criticized your successes, what did you say?
I’ve never been a bad person or one who is rude. I used to hear 
comments, like when I got back a test that had been simplified, or I 
got a better grade than someone did, for example a 6.5/10, which was 
like the highest I got, or I did better than another classmate who had 
gotten a 6/10, the comment would be, “I want the same quizzes as the 
down kid.”

And then?
It bothered me, and if they gave me the mind maps I didn’t use them 
or pretended to use them.

Ah, you put your all into it . . .
Couldn’t help myself.

Then something changed?
After the third year when we started doing internships, they sent me 
to a place that really pushed me in the sense that they formed my 
character. I became a little “stronger”.
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What did you do in these internships?
Since in the second year I had chosen cooking as a major, in the third 
year they sent me for my internship where specific programs are  
followed. They sent me to a “mega” place, real luxury. I like cooking 
and I had a 6/10, but in culture my grade was low, really low. I knew 
almost nothing because I didn’t study or studied the least I could. 
There, they pushed me, they put me to work.  
After that year, whatever the others said was less important because 
I came out with the highest grade, and I continued there with them 
for four years until the end of the last year of high school. I had other 
bones to pick with them and argued for other reasons.

I don’t understand, you worked . . . 
I worked there all summer, every weekend, and I didn’t study. 
I had the excuse. I had a great time - I put everything that I could into 
it because they were the only people in my whole school experience 
who didn’t cave on me.

They didn’t know about your dyslexia?
No. I didn’t tell them, always because of that stuff about getting a 
label. They were the only people who cared about me. They made  
me do so much work, so much, but they were really good. And even 
though we argued, I still really care about them. They taught me  
a ton of things. 

Did they hire you? Did they offer you a job? 
No, no, I would go to learn there for free. I never asked for a penny.

You told me that you found out you were dyslexic in fifth grade. 
Why did your parents decide to take you for a diagnosis? How did 
they take it?
My mom had noticed it when I was studying with her, I think it was 
anthology, I used to talk and make strange grammatical errors. When 
I wrote, I kept repeating the same strange mistakes. I don’t know who 
they asked, but they took me to do this check up. They discovered 
that I had SLD. They also took me to a psychologist, because I didn’t 
eat until I was 11 years old . . . and I ended up going to school to learn 
how to cook. 
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What do you mean?
When I saw food on a plate, the texture and color, for me it was  
something to look at and not to eat. 

Besides that, did the psychologist work on your problem, your 
difficulties?
Yes, yeah, I don’t really know how she helped me, but over time  
I realized there was a change. I began to eat at every meal.

What about self-esteem?
Until the middle of high school, my self-esteem – with the thing about 
this SLD – well, it was pretty low. 

And now?
Now it’s improved because I met my girlfriend who helped me and 
now I work and so things have changed a bit.

What did your mother do? Was she supportive?
Yes, sure, she was always there for me. I didn’t know it, but she went 
to talk with a lot of my teachers. When I got home, she used to tell me 
things without letting me know that she had talked with them. 

She stood up a lot for you?
Yeah, but I never noticed it.

Didn’t she talk to you about this?
She asked me so many things . . . I don’t know, my memory is crashing 
. . . she was really close and supportive. She had a job, so for  
homework she called in a ton of people, girls who would help me. 

What work did she do?
She worked in a computer company. A few years ago she got her  
degree in speech therapy and so now she works with SLD kids. 

Why do you think she made this change?
I think her interest in my situation sparked her interest in these kinds 
of problems. 

Don’t you think it might have had to do with you? To understand 
your problem and help you better?
I think so but I can’t say because I was young when it happened.
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You never asked her?
No, not about this.

How did your father take it?
My father helped as much as he could. He got angry a lot when I 
studied with him. He’s really strict and I couldn’t understand every 
thing. My mother shouted, “He can’t understand that way, you have 
to explain it to him in another way.” He never understood how to take 
me. They were great with me.

He wasn’t against you?
No, no.

What would you like to do? What are you doing now?
I’m doing a culinary course in in Milan, to have a general knowledge 
about the kitchen because if you show me how to make a dish I’ll do it, 
but it’s also important to know what’s behind it.

Where is the school?
In an academy near the center. The course is almost over; it lasted a 
month, seven days a week. In a few days the chefs who worked with 
us will send us somewhere to work on a trainee work contract.  
Most likely they’ll also pay us something, a little - the higher the level 
of the restaurant, the less they pay you, the lower the level, the more 
they pay you. 

Yeah?
Haute-cuisine restaurants are like a university. In the middle range 
restaurants you earn more. 

How do you deal with languages in general?
I like foreign languages. I never had problems in school with French. In 
English, I used to make some mistakes when I spoke.

I would like to understand your performance at school - where 
you have improved, how did you improve?
I was a complete disaster in grammar, I had no idea how to construct 
sentences, I didn’t know how to pick out the subject, the complements, 
the verbs. It totally confused me that “I have” is made up of subject 
and verb. I saw only two words. I didn’t have many difficulties in math. 
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Are you only dyslexic?
Yeah.

What level?
I don’t know . . . I could ask my mother.

In mathematics did you use maps and a calculator?
I didn’t have any mind maps until the last year of middle school, only 
the calculator, and everybody used that. The first year of high school 
the program got harder and they started letting me use mind maps. 

You’re not dyscalculic?
No.

Why did they let you use them?
Because teachers aren’t trained in certain issues, not trained to teach 
certain people with certain problems.

So they don’t know the difference between being dyscalculic and 
dyslexic?
I noticed when I met my girlfriend, who told me about different  
situations - math teachers who didn’t allow mind maps for math.  
For example, she reads the numbers with the thousands, the  
hundreds and the tens, not all together but staggered. But instead, 
the teachers just make the letters bigger. 

Same for me - but I’m not blind! The ideas that people have 
about dyslexia, like believing dyslexic kids always reverse letters, 
you never had to explain this?
In my opinion they lack fundamental training. The teacher thinks that 
the special tutor can do it.

Who made your mind maps?
My mother, or they used to take me out of class to repeat the lesson 
to me calmly, and the teacher made me the mind map.  

Don’t you think you should have done it? Something should be 
summarized the way you understand it, right? It’s easy to have 
someone do it, but when you have a test you’re lost. 
Yeah, that too. My study method changed; I made mind maps of a 
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lesson, for example, of five pages. I underlined the important things 
and wrote them on a sheet of paper and I summarized them. This was 
my only method of studying. I never had another.

How did that work for you?
Pretty well. I took me an hour to do 10 pages, but when that hour was 
over, I knew the 10 pages. When the teacher made me mind maps  
of how he explained it, I didn’t understand it; it was as if he gave me a 
blank page of paper from which to take the test. 

Did the teachers ever give you a hard time for your mind maps, 
saying there was too much on them, that you were copying?
No, because I didn’t use them.

Even afterwards?
No. I always studied for an oral quiz or a test the day before, for  
about 20 minutes whether it was for 5 pages or 100 pages. In those 
20 minutes, I knew pretty much all of it. 

How did you do?
I got my political 6/10. I didn’t care about getting 7/10 or 8/10 or 10/10. 
I just wanted to get out of school. I always hated school. I could never 
stand to study things that I would have forgotten the following day.

If you had the power to start a school for students with dyslexia, 
how would you set it up? Everyone says that deep down we’re 
all a little bit dyslexic. How do you think it could be structured to 
bring out the best in a kid with dyslexia?
In my experience I’d make the hours shorter. After the break I could 
barely pay attention to the next class; during the last classes I either 
crashed or entered into my own little world and I just couldn’t pay 
attention. 

Do you think that classes should be shorter?
No.

They say that after 45 minutes the level of attention of kids 
drops dramatically. Do you think it’s better to have 45 minutes 
where you pay attention or an hour and a half where your mind 
wanders?
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Just like cooking classes, the first half hour is explanation, then we 
prepare what the teacher explained. He gives us 10 questions on the 
first 5 pages and if we answer correctly, we move on, if not we see 
what the common mistakes are.

You mean, right away you put into practice the things you learned?
Yeah, day by day. It’s a continuous level of study and attention.

Do you think this method would help a lot?
I’ve never thought about it.

At school did you realize that something was wrong?
I would change the time when the classes start. I had to get up at 
5:30 in the morning, and the teachers never realized this. The system 
also lacks meritocracy, the commitment that one puts. Teachers can’t 
know the story behind all their students.

Isn’t that their job?
I know, but we need to put ourselves in their shoes.

Let’s take an extreme example. The President of a nation is 
responsible for ensuring every citizen the best possible lifestyle 
and also has to take care of the schools in each region, the  
hospitals, etc., like everything else. He puts himself in a position 
to give his best. Doesn’t the teacher do this?
You’ve given me a difficult comparison. Even teachers have their own 
responsibilities, but we’re not in the greatest period, because even 
teachers have their own problems, but I’ve never really looked into 
this. It’s fair to say that they should do their best. My law teacher used 
to give you the test questions to read, you memorized them and then 
you were done with it. Even they have lost some desire, I don’t know 
how . . . 

What do you think the teacher’s role is?
It should be a tutor. It’s become a machine, talk, take the test, like the 
teachers I’ve seen. The teachers at my girlfriend’s school are different 
- they care a lot about her. 
I haven’t seen any interest paid to me except in a couple of subjects. 
They shouldn’t be transmitting only their knowledge. They should 
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teach the difference between good and bad, to act with a certain 
ethical basis. 

Has your internship made you stronger with regard to your 
dyslexia or just stronger as a person in your relationships with 
others? 
It made me realize a lot of things, because in the school that I chose, 
you have to be willing to do certain things. If you mess up a dish they 
don’t say “Okay, redo it,” – they make you eat it. The chefs were big, 
bad guys. One stood behind me, insulting me in order to encourage 
me, to motivate me. That’s the way they taught me and it really helped 
me a lot. I always got the highest grades in the internships, and my 
classmates would say, “Well, because you’re a down, they sent you to 
a down place.” A friend of mine came one day and he never returned. 
They massacred him. You have to stand for fourteen hours and you 
get three hours of break time each day, and you work every day, even 
holidays.

I’ll read the story of a man living in the US who’s now about 50 
years old. It tells us about the effect dyslexia has had on his 
life and the fact that his father couldn’t accept it, leading to the 
situation he’s in today. 
“In second grade I didn’t know to read, so I was flunked and from 
that moment on I knew that I wouldn’t go very far. I learned how to 
shut up and not get noticed, to be as invisible as possible. Without 
much to do during lessons, I started drawing. My mother noticed 
that something was wrong and tried to help me, but my father 
thought I was just lazy and called me dumb, stupid. I still suffer;  
in fact, I’m very shy and introverted. At 49 years old I’m still paying 
the price for not having gone on studying, not having any true  
formal education. I never went to high school or college, but as a 
child I always wanted to become an airline pilot, but when I  
started to draw I realized I was more interested in designing them. 
But without a diploma that dream died for me, but not only that 
dream. All my dreams are dead.”

What do you think about that?
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The father saw him as lazy - he didn’t realize the difficulties in studying 
and left him. He did what his father said about him: “I don’t do 
anything, I don’t study anything.” The father didn’t encourage him to 
study, to push himself - he didn’t help in in his choices. To his regret, 
he put on the brakes. 

There are stories of great people with dyslexia who become 
important, famous. We don’t often hear the stories about people 
who suffer and then they pay the consequences for the rest of 
their life. Do you think it’s because there are only a few of these, 
or is it something else? Is it because it’s not nice to know there’s 
clearly a negative part or is it that our parents want to hide from 
us the fact that dyslexia can become something totally negative? 
Are you telling me that there are a lot of these kinds of stories?

No, no there are only a few we hear about who – because of the 
school and their parents – ended up in a situation that can’t be 
changed. Today you need a diploma to even work as a waiter. 
Like you say, these people don’t tell, they try not to tell, because  
writing your own story is an important choice. 

Would you like to talk about your story?
My girlfriend wanted to write a book and she talked to her mom about 
it. She started a journal but didn’t keep up with it.

She wanted to write day by day?
Yeah, she wanted to write about her story with dyslexia, her whole life. 
I wouldn’t tell my story.

Don’t you think that it could help someone?
Seen from this perspective, it could help, because when I finished high 
school, I said that I would never go to college. I continued like that, but 
in the end all those things that I went through, the nasty comments . . 
. those phrases still run through my head, telling me, “You can’t go to 
college.”

I’d like to tell you a story that I’ve read in other interviews.  
It’s about a guy who had some really big failures at school but 
also successes:
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The only subject in which he had 10/10 was P.E. and he was real-
ly proud of that. English and math were a huge obstacle for him. 
When he asked the school counselor about the best university for 
him, she told him it would be better if he didn’t go at all. But he 
knew he wasn’t stupid and he wanted to show that to everyone 
who had doubted him. So he started looking for a university that 
was right for him, one with small classes like in high school, because  
he wanted to learn those things he liked and he was able to do.

Do you think he was able overcome the diversity that comes with 
dyslexia?
He wasn’t involved with his school psychologically. The teachers didn’t 
stimulate him and so he didn’t like it, he got poor grades . . . with his 
difficulty. 

But what about the fact that he didn’t give up? He didn’t throw 
in the towel in front of the person who told him that he couldn’t 
ever make it. To hear that you can’t hack it. 
He did what I did. In my hotel management school I got 5/10 in  
cooking and 4/10 in the dining room. I said all right, I’ll study and  
become the best and then I’ll come back to this school and I’ll teach 
you, because the grades you give me do not reflect what the people in 
the field I work with say. The guy in the story has strength of character 
- he didn’t give up just like I didn’t give up cooking. If you give me a 
4/10 in cooking I’m very sorry, but I didn’t stop.

Did you find someone who told you to give up?
Yeah, yes, when I was tired or sick at work they told me, “Tomorrow 
don’t come, stay at home for a week.” The next day I was there. You 
cannot tell me what I can do. I go to work with a fever, with back pain, 
sore legs, with cuts on my hands.

When did you decide that hotel management school was your 
first choice?
I wanted to be a biologist. Then I chose an easier school, because in 
middle school I already realized that I didn’t really want to study.  
I wanted to learn a profession and work. From the first year of high 
school I knew I wanted to work, and in the third year I got it. I already 
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had a passion for cooking. Also for veterinary studies because I like 
animals, but for no other reason.

Weren’t your parents worried because you didn’t want to study?
Sure, they said, “If you don’t study, what do you want to do, go into 
the military?” We worked in the kitchen until noon. They stressed you 
out and did it to make you understand that you have to cook the best 
dishes in the world because it is you who do it. You don’t cook for the 
money, but to please people. I understood that later. I used to  
improvise things. If they saw me standing doing nothing, they’d throw 
a spoon at me. The second year, I really got into it. 

A final question. If you were to have children, would you like 
them to be dyslexic?
I wouldn’t want them to be dyslexic because of all they have to go 
through at school. In the Italian culture if someone can’t do  
something, he’s stupid, retarded. Anyway, I’d try to help them.

Don’t you think that in the end you could help them when they’re 
working and not in their studies? Help them to see the subtleties 
that a person without SLD wouldn’t normally grasp?  
I know of many people who are accepted in science at MIT 
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology) precisely because they 
are dyslexic. Because they have something that makes them see 
beyond what is in front of them. They’re shown one path but 
they will see ten others leading them to something even greater. 
Do you realize that in the kitchen, with this passion you have, it 
makes you experiment different things that some people would 
say “no” to? 
Yeah, I can see that. I do what I feel like doing. Like when I help my 
girlfriend make recipes, and then she gets 10/10, like in the last  
evaluation. 

In the kitchen it’s all about creativity?
They taught me that creativity can come, but later. First you have to 
work your way up, even for fifteen years. It’s a unique job and only if 
you’re a little crazy you can do it. 
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Dyslexia has taken you to another level, a desire to experiment, 
not to stop?
Dyslexia didn’t push me, it was me being pissed off that did it,  
because they looked at me with those eyes, those phrases and I  
realized they were yanking my chain.  
So I was boiling inside and it spurred me to get back at the school 
that massacred me. 

Good!
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INTERVIEW 9

Michele: I’m Studying Computer Science

Michael is a short, skinny guy. I think he agreed to do this 
interview to try something new. He sits in front of me as if I were  
a teacher about to question him. 
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How old are you?
I’m 14 and I live near Varese. 

What grade are you in?
I’m in my first year at an applied scientific high school. 

When were you diagnosed with dyslexia?
Around the end of the first, beginning of the second year of middle 
school. 

Not too late then. Who recognized you might have dyslexia?
It was my middle school Italian teacher whose son has dyslexia. 

So she saw the same difficulties in you.  
Did your parents take you for the diagnosis right away?
Yes, I am dyslexic and dysorthographic.

When did you start to use the compensative tools?
I used them almost immediately, just as I was finishing the sixth grade.

How did your classmates react to your compensative measures? 
They were used to them because there were already three others 
with SLD in the class. It wasn’t anything new for the other teachers.

What was it like for you?
Better, because it was easier and quicker to study, I could do less 
work. I had mind maps and it was better. 

What was it like before?
In elementary school I didn’t have serious problems, I knew I had  
to study a lot more than the others to compensate.

How did your parents react to your dyslexia?
It wasn’t any big deal for them because my brother is also dyslexic, 
and he’s in the third year of high school.

When was he diagnosed?
After I was, last year.

Why so late?
First they didn’t know. When they discovered my dyslexia they had 
him take the tests too, in the same year I was diagnosed.
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Do you also have another brother?
Yeah, but he isn’t dyslexic.

What about your parents?
No idea...

What was it like at the beginning of high school?
It was fine. I needed time to organize the programs and tools.  
I had to figure out what subjects I needed to make mind maps for, 
when to use them and when I preferred not to use them.

You don’t use them in all subjects?
No, for example in science don’t use them, I prefer to study a little 
more by memorizing. This year we have chemistry.

Why is that?
Because the mind maps confuse me. I only use mind maps for history. 
For mathematics and physics I use formulas.

How are you doing in English?
I find it hard to study, because it doesn’t stick in my mind. 

What specifically? The words?
I remember the words, but I can’t memorize a whole speech. Writing, 
studying, those are ok. It’s my mouth that doesn’t work because  
I have no time to think about grammar.

So how to structure the sentence. But in the end can’t you use 
the mind maps?
No, it’s not allowed. The last time, however, the teacher gave me a list 
of questions that she would ask me so I studied them before.  
I did better.

From what I hear in this school, the teachers are pretty  
approachable?
Yeah, they don’t give us problems.

Have you seen any changes in yourself since your diagnosis?
Yeah, because I have more time for sports.
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Did you also go to a speech therapist?
Yeah, I remember going every Saturday morning. She taught me to 
articulate the words, to write without hurrying. I learned a method for 
studying. Every once in a while I stopped going and them I would go 
back again. She showed me games with the cards and numbers to do 
at home, to stay concentrated longer. 

How are you in math?
Good, I like it a lot and also physics. 

Were you the one who chose to go to a scientific high school?
I was the one who chose it, even if I couldn’t make up my mind  
between a few schools. But my brother was already there. 

How does your brother live with his dyslexia?
He’s calm about it. But because he found out about it later, he still 
does some things they way he did before. For example, he doesn’t use 
tables for the math formulas, but he prefers to study them. 
He’s still struggling with Latin. The first year he couldn’t use the  
normal dictionary.

Do you have Latin, too?
No, no I’m studying computer science. I really like it and next year  
we start programming. 

Do you think you’ll have problems with programming 
Well, I don’t know anything about it yet, so . . . 

For what I know are sequences of numbers, calculations . . . 
is there anything you still want to tell me?
No, I think I told you everything.
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INTERVIEW 10

Carlo: I Get Top Marks in Physics

I only know Carlo by sight; he sits a little clumsily in front me.  
I hope I don’t give the feeling I’m conducting a police  
interrogation. He has a round face and nice, alert eyes. 
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Do you want to tell me about yourself?
My name is Carlo and I was born in Milan in 1999. I’m fifteen years old 
and I’m in the second year of scientific high school.

When did you find out you’re dyslexic?
I found out in middle school, because even in technical drawing class 
I couldn’t see the lines when I drew, I couldn’t understand how to do 
the drawings. The teachers told me to take a test. 

Are there other dyslexic kids in your class?
Yeah, out of 19 students there are 3 guys and a girl. 

Is anyone in your family dyslexic?
To my knowledge nobody in my family has done the test.

What would you like to do after high school?
I haven’t decided yet about college. I’d like to be either an accountant 
or a player’s manager, a sports agent. I really like soccer, or maybe 
even be the sports director of the technical team for a soccer club.

Getting back to the tests, when did you take them?
I did the test for dyslexia in 2013, at the start of high school, because 
the teachers in middle school thought I could be dyslexic, especially 
the art teacher – because I love to draw but I couldn’t see the images. 
When the teacher told me to draw the lines I couldn’t understand 
what they were. I really couldn’t understand anything, I was a mess.

Were you doing better in other subjects?
In the other subjects I got tired much faster than the other kids.  
Even now, after half an hour, after I write a lot, I get distracted, lose  
my concentration. I feel tired and I need to take a break.

Do you use compensative tools?
At school I started to use mind maps that help me especially to study. 
Then I also use them during the tests, when I don’t remember  
a formula – not practical examples, but the formulas in general.  
They help me to remember because otherwise it’s difficult for me to 
remember everything.
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How do you feel about these tools?
I’m fine because anyway in the end I learn the things, I mean, after  
a lot, a lot, a lot of practice I eventually learn. After a couple of times,  
a person without this problem will remember right away. For example, 
if someone tells me a name, after a moment I’ve already forgotten 
it. The other day, our new classmate said that his name was Davide. 
After a moment I confused the name Daniele with Davide. 
There are times when I just don’t remember.

Where you diagnosed late?
I was already into two months of high school and so I wasted a lot of 
study time. In fact, the tests took a long time and they complicated 
things for me. They just blew away the beginning of high school, and 
that’s where you get the basis for the second trimester.

What did your classmates say?
As far as I recall, my classmates were ok, they didn’t say anything. 
Maybe I’ve removed this all now; I swear I can’t remember.  
But it hasn’t been too bad for me.

And your teachers?
In the first few months my teachers didn’t even know me, so it wasn’t 
a problem for them. They didn’t bug me about it. 

Does anyone help you study at home?
It depends, because for some subjects like English and Latin I study 
with other kids. But I study grammatical analysis, Italian, mathematics 
and physics with some teachers. In history and science my mom helps 
me because I get a headache reading so many pages. She reads them 
to me and helps me to make mind maps. In math I focus a lot on  
the formulas, and in the other subjects I try to be concise, using a key 
word that helps me remember a topic that we went over. 

What memories do you have of middle school?
I remember that the middle school I went to was a lot harder than  
this one. I had to study history as much as I study science and history  
now. They didn’t let me use mind maps and sometimes my mom  
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wasn’t there and it was really hard work for me. My teacher didn’t like 
me - I wasn’t her favorite. Once a classmate didn’t know anything but 
she got an 8/10 because she started crying. When my turn came, I 
said a lot but I got a 6.5/10. I didn’t sleep well due to all the tension 
and anxiety that the next day things could go worse. I used to fall  
asleep at two o’clock in the morning playing with the phone so I 
wouldn’t think about anything else. Even my English teacher and 
others got me stressed out and they didn’t understand that every day 
except for Wednesdays I got to school at 8:00 and I left at 5:00. When 
I got home I couldn’t even rest my mind for a second - I had to study, 
and so I was stressed out on school days. During certain periods, I 
said, “Please I want to stay home.” I was completely wiped out.

Did your parents understand that you were dyslexic?
Initially, my parents didn’t think so and neither did I, so it didn’t matter. 
But in the first year of high school I said, “Ok, let’s take it! Because 
if I’m really dyslexic, why should I have to be at a disadvantage with 
respect to the others? “

How did your parents react?
My parents took it very well, they were cool. My mom helps me like 
always, my dad too, when I ask him to give me a hand he always tries 
to help me. They haven’t made this tough at all.

What problems do you have in reading?
When I read I don’t put in the punctuation and if I try to force myself 
to read well, I don’t understand anything I read. I’m like a robot that 
says things but doesn’t understand anything and that really bugs me. 
It’s hard for me to learn so many formulas, there are so many letters 
that confuse me. There’s such a mess in my head that it’s scary!

Are there any strong points?
Strong points? I don’t know. Starting in the fourth year of elementary  
school, my school was a lot more demanding than many others. In 
fact, they’re really known for this. The strong point is that I’m just 
happy that I got through the five hardest years and that, I have to say, 
I was able to do it while others couldn’t.                    
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Did you have to give up any other activity?
Yeah, I’ve made a lot of sacrifices, because I had signed up for soccer 
three years ago and in three years maybe I made twenty practices, 
really great practices, but way too few. Once my friends even told my 
mom, “Come on, let him come, let him come to play,” but I had to  
study . . . so it was really hard for me but I had to give it up.

Do you think that dyslexic kids have qualities that others don’t?
I think that people with dyslexia may even be more intelligent than 
others. For example, chess is a very challenging game where you 
really have to use your wits. With my classmates, I managed to get to 
the Nationals in chess, so that in any case – I don’t know how to say 
it – yeah, it makes me happy. Maybe at school I can’t hack it, but my 
strong point would be this.

Which subjects are the most difficult for you?
English, Latin and mathematics are the complicated subjects for me. 
For other kids these may be easier. In other subjects I do pretty well, 
but it doesn’t mean that in Latin, English and mathematics I’m a total 
disaster. I have 5.5/10 in those three, but it’s still not passing.

When did you feel really good at something?
In physics I got top marks and that makes me feel good. It was really 
satisfying when the teacher handed back my test. I didn’t believe it;  
I was really happy. Then I got 8/10 in history even if I was absent for 
several days because I was sick. Lately I haven’t gotten many grades, 
but even in Italian I got a good grade: 7/10. I have to say that this is 
also thanks to those who help me because without them, even  
putting together a mind map would be hard. 

Do you use maps?
The mind maps help to synthesize. There are keywords that help 
me remember a topic. But they’re still demanding because I have to 
remember a little of everything. Then if someone like me isn’t good at 
summarizing, it’s hard. If they help me for English or history, together 
with my mom’s help I can create a logical path. Instead in math and 
physics, with the formulas maybe I forget to write some of the things, 
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some formulas. Even copying down seems to be trivial, but I have to 
study a topic that’s ten pages long and then in those ten pages there 
are a lot of things. If I struggle to remember things for an oral test, 
then it’s difficult to even remember them and write them down on 
the mind maps. So anyway I need someone to help me to make those 
maps.

What’s your relationship like with your dyslexic classmates?
My relationship with them is just like it is with other people who aren’t 
dyslexic, identical. In my old school there were only one or two kids 
who were dyslexic and were really targeted, because when you’re little 
you still can’t understand these things. This happened in elementary 
school and maybe at the start of middle school. Here in high school 
with other classmates, with more kids with dyslexia, no one targets 
you. Sometimes we joke among ourselves, calling each other dyslexic. 

Did you already know anybody when you started high school?
I didn’t know anyone and the first ones I hooked up with where two 
twins and another guy. They weren’t there the first day of school, but 
from the second day we got to be friends. 

Do you help each other?
Yeah, sure. When I don’t have the mind maps they lend them to me. 
They let me photocopy them. We also help one another with  
homework. If one of us doesn’t get an exercise, we give it to them. If 
someone is having trouble, why not get help? We also give and get 
help from classmates who aren’t dyslexic. 

Do the teachers let you use the compensative tools or do they 
prevent you from using them?
Well, there was a teacher who grumbled because she wanted me to 
do homework like everyone else.

What subject?
Math. My mom went to tell her about my IEP (Individualized Education 
Program). I had the right to have less homework because if I didn’t, 
I couldn’t study all the other subjects. Then on the mind maps you 
shouldn’t write what the teacher wants, but what helps us. But when 
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there are new teachers you have to ask what they want, what their 
guidelines are.

For you is dyslexia a good or a bad thing?
Dyslexia, in my opinion, is neither good nor bad. It’s something that 
one has, but because someone can have it or not have it, it’s an  
indifferent thing. I honestly think that sometimes it’d be better not to 
have it because there’d obviously be fewer problems. But because of 
the compensative tools, it’s really no hassle.

Do dyslexics all have the same problems and are they all the 
same? 
I think some teachers are wrong when they think that everyone with 
dyslexia has the same problems and the same deficiencies. There 
may be someone like me who is a disaster at reading, or who doesn’t 
draw very well. Others might find it hard to do other things. I know 
people with dyslexia, like my French teacher in middle school, who has 
no problem reading. If you give me a word in Italian with all the letters 
mixed up and I have to write out the word, I can do it, I get it. But my 
French teacher said she couldn’t do that. We had a test like that and 
she told us she couldn’t do it. So, each one has different difficulties. 

I told a story to the other kids that I had found on the Internet, 
about a boy that had failures at school but also successes: 
The only subject where he got 10/10 was P.E. and he was really 
proud of that. But English and math were big hurdles. When he 
asked the guidance counselor advice about choosing a university, 
she said it would be better not to go at all. But the guy knew he 
wasn’t stupid and wanted to prove it to all those who had doubted 
him. So he began to look for a college that was right for him, with 
small classes like in high school, because he wanted to learn what 
he liked and was able to do.

In your opinion, was he is able to go beyond this diversity of 
being dyslexic?
Well, I think I’m a bit like this story. I’m still in my second year of high 
school, so I haven’t thought about going to college yet. But the first 
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part, the part about failing - yeah, I’ve also had huge failures and 
huge successes. For example, last year in physics if I got a 6/10 it was 
a miracle. This year I got 9.5/10. This was fantastic for me. But I also 
got really bad grades, like a 3/10 in English. This can be a bummer. I’m 
convinced that being dyslexic is not being stupid. He didn’t do well in 
English and math . . . it’s a little like me, except I also have Latin. 

Do you think that people who don’t have dyslexia are able to 
understand?
Some teachers, and even parents, and to tell the truth, sometimes my 
mother even thinks I’m lazy and I need to focus more. They think I joke 
around, I’m just a goof-off, I just want to fool around, but actually I’m 
really tired. If I say that I’m tired it’s because I want to take my bike and 
get out for a while. At a certain point, my mind just goes blank. Staying 
on the same topic for half an hour is a struggle for me.  
Unfortunately, whoever doesn’t experience it doesn’t understand this, 
because they’re not dyslexic. 

Do you think that things will improve in the future?
I am convinced that in college I’ll study the things I like. Even if some 
don’t believe it. I’m not talking about my parents but the teachers. 
Someday I’ll show everyone that they were really wrong about me. 
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INTERVIEW 11

Jessica: I Can’t Do the Exercise

I enter a classroom they gave me for the interview and Jessica  
is already there waiting. I didn’t even get out the first question 
when she begins to toss her hair back and forth, clearly flustered. 
Small and cute, she looks as me with wide-open eyes. 
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How old are you? What grade are you in?
I’m 15 and I’ll be 16 in December. I’m in the second year of applied 
sciences high school here in Varese.

Are there other dyslexic kids in your class?
Yeah, they’re four of us. The other three are guys. There’s another 
classmate with another diagnosis but I can’t remember the name of it.

SEN? Special Educational Needs. 
Could be.

When did you realize you had dyslexia?
When I was in elementary school my teachers noticed that I struggled 
a lot to write the dictations. I understood the words but I made a lot 
of spelling mistakes. I remember that in one dictation I made about 
thirty errors. From there the teachers started to ask a few questions. 
They called my parents and told them that I might have a form of 
dyslexia.

What did your parents do?
My mom decided to have me tested for this. I went to a speech  
therapist for a few years to do special tests, and eventually I was  
diagnosed with dyslexia.

You’re only dyslexic?
No, I was having also trouble with arithmetic, especially with division; 
they thought I might also be dyscalculic. The speech therapists  
confirmed it with a test.

When were these diagnosed?
In the fifth grade, after the diagnosis the teachers implemented the 
compensative measures that the school uses for dyslexic students 
and now I even feel better.

How?
For Italian class my essays are graded based upon a special  
assessment. In math we use the calculator so it doesn’t take so long.

How did your parents take it when your dyslexia was confirmed?
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At first they were really obsessed with my grades because it’s  
important to them that you give always your best. Then, when they 
saw that I was struggling in elementary school, they tried to solve my 
problem. When I study math my mom often helps me because she 
also went to a scientific high school. If I get a bad grade, they tell me 
that next time I’ll do better and the important thing is that I am trying 
my best. In the end, dyslexia is not a tragedy.

Are you an only child?
No, I have three sisters and four brothers. 

Wow! Are you kidding?
No! We’re eight kids, ten of us including my parents.

Oh! And you’re the only one with dyslexia?
For now my brothers don’t seem to have any difficulties.

How old are they?
I always get this messed up . . . one is in his fourth year of high school 
and another in his second. And the third is in the second grade and 
the little one must be in first. The littlest is a sister who is a year  
and a half old. With one of my sisters, we’re two years apart - I’m  
the eldest, and then there’s another who’s entering his first year  
of middle school.

Any of the others diagnosed with dyslexia?
Yeah, the sister who’s in the last year of middle school was diagnosed 
with dyslexia when she was in fourth grade, but her dyscalculia is 
milder than mine. Another sister was diagnosed with dyslexia, and her 
dyscalculia is more pronounced than mine. She has a lot of trouble 
in mathematics and in Italian. She gets a lot of help - there’s a good 
teacher who helps her. A girl came to the house for a while to help her 
with math. But this sister is committed to do her best; she’s fine in all 
the other subjects. 

And what about the boys?
Nothing right now but two are still very small. The one who’s in the 
fourth grade has no problems and I think he’s fine.
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How is it for you at school?
At school it’s great, and my classmates are all nice even if they’re a 
little immature, but they get better as time goes by... They’re not very 
many of us and we know each other well. I’m fine with my teachers, 
especially my Italian teacher. Even the other teachers help me during 
the English and math tests. Since I have these difficulties, I often go to 
her to “set me straight” so that I can continue to work alone, calmly.

And in English, how are you doing?
I’d say ok, because I don’t have many problems. I make spelling  
mistakes like I do in Italian.

But that kind of mistake they shouldn’t even count? 
No, they grade the content, following what was given and the  
grammatical form, whether it’s correct or not.

Are the mind maps, the compensative tools, useful considering 
that you’ve used them for several years?
Now in high school I have scheduled oral tests.

Before you didn’t have that?
I didn’t have it in middle school, but I was still ok. There was a really 
strict Italian teacher, so in high school I didn’t get hit as hard because 
I was well prepared. With scheduled quizzes, the work has lightened 
up. Sometimes I don’t even schedule the oral. When I’m ready I tell  
the teachers and they give me the quiz. 

So you pretty much have things under control?
Yeah, if I forget to schedule a quiz, they come to me and ask me  
to choose a day.

Your classmate, the one diagnosed with SEN, is he treated  
the same way?
Yeah, as if he were dyslexic.

And what do you think about that?
I think he should be helped because he also has difficulties that  
he has to deal with, for example, in mathematics, he is just like those 
of us who are dyslexic.
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I also have a SEN classmate, but I don’t completely agree with 
you because if she’s not dyslexic she should have another type  
of help.
My classmate doesn’t have help but someone else could probably 
benefit from it. If one is conscious of the fact that he can do it, he can 
decide if he wants to do it on his own.

Your classmate is SEN (Special Educational Needs), you others 
are dyslexic. Have others ever asked you what that means?  
How did you answer them?
Sure, they asked me, but I’ve never really understood what it means  
to be dyslexic. When I explain I just list my problems in reading,  
in doing arithmetic problems, the fact that I need more time because 
on my own I tend to be slow. 

You haven’t lived with your dyslexia in a negative way, right?
No, it is normal. Maybe I’ve had more difficulties with the dyscalculia. 
Sometimes I forget I’m dyslexic.

How are your sisters handling it?
One of my sisters is often edgy because she’s treated differently from 
the others. She says she can handle it fine without the help. The other 
sister says it’s great being dyslexic and she takes advantage of it.  
But it’s just the opposite, because she struggles a lot more than I do.

Will they be coming to this school?
Next year one of my sisters will be here doing the same kind of  
applied sciences high school I do. For the others there’s time.  
They still have to do middle school.

Your parents aren’t dyslexic?
As far as I know, no. Maybe my dad, but he never went for a diagnosis. 

Dyslexia is hereditary and there are a lot of you.
My mother doesn’t think it is.

In middle schools how was dyslexia handled? 
I was fine in middle school. I had a lot more trouble in math than  
I do now. I got 6/10 then and from my point of view it was a subject 
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that wasn’t easy. Like I told you before, my Italian teacher was really 
strict, but she gave me a hand and I got pretty high grades.  
The essays went well. 

Why did you decide to go to a scientific high school?
My teacher, who gave really hard tests, said that I was good and I 
could do it and even though I was dyscalculic, I could handle the math. 
I liked sciences a lot. I decided not to go for a traditional scientific  
high school. My Italian professor advised me not to do Latin because 
of my dyslexia. She also said I’d probably not like it.

I fully agree. Do you also do computer science?
In computer science I do pretty well. It depends on the topics. Last 
time I got 5/10. We made “programs” and we had to memorize the 
program logic. If I understand the topic right away then I can study all 
of it. If I can’t get a handle on it then I don’t know where to start.

Do you use mind maps for computer science?
For the last test, yeah, I did. There are specific maps for everyone, 
because in computer science math is a specific language.

How do you learn all the codes? I’d never be able to do it.
With many exercises, and paying a lot of attention in class so I don’t 
miss a thing because then the entire program is screwed up. I have a 
good memory, but I struggle more with the logic. If I reason well then  
I get the solution. Sometimes I don’t get it and I can’t do the exercise.

Have you noticed an increase of work as you continue to study  
or does it stay just about the same?
In subjects like history, geography, the workload is normal. In math, 
the more you get into it the more topics are added and if you don’t 
know what came before it’s a real mess. I can make up what I miss 
and I understand it, but I take more time than the others. 

In your opinion, is there anything you want to tell me and  
I didn’t ask?  
Yeah, sometimes I feel pretty lucky to be dyslexic because some tests 
are facilitated, like English or mathematics. The topics on the tests are 
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the same for everyone but our test is shorter - some of the sentences 
or a few exercises are left off so we can finish on time. 

Do you think you’re lucky to have dyslexia?
Sometimes I do . . . but when I see that my test is way too easy, I feel  
a  little guilty towards classmates.

Excuse me, but if it’s the same but only shorter, what’s the  
difference?
On vocabulary tests they take off the hardest words and I think that  
it becomes too easy.

Do your classmates mock you for using those accommodations? 
Sometimes, yeah, as a joke, but they’re not hostile. They make a joke 
and that’s it. I don’t let it get to me. I know I’m allowed to use those 
accommodations.

In the end it’s the teacher who decides on the test. It’s not you 
who ask him/her the way it should be. I don’t think they treat 
you like you’re stupid because of this.
No, no. Some classmates think that the ones with dyslexia do better 
than the others. And in reality, I do better than some of my classmates 
without dyslexia. Even among us, it’s different from person to person 
and in different subjects. 

There’s this idea that all dyslexics are the same, and this isn’t so, 
don’t you agree?
Of course they’re not the same.

Dyslexia is tacked on to one’s personality.
Yes, I live very normally with dyslexia, it’s not a drama. The extra  
difficulties I have don’t prevent me from getting through school.  
In the end I don’t regret being dyslexic.



108

INTERVIEW 12

Paolo: I Learned to How to Speak in Front 
of the Class 

I’ve known Paolo for many years and I always knew he had a SLD, 
so I asked him if he wanted to be interviewed. I know that  
he’s stubborn and is a little reserved, but he willingly accepted.
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What can you tell me about yourself?
I’m 15 and I’m in the second year at a scientific high school.

What schools did you attend?
I went to an international school until the third grade, then I went to 
an Italian school.

Have you always lived in Italy or abroad?
I was born in Boston and came to Milan when I was 7 months old.

Are you diagnosed with dyslexia?
Yeah, but I’m not dyscalculic or dysorthographic.

When you were diagnosed?
In the eighth grade when I changed schools. I did the test and I went 
to the speech therapist.

Before doing the test, when you were at the American school, did 
anyone, like your mother or teacher, notice you had problems? 
My mom told me that the teachers were saying that I couldn’t read or 
learn certain things. I didn’t notice anything while I was there, because 
the school system was different.

When you changed schools and went to the Italian school, were 
you calm about it? Did you notice any differences compared to 
the other kids?
Yeah, the Italian system was totally different.

Did it seem more difficult or easier?
Much more difficult. I remember that I could never memorize nursery 
rhymes, poems.

Did your mother help you with homework?
Yeah, sure.

You started speech therapy in fourth grade. Has your reading 
improved?
I remember that before when I read, I reversed the letters, I read the 
words backwards. This hasn’t happened for years now. I learned how 
to speak in front of the class.
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How were you in reading?
I was slow. I made a lot of mistakes.

Did the fact you read and write English make it easier, or even 
more difficult for you in Italian?
The reading hasn’t been more difficult because a lot of the rules  
in English are different.

Did you also improve your reading in English?
Yeah, along with the Italian.

Did your dad help with your homework like your mom did? 
No.

When you were little, what did he think about your difficulties? 
He always encouraged me because he said the important thing is  
to get into college because you can express yourself better there.  
You have to work hard starting in elementary school in order to get 
into the right university. 

Are there others in your family with dyslexia?
Yeah, my sister and my brother and also my mother. 

Who among you also has dyscalculia and dysorthography?
My brother is dysorthographic and my sister is dyscalculic.

What’s the hardest thing for you to do?
Latin translations, because there are so many rules to remember and 
I just don’t do well in this subject. 

So do you think you have a weaker memory?
Yeah, in order for me to learn things by heart, my mom tried to help 
me to make logical connections so I would remember the next word. 

Do you think this system helped you?
Yes, but now I don’t use it much. I look for symmetries in order to 
learn Latin declensions. But this method doesn’t always work.

What do you do to remember dates, the events in history? 
I match the numbers to something that I know - I use stratagems.
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At school do you use compensative measures?
Yeah, I use mind maps and sometimes they also give me more time.

Do you make the maps?
Sure, I learned how to do it alone. I use them for history and science. 

Do you look at the mind map during oral quizzes? 
It depends on the teacher. For example, today in science I didn’t do  
so well because they didn’t let me use it. 

Why?
He says it’s like cheating.

Unfortunately this is very common . . . how are your maps  
constructed? Is there too much writing?
I put keywords or just an image to remind me what I have to say. Even 
in middle school for French, in the mind maps the teacher didn’t want 
the rules to be included, just a word or eight letters. Then I had to 
adapt using different signs.

You got angry because the oral test didn’t go well because you 
couldn’t use the mind map? Did you say anything to the teacher? 
No, nothing, because then it’s worse for me. In English, when I  
brought in the paper with the rights of SLD, the teacher wrote a  
negative remark about me in his notebook. Then he took me out of 
the class and talked to me.

How do you get along with your classmates? Do they tease you 
about your dyslexia because you don’t read well? 
Maybe at times in elementary school and middle school. But not in 
high school, no.

Did it bother you when someone teased you about your reading? 
Yeah, when they went around saying that I was dyslexic. I completely 
avoided reading. I was a little ashamed.

Was there was a time when you wished you were not dyslexic?
Yeah . . . but because of my memory. I naturally have a poor memory.

This prevents you from studying well. Others also have to train 
their memories, not only those with SLD. How do you remember 
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the topics for the oral tests? Do you study the day before?
I study the day before, then I reread it even six or seven times. I often 
look at the mind map.

How do you get ready for written tests? Are they the same as the 
others?
The math and Latin teachers take off questions instead of giving me 
more time. They take off the “extra” ones, like, “If you do them all you’ll 
get 10/10” – but no one in the class does them. In the end it really  
doesn’t make it easier for me. Even if I ask for more time they don’t 
give it to me because we have to go to the next class.

In your opinion are the grades you get unfair, seeing that you 
have a SLD certification? Do they give you a chance to take a 
make up test ? 
Like everyone else, I can take a make up. 

If you mess up on a written test, can you make it up on the oral? 
It depends - I would prefer to make up with the written because it’s 
harder for me to have to explain orally.

Have you ever tried to take advantage of being dyslexic?
No, because I use the compensative tools from the teachers. What 
bothers me more is that I study a lot and then I don’t do well. There 
are those who never study anything and they can copy a few minutes  
before the oral, they read, and they get a good grade. The Italian  
system is all based on memory, and in every subject you have to 
memorize. 

When you were younger did you have other difficulties that 
are typical of dyslexia, telling left and right, the names of the 
months? 
No, no, I could tell right and left. I can’t list the months very well and I 
don’t know the number of days in each of them. 

Can you organize your homework, divide up your work?
Yes, because I’m an orderly person. I have a calendar and I write down 
in my book not only when I have a test but also when I need to begin 
to get ready and study for it.
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Do you organize yourself in this same way for other things,  
like calling a friend or getting your gym bag ready for practices? 
Those are easier because I put notes on my phone.

Do electronic devices help, or if they weren’t there would it be 
the same for you? 
Only for tests because teachers aren’t really up to using these yet.  
I never write homework on the computer because the teachers 
immediately think something is up, like it’s all been copied from the 
Internet.

But an essay is personal?
Even for an essay, because now you can find anything online. In my 
class everyone copies from the Internet; no one writes summaries  
or comments anymore, but I study and do it myself. 

Is dyslexia a burden for you or can you live with it?
I can live with it. In my class there is a girl who’s not SLD - she has a 
good memory but sometimes she doesn’t make logical connections, 
while I can get there easily.

Has your family helped in overcoming problems with dyslexia? 
They helped me a lot even if it was a hassle . . . hours by car to get to 
speech therapists and go all over other places. At home searching for 
websites with mind maps . . . 

Do you go to someone for extra help?
I go to two teachers who help me in Latin and mathematics. Some of 
my classmates without dyslexia go to more extra help classes than I do.

Did you have to give up some activities that you liked because 
you had to study more than others?
Yeah, when I was little, I was good at soccer. The “Calcio Juve” soccer 
school asked me to participate but my mother said no because  
I needed to study. She took me completely out of soccer. 

Do you play soccer now?
I play on the team at the church oratory, as the goalie. Before that I 
played on defense. 
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Has dyslexia made your personality stronger than other kids? 
Yeah. When I was little because I went to an American school, I had  
a different accent. Then there was the dyslexia; I was made fun of.

How did you react?
I got mad, and I went to the teacher who said, “Well, they’re just  
joking.” When they got really bad, the teacher still didn’t do anything. 

Did she stick up for you?
Nah. Even now some teachers tease me.

What are your plans for the future?
I don’t know. I like to construct things; when I was little I recycled 
everything in the house. My mom does sculpture and there was some 
wood, little wooden boxes. I made houses, boats . . . 

Are you good with your hands?
Yeah, in drawing I have an 8/10. 

So you could do something that relates to the design?
I don’t know . . . there’s time.

Do you think the teachers pretend not to understand what SLD 
is, or they just don’t know?
They don’t think it’s right that someone with dyslexia should use mind 
maps because when they were little it wasn’t allowed. It’s a completely 
stupid attitude if you ask me. 

Is there also a problem about information?
My parents were ready to finance the teachers in my school to take 
courses on SLD. But the school refused, afraid of change.

How many in your class are dyslexic?
There are three of us.

If you knew that one of your children or all of them were  
dyslexic, how would you take it? Would you be sorry for it or 
would you take it calmly?
If the school stayed the same, yes, I would be sorry about it because 
they would lose so much. If the school changed, if the teachers began 
to really help . . . but it won’t change much.
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Would you act like your parents did with you, or would you  
change anything?
I wouldn’t act exactly the same, but probably about the same, yeah.  
It all depends on the situation. If the school worked okay that would 
give more freedom.

Based on your experiences so far, what advice would you give to 
those who have recently found out they’re dyslexic?
My mom advised a friend of mine to take all the tests and I explained 
how he should study so he wouldn’t be starting from scratch. 

Among you, do you support one another? Do you help each  
other out?
Some people do. Sometimes we also study together - one does  
the map, the other looks for the information. If there are three tests  
in a week, we divide up the work for the mind maps. 

When you were told that the most famous people in the  
scientific, artistic, economic and other fields were dyslexic, did 
that comfort you, or could you have not cared less? Did it make 
you happy?
Well . . . happy up to a certain point, not for these twenty with  
dyslexia. The most famous was Einstein because he flunked.

Do you know and do you believe that dyslexic people out in the 
workforce have qualities that others don’t have? They’re capable 
of having a global view of situations and problems.
They told me this. At school, you realize it. My mom was able to  
overcome all the difficulties of dyslexia, all by herself.

How would you like a dyslexic person to be described, someone 
you can see yourself as? 
I‘d want him to be described as creative, organized and pretty logical 
in his thoughts.
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INTERVIEW 13

Alberto: The System Is Wrong

I meet Alberto one morning in Varese at the school he attends.  
He walks quickly into the room with a friendly, cooperative  
attitude.  
He is wearing a comfortable, indefinably colored tracksuit, which 
seems to me to be in contrast with such a demanding name.
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Hi, I’m Anna Rosa, your interviewer. I already know who you are, 
but not your age. Can we start?
Sure. I’m 18.

When did you realize you were dyslexic?
I did the test for dyslexia in the seventh grade; I don’t know why I 
found out so late. I was pretty sure of it because when I was little I was 
going to a speech therapist - I had trouble talking. After a few years, 
in the seventh grade and because I wasn’t doing well in her class, the 
English teacher, who teaches kids with difficulties, suggested to  
my parents I should take the test. The diagnosis showed that I was  
dyslexic. But in middle school, I didn’t have any compensative  
measures or mind maps.

For the entire time in middle school?
In the second and third years.

Even if you had the certificate? Why not?
Because basically none of the teachers knew what to do, how to deal 
with dyslexia.

What did your parents do?
They went to talk to the principal, who didn’t say anything. He said  
he couldn’t help us. Those years were really hard. I didn’t want to go  
to school, I never wanted to study because even if I studied all day  
I always got a 5/10.

Weren’t there any classmates like you?
There was another kid, but I found out he was dyslexic just after we 
took the middle school final exams, because he told me. He was  
diagnosed in the fourth grade but in middle school they didn’t  
differentiate between who was and who was not dyslexic. I picked 
this school because I have an older brother who was also dyslexic; 
he started at a public scientific high school and then after a year he 
changed and decided to come here. Let’s say that . . . in high school 
they could have cared less if he was dyslexic.

Did you go to a scientific high school?
A technological science high school because I have difficulty in Italian 
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and English and I wouldn’t be able to study Latin. I’m dyslexic,  
dysorthographic, dysgraphic. Instead, in math, I’ve never had  
problems. My uncle is a mathematics professor, even my grandfather. 
From an early age they made me study mathematics and now I have 
no problems and I’m not dyscalculic.

What university would you like to go to?
I’d like to go to a university where they have applied math or  
technology. I still have to decide between those two courses. When I 
arrived in this school, the first two years were really, really light.  
I decided not to have scheduled oral tests, not to use mind maps 
because I realized I could study well. I never opened a book to study, 
I never read any texts, I used my own techniques. I paid attention in 
class and I took notes. I used those to study for the tests. I was fine 
like this until the program got a little more complicated. In the third 
year of high school it was a lot harder. I began philosophy and  
the hours for science increased, there was a lot of math. I had a lot of 
difficulties, but I managed to get through with only English to make up, 
and I have always had difficulty in that. I’ve never had a passing grade 
on a written test in English. 

Why do you think that you have this difficulty in English? Is it the 
grammar, the way the language is structured, the way it’s written? 
I understand English and I can also speak it, in fact I’ve always passed  
the oral parts. I know how to construct a sentence in English and how 
to hold a conversation with someone who only speaks English.  
A friend of mine hosted a boy from Louisiana and I could talk very well 
with this American kid. My difficulty is memorizing the vocabulary for 
the tests.

Do they ask you to translate words from Italian?
It could happen. Sometimes there are exercises where you have to 
apply the rules, or vocabulary exercises. I can’t finish the sentence 
when they leave out a word. 

Does music help you?
Yeah . . . but I don’t listen that much to music in English. I prefer Italian 
singers. I listen more for the rhythm than for the words.
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If you listen to a song a thousand times, don’t you remember  
the words better, isn’t it easier?
The words we need to know at school aren’t the ones in the songs. 
We study idiomatic expressions, and we are tested on those. At this 
point I gave up because every time they asked me why I didn’t study 
the vocabulary, I answered that during the first two years I learned  
the verb conjugations really well but I couldn’t remember the  
meanings. 

But in your IEP doesn’t it say you can’t learn things by heart? 
Yeah, but the teacher doesn’t care about that. I tried to talk to her and 
I asked for only grammar tests. She told me that she couldn’t do that 
because the program in the final years requires that I know certain 
vocabulary words in the English language.  
Okay, but to this point . . . 

Can’t you find another method?
I experimented with a lot of study methods. For example, remember  
the conjugations by the sounds of the words, but for a lot of the 
words I don’t remember the translation. I tried to study writing the 
words dozens and dozens of times, but I remember them for two 
days, and the third day it’s as if I’d never studied. So I gave up.  
For my English class I always have summer school and extra exams 
for my oral tests.

And in other subjects?
Now I have some difficulties. In physics, for example, I always had  
an average of 7.5/10, but this year according to a state project, we 
have to study physics in English. In a few days I have an oral quiz and 
the written test didn’t go too well, even though I studied, because  
the questions were in English.

How many with dyslexia are there in your class?
There are six of us, all with certificates.

Do you all get on well?
Yeah, pretty much. The SLD tutor this year is expecting a baby and so 
she comes and goes. It’s been kind of confusing. 
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Besides your brother, is there anyone else in your family  
with dyslexia? 
No.

How is your relationship with your parents? Are they skeptical? 
Do they understand? 
When my parents discovered my dyslexia they were almost happy 
because they had an answer to why I wasn’t doing well at school and 
why I studied so much and still couldn’t make it. 

When did your brother get the diagnosis?
At the same time as I did, when he was already in high school. 

When you were in middle school, what did you think of yourself 
after you were diagnosed?
I don’t know . . . no difference.

Maybe before you didn’t understand why you were having  
problems and you thought . . ? 
In that sense, yeah, I asked myself why I studied so much and I 
couldn’t do certain things or it took too much time to read a book. 
After the test I received an answer to my questions.

You said that you didn’t use mind maps then, what about now? 
Yeah, now I use them because the workload has increased and I can’t 
keep up with everything.

What do you think about the tools? Is it easier to study? 
It’s not that it’s easier, because my study method has always been  
what it is. More than anything during the oral tests I know the mind 
maps are there so I can finish the thought if the word doesn’t come  
to me.

Are your teachers strict about how the mind maps should be 
made? 
No, I think they’ve become too complacent. I have classmates who 
bring a mind map, but in reality it’s a summary, not a mind map. At 
this point, it’s easier for me too not to study and I make the mind map 
at home. I use a map with signs for an entire oral quiz in science,  
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while my classmates have maps for each topic. This isn’t fair but I 
don’t want to get pissed off about it.

I also see some of my classmates taking advantage of this.  
If I didn’t study really well, I feel guilty about making a mind map 
that’s too detailed.
More than anything I get pissed off with the other kids - some of those 
with dyslexia take advantage of the situation, they constantly  
reschedule their tests. It’s because they haven’t studied. So they think 
we’re all the same and the one who does what he’s supposed to takes 
it on the chin. What bothers me is that if a person who has an SLD 
does certain things, it doesn’t mean that everyone with an SLD is  
like that. 

Oh . . . thank goodness you said it! It’s not true that dyslexic  
students are all equal. My teacher says, “Your classmate doesn’t 
use this mind map for this topic, so neither should you.”
This makes no sense and the teachers should understand it. Talking 
about the doctor who made the diagnosis, he told us that kids with 
dyslexia are all different because we’re different people. Everyone has 
to tackle school based on their difficulty.

Dyslexia is not a separate category where everyone is the same; 
dyslexic people are different among each other.
Right, it’s not a disease that can be treated with a drug. We have 
difficulties and there are various solutions to overcome them. There 
should be interaction between teachers and students to find the right 
solution. Those of us with an SLD are put in a class with others with 
whom we need to find a balance, something that’s good for everyone. 

We live in a community and we have to deal with everyone else, 
so it’s not right to create a division between those with dyslexia 
and those without. At college we’ll be in with everyone, without 
any disparities.
Let’s say that it’s the system that’s wrong.
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How do you think it could be improved?
It’s is a difficult question because, in my opinion, every school should 
have a teacher who doesn’t teach but who has taken all the educator 
training courses on SLD, even if it’s only one. This teacher should talk 
with each student who has an SLD diagnosis in order to help them 
with their problems to find ways to improve their situation.

Like a consultant?
Yeah, exactly. He or she should explain in the class meetings to all the 
teachers the various SLD difficulties and try to find a suitable study 
method. You can’t force all the teachers to take these educator  
training courses because most of them can’t find any time between 
work and their private life.

In my opinion it’s their job and they should be aware of it.
But if a teacher has been teaching for thirty years and dyslexia was 
certified only five years ago, this teacher may not be aware of it. In 
fact, many times I was told that thirty years ago a dyslexic student was 
classified as a moron.

Yeah, yes of course, I have examples at home.
I have to thank my parents because they’ve always supported me  
in any difficulty, and they understood. My father had to quit college  
because he couldn’t keep up with all the courses. Then in life, he 
found his way.

Would you like to say something that’s important for you and 
you haven’t always had the chance to say?
In my opinion, there should be more training at school for both  
students and for teachers to learn about SLD. If a teacher tells me that 
I’m not normal because I have an SLD certificate, I respond that he’s 
not normal because he wears glasses.

Right on! I agree entirely!
Everyone should be aware of SLD.
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INTERVIEW 14

Filippo: I’ve Always Been Able to Work It Out

I am waiting for Filippo in the cafeteria of the University of Rome. 
I’ve been here in Rome for two days and one of his professors,  
a friend of my father, set up this appointment.  
As soon as I see him he seems a bit shy but at the same time  
ready to talk about himself. 
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What can you tell me about yourself? Where did you go to  
school?
I was born in Rome. I went to the German school from kindergarten 
through high school. In fourth grade the teacher noticed that I had 
problems reading and a little bit in writing. So I went to the hospital 
center, Bambin Gesù, in Rome, where I did all the tests and found that 
in fact I was dyslexic.

Does the German school recognize dyslexia?
The German school is very different because it begins with first grade 
and goes until the thirteenth year. Dyslexia is recognized in the tenth 
year and then the last three years it’s no longer recognized.

So it was difficult for you?
I had a few problems in the German school. In my opinion, I wasn’t 
adequately dealt with. I found out later that in America they’re much 
further ahead, but also in Italy. My mother is a teacher in the Italian  
high school system and Italian law already provides assistance for 
children who have these difficulties in studying. With increasing 
difficulty, I finished the German school and then I enrolled at Luiss 
University in Rome.

You stayed at the German school for three years even if they 
didn’t recognize dyslexia?
They didn’t count grammar mistakes.

And then?
I passed the test for Luiss. Obviously studying in German is not  
recommended for kids with dyslexia because studying in other  
languages is already complicated. I started that way and continued, 
and then switched over to English. I have to say that English is much 
easier to manage the German. The last year of my three years  
at university I went with the Erasmus (an exchange program between  
universities) to Hong Kong and there I realized that some of the 
Americans and Canadians were doing some tests at a separate place 
because they had a dyslexia certificate, and so they had more time 
and less material to cover, like they do here in Italy.  
At the time I didn’t know what the law said about this, but then  



125

I looked it up when I was in Italy. The Italian law provides for  
compensative measures. I redid the test and I had them give me a 
certificate.

Did Luiss help in any way?
After you’re 23 they don’t give you the certificate any more and I made 
them recognize it for the last semester. Obviously at Luiss we talk to 
the professors and come to our own agreements. Each subject is  
different so you have to see how to manage the compensative  
measures - more or less measures, with the same tests as the others 
in class. I’ve started my major and I’ve always been able to have my 
dyslexia recognized. 

Major in what?
Financial economy.

How do you like it?
Good, good . . . 

Now let’s take a step back, okay?  
The German school, I know there are different levels of high 
school, one that’s a little easier, and a mid-level for those who 
really want to study. Was it was the same in your school?
The German school has an experimental scientific-linguistic high  
school. They do languages and a lot of math. The last three years you 
can concentrate in what you want, languages or sciences.

And what did you decide to take?
Sciences, of course.

And how did you do?
Okay, because maybe I had some difficulties just in reading.  
The problem is when I have a lot to read, and in class we had a lot of  
books in German, English and French, I had problems with finding 
time. So I decided to do science because it’s fast. In math you only 
have to do a lot of exercises.

In math, did they give you word problems or only number  
problems?
No, also word.
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No problem understanding the written?
No, no problem. My main problem at university is the amount of work 
they give you, especially when I have to read a lot of books, and being 
slower it takes me much longer. It takes me about 4 or 5 times longer 
to read an art book with 600 pages than it does for someone else. 

Have you developed your own personal method of studying or 
do you read and highlight? Then do you review it?
I read, I highlight, I take notes and memorize the maps. 

Do you make your own mind maps?
Yeah . . . except it takes a ton of time.

But when you have an oral, do you have difficulty remembering 
dates, names, connections?
Dates . . . yes! I have to admit in history there are problems with dates, 
yeah.

Has the school always let you use a piece of paper, a mind map?
No.

Not even at the university?
In college, my SLD certificate states that I can use numerical tables, 
formulas, but in economics I can’t bring the paper with all the  
formulas.  
For me it’s already a big deal that they give me extra time or less  
material to study because in the German school I couldn’t use 
anything. So I don’t ask and I try not to ask. 

But if you asked, don’t you think it would be easier?
Yeah, especially in finance because with the formulas it’s not as hard.

I don’t understand why you can’t use them.
I don’t know, I’ve always been able to work it out.

Isn’t it something that benefits you?
Yes, yeah, but I haven’t always lived very well with this. Every time they 
made me read at the German school, even though I said that because  
I was dyslexic I couldn’t read well, the teacher made me read. And 
each time I had to repeat that I didn’t want to.
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Was it a bit of a struggle?
Yeah, dyslexia wasn’t recognized; it was kind of a hostile environment.

How do you live with dyslexia?
Not very positively, especially when there are those brainless people 
who think you’re stupid when you tell them you’re dyslexic. If you make 
a mistake there are a lot of kids who say “Hey, are you dyslexic?”

Has it turned into, “Today I feel dyslexic because I can’t talk?”
A lot of them think you’re stupid because they have no idea what it is. 
There are a lot of disadvantages but also a lot of advantages because 
my visual memory is amazing. I work a lot with images. 

In your opinion, what could be another advantage? From where 
you started and to how you are now?
For me it’s the effort that I put into things. If you have difficulties you 
have to put more into it than others in order to achieve the same  
goals. Then it becomes a kind of a lifestyle - you turn into a person 
who doesn’t give up right away, even if you don’t get it the first time, 
you keep trying.

You’ve become a stronger person? If it weren’t for the dyslexia, 
would you have given up?
That I wouldn’t know, I’m a person who . . . 

Fights for what you want?
Yeah. 

How old were you and about when did they diagnose you?
About eight or nine years old.

Did you start off badly in the sense that dyslexia was really an 
obstacle for you?
It was for the teachers. For me, no, I didn’t even realize it. Yeah, okay, 
in Italian I read really poorly. I wasn’t great, okay. I’m a little bit worse 
than the others. My mother scheduled a time every day for me to read 
aloud.

Then over the years did you see an improvement?
No, because they diagnosed me when I was nine years old. I don’t 
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know why we waited to go to the speech therapist. I went for a few 
years but I was older, I was 13 or 14. The speech therapist told me that 
dyslexia should be caught early, when you’re little. You can work with 
it, but you can’t change a lot.

Do you think you’ve stayed the same as you were then?
Yeah, but I have to say that my difficulties are not huge. 

From what you’re telling me it seems to be mild dyslexia. 
In the dyslexia certificate they wrote that my problem won’t change,  
it won’t go away. 

And the teachers? I’d like to know how you experienced  
the change of the teachers in middle school, in high school and  
at the university level.
The middle and high school ones . . . 

Didn’t understand?
It’s not that they did not understand. I think that on my parents’ 
side they made a mistake - they weren’t very well informed and so 
they didn’t insist that much on any of the compensative measures. 
Obviously a nine-year-old boy can’t go to the teacher and discuss it. 
So it was my parents’ responsibility to support me. But there’s not a 
lot of information and so parents don’t know what to do.  
This wasn’t my case, but I can imagine that some parents could get 
scared if a teacher tells them their kid is dyslexic. They have no idea 
what to do. I repeat, this wasn’t my case because my parents didn’t 
consider it a real problem, as if I wasn’t dyslexic at all. 

They really never believed it?
Believed it, yeah. They never kept on with the teacher. When they 
found out that there were benefits also at the university level,  
I immediately started sending e-mails to set up something with  
the Economics Department. I regularly write to them about the new 
courses and then I go to talk to the professors.

How do you view dyslexia? As a problem, a difficulty?
A difficulty.
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Do you think you’ve gotten over it? 
Gotten over it, no, but I live with it and so if I have to study a 600-page 
book, I start a lot earlier. 

Do you have to read a lot of things like this?
Enough. Last semester was a bit of a problem. I had to study all day, 
but in the end everything went well.

So you’re handling it?
Yes, yeah. Obviously I have to put a lot more into it than the other 
guys just to get the same result.

Do you think your work isn’t appreciated?
No, it’s appreciated . . . 

But it’s a greater commitment for the profession. Do you put in 
more because you like what you’re studying and so it stimulates 
you? 
No, no, I want to get to the top, that’s all. If I have to take a test, I’m not 
in it for just the “A”; I want to get what I need. I’m doing something and 
I want to do it well.

Sometimes do you think you understand instructions better?  
I don’t know if you have projects. Maybe someone asks you to do 
something and you immediately understand exactly what he or 
she is asking you? Sometimes when I have something I have to 
do and I really like it, I understand exactly what the prof wants 
and I can do it for him, and get top marks.
The projects I’ve had here at the university have been really  
complicated. So no, no.

In what sense complicated?
I have to preface this by saying that I’ve always had some difficulty in 
studying mathematics, and I keep forgetting all the rules and so I have 
to review them all for each exam. So in economics the projects all 
involve developing economic models, pure mathematics; for that, it’s 
not so immediate for me. In the theoretical things, yeah. I understand 
them right away. But not the mathematical models.
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Can’t you use tables?
For math I used a calculator, but . . . 

And aren’t you supposed to?
Theoretically I’m not supposed to, but they let me.

My best friend uses the calculator. You’re not supposed to use it? 
No, but even in the Italian school you couldn’t use one. I could at the 
German school, and I never had any problems. Even at the university 
they don’t let you use it. But the calculator doesn’t change much for 
me because being dyslexic and knowing I can make mistakes, I always 
recheck my calculations at least three times. I end up not making  
mistakes, while others who do things faster just go through it once 
and then end up making mistakes. It’s a different focus. Others don’t 
think about it. 

So you’re aware that you can make mistakes?
Yeah.

They say a quarter of the population is dyslexic, that before no 
one was talking about dyslexia and now we’re all sprouting up 
like mushrooms. Why do you think it’s like this now?
At school, teachers should do an educator training course to be able 
to identify children having difficulties, so that it can be recognized 
when they’re six or seven. I hope they are starting to take these 
educator training courses, even if I think that in first grade everyone 
should be tested to see there are difficulties, because it’s just  
stupidity if they don’t do it. 

They say that before, no one talked at all about dyslexia. My  
diagnosis was made when I was very little - no one talked about 
it, no one knew anything about it. Then for the last three or four 
years, ever since there’s been a law that legally protects us, at 
least for high school, we have rights. Some kids get to school and 
say, “I’m mildly dyslexic.” Do you think this is a kind of excuse? 
When you go to get the certificate and you say you are dyslexic, 
they don’t want to subdivide that into a thousand categories. 
There are kids with SEN and those with SLD who are divided 
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among those who have dysorthography, dyscalculia, dyslexia, 
and so all say they’re a little dyslexic.
At Bambin Gesù they’re very serious. They do all the tests, and then 
at the end they tell you what type of certification you have. But I heard 
one of my professors, an Israeli, when my parents went to talk to him 
about me being dyslexic, he replied, “Yeah, okay, you’re dyslexic, but  
in Israel a lot of rich kids go and they get a certificate for dyslexia.  
They get all the benefits and in reality they’re not dyslexic at all.”  
So he’s saying that there’s a market behind this thing. I can even 
imagine that they really do it. Even if before some got the certificate, 
because dyslexia is something that a lot of people don’t know about, 
there’s a market for it . . . my mother says that when she was young, 
she was dyslexic and out of the blue it went away just like that.

What do you think?
I have no idea.

And this thing that we’re all a little dyslexic? So you shouldn’t 
have anything different from anyone else? I’ve heard it before,  
“Yeah, basically we’re all a little dyslexic and so none of the 
dyslexic students should get any special consideration.”
Just a really foolish person could answer this way, because it‘s not a 
bad thing to be dyslexic. One simply has more difficulty reading,  
but maybe it’s easier to understand schemes or other things. There is 
always the right compensation. I’m fine with that.

And it doesn’t bother you?
Nah, it’s ok.

In your life have there been people who said you wouldn’t be 
able to do something because you’re dyslexic? 
Not directly . . . the only difficulty I had, and it wasn’t for dyslexia, was 
for the university entrance exams, that’s why they said no. I really had 
a lot of problems there due to the fact that my reading is slower - in 
order to answer 100 questions in 90 minutes, I had to read quickly 
and give the responses. So I could never finish the text. I took the test 
for Bocconi; I didn’t have enough time because I hadn’t given them 
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the certificate. So I went there and it didn’t go very well because I  
didn’t reach the score. I couldn’t finish. These entrance exams are 
deadly. There’s an economics test and the first time I took it I didn’t do 
too badly, but not great. 

What score did you have to or want to get?
Above 600.

Out of what?
I think the max was 800, but I got 570 while the average is 500. But 
to get into the university you have to get more than 600. I’ve applied 
again and they all said that it would be really hard to have any  
compensative measures because it’s an American exam. I had to ask 
for a percentage of more time. It stinks because you turn in a request; 
you can ask 50% or 100% more time. If you ask for 100% and they 
don’t think that’s what you should have, they turn you down, but then 
they don’t even give you 50%. I preferred to just put 50%. 

More likely to get it.
I forgot to ask for a calculator, and it would’ve been helpful because 
doing all the math in your head, it’s not easy.

Did you already take it or do you still have to?
No, I haven’t had any time to study. I’ll study over the summer.

Have you taken other exams?
Yes, one . . . without compensative measures I got a pretty high score. 
I think it was 91 out of 120. It was okay. The problem there was that  
I couldn’t read the entire text. You have to read really fast and it takes 
a lot of concentration and it’s really long, about 4 hours. 

So you didn’t go to college in the States?
I don’t like the standardized tests from the United States because 
they don’t take into account the difficulties of the individual. 
At least here in Italy they do and they consider the difficulties.

I had to go to the US just to do the SLD certification because 
otherwise they wouldn’t give me the compensative measures. 
Why didn’t you do it in Italy?
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Because it’s different. The person in charge didn’t take it because 
the diagnostic method is different.  
I’ll ask you a couple of final questions. What do you want to do 
after you finish?
Work at the ECB (European Central Bank), or if possible, in the United 
States. I would like to do a Masters because it’s difficult to find work 
right away.

One last thing, if you had any advice to give to dyslexic kids  
who have difficulty in school, with friends, or with a family that 
doesn’t back them up, in your opinion, what should they do?
Make sure they get respect. I know it’s difficult but they shouldn’t ever 
be ashamed, and second, they should let themselves be heard. The 
more people who talk about SLD, the more the problem is known and 
the more can be resolved. “Parents, this is the situation, you figure out 
what you want to do about it. It’s not a bad thing, it’s just the way it is.”

What’s the best thing you’ve heard about dyslexia?
Nothing.

What’s the worst?
I can’t understand why people treat you like a moron. 

Apart from the kids in your class, have you met anyone with 
dyslexia?
No.

In you’re class you’re the only one?
Yeah, even at university. The professors told me that I’m the first.  
They have no idea what the SLD certificate is.

Do you end up explaining it to a lot of people?
Yeah, to the teachers who understand and to others, no. But I met 
two trigonometry assistants who are doing doctorates and they have 
dyslexia. I went to talk to them.

Did they give you any advice?
No.
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INTERVIEW 15

Valentina: We’re Not the Same At All

I met with Valentina at my house. She immediately agreed to  
the interview because we know each other already.  
She is a confident girl. When she moves, her ponytail moves as 
well and she always channels a lot of light-heartedness. 
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What was your experience at school like?
In elementary school I always really struggled to learn, I read . . . 
that is, I thought I read . . . and I was so concentrated on reading the 
words I didn’t understand the meaning and then I always had to read 
everything again. And often it ended up that I only read three pages in 
one day. For various reasons, we didn’t think this was a learning  
problem, but it just was part of learning to read. I’ve always struggled 
with math and all kinds of formulas, reasoning, and mnemonic  
learning. These problems increased in middle school because the 
amount of work increased. I was always asked different and more 
difficult things, and in high school things just got worse.

What did you do then?
During the second to last year in high school I talked with my parents 
about my 12-year-old cousin who had been diagnosed with dyslexia, 
dyscalculia, dysorthography and perhaps dysgraphia.  
Sometimes my grandmother helped both of us and she kept saying 
that we made the same mistakes. So in the last year of high school 
I took the tests and found that I have dyslexia and dyscalculia, both 
difficulties with abstractions and memory. 

What high school did you go to?
I went to a linguistic high school. I realized that in all the Romance 
languages I had difficulties. I think in Italian because I’m Italian but in 
my head I construct sentences with English syntax because, in some 
cases, it is easier than Italian, even if I don’t know English very well.  
After graduation, I was undecided between psychology and  
languages, because I really do like English.

What did you choose?
In the end I chose psychology at Bicocca. I’m really happy there  
because they support and follow you more than in middle or  
elementary school. Maybe it’s because you have three months to get 
ready for an examination where the program consists of five books. 
But they support you really well and I can ask for extra time, to which 
I’m entitled to, and they’re very understanding. I chose psychology 
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because I’d like to work with children, with adults, for companies,  
have my own practice - there are so many options!

When you were little, did you have any other problems?
Yeah, it was hard to learn to tie my shoes. I think I was about eight 
when I learned to do it using the rabbit rhyme. 

If you think back to when you were a child, how did you do at 
school?
In elementary school everything was fine until there were discussions 
with the teacher because my mother used to say, “But perhaps she’s 
dyslexic?” and the teacher said, “No, no, don’t worry, she’s not  
dyslexic.” In middle school, I put in a lot of effort, but I always ended 
up appearing to be a student who just didn’t study. In fact each time 
they would say, “She’s good, she tries, but she should apply herself 
more.” I never got more than a 7/10 because I could never finish the 
tests and I couldn’t learn things by heart. Even now I have no method 
while studying because I never learned one; they didn’t teach me what 
I needed to know. 

How did you do in high school?
In high school the teachers said that I was studying, I tried really hard, 
but they didn’t understand why I was not doing well. But when I got 
the diagnosis, all the teachers were really ready to help, especially the 
philosophy, history, English, French and Italian teachers, and also the 
math teacher - everyone helped out. 

Did your classmates understand, or were they mean to you?
In my class, even though we really weren’t in a group, we helped each 
other out a lot. Everyone knew that it was hard for me, but they never 
jokingly said, “You’re taking advantage of it” because they knew that 
I wasn’t. Some teachers let me use the book, almost reading from it, 
and said nothing, while others were stricter.

Did you use compensative tools?
They helped me a lot in writing, making my own index - not mind 
maps but a list of names as if it were a list of titles, and so in the end it 
wasn’t that much. 
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Did you go to a speech therapist and a psychologist?
My mom took me to do a learning test. She argued with the  
psychologist because, like the teacher, he said that there was nothing 
wrong with me. This one says, “Nothing,” the teacher says, “Nothing” . . . 
bah, we’ll see how it goes. 

And how did your family take this?
Well, actually everybody knew about it a little. I’ve always struggled 
and the reason was finally out. The fact that we found out about it 
late meant they didn’t have to supervise me while studying; I figured 
it out myself. It didn’t change anything for them - we found out about 
it a little after my cousin was diagnosed and had already taken it all in, 
and I was already grown.

As someone with dyslexia, what advice would you give?
Don’t get discouraged! If you have doubts and you really believe you’re 
dyslexic, force your parents to let you take the test. Don’t waste any 
time because later it’s a nightmare. But I think it’s important “not to 
take advantage of it” because if now we’re all a little dyslexic, if you 
take advantage it’ll leave a bad impression. We’re not stupid, we just 
learn differently.

What would have changed if you had been diagnosed when you 
were little? 
Everything would have been completely different. To be honest, I was 
talking with my cousin about this just this morning. I wouldn’t have 
wanted to know about it in elementary school because in the Italian 
system they put you in a kind of glass case - you don’t do anything  
because nothing is asked of you. I’d have liked to know at the  
beginning of middle school because that’s where you really learn how 
to study. In elementary school you learn how to do arithmetic, how 
to write, how to draw, but in middle school you learn to study and so 
there I was affected by not having the diagnosis. 

Has being dyslexic made you stronger, or not?
Because I discovered my dyslexia so late, I had to face a lot of  
difficulties and that made me stronger. I get on really well with  
dyslexia. I know I have the right to have compensative measures but  
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I don’t take advantage of them because I don’t think it’s right; that’s 
the way I was brought up. 

Do you think that dyslexic kids have various potentials?
I feel that everyone with dyslexia has a creativity that is clearly  
superior to others and anyway this is also scientifically proven, it’s not 
like I invented it! Even my grandmother, who was never diagnosed, 
had some difficulties, but she was an exceptional artist, I mean, she 
was a haute-couture seamstress, and she was a painter. Being around 
her and having the problems of dyslexia but without knowing I was 
really developed my creativity. I love to take photos, I like music, all the 
artistic activities.

Do you have any dyslexic friends?
In elementary school I had only one dyslexic classmate, but no one 
really knew he was dyslexic but you could tell by how slowly he writes 
that he needed more time and by how much he was struggling.  
So at times he even fell asleep in class because he couldn’t keep up.  
I knew there was this kind of problem but I didn’t know how to define  
it because I didn’t know what it was. In high school I met dyslexic  
people but I still didn’t really know what dyslexia was. Later I met a ton 
of people with dyslexia.

Do you think all dyslexic people are the same?
They’re not the same at all. There are different forms of dyslexia.

I’m going to read you a story: 
“I graduated from college in the late 1960s with a degree in English 
and a teaching certificate in elementary school. School was difficult  
for me and I recently learned that I have a mild to moderate level 
of dyslexia. I didn’t receive help from the university but what I find 
most irritating is that in my education program there was no  
mention of dyslexia. For years I taught in Michigan, Ohio, Kentucky,  
Harrison, Utah and didn’t know about dyslexia and often I had 
these brilliant kids but I treated them badly - in the sense that I said 
they didn’t study - because I thought they weren’t trying. I often 
worked as the main teacher trying to help children with reading 
difficulties. But when I taught in California from 2001 to 2007, once 
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again I found myself in the position of being asked to teach reading 
in a class where I would separate out the children with difficulties. 
After a few years, I got a master’s degree in literature and in all of 
my classes there wasn’t a single paragraph about dyslexia and I 
knew it was inaccurate to say that dyslexia was rare. In fact, 25% of 
people are dyslexic. At this point we found eye-opening solutions 
and I took several courses from Susan Burton and I also started  
to participate, to practice with my own students. I had to teach 
dyslexic students in a program without saying anything to the 
board because they didn’t want to hear the “D” word and I wasn’t 
allowed to use it. Since 2002 I have had private classes with  
students and now I have nine students in Montana. I’m almost 
seventy years old and I’ve retired but I will continue to tutor these 
children with dyslexia as long as I can drive and think clearly.”

What do you think of this?
I think the secret is that in life and also in studying you have to work 
and whoever is not dyslexic can’t understand. You just don’t know 
what it means to work really hard and have nothing to show for it. It’s 
like saying you need to buy a lamp that costs four dollars - if you have 
four dollars you buy it, if you have four euros then that’s different, 
you can’t buy it. What I mean to say is, in the United States you need 
dollars. I know this is a stupid example but it’s like wanting to pay with 
a currency that doesn’t correspond to the value of the product;  
whoever isn’t dyslexic just won’t get it. I think that the kids who are 
truly dyslexic, who don’t want to take advantage, feel a little judged. 
Instead we should be proud but humble about our dyslexia. It’s 
normal. You don’t have to give it too much importance. Dyslexia has 
always been around in the sense that it’s a learning disability, for 
anything, not just in studying. Dyslexia is not laziness, it’s not, “I don’t 
feel like doing it.”
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INTERVIEW 16

Pietro: The Only Option Was to Beat ‘em Up

I’ve known Pietro for many years but this is the first time we’re 
talking about dyslexia in such detail. Pietro has his own style,  
different from the rest, and he doesn’t feel the need to conform 
to that of others. He’s a very self-confident and open guy.
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What schools did you attend?
I’ve only gone to the Italian school. The elementary school I went to 
was near my house. Then we moved and changed schools because  
I didn’t do very well. I went to public middle school and then I came to 
my current private high school. 

What high school are you going to?
I’m in 4th year at a scientific high school. 

How are you doing?
I feel good in the sense that I’m not doing badly at school. But if you 
ask me if I like it, that’s another story.

Do you like it?
For sure I don’t like to study and in this school, and I guess in all Italian 
schools, they don’t give you the time or the chance to go beyond the 
set program in the subjects you like. If you like something you can’t 
really get into it because you have to keep up – poorly - with all  
the subjects in order to, theoretically, acquire a general culture.  
You can never really get into a subject that you like and this clearly 
makes you hate school because out of ten subjects if you only like 
one, you have to study the others because it’s your duty. Theoretically, 
school should stimulate you and provide you with the possibility to do 
your best in what you like to do and what’s easiest for you. 

You don’t like to study . . . because you don’t study what you like?
No one likes studying something they don’t like. 

Yes, but there are those who do better and those who do worse.
This doesn’t mean anything. It’s a sense of duty.

If you did better, perhaps you’d like studying more?
Not exactly . . . you know, sometimes people do better not because 
they like something more but simply because the satisfaction of doing 
something well is an amazing feeling and so when someone starts out 
well he just continues. Getting a good grade is the icing on the cake. 
Parents and teachers are happy and so they don’t hassle you.  
It’s a great feeling, so you do it for that, not because you like to study.
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When where you diagnosed?
Yikes! It sounds like a disease . . . 

Ha ha ha, so when did you get the dyslexia certification? 
In elementary school my mother already thought I could be dyslexic 
and even the teachers thought so. I took the test in fourth grade from 
a private speech therapist. There was no problem, and although in 
Italy, legally a private therapist can’t give you an official certificate, the 
school accepted it and helped me. But I realized that compared to 
my classmates’ grades, my grades were much worse, and sometimes 
I couldn’t do the things the others could. I took the official test at the 
end of the first year of middle school. 

And what was the result?
I’m dyslexic and dysorthographic.

At what level?
I don’t really remember . . . mild dyslexia, spelling worse.

Did you bring the certificate to school?
Yes, I took it because of a problem. Before, I was always able to  
“manage”. For English and German, in the first two years of middle 
school, you only learn things by heart, perfect pronunciation, and so 
I had got 4/10 in both languages. Even though the teachers knew that 
I was dyslexic, they didn’t let me use the compensative tools. At the 
end of the first year of middle school I took the official legal test. From 
that point on the teachers didn’t believe I was dyslexic and so they 
always treated me kind of badly. 

Were you the only one?
Yeah, the only in the class. Maybe there were others in the other six 
sections. I don’t know . . . I was the one who in particular was always 
a little cocky and so they never believed me. You know that you can’t 
give dictation to dyslexic kids because you have to write fast and 
that’s the worst for us. When there was a dictation test, the teachers 
took me out of the class. They wrote the test for me and then they 
always gave me 10/10. It was a way to make me feel different from the 
others. My classmates came to me and said, “Hey, you didn’t do the 
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dictation.” For the orals on irregular English verbs I always got 2/10.  
I laughed and I didn’t throw in the towel - one time out of ten verbs  
I only knew half and I got a “+”, not even a grade. I don’t think they can 
even do that. When we had to write the homework assignments in  
our diaries, the teacher wanted to do it for me because she dictated 
really fast. 

How did you get on with your classmates?
Really lousy until the last year of middle school, because the kids were 
mean. I was freaking obese, dyslexic and super discriminated by the 
class. But I was aggressive and I used to beat up anyone who bugged  
me. I remember once there was a cool guy in class who insulted 
everyone. At one point I gave him a really hard head butt right on his 
chest. He started to cry and the teacher said to him, “Life is unfair and 
I won’t punish Pietro.” I only got a note in my diary. I got an average of 
two disciplinary notes a week and I was really not doing well. 

Are you a violent type?
No. I wouldn’t say so.

So why did you act so violently?
It was a defense mechanism, because I was built a bit bigger than the 
others. I was pissed off because of something inside me. I was mad at 
myself because I couldn’t do the things that the others could do. The 
second anyone said anything to me, I lashed out. When four kids in 
front of me said, “You’re gay, you’re stupid, you’re fat,” you can’t say no, 
it’s not true. The only option was to beat ‘em up . . . then in the fourth 
grade I changed schools.

And then you went to middle school?
I did really badly in middle school. In five or six subjects I had a 6/10 
with an asterisk, just so they wouldn’t flunk me in English, German, 
Italian, science and computer science. I was really doing badly, but 
with my classmates I was getting along great. They were okay. They 
didn’t play the “cool guys” like the ones in elementary school. It was a 
different environment - they were also a bit older and things changed. 
The real problem was with the teachers, but I blame it on myself; I was 
a pyromaniac - I got a disciplinary note for having burned a desk.  
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I used to walk around outside school so I would be late for class.  
I loved firecrackers . . . I put them on the sidewalk. The teacher was 
either a super buddy or completely against me. 

What’s it like now?
Now it’s better because I don’t want to have any friendly relationships 
with the teachers. I have an objective and I do what I need to in order 
to reach that goal. 

And with your classmates?
It’s all okay. I have friends that I had from before and I am also friends 
with my classmates. 

Do the dyslexic classmates give each other a hand?
We help each other out enough. We’re young 18 year-olds and if  
someone needs something, you do it. I understand that in elementary  
and middle school someone is not liked by the class because he’s 
dyslexic, but afterwards, I don’t think so . . . 

Do you think you’ve compensated for your dyslexia? 
Compensated in what sense? Like putting a nail into a broken leg;  
it won’t ever be the same as before? 

No. Have you improved as much as you could, in the “so-called 
race” and trained as well as you were able?
After a while, the compensating tools they give you make it so you 
don’t have the will to improve and overcome your own difficulties.  
In spelling, for example. If the mistakes I made were counted, I could 
even have improved them. But I don’t anymore because I have no 
incentive to do so.

An external incentive?
No, now I can write anything and the computer corrects it. But I do 
understand when there’s a typo or a syntax mistake. Even if I can 
improve, I won’t, because I just don’t feel like I have to. It’s true that 
when I write a letter or an e-mail to someone, I don’t know if this 
person knows that I’m dyslexic or not. I’m always scared to death that 
I’ll write something wrong and he’ll think I’m ignorant, that I don’t know 
anything, that I am uneducated. In my opinion that’s the only real 
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handicap you’ll have in life, being taken for something you’re not. In 
Italy, someone who makes mistakes with the double letters is taken 
for someone who only has a fifth grade diploma . . . this can become 
a stimulus to improve a little. I have a friend who is really dyslexic and 
he went to England where they have really great schools for SLD. His 
father is also a really intelligent man and he’s also dyslexic. Once when 
he had to write a note for school for his son it took him twenty minutes  
and then my friend had to have his mother check the spelling. 

What have you improved in?
When I write in Italian, I have set phrases in my mind that I can write 
without thinking. It’s a mind tool so that I don’t have to think about 
how many double letters there are. Words like “dell’angolo”, I write 
automatically. If someone asks if I’ve spelled it correctly, I don’t know. 
I’m good in math and also all the scientific subjects and I do better 
than the others. Sometimes I concentrate and build up my math skills 
instead of studying for Italian. For that I use the compensative tools. 

Looking forward, how do you view your dyslexia, as a gift? 
I’m sure that in childhood it is never a gift. Then growing up, you’re  
required to think in different ways, and so it’s definitely a positive thing.

What do you mean in different ways?
Thinking differently puts you on a higher level than an average  
person. In life you’ll always have to solve problems, right? If your logic 
is ordinary you’ll solve problems in a ordinary way. But if you’re always 
challenging yourself, your mental capabilities and creativity will put 
you a step in front of others. I don’t think that dyslexia is a huge  
problem; in fact, it can even help you. If you have a problem that 
maybe other people are unable to solve, the unique way you reason 
will help you reach a solution. That’s because people with dyslexia 
have a different approach to things. Some problems for us are more  
complicated while others are less so. This different way of thinking 
can help us in all the creative subjects, those that are not set in stone. 
Most of the things around us are planned and designed for the vast 
majority of people, and if you’re not a part that group, it will be more 
complicated for you. We do worse in things that is part of a set logic. 
Everything that’s free and creative, we do better in. 
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How do you think others view dyslexia?
In Italy, there isn’t good information on dyslexia. With everything that 
goes on, the teacher is usually the only one in the class who knows 
about your dyslexia and often he or she will take it as an unwillingness 
to do anything. This is what happened to me in both elementary and 
middle school. For them you’re not dyslexic, you’re someone who 
doesn’t want to do anything. 

What would you like to do afterward?
I’d like to study medicine and be in contact with people.

Why?
I’m hungry for knowledge: I want to know everything, to go everywhere, 
wherever. I definitely want to go around the world, go to impossible 
and unimaginable places. Of course, the more contacts you have with 
people, the better. I like to talk and I also like being quiet and listening 
to what others have to say, because everyone has something to give 
you from which you can mold yourself. The only way is to talk with  
a lot of people together. I’ve never seen a traveler who is ignorant,  
a traveler who doesn’t want to do anything, who has prejudices,  
because this is the kind of person who is most in touch with others.

Where would you like to practice medicine?
Probably in Africa, as a volunteer in some non-profit organization. 
There it will be a springboard to go to other places. I honestly don’t 
care about money. I have to earn something because I’m not filthy 
rich. I’m sure I’ll find what I like, because if I do it, I do it right. Everyone 
recognizes that! The rest comes by itself.

Is there anything I haven’t asked that you would like to tell me?
No.

Let’s talk about your brothers and sisters. Are they dyslexic?
My youngest sister has been diagnosed. She’s more dyslexic than I am. 

You think you’ve cleared the way a bit for her?
I see that she doesn’t have the same anger that I have to do things 
like others. So she’s completely together about it. She goes to school, 
she doesn’t have that desire that I did to reach the same levels as the 
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others. The feeling I had of not wanting to get left behind spurred me 
on. Not her, not at all. In my opinion, the Italian school doesn’t work. 
It’s better to get angry, try to do something. Instead she’s little by little 
getting worse because the others pass ahead of her. No, she doesn’t 
care. She’s in the fourth grade now and maybe we’ll move her to the 
Steiner school, where there’s a calmer learning method, no  
competition starting from kindergarten on. For example, they let the 
child choose the color of his or her smock, and from then on a  
program is created around them. They learn really practical, useful 
things. They build things that bring satisfaction.

Why didn’t you go there?
We didn’t know about my dyslexia. To everybody, I was just a kid that 
didn’t feel like doing anything. So I was not “dyslexic”. What would’ve 
been the point of sending me there?

Do you try to help your sister?
Yeah, in whatever I can, but she doesn’t have the desire to do 
anything, to learn like the others. Her vision is too defensive. Her  
teacher really likes her but in my point of view, she excuses her too 
much and has her do different things in class. This is wrong; she’s  
discriminated against just because she’s younger and dyslexic.  
My sister doesn’t have that extra spark that you need for that kind  
of school.

Then she’ll have to go to middle school, to high school . . . and 
your brother?
No, my brother isn’t dyslexic. He’s very intelligent but has no desire to 
do anything. He’s capable of doing everything but only if he wants to. 
This is commendable. He does the minimum required to get what he 
wants. But he’s much more closed as a person than I am; he’s not an 
explorer. I think all of us are somehow a little dyslexic, dysgraphic and 
dyscalculic. I think in the end, dyslexia is part of everyone. It’s a little 
more accentuated in us and the repercussions of it are greater.  
On the other hand we end up developing more aptitude than others. 
We are not born different. 
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INTERVIEW 17

Charlotte: An Adult

Charlotte is the mother of one of my best friends, and knowing 
about her unusual life with dyslexia, I thought it would be  
interesting to hear the story of an adult after interviewing so 
many kids.
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When did you find out you were dyslexic?
I discovered that I was dyslexic after I had my children, when I was 
already out of school, but it’s better if I tell you my story from the 
beginning. I was born in Chile and my parents enrolled me in a French 
elementary school, where all of the classes where taught in French. It 
was a very strict school with a traditional teaching method. I had a lot 
of difficulty in writing because French is full of silent letters and the 
grammar is fairly complex. But my real difficulty was in memorizing. 
I had to learn a lot of poems and fables by heart and I remember 
sometimes getting a “zero”. Imagine the scene: once, in front of the 
whole class, I had to pick a folded piece of paper from a jar containing 
many others. On it was written a poem I was to have recited from 
memory. Upon opening the piece of paper, and to my great  
embarrassment, I had to tell the teacher that I didn’t know it. I fished 
out another folded paper but I didn’t know the second poem either. 
This went on until I got to the last piece of paper! All this time my  
classmates were reeling with laughter. Still today, I remember how I felt!

What was middle school like for you?
At the beginning of middle school, my parents decided to send me 
to a Spanish speaking school. Even though the teaching method was 
much more flexible and reasonable, I ran into another problem: of 
course I spoke Spanish well, but reading at a fast pace and writing was 
a totally different story! I wasn’t able to read and write simply because 
I never learned it well enough at the French school! And so once again 
I felt different, shy and uncomfortable. Even though my difficulty  
in writing and the spelling mistakes improved over time, it has always 
accompanied me. I improved due to my hard work and my  
determination and this is the only reason I was able to make it to  
the end of my schooling.

Like many people with SLD, did you also have trouble  
concentrating?
I remember that studying for long periods of time was always a very 
tiring task for me. I used to get easily distracted. When I went to study 
for tests with a group of friends, if there were a lot of pages to read, I 
used to fall asleep while the others went on studying. For many years 



150

my greatest dream was to be able to find a magic wand that would 
let me learn the content of books by osmosis, I mean, by putting my 
hand on the cover of a book and making the words go straight into 
my brain, just like we do with the air we breathe, automatically and 
without thinking about it!

What kind of student were you?
At school, I’ve never been a good student and this struggle to get 
through had become almost normal for me. I was very determined 
and persistent. I wanted to do well, but I didn’t understand why  
I had difficulties memorizing certain terms, like those used in history, 
geography and science. Let’s not even mention numbers and  
formulas . . . my gosh! What torture! Another thing that made me feel 
bad was that I wasn’t able to memorize the multiplication tables!  
The only person I had the courage to tell this to was my dearest and 
best friend, for whom I had a profound trust, and I knew she would 
keep such an important secret. Even when I had to count the change 
at the supermarket or when someone asked me to help them quickly 
calculate something, I often pretended to be distracted or to be busy 
doing something else. I’ve always been very hard on myself and this 
has caused me a lot of suffering. My discomfort and the feeling of 
being different and of having something wrong with me gripped me 
for many years. 

What did the teachers say about your progress and about  
your difficulties?
They said that I was very distracted, that my head was always in the 
clouds, and that I was a chatterbox. They weren’t unfair.  
They could see how hard I tried to be a good student; for them, my 
difficulties were simply a given fact. In terms of my grades, the only 
10/10 I got was in P.E. and art, while all the other grades were around 
7/10 and 6/10.

If you had been diagnosed in elementary school, in your opinion 
what would have changed?
Certainly everything! First of all, I would have had more targeted help 
and I would not have been so hard on myself. I would have understood  
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my difficulties better and I would have known the reason why was I 
different. With this knowledge, I would certainly have concentrated 
more on my strengths and qualities.

Even with all your difficulties, how did you manage to go on and 
finish high school?
Mind maps and calculators were not permitted at the time in the 
classroom. I didn’t have any compensative tools and so I had to find  
a way to move forward in spite of that! I became an expert at making  
microscopic summary cards, all colored, that I could slip into my  
sleeves, stockings, or hold in my hands. I became really good and  
the teachers rarely caught me! Today, when I look back, I wonder how 
I was able to finish high school at such a demanding institution! 

But your parents, were they worried about how you were doing 
at school?
I come from a family of artists and that’s why my parents pretty much 
accepted my difficulties in the scientific subjects like math, physics 
and chemistry. They knew I wasn’t the first in the class, but what 
mattered to them was that I was promoted each year and that I didn’t 
have to repeat the year. My parents didn’t have any problems with 
sending me to private tutors to keep me caught up. For them being 
bilingual was the cause of my difficulties with grammar. For the rest, 
they could see that I could “stay afloat” and I was moving forward. 
They didn’t judge me and they were confident because they saw I was 
giving my best; they thought I would have time in the future to  
demonstrate my capabilities. 

What did you do once you finished school?
For me, going to college was a mandatory step! I took the admissions 
test for law and architecture. I really didn’t know what kind of  
university to choose but I applied to the best ones! I was very proud, 
and I wanted to show everyone that I could make it. In the end,  
I managed to get into a prestigious industrial design university.  
Do you think that solved everything for me? Not at all! Even though 
I became one of the best students in college, I always was surprised 
by the praise from my professors about my work. For example, in my 
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freshman year, I was rewarded because of my excellent grades.  
They made me part of the group of the top ten students working on 
advanced projects in the design department. But being part of that 
group was more of a punishment than a reward! I felt that I had to 
prove I was at their level, while inside of me I never was able to really 
believe it. 

Where you afraid they would have said, “We were wrong?”
Exactly! This insecurity stayed with me even when I went to do my  
master’s degree in America. There, I won a scholarship from the  
Chilean government for my outstanding academic record. Incredible! 
But even that couldn’t make me overcome my insecurity.

But there was no one who ever thought that you might be  
dyslexic?
No one. Even though I have a sister who is ten years older than me 
and with a higher level of dyslexia than mine.

Your parents didn’t think that you too . . .?
I don’t think so . . . or maybe they knew, considering once they took 
me to a speech therapist and they had me take some tests. I was in 
middle school. After a few sessions of speech therapy, the therapist 
told me, “Do you know that you’re very smart? Much more than I am!” 
For a long time these phrases stuck in my head making me wonder, 
“Was she talking seriously or just trying to bolster me up?”

Has anything changed or improved over time?
This constant idea of not being up to it, of having something wrong, 
didn’t leave me until the day that I found out that my daughter was 
dyslexic. From that moment on, my life changed! I finally understood 
the reason for so many things! I found myself part of a group  
of people who are different, but incredibly special and intelligent.

Do you think the problem was not knowing your own situation?
Oh yes! I definitely think so!

So, you could say that not knowing affected not only your life but 
also your relationships with others?
When my daughter was diagnosed with dyslexia, it was as if I had 
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been diagnosed with her. Fighting for her, I fought for myself. Knowing 
her situation made me understand mine. That’s when I finally began 
to forgive myself and not come down on myself so hard. Today I can 
say I’m a different person in terms of how I am with myself and with 
others. But the scar left from my lack of self-esteem will be always 
part of me.

Do you think there are many parents who don’t want to talk 
about dyslexia?
Yes, definitely! That’s because for some parents, their children have  
to be perfect; they see dyslexia as a defect, a disease. In this manner,  
dyslexia starts to become a taboo, becoming something not to be 
faced and to be ignored, not talked about. I also think that many 
people do not really understand what dyslexia means and especially 
do not really know what it feels like to be a kid with dyslexia. Many 
times parents have their children take the test when they are already 
teenagers, when their self-esteem is already damaged from years of 
discomfort. There are also parents who, in seeing their child’s great  
intelligence, decide that the child should learn to fight and overcome 
his or her difficulties alone. That’s true, it can be done! I‘ve found  
my own way without help . . . but at what price? For me, knowing  
the reason for my difficulties has changed my life!
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My desire is to let the voices of some adults be  
heard - those who are close to kids with SLD as  
they make their way through school.

Experiences and Statements
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PRESIDENT AID* - MILAN SECTION

Lorena Mariani

Meeting in her office . . . 

When did you begin to work with dyslexia?
I started my career in the Association in 2003. When I started to know 
more about the mission and the purpose of this association and my 
appreciation of it grew, I decided to become a volunteer. Initially in 
very few things, then more intensely I was able to be of help.  
Two years ago I was elected President of the Milan Section, and this 
is what I do within the association: I coordinate the association and 
organize events along with other people, volunteers like me, who are 
professionals in the field of Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD).

What do you organize? What is your aim?
In Milan we organize various training sessions in the schools on the 
topic of SLD, because AID is given the status of official promoter by 
the Italian Ministry of Education. We organize events for parents and 
for children such as computer labs and other things. Our aim is to 
raise awareness and disseminate information; of course, the most 
important and essential activity of the Section is the monthly meeting. 
We hold free meetings, open to all, that anyone can attend without 
having to sign up or be members of the association.

What kind of meetings are they?
They are instructional and explanatory sessions. People come, listen, 
maybe ask questions, get interested. Some tell their own story. It is 
also a moment to welcome those who have just been diagnosed or 
may believe they have an SLD. People attend to better understand 
how and where to go and what to do.

How did you find out about the Association?
I have a 24-year-old dyslexic son. When he was little, the school that 
he was attending at that time was totally unprepared. At one point 
they called me because he was having difficulties and the school 
wanted a handicap certification; otherwise they would have failed 

*Italian Dyslexia Association
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him. I went to the neuropsychiatry unit at the hospital close to where 
we live. He was then diagnosed with dyslexia. My son was considered 
“handicapped” by his teachers! In reality he has a high intelligence 
quotient, but has very severe dyslexia. He was also diagnosed with 
serious dysgraphia and with slight dyscalculia. His difficulties at school 
stemmed from the fact that it was impossible for him to carry out 
certain learning tasks without proper accommodations.

What did you do?
The first thing that came to my mind was to vocally record all his  
books. At school a teacher told me that there was “The Spoken Book” 
by Lions, an association that deals with reading issues. I went to the 
first meeting, not knowing what I would find. It was just one of the 
monthly meetings. There I met some parents and other people who 
worked in the association. Immediately I felt that I needed to join in.  
It was a way to support those who could do something for me.  
Then I started to help out and actively participate in the community 
life of the association.

What does your son do now?
He has finished the hotel management school and he is now a pastry 
chef. He doesn’t need me any longer because the huge problem he 
had to go through with school is now behind us. I believe I still have 
a lot to give, so I keep actively participating in the Italian Dyslexic 
Association. I really believe in this organization and what it can do. 
Standing on the outside watching and criticizing is not a constructive 
attitude, especially if there are things we see that do not seem to be 
going well. We have a duty to take action in order to improve them.  
I’m here because I believe we can do a lot and I must say that I have  
a great response from the people I deal with: parents, children,  
after-school collaborators, trainers.

In your experience, what method have you recommended the 
most for a dyslexic child? A general aid for people who don’t 
know where to start? 
There’s no absolute method since people’s characteristics are  
different. A dyslexic child has greater need of a reader software, a 
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dysgraphic needs a computer with spellcheck and a dyscalculic needs 
math tables and a calculator. Underlying it all, however, there must 
be a lot of understanding and support work. When this is missing you 
can provide a child with all the tools you want, but if he thinks others 
don’t have faith in him, he won’t be able to reach his objectives, just 
for the simple fact that he won’t be convinced of his own potential. 
Supporting the child’s self-esteem is imperative!

This happens often when the child diagnosis is made later on.
The late diagnosis is a big problem because it comes after years of  
negative experiences. Years of thinking and saying things like, “I can’t 
do it, I’ll never be like the others and I’ll never do things that other  
people can easily do.” The loss of self-esteem is terrible, especially 
when it comes at one of the most difficult times in our life: during  
adolescence, a time where everyone wants to be the same as  
everyone else. If a simple pimple on the nose can make a teenager 
not want to go out of the house, imagine having a teacher tell you in 
front of the whole class, “From today on, because you are dyslexic, 
you will be using compensative aids.” The first stage of being  
diagnosed with dyslexia gives a kid a strong feeling of relief, thinking 
that finally people can realize that their poor performance in class is 
not because they are lazy or they are a chatterer.  
They have the proof they’re an intelligent person. Immediately  
afterwards comes the second stage, the awareness that they are  
different. This is a difficult moment in life for everyone - damage  
added on top of other damage.

In the interviews I’ve done so far, many dyslexic people have 
mentioned the exponential increase in SLD, so that many  
teachers have lost confidence in the diagnosis and have become 
even more skeptical than they were at the start. There are  
different degrees of SLD and I would ask you what you think 
about this.
I think perhaps it could also be an excuse from the teacher not to be 
engaged, not to be involved with the problem. The law on the  
autonomy of the schools in Italy has been in existence for some time 
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and now it has been stigmatized. Recognizing SNE, Special Needs 
Education, puts the disabled and many other types of people with 
special needs under one big umbrella. The legislation that obligates 
the teacher to attend to the learning of all pupils has always existed. 
Maybe it was not felt as much before, and in any case, the assertion 
that the number of dyslexic individuals has increased is also incorrect. 
It’s obvious that fifty or sixty years ago dyslexia went undiagnosed 
because not all the population was literate. 
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SPEECH THERAPIST

Dr. Paola Orlando

You’re a speech therapist. What is your involvement with SLD?
My role is to help you discover and better understand your  
individuality, your learning style, your operational needs. I act as an 
intermediary between your efforts and the demands of the  
teachers; I try to diminish your weaknesses and boost and improve 
your strengths.

Is it important to have a diagnosis right away?
Diagnosis is only a starting point in discovering yourself, your  
personal intelligence; it’s too bad that what gets attached, in order  
to meet the statistical norm, is only the label: dyslexic, dyscalculic, 
dysorthographic, dysgraphic.

What can be done?
Don’t get sidetracked by words in a label; focus on the fact that it is 
important to learn as much as possible, in every possible way. It will 
be difficult, very difficult, at times boring, just as it is for everyone, 
even for the best in the class. Even if sometimes she or he appears to 
not have any difficulty, it’s not true! They also get tired and struggle  
to remember and sometimes even get bored with the way they  
approach studying. You have your own study method and so – with 
my help – let’s get down to work!
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SPEECH THERAPIST 

Dr. Enrica Veronesi

For many years you have been involved with dyslexia. When you 
first began your career, what were the opinions at that time? 
When I started as a speech therapist in 1986, dyslexia in Italy was still 
not well known, but I already had young people who needed help  
because they were struggling to read, to write, to study or to do  
calculations. Unfortunately, many teachers and parents thought  
(or preferred to think) that these kids were simply lazy or did not study 
enough. Even then, we specialists knew that these were only the  
consequences of difficulties that needed to be ascertained (and  
accepted!) and how important it was to engage in specific exercises.

From the interviews, it appears that there are many differences 
among the various types of exercises.
The exercises should be specific and targeted. The speech therapist 
must select effective exercises for each individual case. This is why 
we carry out many different tests along with other specialists. In 
addition to the exercise phase, which you should already know must 
be intensive, compensative strategies are selected, created and put 
into practice along with you kids. It is essential to establish with your 
parents and teachers what these strategies are and when and how 
to use them. Even this stage is not easy and in fact, with every new 
phase, I perceive in each of you a dread of having to undertake new 
commitments and efforts, not being able to be on top of it, to count 
on the support from your teachers or the solidarity from your  
classmates and being negatively judged by both of them.

How important do you think it is to work as a team to help  
dyslexic kids?
The team of teachers, parents and specialists must concretely and  
actively discuss, agree and verify that your full potential is being  
tapped into and your right to study and be educated is guaranteed.  
The best result is achieved when your Individualized Educational Plan 
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(IEP) is included as a well-balanced element in the didactic planning  
of your class.

How long could the work with the speech therapist take?
Speech therapists will work with you for an extended period of time, 
for some of us the entire school experience. With you and your  
parents, we work through all the obstacles and limitations associated 
with being dyslexic and which are often still present. It is very  
important for us to quickly grasp and understand your hardships 
and difficulties so as to respond quickly and effectively to your needs 
along with your parents, teachers and other specialists.

What about those kids who are already at university? What are 
their experiences?
Kids who attend college are aware of their own way of memorizing 
and learning, so along with their tutors they can come up with a plan 
on how to best deal with and take exams. Those individuals who begin 
in the work force are very much appreciated because they are used 
to applying themselves using all their capacities. They often bring out 
inventive competencies that stand out and are often unexpected.

What do you think could be the future evolution of the  
perception in society of someone with dyslexia?
Fortunately, dyslexia is experienced by younger generations in a much 
more “natural” way, but for us speech therapists, more than ever,  
we continue developing our knowledge and understanding in the area  
of Specific Learning Disabilities. Your experiences, by the multiple  
differences and the uniqueness of each of your stories, have been 
and continue to be invaluable and fundamental in the general  
progress of the quality of the health and also of the school system.

Thank you, doctor, for this great opportunity.
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HUMANITIES INSTRUCTOR AND SLD REFERENCE POINT 

Professor Gemma Goglio 

What do you teach and how did you find out about Specific  
Learning Disabilities (SLD)? 
For more than twenty-five years I have taught humanities in middle 
school, and I’m passionate about my work. For the past ten years I 
have been working closely with students who are diagnosed with SLD. 
I must thank medical science for having identified, defined and  
diagnosed this disorder, because it provides the opportunity to 
approach teaching in a different way, more inclusive, experimental – 
hurrah – for the benefit of the whole class!

Unfortunately, along the way there are always difficulties.  
How can they be overcome?
Among teachers there are those who deny the situation - these  
teachers are tied to the stereotype of lazy students, unwilling, those 
who don’t take notes, who don’t pay attention. Here is my advice:  
persistence and perseverance, assert your rights, become a group,  
be able to explain and be ready to cite the law. 
And then there are those who apply to the letter the laws and who 
generously employ compensative tools and compensatory strategies 
all around and without any criteria. All to come to a complacent  
conclusion that nothing can help: “See? This student has all the tables, 
the calculator, and even then he can’t get passing grades!” 
There are also teachers who like to avoid problems by giving a passing 
grade to everyone and under every circumstance, without pointing 
out problems, improvements, attitudes . . . a nice, quiet life!

And what about the families?
I often come up against parents who have children with problems and 
who are terrified by the thought of subjecting their child to the tests.  
I say that being SLD is a peculiarity like being shortsighted or  
left-handed; the important thing is to never leave anyone alone in his 
or her struggles and fears! I tell dyslexic children, it may sound  
strange but you often are fueling your own difficulties by your low  
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self-esteem, by the fear of facing the teachers and, unfortunately,  
also the other kids. 

What strategies do you think should be adopted? 
Engage in conversation, discuss, be part of a group, build relationships 
- these are the weapons that would help. The person alone often 
gives in, getting bogged down in self-pity. 
If you are creating links with adults and other kids you can also 
remove the barriers of ignorance and distrust, you can expand to an 
exchange of opinions, you can share experiences and support one 
another in facing fears. 
After the latest directives on SNE (Special Needs Education), the path 
should be opened towards didactic customization. All kids should  
be able to learn by following their own path, overcoming their  
fragilities and strengthening their capabilities in the arduous journey 
of growth. 
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HUMANITIES PROFESSOR 

Gioia Cottino

How long have you been working with dyslexic kids, and in what 
subjects? 
I began to work with them when I finished my career as Professor of 
Humanities in the state school system. It’s a great experience because 
a positive relationship outside of school and the classroom, between 
teacher and student, leads to constructive help.

What can you say about kids with SLD?
I noticed that not all of you have the same problems in Latin and in 
Italian. Each of you recognizes and addresses differently the  
difficulties based on your character, your capacity and the scholastic 
context. I’ve found you have good intuition, a strong desire to  
understand and find ways to compensate for your memorization  
weaknesses. Maybe you don’t even realize it – because it is so  
automatic - but sometimes you create your own personal devices and 
tricks so you don’t lose information.

Based on our stories, what do you think of the attitude of some 
teachers towards us?
Some teachers do not care to make a distinction between certain 
pupils who may be inherently lazy and distracted and those who are 
dyslexic. They halfheartedly agree to you using compensative tools 
and compensatory strategies, assuming that by using them your  
commitment to working is minimized.  
That is, you’re trying to pull the wool over their eyes. To some extent, 
I can understand their doubts, but I do not justify them. I have also 
been in the classroom for many years and I know that it is not easy to 
prepare individualized teaching plans and accommodate for different 
testing. In fact, if we want to be realistic, in every class each student 
should be a special case, to be treated individually.  
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What can I tell you? You should never give up on trying to keep an 
open dialogue with your teachers, keep explaining your situation to 
them, have them respect your rights, keep on, even if all this seems 
exhausting and a waste of time.  
You kids should be the ones to inform and educate your teachers  
on SLD.
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A MOM

Cristina

Can you tell me about your experience as a mother?
I‘m a mother of three children with dyslexia who where diagnosed 
more or less when they were 6 or 7 years old. Their diagnosis came a 
few years before there was a law in Italy that protected and  
safeguarded students with dyslexia. At that time, it was much more 
difficult to get any type of information on the subject. In Italy  
information is not readily shared; for various reasons, people often 
keep it to themselves.  
This “silence” is the reason why we are unable to help children or 
young people in the timely and effective manner required. I wish there 
were more open dialogues between friends, parents and teachers, 
and even within the families themselves, which would enable dyslexia 
to be confronted and lived in a much more natural way. I’ve noticed 
that this lack of information and lack of acceptance about dyslexia 
creates a great hardship.  
This situation especially hurts dyslexic kids, who are already very  
sensitive and have low self-esteem, since it leads them to think  
something isn’t right with them. The fact that dyslexia is not openly 
dealt with means the child thinks he or she has something to hide!

What would you like to say to us kids?
I’d like to say that what you kids need is to find a way to talk openly 
about your dyslexia, about your frustrations as well as your  
accomplishments, with your friends, your teachers and your families. 
Get together into groups with other dyslexic kids and give each other 
strength! I really think that the more you are able to talk about it, 
the more you will be able to dispel the fear of being judged, freeing 
yourself from that crushing sense of shame and discomfort.  
The more people who start to talk freely about dyslexia, the more  
it will be viewed and accepted as a characteristic, common to many  
of us. 
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What do you think about this project?
I like the idea of this book because it is an invitation to read the story 
and the comments of many dyslexic kids, getting into their lives and 
therefore better understanding their thoughts and feelings.  
It’s not full of a lot of scientific discussion; this project courageously, 
truthfully and simply presents everyday situations. 

Do you think that dyslexia is a problem or a difficulty?
You kids with dyslexia have a difficulty, not a problem! Normally  
a person who has difficulty in one thing doesn’t have difficulty in  
another. If dyslexia is compensated for, it can definitely turn into  
a great strength. The problem lies in how this difficulty is handled! 
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A DAD

Mario

What has been the experience in your family with dyslexia?
I am the father of a dyslexic boy who fortunately now has a job.  
School for him, for me and especially for my wife, was a living hell.  
I admit I’m not very knowledgeable on topics like dyslexia, dyscalculia,  
etc. Actually, I’m still a bit skeptical. I think that when you have a 
difficulty you have to force yourself to not get left behind; you need 
to compete with others. The school is a training ground for life, right? 
I have no doubts about my son being smart, but he doesn’t try hard 
enough. I will confess that when I was his age, I tried to do as little as 
possible in school and I always managed to get by. But he has always 
goofed around, played the class clown, and this has only created  
problems. The teachers were losing patience and not really helping 
him. He didn’t do homework, or if he did it there was something 
wrong with it - it was done for the wrong date because he got  
confused or he couldn’t do it at all because he didn’t have the right 
textbook or the notes or the handouts. My son didn’t know to get 
organized, schedule a make-up session or to be prepared in time for  
a test. In my opinion, this was his main problem.

Do you think that by having the SLD certification things at school 
have gotten better for your son?
Not that much. I must admit that the demands at school are high 
and the topics to study are really a lot. Kids also want to play. Sports, 
games, are a safety valve when they get keyed up and it allows them 
to acquire many capabilities that are not taught in school. 

If you wanted to send a message to kids with SLD, what would 
you say?
I’d say to the kids with these difficulties to not be afraid that you’ll let 
your parents down, even when they seem upset, even when they tell 
the teacher that you’re lazy. Ask them for help, because you’ll get it. 
Don’t be ashamed at school if you don’t understand the lesson, it just 
means that the teacher has to explain things to you in a different way. 
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ENGLISH PROFESSOR AND SLD TUTOR

Miss Sharon Biellik

Can you tell us about your experience as a teacher?
I taught bilingual children with learning difficulties at the International 
School of Milan for thirty years. I can confirm that teaching bilingual 
students with learning difficulties was really an exciting challenge for 
me. My work was not only to assist in the oral language or the study of 
English grammar, but I strived to help the students deal with feelings 
of inadequacy, isolation and discouragement.

What difficulties does the bilingual student face?
There are a number of difficulties faced by children and young people  
who are working at the same time in two or three languages.  
It requires a big commitment, especially for those who are dyslexic 
and already have difficulty with Italian.

Why?
At home, they have to talk to their mom in one language, sometimes 
with their dad in another and at school in yet another! I know that 
sometimes when those kids are asked to answer questions from the 
English teacher, they think perhaps first in Italian, or in another  
language . . . and what comes out is a real mishmash. 

So, it’s worrisome?
I think it’s only normal that you often get discouraged! But you don’t 
have to worry. At some point it will be as if the different languages all 
get into gear; in the various parts of the brain, sooner or later, it will 
all end up organized. The fact that you speak at least two languages is 
an advantage and a precious gift for the future. It will smooth the way 
in fulfilling your dreams. You must remember this: any child or young 
person has his or her own pace of development. You have to try your 
hardest so that your mind can be at peace that you’ve put everything 
you could into your studies. Always try to give your best in a particular 
moment and situation. I can promise you that this will make you feel 
calmer and more at ease.
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CHILD NEUROPYSCHIATRIST

Dr. Maria Matilde Ziliani 

Is there something you would like to say to those with SLD?
In my professional practice I have seen many children with Specific 
Learning Disorder and I could see that academic difficulties lead to a 
feeling of low self-esteem due to fear of having a mental deficit.

Is it important to get the correct diagnosis?
Proper diagnosis can eliminate this fear, but only if the diagnosis is 
clearly explained to the child or young person together with his or 
her family, in understandable words, allowing space for all possible 
questions.

Does having a diagnosis help to improve?
A correct diagnosis is essential to both a re-educative speech therapy 
and the use of compensative strategies required by law so that those 
with SLD are not discriminated against. Specialists must carry out 
careful and constant verification and support to educational  
professionals, even if teachers are prepared and working on this.

What have you noticed from your experience in this field?
In my experience I have seen that “even though dyslexia is not cured”,  
after the work in speech therapy, as the child grows, his or her  
intelligence and experience are able to compensate for any remaining 
difficulties and to reach full potential at work and in life.
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PSYCHOLOGIST AND SLD TUTOR

Dr. Silvia Dal Canton 

When did you first become interested in SLD?
My interest in specific learning disabilities was born in the classroom, 
while I was a teaching assistant. I started my adventure fresh from a 
degree in psychology when I came across a boy with dyslexia. He was 
curious, with a strong desire to learn and comprehend. A boy who 
always forgot to bring something to school, and often during class 
looked as if he was daydreaming, with his head in the clouds.

How did you help him?
To provide the help he deserved, I realized that the knowledge  
I acquired at university was not enough. I went in search of  
information, tools and strategies that could help put him in a position 
to really learn what he wanted. 

What did you find out?
A whole new world opened up for me. Computers, speech synthesis, 
concept maps, digital books, digital dictionaries, recording devices, 
color, tables, images. Just as for compensative strategies, not all these 
compensative tools are useful for everyone; each individual needs his 
or her own, customized just for them.

What do you think about those kids with SLD?
At a cognitive level, these are smart kids; otherwise the SLD diagnosis 
could not be made. And this is something I always like to emphasize  
when I see them, because too often they don’t know it or don’t  
remember it.

What can the school do?
The school can be either a facilitatory factor in promoting the student’s 
well-being or a risk factor, in some cases, crushing the self-esteem 
of the student. It is especially useful to always look for the student’s 
strong points and use those as the main lever to compensate for the 
weaknesses. There is one thing that I am certain of: in every person 
there is always at least one strong point to be found. 
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PYSCHOLOGIST AND SLD TUTOR

Dr. Daniela Danesi

What motivated you to become a child psychologist and a tutor 
for kids with SLD?
I started as a volunteer in a specific after-school program, essentially 
out of curiosity. In fact, in my family there are individuals with dyslexia, 
and I wanted to explore in this direction. I had just graduated and I 
was enthusiastic and I decided to look for something exciting, really 
interesting and unique to dedicate myself to.

What do you think about your work?
I learned a lot from the study I made together with you kids. Now I can 
better understand your learning styles and also that each of you has 
specific and unique characteristics. I also noticed the elements that 
you most have in common - the need to achieve a goal despite  
the difficulties. This urge motivates you to look for new, creative and 
original ways to learn and acquire knowledge.

Are you still working with SLD kids?
Nowadays I dedicate myself daily in order to help you to develop your 
personal study skills, and this gratifies me and stimulates me a lot. 
There is not a single way to tackle learning, there is not a common 
prescription for everyone; it’s a constant challenge. You always have to 
invent new “tricks” to be able to learn, always thinking about different 
strategies, different from those already tried before.

Did your own story help to better understand kids with dyslexia? 
I can see a lot of myself in you all and also a lot of my own limitations. 
When I was a student I often made word games and invented stories 
in order to remember names and initials or definitions. I categorized 
topics by color and I pushed myself to find my own way to study,  
a custom-made method allowing me to make my life a little easier.

What do you think when you see kids who don’t react? 
What I regret, every so often, is seeing one of you kids throw in the 
towel, getting discouraged and feeling powerless despite the huge 
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efforts already made. You have an uphill road in front of you, but 
remember, in the end everybody has a path full of obstacles, efforts 
that haven’t paid off as well as defeats. But on this path there are also 
lessons to be learned and important achievements to be rewarded. 
So I can only come to one conclusion: never give up. With sweat and 
hard work, everyone who has wanted to achieve deserved success 
and satisfaction has gone through tough, complicated times, when 
they felt at the limits of their possibilities and have been on the brink 
of giving up. Do you know what made the difference for them? The 
desire for fulfillment, the tenacity to bounce back after a bad fall.

Would you like to say something encouraging? 
Those who succeed are not the ones who never fall down, but they 
are the ones who can courageously look up and try again and again 
and again. After all, when you think about it, throughout life there is 
always some new lesson to learn.
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Anna Rosa Confuorti, an 18-year- old student, met 16 young people 
and some adults to lend a voice from the inside to tell the difficulties 
and challenges faced by kids with dyslexia.

A vivid and direct portrait with a single theme: in a school system 
where much can be improved, you can fall down, only to get back 
up and reach your objectives.


