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Abstract

Because Clay has a Memory: Conversations about dyslexia, ceramics and
success

Constant Albertson
Concordia University, 2001

A qualitative interview methodology that retells the life stories of seven
highly successful dyslexic ceramic artists is used in this thesis to explore
relationships between compensating for the learning disability dyslexia and
career choice for seven highly successful dyslexic ceramists. Disturbed by the
apparently random nature of educational interventions and by the attitudes of
many experts towards children with learning disabilities, | intend to bring into
better focus why some dyslexics have succeeded and what might be done to
support dyslexic compensation.

| argue both that most students, not only those with learning disabilities,
are under-served by the current structure and offerings in public schools and that
appropriate teaching practice for dyslexics is good for all students. Three major
factors emerged in dyslexic compensation: 1. The caring support and guidance
of adults, both teachers and parents who promote ‘authentic’ success, 2. the
value of good teaching practice with an emphasis on problem-finding, multi-
sensory and contextualized knowledge, and 3. the learner's passionate interest
in a field tolerant of learning differences that at the lower levels is both accessible
to those with reading difficulties, but also offers important opportunities for
expression and exploration of thought and feeling, and the meaning of

experience.



For the artists who participated in this study, ceramics was the field that
offered, at all levels of study and practice, important opportunities for authentic
success, while also gradually demanding improved research skills. The artists’
interest in ceramics supported, guided and encouraged their reading practice.
The more they learned from their practical experience of ceramics, the more they
were able to learn from texts because of a slow build up of contextualized

vocabulary and content knowledge.
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Chapter |: Introduction
Backwards and wearing heels

There is a story attributed to Ginger Rogers, commenting on the relative
attention paid to her famous dance partner in which she quips, / did everything
he did, only backwards and wearing heels. The stories of successful and
compensated dyslexics are similar in that the point is only partially that she
danced well despite this handicap; the real marvel is that she danced so
beautifully that the audience was unaware of the difficulty of the task.

Often the talents of people with learning disabilities are developed as

coping mechanisms. What the general public tends not to recognize is

how many things the learning disabled have to do consciously. Most
people don’'t have to think about screening out noise or to devise methods
to focus their attention on what's being said. They don't continually have
to invent ways to remember things, and they don’t explicitly have to
organize everything that they do.... They don't have to rely on landmarks
to find their way around. They don't have to think about how not to bump
into a wall, knock everything off their desks, or spill the coffee. Most

people simply do these things. (Smith, 1992, p. 65)

In this thesis, | explore relationships between compensating for the
learning disability dyslexia and career choice for seven successful dyslexic
ceramic artists. Inevitably interwoven with these stories are counterpoints
constructed from my experience as a compensated dyslexic ceramist and mother
of a young dyslexic child. These counterpoints serve three purposes which link
together the past and present relevance of my broad themes: dyslexia, art-
making and compensation. 1. My own perspective in this research is available

for questioning. 2. The past and present experiences illustrate material

presented in the Literature Review. 3. Most importantly, these stories suggest



that the experiences of the adult dyslexics portrayed are not relics of a distant
educational past, but on-going problems for a child today.

For this dissertation, | utilize ‘storytelling,’ collecting and retelling life
histories as a methodology. | use the words ‘story’, ‘narrative’ and ‘account’
interchangeably to mean the sequencing of a series of events for the purpose of
illuminating a point. Although the events in these accounts may have been
selected because of symbolic value, the events are also literally true. The usual
association of story with entertainment is not my primary intention, aithough
certainly there were aesthetic considerations to the arrangement of the events.

Most importantly, my employment of narrative portraits attempts to redress
the tendency towards facelessness and over-generalization that often mars the
literature on learning disabilities. The people whose stories | tell are not ‘them’s’
or ‘these people’; they are each complex, struggling, productive and dignified
human beings, individuals. Yet these individuals take their places within a larger
pattern suggestive of far-ranging consequences and implications. Because of
this, | use this storytelling as a way of integrating their experience, finding pattern
and meaning in what might otherwise be a chaotic mess of disconnected facts.
Thunder-McGuire (1999) writes that collecting our stories provides a direction, an
integrating understanding of the meanings to be found in experience.

... The composition of stories can propose to the writer or teller questions

and serve as a framework for synthesizing their knowledge...Telling

stories is the practice of unraveling the connections and direction to
human action. It involves recovering meaning by putting events and
experiences into a story.... The integrating function of oral history and
autobiography aliow the teller to bring about, beyond the grasping together

of incidents, a mediation between ‘what happened’ and the ‘meaning of
what happened’ (p. 10-11).
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Beyond celebrating accomplishment under unfavorable circumstances, |
emphasize the importance in the lives of these successful leamers of an arts
education, particularly ceramics, and general ‘good’ teaching practice with an
emphasis on “problem-finding” (Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1976). |include the
educational dimension because | am convinced that dyslexics are the mining
canaries of the school system. Educational circumstances that favor dyslexics
are also healthier for non-dyslexics. That these dyslexic learners are successful
despite, or even because of, their learning differences presents intriguing
perspectives from which to view the care and guidance of any young person
struggling to learn, to communicate and to contribute. |1 am convinced that the
most significant factor in dyslexic accomplishment is not a string of typical
dyslexic strengths (West, 1991; Swaywitz, 1996), but rather an interest that
becomes a passion. Hugh Newell Jacobsen, a renowned architect who is
dyslexic, gave this advice to dyslexic students:

It may come late to you, but the cry is to find something that you really

love to do. | did about the only thing I really loved to do; it all came out of

drawing and imagining what was inside a drawing (Smith, 1992, p. 61).
Special interests can become a life’'s work and a passionate interest boils down
to motivation. When learning is its own reward, motivation is self-sustaining.
Important for any child, intrinsic motivation is especially important for a child who
struggles with dyslexia. Yet this intrinsic motivation requires effective leadership
and guidance from empathetic, knowledgeable parents and teachers who care
enough to get to know the child well in order to present learning in ways that are

both accessible and exciting. This is not news, but it happens less frequently

3



than it should.

My wish to explore the relationships among success, compensation for
dyslexia and career choice for these individuals is the result of my own
experience as a parent of a dyslexic child and as a compensated dyslexic
ceramist. | have always believed that my early and passionate love for making
art played a large part in the process of compensation for me. Dyslexia is a
permanent state, intrinsic to my neurological make up, and therefore | am
considered dyslexic'. Having compensated, however, my literacy makes me
undetectable under normal circumstances, placing me in a unique position for
articulating this problem from the inside out.

Several years ago, | began noticing that many of my students and
colleagues were also dyslexic. Because students, especially, are often very
perceptive about their teachers’ weaknesses, | poke fun at my remaining dyslexic
tendencies. However, an answering choruses of “Me too!” would begin an
exchange of stories and information. | was amazed that our early educational
experiences had been so similar. | had always thought that there were very few
dyslexics and that my own experiences were unique. It, aiso, struck me as
interesting that so many had a comparable passion for the ceramic arts, and

thought, without hyperbole, of the field and their on-going fascination with

! In that ‘dyslexics’ may have an atypical brain structure, dyslexia is a life-long condition.
However from a performance point of view, the cognitive symptoms of dyslexia may disappear
altogether. Lyytinen (1997) found that a small number of adult ‘dyslexics’ (fully-compensated
dyslexics) perform equally in both speed and accuracy to the control group in the reading tasks
tested. “The identification of compensatory processes encourages us in our belief that dyslexia
may not necessarily be a life-long disorder and that early identification may help overcome it
(Lyytinen, 1997, p. 106).

4



ceramics as a life-preserver. One severely dyslexic man told me, “Clay
completes me.” By this, | think he meant that clay gives him a language, a voice,
and records the memory of that voice for others to know who he was and what
he thought®.

As | stated earlier, my emphasis in this thesis is on the resilience of a
particular group of learners who have escaped the downward spiral of failure so
typical of dyslexics that it appears to be a perverse birthright. This small,
particular group has managed to succeed, not only in compensating for their
dyslexia, but also in their chosen careers in the ceramic arts by invoking, perhaps
ironically, their intact and formidable hunger to learn. In par, | shall re-trace a
particular route in a journey of success by telling the stories of these seven
dyslexic ceramists. And in part, | shall search for under-charted courses that
might someday yield a better way to guide not only young dyslexics, but any child
under-served under the present conditions.

Although all of the dyslexic individuals discussed herein encountered
hurtful, negative educational circumstances, | do recognize that teachers are
poorly supported in their duty towards many children, all of whom have diverse
needs and abilities. It is, therefore, not my intention to disparage all classroom

teachers, but rather to point out how entrenched are the problems with divergent

2In his book, Stories of Resilience in Childhood, Daniel Challener (1997) makes a very
strong point about the importance of finding a voice and being able to articulate your own
distinguishing characteristics: “...Each child struggled to escape being silenced...us{ing] words
...1o establish an identity that was acceptable to themselves and break away from an identity that
others had tried to impose upon them.... Finding a voice (and in the larger sense, establishing an
identity) is much of what growing up is all about”, p. 10.

5



learners in schools. This thesis does not, however, probe the complex and muiti-
layered organizational structure of schools, nor the political, social and economic
values reflected therein, but rather accepts it as a fact that some learners are
under-served under the present conditions.

Dyslexic children’s experiences are similar, today and in the past

| have included two descriptions of my young son’s experiences in
elementary schools at the beginning and at the end of this thesis because his
experience affirms the continuing relevance of the depictions of school life
described both in the literature review and by the adult dyslexics interviewed.
The first part of my son’s story portrays his and my growing awareness that there
was a problem with his learning in school, and the difficulties encountered finding
the help he needed. In the conclusion of this thesis, | continue the story with
descriptions of the help we found, and the importance of excellent teaching and
excitement in learning.

My son’s story:

When he was five, our bright, inventive son was building a pirate ship
more or less from a' Lego kit containing building blocks, pirate figures, a gold
chest, a skeleton to guard the treasure and pictograph instructions. After
patiently assembling the tiny building blocks into a ship, he noticed that the kit did
not contain a telescope and that he could not begin his game without a way to
scan the horizon. So he removed the head of a skeleton figure and placed his
pirate so that it could peer down the neck bone of the skeleton. He called out to

me, grinning slyly, “Look, Mom, I've made a SKEL-e-scopel” Our son had made
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up for a slow-ish start in talking with an intriguing interest in word play. He
delighted in puns, designed complex and fanciful Lego machines, and sang long
Country Western ballads to anyone who would listen. Yet at the beginning of the
second grade, he still could not read, nor could he reliably write his name or
recite the alphabet. When attempting to write vocabulary words, his n's and w’s
stood on their heads to become u’s or m’s; p's, b’s and d’s were interchangeable;
s were t's and q's were g's. His pen and ink drawings showed imagination,
control, dexterity and detail, but his handwriting set off a gnawing worry in me.
Suddenly, our sweet, cheerful little boy was involved in playground fights, had
mood swings, crying jags, fearfulness, nightmares and temper tantrums.

It was a long period of time, one that required extraordinary parental
pressure, before a variety of primary and secondary tests were conducted.
These tests indicated a typical pattern of strengths and weaknesses in which the
Verbal scores were significantly greater than the Performance, scores swinging
wildly from “below average to superior.” Test results indicated lower scores on
tests of rote memory, both visual and auditory. These scores were averaged
together to place his overall global intellectual functioning well above average.
The report concluded that “given his intellectual ability and his delays in
acquisition of basic reading and written expression that he may have a specific
learning disability...,” naming his disability, dyslexia.

Tests completed, | wrongly assumed that identifying the problem was a
significant step to setting in motion appropriate teaching and learning strategies.

The school board had no specific guidelines for educational suppoit and



intervention for children with dyslexia. Although allowing for flexibility, this left the
classroom and resource teachers isolated and unsupported to invent appropriate
strategies. Because these teachers were uninformed about learning disabilities,
strategies were never formulated, and therefore never implemented.

Behavioral problems grew worse as our son’s school performance
continued to deteriorate. Therefore, | bought books on phonics, drawing pictures
for my son as we sounded out the letters. The vowel “a” yielded a drawing of an
angry ape, short and long vowel sounds. He would giggle and want to give the
ape an apple. He enjoyed these drawing / phonics sessions; more to the point,
he remembered the lesson. improvement on all counts was swift and sure, and
his attitude towards school changed. | knew we were on the right track, but
realized that we needed to find someone who knew more than the school's staff
or | did.

Eventually we found a private tutor with an extensive special education
background and a passion for teaching. She was warm and playful, enjoying the
company of young children. In addition to the solid remedial work utilizing
phonics with pictures, reading practice and memory games, she distributed
praise and treats generously, making sure that he was aware of every
improvement. Taking small amounts of time to chat with his sister or lend her a
book, the tutor effectively re-routed sibling rivalry into protectiveness and
cooperation. Our son responded to all this support by redoubling his effort,

aware but never complaining that other children do not have to work as hard.



In addition, we transferred our son to an ‘English’ school, which in Quebec
means that half of the content is in English and half in French. We believed at
the time that this switch in combination with the extra tutoring would improve his
ability to succeed in the classroom, increasing his confidence. We also knew
that the class size would increase dramatically in the old school and hoped for a
better teacher to pupil ratio in the new school. We had to make our decision
about transferring before the new principal would have the final numbers for the
class.

Initially, the transfer worked against some of the gains made by the tutor in
terms of our son’s confidence and happiness. Peer interaction, teacher attitudes
and class size in the new school were more negative than we expected. As the
new kid in school, our son found it difficult to make new friends and often felt
lonely and alienated. His new homeroom teacher was fond of ‘pop’ quizzes,
spelling bees, and children “taking responsibility for their own learning.” This
meant rote memorization and little help with organization. Perhaps these are
useful demands for many children, but they were unhelpful for our son.

In a parent/teacher's meeting, his other teacher described our eight-year-
old son as “lazy”, “immature” and “stubborn” because he was easily distracted,
slouched in his chair and did not work well in groups. Both teachers complained
that instead of paying attention in class, he often hid a book in other books and
read when he should have been attending to his work. They pointed out that
when it served him he was capable of great care, organization and detail. When

he paid attention, he could do the other work easily and that his major strengths
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were his ability to articulate and reason logically. They, therefore, just did not
understand what the talk of a disability was all about.

These teachers’ attitudes highlight a significant problem with dyslexic
children. The general inconsistency in their performance, which is the major
hallmark of the disability, is difficult to understand and likely to be attributed to
character failings. There is no reason to assume that a dyslexic is any less
capable of sophisticated abstract thinking, yet it is very likely that the dyslexic will
have difficulty articulating his or her thoughts on paper. Some teachers interpret
this sort of behavior as educational refusal and become personally offended and
disproportionally annoyed with the child. Not without reason, both teachers
expressed to me their high frustration and impatience with our son, but | am

certain that our son and his classmates were also aware of their attitudes.

Review of Literature:

My son’s school experiences portrayed in this account suggest important
themes that | pursue in the literature review. These themes emerged not only in
my son’s life, but also very strongly in the lives of the dyslexic artists who shared
their experiences with me. These themes involve the 1. Characteristics and
consequences of dyslexia, 2. Parental roles, 3. Good teaching as opposed to
bad (or unhelpful) teaching, 4. Implications and recommendations for teaching.

The themes described above arose from questions that emerged as a
result of my son’s and my experiences. These questions began very simply, but
became far more complex: “What is dyslexia and what do | do about it?" became

“Why is the classroom particularly problematic for dyslexics?” “Why do dyslexics
10



seem to attract so much negative attention?” “Why are dyslexics frustrating to
classroom teachers?” and “What helps a dyslexic child leamn?” As | learned
more, | wanted to know why there are so many dyslexic artists and what were the
relationships between the visual arts and dyslexia. Uitimately, the question

became, “How do dyslexics succeed in life?”

What is Dyslexia? Confusing Definitions

Definitions of dyslexia change according to which aspects of the reading
disability the researcher attends. There is enormous debate in the literature
about almost every aspect of dyslexia from basic definitions to what causes it
and how to improve the situation. Dyslexia appears the perfect ground to wage
Nature verses Nurture debates on whether dyslexia is an intrinsic neurological
condition (Smith, 1991; Edwards, 1994; Geschwind & Galaburda, 1987;
Geschwind, 1987; Shaywitz, 1996, Silver, 1989; West, 1991; Learning
Disabilities Association of Canada, 1991) or a condition induced by confusion to
inappropriate instruction (Smith, 1985; Shahl, 1997). There is even an intriguing
combination argument in which dyslexia exists in the interaction of the two, an
intrinsic, biologically-based phonological processing deficit in combination with
both weaknesses in the teaching of reading skills and the culture in which the
individual lives (Frith, 1997; Hatcher, et al, 1994).

Phonological structure and the phonological awareness of a language
refer to the smallest units of a language, an individual's ability to identify
individual sounds and to divide a whole word into its constituent parts
sequentially (Lindamood, Bell & Lindamood, 1997). “Phonological skills, a child's

11



awareness of the sound structure of spoken words, and the ability to manipulate
those structures—appear to be an important predictor of leaming to read...”
(Goswami, 1997, p.131). It is certain that teaching practice, the phonological and
grammatical structure of the language and parent-child interaction play a large
role not only in how the basic disability manifests itself but also in the process of
compensation (Snowling, 1996; Snowling & Nation, 1997; Lyythinen, 1997,

Goswami, 1997).

Behavioral definition:

At least part of the confusion in understanding what dyslexia is seems to
stem from definitions that rely solely on qualitatively judged patterns of behaviors,
many of which can be observed to lesser degrees in non-dyslexics, rather than
quantifiably measured qualities that are exclusive to dyslexics. These behaviors
include difficulty in leaming how to read, left/right confusion, difficulty saying long
words, difficulty recalling digits, adding and subtracting, longer confusion with
letters like ‘D’ and ‘d’ (Miles, 1995) in the presence of exclusionary
characteristics, like adequate intelligence, physical and emotional heaith, and
educational opportunities (Edwards, 1994; Fink, 1998; Long, et al, 1994;
Shaywitz, 1989).

Additional confusion is added to behavioral definitions by the fact that few
dyslexics suffer from all possible symptoms, or conversely areas of weakness for
some dyslexics may prove areas of significant strength for others. Other
weaknesses may, or may not, include any combination of the following: difficulty

with handwriting, spelling, arithmetic, foreign languages, rote memory, physical
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coordination, general organizational skills, delayed speech development,
indifference to time and schedules, excessive daydreaming, and/or social
ineptness (Shaywitz, 1989; Edwards, 1994; Geschwind & Galaburda, 1987;

West, 1991; Smith, 1991; Learning Disabilities Association of Canada, 1991).

Cognitive definition:

However useful the behavioral definitions are to identifying dyslexic
problems, they do not adequately answer the question of what dyslexia is, or is
not. Cognitive definitions rely on theoretical assumptions about the underlying
coghnitive deficiencies, such as deficits in short term memory or accessing long-
term memory (Riddick, 1996), but do not explain the significant areas of strength
described by many researchers. Shaywitz (1996) describes an unusual
constellation of cognitive strengths and unexpected weaknesses in otherwise
physically heaithy people with normal to superior intelligence, resulting in
difficuities learing to read and write. Swaywitz (1996) defines dyslexia as

... an encapsulated deficit often surrounded by significant strengths in

reasoning, problem-solving, concept formation, critical thinking and
vocabulary. (p. 104)

A strong indication of dyslexia involves peculiar discrepancies on cognitive
tests. Dyslexic children classically perform dramatically unevenly on WISC tests,
for example. Most people perform within a predictable range across
competencies measured by these |Q tests (Gardner, 1993a). However a graph
of a dyslexic child’s scores would look like a mountain range with steep peaks
and valleys. When these scores are averaged together, a number is generated
that yields a skewed and misleading view of the child’s global intelligence, or Q
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(Butkowsky & Willows, 1980). While an average 1Q under these circumstances
is useful in signaling that further investigation is required to discover why the
child is not learning specific material as expected, the flattened out numbers for
strengths and weaknesses render the IQ number useless in helping teachers find
the strengths that could help a child compensate for weaknesses (Butkowsky &

Willows, 1980; Gardner, 1993a).

Gardner's Theory of Muitiple intelligences provides a variety of interesting
perspectives from which dyslexia can be understood.
Special educators have, for many years, known that students who have
difficuity learning in traditional classrooms have gifts and talents that often
surpass their more average peers. Yet these children were being labeled,
and often treated, as less than average intellectually. Gardner’s work has
begun to change this (Long, Austin & Bowen, 1994a, p. 45).
In Gardner's (1993a) Theory of Multiple Intelligences “intelligences” are defined
as the problem-solving skills that “allow one to approach a situation in which a
goal is to be obtained and to locate the appropriate route to that goal” (p. 15).
Practically speaking, if a child's many intelligences can be identified, then his or
her talents will not be overlooked and useful interventions could be planned to
strengthen weaknesses.
Neurological definitions:
Neurological definitions cite differences in dysiexic brain organization that
explain patterns of strengths, weaknesses and individual variation. Shaywitz
(1996) theorizes that dyslexia is a malfunction of one of the lower modes of

processing information that goes on in the brain. The higher orders of

processing involve semantics, syntax and discourse, while the lowest order
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involves the breakdown in the processing of the phonological elements, the
sounds that make up the language (Shaywitz, 1996).

Much progress has been made recently in the fields of genetics and
neurology identifying anatomical differences that may play a part in the
development of dyslexia. Differences have been discovered on chromosomes
15, 1 and 6 in many families with histories of dyslexia (DeFries et al, 1997;
Candor et al, 1994; Tucker, 1997). It is thought that aspects of phonological
processing, rather than the dyslexia directly, are inheritable. This ‘inheritance’ in
combination with other factors predisposes an individual to be dyslexic (Tucker,
1997).

Neurologists have found differences in brain structure as well. Autopsies
of dyslexics have revealed an unusual left and right hemispheric symmetrys
indicating an excess of language-related cortex or an unusual reversal of
asymmetry with a larger right hemisphere (Geschwind & Galaburda, 1987;
Galaburda, 1989). This extra brain tissue and the unusual connections between
parts lead Geschwind and Galaburda (1987) to speculate that an essential
‘pruning’ process of excess brain cells, normally occurring during the fifth to
seventh months of gestation (Hynd & Hiernenz, 1997), fails to occur in dyslexic
individuals. These extra cells may interfere with efficient brain function
(Geschwind & Galaburda, 1987). This ultimately results in a mixed dominance in
handedness and language lateralization of the brain that may, at least in part, be

responsible for language processing deficits (Galaburda, 1989). In addition,

3 Non-dyslexics generally have brains with a larger left and smaller right hemispheres.
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other anomalies also found in non-dyslexic brains, such as “focal dysplaias,
ectopias, brain warts, etc” (Hynd, 1997, p. 47) may play a role in an individual's
risk for developing dyslexia. It may be that the atypical asymmetry complicates
or interferes with an individual’s ability to compensate for these cortical
anomalies, or visa versa.

It is important to notice that none of the researchers claim to have
discovered the root cause of dyslexia, nor even claim that anatomy is the over-
riding factor, but rather that certain factors may predispose individuals to have
difficulties with certain cognitive tasks:

If there is an abnormality at the neurological level in a specific brain

system, then an abnormality in the mental processes subserved by this

system would be expected. Of course, such a consequence is not
inevitable: there may be protective factors. Also there may be sufficient
redundancy in the system to avert any further cognitive consequences.

We are not talking about a deterministic cause, only a probabilistic one.

Let us assume, however, that at least in certain cases, the neurological

abnormality causes a weakness in a cognitive component of the
phonological system. (Frith, et al, 1997, p. 6)

Imaging technology is beginning to address the interaction of behavior and
biology. Cognitive neurologists are now able to view what occurs in the brain
while people perform various activities. A study by Paulesu et al. (1996)
indicated that even completely compensated dyslexics show abnormal brain
activity when performing phonological processing activities, such as rhyme
judgment and memory tasks. Even when the speed and accuracy of the tasks
was equal between the dyslexics and the control group, the dyslexics utilized
different parts of their brains to accomplish the activities. Parts of the brain

associated with phonological processing (in the left hemisphere) were under-
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utilized while the parts of the brain associated with speech (in the right
hemisphere) were far more active than average. This is suggestive that even
when the behavior is remediated, the brain continues to function in divergent
ways. In addition, the exact nature of the relationships between spoken and
written language impairments is, at present, unknown and apparently changes

within an individual over time (Snowling & Nation, 1997).

Implications of the definitions for education:

This is not a definitive review of the literature on the possible behavioral,
cognitive or neurological bases of dyslexia. My intended point is that dyslexia is
a physiologically-based and complex condition which is unrelated to intelligence.

Although much progress has been made in identifying likely factors, there does
not appear to be any, one, essential cause. Rather, there is a fluid interaction of
many circumstances. Although there are certainly negative consequences for
individual dyslexics, it is also possible that dyslexia resuits from a normali
variation of human brain development that might also have positive
consequences (Shaywitz, 1989; West, 1991).

This also implies that exclusionary definitions are less useful than
previously thought. If there is a discrete cluster of neurological differences that
interferes with an individual’s ability to learn how to read, then these factors could
occur concurrently with other problems, masking or complicating the dyslexia. In
other words, a person may have other reasons to be a poor reader, other
learning disabilities, economical or educational deprivation, poor general health,

hearing or eyesight and, even, low intelligence, and still also be dyslexic. It is
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important that dyslexia not be ignored because of more obvious problems, but it
is equally important that educators not make premature assumptions about an
individual’s limitations.

Although dyslexia can be simply defined as a phonological processing
deficit, which results in difficulty learning to read, the consequences touch on
every aspect of an individual’s life. Generation of a definition of dyslexia is
difficult in part because of the complexity of relationships between the biology of
the brain and the surrounding environment. In addition, every dyslexic has a
unique pattem of strengths and weaknesses that interact in positive and negative
ways. Definitions are further complicated by the difficulty of distinguishing how
much inconsistency is problematic. Gardner (1989) found that it is not unusual
for non-dyslexics to perform inconsistently across the various ‘intelligences’ or
competencies studied. “... We discovered less synchrony across areas”
(Gardner, 1989, p. 73). From this perspective, dyslexia is an extreme example of
something that occurs in alimost everyone. This further reinforces the contention
that biology is not destiny.

Identifying and developing a dyslexic person’s strengths, and marshalling
them to offset the effects of discouragement in order to develop compensatory
strategies, provides hope, control and motivation. Definitions, therefore, must be
multi-faceted and carefully constructed. The most useful layman’s definition that
| found, which | use for this research, is derived from a booklet published by the

Learning Disabilities Association of Canada (1991):
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... a neurological inefficiency that affects a particular area of intellectual
function (e.g., attention, perception, memory) and / or that impedes
acquisition or learning of specific information at an average speed....
(Learning Disability Association, 1991, p. 3)

The terms “particular”, “specific” and “inefficiency” are key to this definition.
Individuals with this learning disability are able to reason and leamn, may even be
talented in several areas; but in their area(s) of weakness, they are inefficient.
However, the psychological consequences from typical experiences of repeated
failure may make it difficult for the individual to persevere. This places the
emphasis squarely on the potential role of education not merely to treat, correct
and/or speed up processing of particular kinds of information, but to provide the
children with opportunities to succeed.

| must re-emphasize here that this is not an easy task. Much of the
frustration in guiding dyslexic children is related to a jagged cognitive profile in
which considerable strengths and weaknesses mix. Even with a good
understanding of possible dyslexic difficulties, it is embarrassingly easy to
misinterpret, or judge too harshly, a child's behavior. A dyslexic child may have
poor kinetic / spatial ability. It is easy to interpret clumsiness as clownishness,
destructiveness, or even aggressiveness. The child’s oral speech may be logical
and well-organized, indicating an excellent vocabulary, grasp of concepts and
relationships, but the same child’s written work is an impenetrable garble of mis-
formed words and thoughts. S/he might have an excellent memory for baseball
biographies or song lyrics, but cannot, or is it will not?, remember the seven
times table, days of the week, or dental appointments. Exhaustion from the

greater effort required or difficulty deciding where to start on a project can appear
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to be laziness. A messy desk, untidy room, unkempt appearance, or a lost glove
may really reflect deficits in organizational skills, but the child is scolded for
carelessness.

A dyslexic child may even intentionally contribute to the confusion by
diverting attention away from a mistake by making a joke: a misread word, a
transposed bus number or a slip on the carpet are transformed into a comedy
routine. This may not, initially, be a deliberate attempt to disrupt a class lesson
or ridicule an adult, but rather an attempt to hide embarrassment or to make
friends. Add to this the effects of psychological scarring from the negative
attention dyslexic children often attract, the resuiting behavior problems, and the
whole tangled mess becomes overwhelming. When frustration and rage mount,
sometimes a facile wit and tongue do become deliberately cruel and bullying;
when effort is rarely rewarded, sometimes a child will become lazy. The question
then becomes, who understands the child well enough to recognize the
difference, and relationships, between cannot and will not? Who will advocate
for answers to the questions, “Why is this child not thriving in school?” and

“What do we do about it?”

Parental roles
Contlict between the home and the school:

Between 10% (Geschwind, 1985; Sullivan, 1996) and 20% (West, 1990;
Swaywitz, 1996; Edwards, 1994) of all school children are dyslexic. That means
that in every Quebec classroom, there are between 3 and 5 children with this

problem alone. Unless they have someone in their lives who is able and willing
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to advocate for them, dyslexic children will not likely receive the help they need to
succeed.

Many dyslexic children have dyslexic parents (Edwards, 1994; Riddick,
1996, Lyythinen, 1997). These parents may have painful memories of their own
education and their children’s struggles tend to reopen old wounds. Already
distrustful of any educational institution and emotionally exhausted from coping
with a vast array of related problems (behavior, family dynamics, additional
educational expenses, etc.), they may also be intimidated by teachers, principals
and the bureaucracy surrounding schools (Edwards, 1994). Contact and
communication with educational authorities is often further hampered by poor
organizational and writing skills on the one hand, and insensitive, evasive
administration on the other (Edwards, 1994). Teachers and principals often see
frustrated, overly-protective parents (Edwards, 1994; Riddick,1996). Parents,
usually mothers (Riddick, 1996; McKennell, 1997), are wrong no matter what
they do:

... Because many...[educational administrations] do not recognize

dyslexia, it is only by parents taking the initiative to have their children

assessed

outside of the formal educational system that their children are identified.

But again critics would claim that such parents are pushy, neurotic and

over ambitious.... (Riddick, 1996, p. 52)
Parents see experts who seem incompetent and defensively blame them for their
child’s problems or label their child lazy despite obvious signs of effort.

Consequently all the individuals guiding the child’s development may not have

the same information and work at cross-purposes.
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Psychological consequences:

Young dyslexics typically suffer unjust and inhumane treatment during
their early education, and this often has devastating life-long implications
(Riddick, 1996; Gilchrist, 1997). Edwards (1 994) sums up the problem:

... All dyslexics can expect to suffer from inadequate help and neglect,

undergo humiliations and be teased or persecuted within the present

school system. As a direct result of this, they lack confidence, doubt their

intellectual ability and develop behavioral problems.... Other painful
experiences such as being the victim of violence or unfaimess affected the

majority of students [in her study]. (p. 116)

Gilchrist (1997), Edwards (1994), Ziminsky (1993), and Smith (1991) add to this
list of symptoms of psychological scarring associated with dyslexia: depression,
cynicism, isolation and difficulty forming and maintaining intimate relationships,
truancy, psychosomatic illness, depression, nervous breakdowns, criminal
behavior, alcohol and drug abuse, traffic fatalities and suicide. Sullivan et al.
(1996) add disproportional rates of sexually-transmitted disease and unwanted
pregnancy. A study by Osmond and Morrison (1992) found that 42% of inmates
in the British jails studied had iow literacy rates; further investigation yielded a
high percentage of those testing with untreated learning disabilities.

Some of the researchers suggest that because of sequencing difficulties,
dyslexic individuals intrinsically cannot appreciate cause and effect (Sullivan et
al. 1996; Thompson, 1997b; Smith, 1991).

It seems logical to assume that the dyslexic, with poor sequencing skills

and with established difficulties in verbalizing their [sic] thought processes,

does not work out in advance the simple practicalities of cause and
effect.... They will aimost inevitably create trouble for themselves at school

and at home by acting without envisaging the consequences or even
recognizing the direct link between what they have done and the reaction

of adults or their peers (Thompson,1997b, p. 248).
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Multiple contributing factors:

It may be that sequencing difficulties exacerbate counterproductive
behavior; however difficulties with expression, and the frustration this causes,
may play a far greater role than is generally acknowledged. Indeed, the often
noted ‘intrinsic’ impulsiveness (Smith, 1991; Sullivan, 1996) interpretation for this
behavior being directly linked to learning disabilities does not take into account
the devastating effects of repeated failure, frustration and humiliation.

No doubt, there are muiltiple contributing factors for behavior and social
problems, but the assumption that intrinsic neurological deficiencies are the
primary cause of these problems conveniently excuses those individuals and
institutions responsible for helping the child. “Imagine the stress created by
waking every morning to know that failure is inevitable yet again” (Gilchrist, 1997,
p. 35). Imagine the far greater stress of being unable to articulate these strong

feelings of futility and hopelessness.

... By the time they [dyslexic children] are in their second or third year of
school they are often suffering from low self-esteem, having already failed
academically in several areas.... They may have failed socially as well.
They lack confidence and this can manifest itself in many ways, including
attention-seeking behavior, withdrawal, aggression or a generally
antisocial, anti-authoritarian attitude. (Dominy & Rees, 1997, p. 197)

Learned helplessness / learned success
Learned helplessness:

The term ‘learned helplessness’ originated from the animal experiments
conducted by Seligman and Maier (1967) who inflicted random electrical shocks
on dogs who, initially, could do nothing to escape the punishment. Later in the

experiments, escape was made possible, but the animal no longer made the
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attempt. Seligman (1975); Abrahams, Seligman and Teasdale, (1978) observed
that human beings respond to similar situations with depression. The principle is
that when there is no response possible that results in control over the situation,
the individual will respond with lower levels of persistence and poorer
performance quality to (and willingness to attempt) new and different tasks
(Weisz & Cameron, 1985).

This principle of learned helplessness has since been used to explain a
variety of puzzling human behaviors from the high rates of drug abuse and
teenage pregnancies in impoverished areas to the Battered Woman Syndrome
(Walker, 1979). This term and the related “passive failure” model (Johnston &
Winograd, 1985) have also been applied directly to the behavior of dyslexic
students who, because of repeated failure, believe themselves incapable of
learning, and will no longer attempt to master reading (Butkowsky & Willows,
1980; Weisz & Cameron, 1985; Ziminsky, 1994).

Supporting this link between learned helplessness and poor academic
performance, Lawrence (1985) suggests that the important point about self-
esteem is not whether poor self-esteem leads to poor performance or visa versa,
but that these two conditions reinforce each other and must be treated in tandem.
Children with learning disabilities may have separate, discrete pockets of high
and low confidence, at home or playing with friends as opposed to their school
life. However feelings of poor self-worth ultimately become generalized to other
areas of life with the result that children begin to believe that they are incapable

of learning; therefore it is preferable that the learning problems and self-esteem
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issues be addressed by the same people (Lawrence, 1985; Gilchrist, 1997;

Thomson, 1997a).

Learned success:

Several educators are addressing this aspect of compensation through
literacy programs. For example: the underlying principle behind a series of
books designed for children with learning disabilities (Long et al. 1994 a,b) is to
help the children reestablish feelings of control over what happens to them. Self-
monitoring skills are linked with literacy. Exercises are designed to improve the
children’s understandings of their own particular strengths, learning styles,
feelings and behavior. In addition, many programs utilize occupational therapists
to conduct role-playing activities to encourage greater reflection about social
situations, the relationships among the child's feelings, behavior and the
responses of others (Thompson, 1997, b). Although Thompson (1997, a),
Gilchrist (1997), Lawrence (1985) and Long et al. (1994) suggest that self-
esteem problems should be addressed by those working directly on literacy
remediation, there is nothing that indicates that children’s areas of strength and
high-confidence could not also be used to address areas requiring remediation®.

Whether the link between dyslexia and socially unacceptable behaviors is
biologically-based, environmentally-based or some synergy between the two,
dyslexics cannot succeed if, once established, this negative chain is unbroken.

All parties concerned with the welfare of a learning disabled child must contend,

“Gardner's (1996) work on Multiple intelligences, strongly suggests that areas of
cognitive strength could indeed be used to redress areas of weakness.

25



not only with the original difficulties in acquiring specific competencies, but with
the potential complicating factors of the self-destructive behaviors which are, |
believe, associated with depression. If action is not taken to interrupt this
downward spiral, even with improvement of certain literacy skills, the individual's
over-all perfformance may not necessarily improve.

At least part of the solution seems to involve reestablishing a level of
confidence and control over some meaningful aspect of their lives. The novelist
and writer-producer of many popular television shows, Stephen J. Cannell,
whose dyslexia went undiscovered well into his thirties, states:

The real fear that | have for dyslexic people is not that they have to

struggle with jumbled input or that they can't spell, but that they will quit on

themselves before they get out of school. Parents have to create victories
whenever they can, whether it's music, sports or art. You want your
dyslexic child to say: ‘Yeah, reading’s hard. But | have these other things |

can do’ (Cannell, 1999, p. 79)

In this quotation, Cannell (1999) advocates activities for dyslexic children that
would provide opportunities to experience success, a reason to feel worthy. Not
many would disagree with this assessment. | find it interesting, however, that the
implicit assumption is that school is damaging for dyslexic children and the best
that can be hoped is that they emerge not too disfigured. If, as | believe,

dyslexics are the mining canaries of the educational system, is the educational

atmosphere unhealthy for other students as well?

Good teaching in general education: different methods required?
Numerous treatments have been designed to remediate and to teach in a
‘dyslexic-friendly’ manner. A study by Shahl (1997) contends that many of these

strategies had not been subjected to rigorous quantitative evaluation, and once
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studied showed no more effectiveness than traditional methods. Furthermore,
Stahl (1997) insists that aithough many of these strategies may or may not
improve de-coding skills, they do not address the challenge of encouraging
Chall’'s (1983) fifth, and highest, stage of reading in which readers combine
knowledge from several sources to create new knowledge. “There is more to
reading than de-coding” (Snowling & Nation, 1997, p. 162).

Stahl (1997) concludes that dyslexic children do not require strategies that
are different than those effective with non-dyslexic children. He advocates, for all
children, early (prior to the second grade) word identification instruction that
takes into account the phonological awareness of the child, by simultaneously
introducing letters and sounds. However, he emphasizes that it is important not
to repeat methods in which that child has previously failed. Although Stahi
(1997) strongly recommends a method of “echo-reading,” which demonstrated
considerable quantified success with a wide range of students both in one-on-
one teaching and in the classroom, his emphasis is less on any special teaching
methodology than it is on perceptive and well-prepared teachers.

Frank Smith (1985) also challenges the idea that dyslexics and non-
dyslexics require different teaching strategies. He defines dyslexia as simply the
condition of pre-literate individuals and contends that good de-coding strategies
are not necessary for excellent reading comprehension. According to Smith
(1985), the greatest factor in turning non-readers into readers is reading practice.
This can only be achieved when the reading material is meaningful and

interesting to the learner. “Children become readers when they are engaged in
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situations where written language is being meaningfully used” (p. viii) “... to make
sense of what they know and what they want to know” (p. x). Furthermore, “it is
not difficult to make reading impossible.... One very effective way to produce
incomprehensibility is to ensure that the person trying to read the book is
apprehensive about making a mistake” (p ix). Although current research on the
brain contradicts Frank Smith's contention that there is nothing intrinsically
different between dyslexics and non-dyslexics, excepting the absence of a
specific skill, there is considerable validity to his contention that in order to read
well, reading must be valued, not for the negative consequences of illiteracy, but
because words in print give great pleasure. This general principal holds
regardless of who the learner is.

By contrast, Linda Smith, founder of the Lab School in Washingtion, D.C,
differs in her belief that dyslexic children require different teaching strategies from
non-dyslexic children. Smith (1991) maintains that the learning disabled are
more practically-oriented and have difficulty understanding abstract concepts,
and the interplay of concepts, without concrete applications. As evidence, she
states that both her young and adult students typically do not comprehend jokes
or wordplay, the concept of time or ideas like ‘truth.’

Accordingly, these learning differences can be overcome with a greater
emphasis on experiential, hands-on learning. Children with learning disabilities,
therefore, should be taught with manipulation of actual objects and materials.
Smith also advocates dramatic utilization of metaphors and analogies. For

example, one teacher illustrated the relationships among a town, a city, a state
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and a country by using a series of boxes of increasing size, stacked one inside
the other. In addition, a great emphasis is placed on peer teaching; children may
not take home their woodworking projects until they have successfully taught
another child how to complete a project of his/her own. In both examples,
intense engagement with the subject matter overcame memory problems.

It may be that Linda Smith’s students have serious comprehension
problems, but | do not believe that it is useful to generalize to the degree that she
does. Dyslexic children have difficuity with the relationship between sounds and
symbols. Dyspraxic children have difficulty with conceptualization and planning a
scheme of action (Linge, 1997). Some children with dyslexia are also dyspraxic,
have attention deficit syndrome and are hyperactive. There are many possible
combinations of learning disabilities, but it is also quite possible to have dyslexia
pure, without any other disability. It is, | believe, an unhelpful over-generalization
to lump together all individuals with one or more specific learning disabilities into
one overly broad category. However, Smith’s (1991) and Stahl’s (1997) methods
for teaching, both utilize a multi-sensory approach intended to reinforce
experience and capture a child’s interest, which | am certain works well, is useful
for all children, and especially necessary for children who are confused, stressed,
demoralized and experiencing learning difficulties.

Rosalie Fink (1992, 1993,1995/1996, 1998) makes many of the same
observations as Linda Smith (1991) and Frank Smith (1985) concerning the
importance of interest and motivation in her studies of successful, compensated

adult dyslexics. She concludes that there are two conditions common to
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successful dyslexic adults: good word identification strategies and interest.
Strong, early and consistent remedial help that includes phonological decoding
strategies and a driving fascination for some field of study or discipline, that
directs the individual's reading practice, were the most consistent factors
explaining success. However, her studies indicate that even highly successful
adult dyslexics continue to make mistakes decoding individual words, leaning
heavily on contextual cues. They are able to pick up and comprehend these
cues because of a large store, built up over time, of prior knowledge about the
subject matter.

Snowling and Nation (1997) report similar findings. In a study measuring
reading comprehension, results indicated that dyslexics rely far more on
contextual cues than either normal readers or non-dyslexic poor readers.

There's a significant effect of context; all children’s reading improved when

context was available to them... For accuracy, the context effect was

greatest for the dyslexic poor readers and smallest for the poor

comprehenders, with controls (normal readers) benefiting to an
intermediate degree (Snowling & Nation, 1997, p. 162).

This study also indicated that phonological processing problems may persist
even while reading accuracy improves. It also strongly suggests that teaching
strategies emphasizing contextualized knowledge, while essential for dyslexics,
are also beneficial to non-dyslexics.
Remediation through challenge and interest:

Hence although decoding skills are important, they are not as important as
contextual availability, intensive reading practice and subject interest. The

intensity level required can only occur with high interest and, most importantly,
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challenging subject matter. That means that the level of difficulty of the reading
material should be higher than the dyslexic can initially achieve. Furthermore
comparing lists of the subject areas read by the compensated dyslexics studied
to the fields of later success, | noticed in Fink’s (1995/96) study that they were
not necessarily the same subject areas. Thus, | conclude that any sustained
experience of excitement and passion for any intellectual endeavor serves as a
catalyst for later success.

Fink (1995/96, 1998) also discusses many practical implications of her
findings centering on the importance of high interest reading content for
dyslexics. However, Fink does not directly address the implication that dyslexic
children would benefit from educational programs that combine literacy
remediation with accelerated and challenging program content. Further
interesting questions are suggested by Fink's (1998) finding that dyslexic
individuals who later compensated reached a level of reading competence on
average between ages 10 and 12, a three-year delay compared to average
readers. Did this occur because there is simply a delay in skill acquisition? Does
this occur because of the normal maturation, occurring just prior to the onset of
adolescence, of the left hemisphere which then can take over the weakened
functions of the right hemisphere (Geschwind & Galaburda, 1987)? Would the
individual have compensated regardless of any intervention, or might maturation
have allowed the individual to take full advantage of remedial experiences?
Does compensation occur at this time because of a different emphasis in

educational curricula that occurs in the middle school or junior high years away
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from rote memorization and towards conceptualization? Might the compensation
occur because the material in school became more interesting and the newly
found interests encouraged increased reading practice and retention? Why do

some dyslexics compensate, but others never do?
Authentic success and multi-sensory learning:

Dominy and Rees (1997) make a series of practical recommendations for
classroom teachers, but first state the necessity of understanding the individual
learner and being willing to be flexible about how material is presented. “The
main challenge is the need to combine remediation with the delivery of a full
curriculum” (Dominy & Rees, 1997, p. 203). They further warn against becoming
patronizing by giving unearned or unwarranted praise and undemanding tasks.
The child will recognize the deception and it would have the unintended effect of
decreasing the child’s confidence. Teachers should maintain a positive and
confident attitude towards the student’s ultimate success, downplaying
weaknesses and avoiding failures if possible. Furthermore, small class size is
also particularly important to enable the teacher to monitor the child’s progress
(Dominy & Rees, 1997).

Like Smith (1991) and Stahl (1997), Dominy and Rees (1997) recommend
a multi-sensory approach which, “... engage[s] all the dyslexic child’s pathways to
learning... by associating the visual, auditory and kinaesthetic modalities
simultaneously” (p. 204). For example, children should be encouraged to
paraphrase the material and visual cues, such as time lines, graphs and lists of

relevant vocabulary, should be displayed in the classroom.
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Once these concrete examples are provided of strategies and methods
deemed appropriate for dyslexics, it becomes abundantly clear that good
teaching for dyslexics is also good teaching for non-dyslexics. In either case, a
highly organized, creative, energetic and perceptive teacher is required, who is
willing to organize material in a variety of ways. Teachers who know their
students are better able to guide their students’ reading. Smaller class sizes
mean teachers have the opportunity to get to know all their students’ interests
better. Interest in the subject matter means motivation to increase reading
practice. People who read more become better readers. The primary difference
between teaching dyslexic and non-dyslexic children seems to be that the

negative effects of inappropriate educational practice are more quickly apparent.

Implications in general education: good teaching is good
teaching:

In both 36 Children (1967) and Growing Minds (1984) Herbert Kohi
defines good teaching as extensive content knowledge presented in an
organized fashion in ways that are interesting, exciting and approachable. Not
once in either book does Kohl discuss children with specific learning disabilities,
although statistically there must have been a few in his classes®. Yet Kohl's
students had other reasons, as well, to feel betrayed and hurt by their past

educational experiences. Kohl (1984) writes:

SGeschwind, 1985; Sullivan, 1996; Shaywitz, 1996; Edwards, 1994, and others state that
dyslexics represent between 10 and 20% of people in the general population. Since there were
36 children, statistically speaking, Kohl may have taught between 4 and 8 dyslexic children in the
class described in the 1967 book, 36 Children.
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A teacher can’t be everything—parent, psychologist, social worker.... A

teacher can provide a pathway to new skills, information, perceptions and

personal strengths; can provide young people with a knowledge of how to
learn and to teach themselves, no matter what the circumstances of life

have forced upon them (p. 78).

The philosophical stance and the teaching methods concretely outlined by Kohl
(1984, 1967) may have been designed for the general classroom, but just as the
recommended teaching methods described earlier for dysiexics are useful for
non-dyslexics, Kohl's guidelines are virtually identical to those advocated for
children with specific learning disabilities. Good teaching is good teaching.

Kohl, who has considerable teaching experience in elementary and
secondary schools, assumes that every child requires good teaching to be
successful. The ultimate purpose of good teaching is to equip the leamer to
continue learning. The major assumption articulated in Kohl's books are that it is
impossible to judge accurately another human being's limitations:

This conviction that there are clear levels and limits on what it is possible

to achieve is exactly what good teachers resist. One cannot look into

children’s souls and see the extent and limits of their potential. Potential is
not located in any part of the brain or in any organ. We don't know what

people... could become, and any limit on expectations will become a limit
on learning (1984, p. 58).

However equally essential to developing successful ways of presenting material,
teachers must “gauge students levels of sophistication and the modes of learning
they are accustomed to using” (Kohl, 1984, p.57). With this, the teacher must
have, what he calls a “teaching sensibility” (p. 57), which is the knowledge of how
to help students focus their energy on learning. Kohl distinguishes the word
“energy” from the more usual ‘potential,’ as a more productive concern of

teachers:



All youngsters have this energy, and a substantial part of the craft of
teaching consists of knowing how to tap into children’s energy sources or
removing impediments to their flow. (1984, p. 58)
It is very important to note that Kohl assumes that everyone, not just those with
learning disabilities, will at one time or another have impediments to learning and
the teacher's job is to find ways around these obstacles by paying attention to the
learners’ interests and ways of learning.

‘Paying attention’ has been called by a variety of names, including
‘respect’ (Meier, 1995), ‘connectedness’ (Foster, 1991)8, ‘care’ (Noddings,
1992), Davidson, 2000) and ‘relational education’ (Pariser, 1990)°. Essentially
it means that the teacher has empathy for the students and looks for what is
unique, valuable and exciting to the students in order to find ways to engage the
children with the school material.

To teach successfully, one must have the opportunity to pay attention to

one’'s students. One must learn what they are experiencing, and how it

feels to be who they are.... Both teacher and student must be paying

attention. (Pariser, 1990, p.6)

Kohl (1984) refers to this philosophical stance intentionally taken by good
teachers as “loving the students as learners” (p. 64). This “loving” is not an

emotion and does not necessarily presume liking, but rather it describes acts of

imagination and purposefulness in discovering or inventing ways to help a person

SFoster (1991) is concermed primarily with racial issues that alienate children from the
classroom.

"Nell Noddings (1992) discusses care in terms of mathematics education.

8pavidson (2000) discusses ‘care’ in direct relation to the importance of art activities in
elementary schools. Her students had race and second language issues, as well as learning
disabilities, working against them in the regular classroom.

SEmanuel Pariser (1990) writes about the disengagement of adolescent ‘school failures’.
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learn. Paying attention to the learner necessitates a suspension of the teacher's
ego about whether or not s’he will be successful as a teacher, or whether or not
s/he is liked, in order to focus on the children’s particular strengths. These
strengths are the key to marshaling children’s energy to learn. This “love” is
used synonymously by Kohl (1 984) with “faith”:

Faith in the learner leads some teachers to find strengths where others
see nothing but weakness and failure. (p. 64)

However if paying attention is the first step, the next is attending to what
was learned from the students. “Teaching does not consist solely of making
youngsters feel good about themselves. It involves helping students acquire
understanding, knowledge, and skills they didn’t previously have” (Kohl, 1984,
p.89). In order to be flexible enough to attend appropriately to teachable
moments and present material tailored to fit the children, the teacher must have a
very thorough knowledge of the subject, far beyond what s/he expects to teach at
that time. Yet, knowledge is insufficient without a passion for the content'®. The
teacher, him or herself, must be fascinated by explorations of the subject and
open to productive tangents. Hence, Kohl advocates a thematic approach in
which concepts can be approached through various points of view represented
by different disciplines, i.e. visual art, science, music, sports, mathematics,
writing, etc. The main point of thematic teaching is that there are many different

routes to acquiring understanding and a teacher should master as many as

"9, The Passionate Teacher, Fried (1995) argues that a passion for content is
contagious and provides young people with a model of the joy and excitement of intense interest
and engagement with matters of the mind. Passionate teachers will strive to present material
with richness and complexity, suggestive of exciting and unanswered questions, creating an
appetite for more to learn.
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possible. If one way does not work, another may. Like Stohl (1997), Kohl (1984)
warns against continuing to use methods that have previously failed.
It should be a basic teaching maxim that if an explanation fails with a
particular student, another tack should be taken. Too many teachers deal

with students who do not understand by repeating the same explanations
until both students and teachers give up (Kohl, 1984, p. 99).

Another important point concerning the teacher's mastery of the content is
that it frees the teacher to play with the contentin a variety of ways until the
material is comprehensible to the children. Kohl (1984) discusses in depth the
importance of playfulness in the classroom. Using the Italian word ‘giuoco’, he
says that distinctions between work and play are not necessarily common
outside the United States. There is a ‘play’ that is not limited to recreation and is
considered a prelude to learning. It is more like an examination of ideas in
different configurations and from different points of view. His description
reminded me of both watching infants play with sounds prior to actual speech
and what artists mean when they say they are playing with different
arrangements of elements.

Finally, this “giuoco” is in the service of the development of “sophisticated”
(Kohl, 1984, p. 107) thinking. Kohl says that even very young children are
capable of perceiving and comprehending complex relationships among ideas
and entertaining several lines of thought simultaneously. It involves imaginative
experimentation and the grasping of the “structural properties of whole systems,
rather than just unrelated facts and concepts” (Kohl, 1984, p. 107). ltis
simultaneously carrying several lines of thought in one’s mind and being able to

classify, compare and contrast. ltis global thinking, ‘scientific’ thinking (Dewey,
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1934), ‘visual', ‘artistic’, or ‘productive’ thinking (Arnheim, 1969). This
sophistication does not necessarily describe vast accumulation of knowledge, or
knowledge in any particular field, but rather how an individual uses his or her
mind.
... There are many ways to develop sophisticated thinking. Some people
learn to ...manage ideas through sound, color, or the manipulation of
visual images or physical objects. They use metaphor to express thought.
Others use numbers or words. Some people become sophisticated when
they are challenged by more experienced people.... What has astonished
me through my teaching career is the number of school failures that are
intellectually sophisticated and the number of ‘good’ students who fall
apart when any degree of intellectual sophistication is demanded of them.
(Kohl, 1984, p. 109)
Kohl (1984) insists that sophisticated thinking is teachable. He suggests, though,
that it is neither encouraged nor discovered in a learner without discussion; he
uses the German word ‘sprache’, which he defines as thoughtful speech.
Blaming the demands of overly-structured curriculum to ‘cover specific material
in a certain time and order, Kohl contends that this ‘talk’ is essential to the
development of reflective and sensitive complex thinkers. Furthermore,
sophisticated thinking cannot be formally structured into a list of ordered
behavioral objectives; that is, there is no particularly efficient way to teach or test
sophisticated thinking.
Regardless of whether or not the Theory of Multiple Intelligences yields
more useful ways to understand the complexity of human intelligence, part of

Gardner's (1993a) justification for developing an alternative way to understand

human intelligence was the contention that the traditional intelligence tests, good



at predicting success in school, do not predict success outside school.!’ Kohl
(1984) says that the development of sophisticated thinking is important for
success in life. This means that skills important to intelligence tests are
important in schools, but skills necessary for successful use of the mind in the
individual's life may be unrelated to scoring well on 1Q tests.

It is very important to note that the processes and teaching practices
advocated by Kohl (1984, 1967) for the general classroom that promote the
development of sophisticated thinking correspond with recommendations for
teaching dyslexic learners (Stohl, 1997; Dominy & Rees, 1997). Connecting the
three thoughts outlined above from Gardner (1993a), Kohl (1987) and Stohl,
(1997) / Dominy and Rees (1 997), the emphasis in schools should be on the
ultimate value of promoting life success. Misplacing the emphasis of instruction
on improving children’s standardized test scores may be more obviously
damaging to some leamners than others, but ultimately serves no one well.
Educational circumstances that emphasize using the mind well, however that

mind is structured, benefit both dyslexics and non-dyslexics.

Visual arts and learned-success:

in the early stages of art study, a student is not penalized for poor
language skills. In fact, certain typical dyslexic “... strengths in reasoning,
problem-solving, concept formation, critical thinking and vocabulary” (Swaywitz,

1996) may make the dyslexic highly suited to the study of the visual arts. Winner

"My suggestion that schools attempt to teach people to take IQ tests (which in fact is
what Kohi, 1967, taught his 36 children so that they could get into a better educational situation),
raises questions about the value of this kind of instruction and the objectivity of the tests.
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and Casey (1992) reported a disproportional representation (35%) of dyslexic
individuals enrolled as art majors in Boston area universities.

Successful artists, according to Winner and Casey (1992), Rothenberg
(1979) and Getzels and Cziksentmihaly (1990), were likely to be problem-finders,
rather than merely problem-solvers. That is, “... the essence of their creative
style lay in their tendency to set challenges for themselves, to pose problems to
which they did not know the answer, and then to struggle to find a solution”
(Winner and Casey, 1992, p. 156). Compensated dyslexics often display a
similar tolerance for ambiguity, ability to pose unique questions, persevere
through numerous obstacles, display certain visual/spatial talents and a tendency
to encode information visually (Shaywitz, 1996; Edwards, 1994; West, 1991).
Winner & Casey (1992) state that many dyslexics become artists either to avoid
weakness or to maximize strengths. It could be that both are true; but more
importantly, it could be that maximizing strengths plays an essential role in
minimizing weaknesses.

Kohl (1984) maintains that the arts are one possible route towards the
ultimate goal of developing sophisticated thinking. Although the visual arts are
not represented in Gardner's Intelligences, each of the other Intelligences “can
be directed towards artistic ends” (Gardner, 1989, p. 74). Hence everyone
possesses talents that may, if s/he is interested, be focused aesthetically and
everyone can participate usefully in the arts. “In nearly every area, an
individual's perceptual or comprehension capacities develop well in advance of

productive capacities” (Gardner, 1989, p. 75).
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However quite often in the arts, “production usually precedes
comprehension” (Gardner, 1989, p. 73). Typically, the learning loop begins with
practice informing theory. Children learn through “observation, demonstration,
and coaching-in-context” (Gardner, 1989, p. 75). The visual arts, then, are often
presented to students much in the same way that Smith (1991) and Dominy and
Rees (1997) advocate, with actions and consequences, cause and effect,
intimately and obviously, tied together. It could be that teaching methodology
typical in the visual arts, being dyslexic-friendly, is a major factor in the
disproportionate representation of dyslexics in the visual arts. Yet whether
dyslexics are disproportionally represented in the visual arts because of an
“intrinsic gift” (West, 1991) or appropriate teaching, a “discovery orientation”
(Winner & Casey, 1992, p. 156) and an outsider identity coupled with a tendency
to encode information visually are characteristic both of artists and compensated
dyslexics. This suggests that the arts could play a useful role in compensation
for dyslexia.

While other disciplines may also reward ‘dyslexic’ strengths, perhaps
typical dyslexic deficits make early investigations into these fields less rewarding.

Early advancement in the visual arts is possible without strong language skills,
but at advanced levels art practice requires language skills and literacy.
Communication, criticism and research skills are important for the usual careers
in the visual arts, such as teaching, graphics and the entrepreneurial / artist-
craftsperson. If the dyslexic individuals are interested in continued advancement

in the visual arts, they may put into practice the new literacy skills.
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Other researchers make more direct claims for the role of art-training in
successful dyslexics’ achievements. In a study by Silver (1989), children with
serious language disabilities benefited dramatically from literacy training that
included drawing and clay modeling lessons. According to Silver (1989),
common to art, mathematics and reading are “certain irreducible concepts: the
concept of a class or group of objects, concepts of space and concepts of
sequential order” (p. 117).

The WISC tests, often used to evaluate cognitive strengths and
weaknesses in learning disabled children, are divided into Performance and
Verbal tests. However much current research suggests that these tests would be
more usefully divided into tasks of spatial, conceptual and sequencing abilities
(Silver, 1989). Usually, children with dyslexia score very highly in the spatial
tests, medium in the conceptual and low on the sequencing tasks. Therefore,
remediation would utilize the spatial and conceptual strengths to redress the
sequencing deficits. Silver (1989) theorizes that remediation would be more
effective if it occurred in a medium unaffected by the language problems. His
hypothesis is that the skills and concepts learmed doing art activities would be
transferable to learning in mathematics and the language arts.

The visual arts are under attack at every level in our educational system.
The Learning Disabilities Association of Canada (1991) states that an important
compensatory technique includes developing skill in a medium unaffected by the
learning disability. As an artist-teacher, | believe that the perceptual awareness

and the ‘giuoco’ (Kohl, 1987) or perceptual play/work involved in the study of art

42



uniquely enriches everyone’s enjoyment, awareness and satisfaction in life.
However as a compensated dyslexic, | also believe that for some learners an arts
education can provide useful perceptual habits and rare experiences of success,
pleasure in learning and excitement in discovery using the intellect. For that
reason participation in an arts education could make the difference to investing

the will and the courage necessary to succeed.

Dyslexia and the ceramic arts:

As a ceramist and ceramics teacher, | have noticed that the ceramic arts
share with other visual arts a disproportionate number of dyslexic artists,
students (Winner & Casey, 1992) and hobbyists. As both a dyslexic and a
ceramist, | have privileged insider understanding of the demands of the field and
the difficulties of being dyslexic. The damning phrase educational specialists
often use describes the struggling child as a ‘global’ learner. This means that the
child has difficulty with de-contextualized information--that is, meaningless,
isolated facts. According to some educational specialists, this is a bad thing,
predictive of academic failure. Yetitis difficult for me to imagine a worse way to
teach, nor a more joyless and tedious way to learn, than whatever is the opposite
of ‘global.’ For at least sixty years, educators have insisted that learning occurs
more easily, deeply and lastingly for everyone if it has real relevance to the

learner (Dewey, 1934, 1938; Ashton-Warner,1963; Kohl, 1967,1984; Schon,1987,
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Fried,1995)'2. This relevance is established when information is related to
experience, placing the learning within a context that makes explicit the
usefulness of the knowledge, and relationships and patterns within a field, or
global learning.

it seems to me that the devaluing of global learning relates more to
concepts of efficient school organization than it does to real value and complexity
in human thought. The multiple choice or standardized test is easier to score
than the essay test, for example. Yet, is there any dispute that the learning
necessary to put knowledge into practice is deeper and ultimately more useful
than high performance on a standardized test (Kohl, 1967)? Not unlike the
circularity of gauging intelligence by how well individuals can complete tests of
intelligence (Gardner, 1993), the over-valuing of knowledge that is easily tested
and scored seems to have more to do with justifying testing methods than
evaluating hierarchies of learning. As mentioned earlier, contextual cues are
absolutely essential for dyslexics’ reading compensation (Snowling & Nation,
1997) because single word decoding errors will persist throughout life (Fink,

1996). Undervaluing contextualized learning and overvaluing de-contextualized

'2gince the nineteenth century, educators have argued for and about, named and
renamed, ‘progressive education’, ‘project method', ‘open education’, etc., which is intended to
promote (interchangeably) ‘scientific’ thinking advocated by Dewey (1934) , ‘productive’ or ‘visual
thinking’ recommended by Amheim (1 969), or Kohl's ‘sophisticated thinking.” This is thinking
that is clear, logical and complex, grounded in real world experience. This approach depends
upon children’s active engagement in creating their own learning through the perception and
reflection encouraged by discussion, hands-on experimentation, writing and other ‘making’
activities (Ashton-Warner, 1963; Kohl, 1967, 1984). It includes thematic (sorting, classifying,
contextualizing) approaches, criticism with an emphasis on organizing questions (Meier, 1995),
and open conversations about meanings and relationships among concepts (Schon, 1987; Fried,
1995; Meier, 1995). Part of my argument is that this type of educational structure, advocated for
‘normal’ children, was described as particularly important for the dyslexic leamners, both in the
literature and in the interviews, which follow. Furthermore, this structure was available to the
dyslexic artists in their ceramics classrooms.
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learning is essentially demanding a route to learning that is unavailable to
dyslexic children, and is of questionable value for any child. The implications for
everything from teaching methods to class size follow directly from the original
assumption that what is valuable is what is easily and economically taught and

evaluated.

Ceramics, values that are difficult to test:

At the introductory level in ceramics, as with most of the visual arts, sports
and drama, impressive results can be achieved by beginners despite poor
reading, spelling or mathematical skills. At this level, these activities offer
beginners a variety of benefits, including release of tension and frustration, self-
expression, opportunities to explore concepts (and relationships among
concepts) non-verbally, pride of accomplishment and self-esteem (Edwards,
1994; Duffy & Geschwind, 1985). Areas of specific dyslexic difficulty, such as
sequencing, short term memory, spatial concepts and general organizational
concepts may be exercised (Silver, 1989).

In a survey of 120 Quebec junior college (C.E.G.E.P.) students to
determine the value of ceramics as an elective course, Eden (1996) found that
these non-art majors believed that an unexpected benefit of their ceramics
course was improvement in their self-esteem because they worked through
problems from beginning to end, learning important lessons about themselves
and their ability to be creative. About half of both the handbuilding and throwing
students claimed that they synthesized knowledge gained from other courses

and other areas of their lives in order successfully to complete ceramics projects.
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However a particularly interesting finding of Eden’s (1996) study was that
outside the ceramics studio, students felt that they rarely had the opportunity to
express themselves, working with both their hands and their heads, to produce
objects that were meaningful to them'. These students found ceramics classes
to be fun, relaxing and useful as a release from stress and tension. They also
used information from other classes as well as their experience outside school to
successfully complete projects. Eden (1996) does not suggest that other arts
might not also offer these benefits to students, but that ceramics was one of the
few art courses open to non-art majors. He does state that ceramics is
unusually accessible and rewarding to beginners while also offering substantial
challenges to advanced students.

Eden (1996) continues to describe the teaching methodology utilized in
these classes, which involve discussion and criticism, demonstration and student
practice of skills under the tutelage of an experienced craftsperson. This
description is consistent with Kohl's (1984) “sophisticated” thinking in which
complex understandings of knowledge relationships are constructed.

Achieving success for dyslexics in the field of ceramics is possible

because global, contextualized and practical understandings of knowledge are

Bpatrick Finn (1999) in Literacy with an Attitude, NY: SUNY says that discouraging
questioning and critical discussion is a class issue aimed at the maintenance of a class nexus,
the education of poor kids into future menial jobs. Relying heavily on Paulo Freire's (1997)
Pedagogy of the Heart and the 1970 Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Finn says that elite schools
teach elite children that knowledge is created and that they are therefore taught how to speak up
and question. Similarly, but from a slightly different perspective, in Challenger’s (1997) book,
Stories of Resilience in Childhood, finding a ‘voice’, learning how to articulate their feelings,
expressing themselves, and constructing a theory to explain their experience was an essential
ingredient in the development of resiliency, escaping the risk factors predictive of impending
failure. Therefore opportunities for self-expression and discussion play important roles in
developing self-efficacy.
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encouraged. The ceramic arts encompass a huge quantity of information in a
vast spectrum of far-flung fields. Although it is unusual for even a professional
ceramist to be expert in every possible use of clay, general knowledge and the
ability to find access to specific technical information is imperative. In addition,
professional ceramists may have a working knowledge of mathematics
(geometry and calculus), physics, engineering and plumbing because these are
necessary for the ordinary operation of the studio, the stacking, firing, design,
building and maintenance of kilns. Although pre-packaged commercial clays and
glazes are available, as are computer-controlled electric and gas kiins, a working
knowledge of chemistry and thermal dynamics are important for achieving a
professional level of control over the product and consistent clay and glaze
results. Knowledge of aesthetics, two and three-dimensional design and all the
traditional art-related skills are assumed. Since criticism requires strong
perception and language skills, a large part of ceramics education involves the
development of these skills.

Because of the strong link between aesthetics and function in ceramics,
the question is always present, “How is an object used and why?” The ‘why?’
question links ceramics history not only to the other arts, but to most of the social
sciences as well. Most societies throughout world history have made ceramic
objects for preparation, storage and presentation of food, spiritual or religious
observance, housing and ornamentation (both personal and household).
Knowledge of history, anthropology, sociology, philosophy, mythology, literature,

religion and politics are, therefore, not uncommon among professional ceramists
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(Eden, 1996). Furthermore many ceramists either operate small businesses or
are teachers, and therefore verbal communication and social skills, knowledge of
business, economics and accounting are useful.

Because ceramics sits at the crossroads of all these fields, complex
understandings of the interrelationships among ideas are encouraged.
Acquisition of this knowledge occurs through conversation/discussion,
demonstration, experimentation, apprenticeship, hands-on experience with the
materials and through texts.

Clay is heavy and equipment is expensive, therefore cooperation is
essential in ceramics studios. In a ceramics studio, it is clear who is dependable
and who is not. ‘Flakiness’ is a deeply unattractive quality when the
consequences of being let down are that artwork or equipment is ruined, or
someone hurt. In my teaching practice, | have noticed that social supports,
friendships and deep trust often develop within ceramics studios because of this.
This support occurs among individuals of various ages and experience levels,
partly because ceramics courses typically are scheduled with beginners,
intermediates and advanced levels meeting at the same time in the same studio
classroom.

Ceramists often socialize outside of studio time with one another, partially
because of the aforementioned trust and friendship encouraged by the studio
environment, but also because of common values and strong feelings about the
medium. For many ceramists, clay is not dead earth, but alive and responsive.

The technical demands of the medium are such that ceramists talk about
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collaborating with, and respecting, their clay. In addition, ceramic terms are often
anthropomorphic. The parts of a pot coincide to parts of the human figure: lip,
shoulder, belly, foot.

Typical metaphors reflect playful thoughtfulness: clay has a memory. The
layers of this simple phrase are typical of the shop talk of ceramic artists.
Literally, an accidental kink or twist that occurs during an early forming process,
although subsequently corrected, will often return during the drying or firing of the
object. The clay ‘remembers’ the mistake and returns to it. But because clay is
plastic, it also ‘remembers’ and records with amazing accuracy the lightest or
most forceful touches from hands or tools, and therefore is ideal for expression of
subtle feeling and emotion. Hence, the clay ‘remembers’ the feeling, sometimes
even before the artists know that they have felt it.

The man who commented that clay completes him was making a subtle,
but profound reference to this metaphor. As a dyslexic, memory and language
are problems solved by the clay. It could be that in the ceramics studio, dysiexic
individuals can find the conditions needed for success: a passion that becomes
motivation, a slow and steady building up of technical, language and aesthetic
skills, inexhaustible challenges and technical demands requiring research, social
reinforcement for learning and reliability, and the opportunity to express, release

and communicate feeling.
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Summary:
Chapter | reviews some of the relevant factors affecting the learing

process of a dyslexic individual. The Important factors include:

1. Biology: the nature of brain differences associated with the dyslexia.
2. Environment: the culture into which the dyslexic is born, and the

perceptions and actions of individuals associated with the dyslexic. It
includes all aspects of remedial activity, as well as social activities.

3. Self-perception: of the dyslexic individual and the psychological
consequences of positive and negative experiences. This category
includes identity issues.

4. Good teaching: is thorough knowledge and understanding of the learners’
interests, levels of sophistication and learning. It involves thorough
knowledge of the field taught, which makes piayful, exciting and flexible
presentation of material possible.

5. Intense interest: the closely related ‘accident’ of fascination with some
field of study. Wise guidance through social and educational interactions
leaves these challenges where the dyslexic individual will likely discover
them. | have also speculated that in the arts, in this case the ceramic arts,
dyslexic individuals could become fascinated well before encountering the
frustrations associated with reading difficulties.
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Chapter ll: Methodology
Through the looking glass
Alice opened the door and found that it led into a small passage, not much larger

than a rat hole: she knelt down and looked along the passage into the loveliest
garden you ever saw. Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderiand.

Introduction:

Numerous studies have focused on aspects of dyslexic failure (Edwards,
1994 Sullivan et al, 1996; Osmond & Morrison, 1992; Butkowsky and Willows,
1980; Frith, 1997; Gilchrist, 1997; Riddick, 1996; West, 1991 and Ziminisky,
1993). Several researchers have addressed possible links between dyslexia
(and/or poor reading skills) and art as a career choice (Winner & Casey, 1992;
Rosenblatt & Winner, 1988: Aaron & Guillemard, 1993; West, 1991). Studies by
Fink (1992; 1993; 1995/96; 1998) have examined common attributes of
professionally successful compensated dyslexic adults. These studies indicate
that not only is competent literacy remediation necessary, but persistent, on-
going reading practice is essential. A consuming, passionate interest,
involvement, curiosity in some field of study drives and directs this reading.

Studying success, rather than failure (Challener, 1997)™, has the
advantage of suggesting positive directions for improvement of services and
attitudes of those responsible for guiding the development of individuals at risk.

Yet despite apparently high percentages of dyslexic individuals who have made

“Challener’s (1997) study, which investigated resilience in children, isolated three key
sources of support to children at risk: family, neighbors and schools or churches. Mothers and
grandmothers were especially important. This supports Edward’s (1994) study of dyslexic boys,
but also parallels the experiences described in the interviews that follow.
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successful careers in the arts, | found no literature linking compensation for
dyslexia to study, and passionate interest, in the visual arts.

| do not intend to suggest that all ceramists are dyslexic, nor that all
dyslexics are artists, nor even that a majority are. | have simply plucked one
filament from a strand suggestive that after certain key literacy thresholds have
been crossed, by whatever means, intense passion for an intellectual pursuit that
is tolerant of learning differences is an important piece to the puzzle. My
particular puzzle concerns relationships between success in the ceramic arts and

compensation for dyslexia.

The Study:

Between May and September 2000, | conducted a series of qualitative
interviews with seven highly successful dyslexic ceramic artists about how their
dyslexia and their passion for the ceramic arts affected their learning and their
lives. The artists who spoke with me are unquestionably accomplished, by any
measurement, in an intensely competitive and difficult field.

Success in the ceramic arts can be defined in many ways. Initially, |
defined success in monetary terms, i.e. making a living from the knowledge and
experience in the ceramic arts. Some of the subjects were artist-entrepreneurs,
others were artist-teachers, two were full-time artist-teachers, but now split their
time between being studio artists and conducting workshops. However this
aspect of professionalism, making things that sell or selling the knowledge of
making things with clay, was an insufficient definition for the portrayal of

excellence that | had intended. The quality of the artwork, itself, and the
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contributions made to the field of the ceramic arts, is relevant to my aim. Hence
recognition and general consensus by peers in the ceramic arts became a
substantial factor in developing a definition of success. | also included images of
each artist’s work in their interviews.

Few of these artists had been tested for dyslexia. Therefore, | first looked
for strong evidence of typical patterns of difficulties in early education, and their
multi-faceted consequences, as specified in Butkowsky and Willows, 1980;
Edwards, 1994; Fink, 1992, 1993, 1995/6, 1998; Frith, 1997; Gilchrist, 1997;
Osmond & Morrison, 1992; Riddick, 1996; and Sullivan et al; 1996). After that, |
searched for the roots of their intense interest in the visual arts, particularly
ceramics. Finally, | invited the artists to speculate about any connections
between their current career success in the ceramic arts and any aspect of their
dyslexia.

Because | think that success for anyone is more an act of will than an
extraordinary and inherent talent, | looked for evidence from the artists that, at
least in part, their success stemmed from what they had learned about coping
with dyslexia, rather than that their achievement was linked directly to the brain
organization that caused both a disability and a gift (West, 1991). As mentioned
earlier, Gardner (1983, 1989, 1993) did not find an intelligence for art, but rather
that all the Intelligences could, if desired, be used towards aesthetic ends. Ifit
were true that their artistic ‘talent’ was a developed interest utilizing areas of
cognitive strength, channeled towards aesthetic ends, the role of the educational

environment would be enormous. The opposite of this statement is that ‘talent
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will out’ regardless, and the role of education is not to interfere with the

inevitable.

Qualitative research interviews:

My approach to these interviews was primarily informed by Kvale (1 996)
who describes a qualitative research interview as a professional conversation,
having both structure and purpose, about the daily life of the interviewee. This
conversation is

... an interview whose purpose is to obtain descriptions of the life world of

the interviewee with respect to interpreting the meaning of the described
phenomena. (p. 6)

Furthermore, Gilger (1992) reports that the accuracy of retrospective self-
reported data from normal to high-achieving individuals, especially in the middle
age range, was highly accurate. Subjects were chosen who were both high-
achieving ceramic artists, as defined above, and at least 40 years old.

To collect, describe and analyze the data for this study required two to
four audio taped, qualitative interview sessions with each subject. The reason for
the small number of subjects was that the depth of the information required made
a study with more individuals impractical. In addition to their age and level of
achievement, these individuals are

1. Dyslexic, as evidenced by self-reports, diagnostic reports, teacher reports
or school records indicating a persistent pattern of decoding, spelling and
writing errors; and difficulty with sequencing of digits, etc. after the third
grade, about eight years old, (Learning Disabilities Association of Canada,

1991, Fink, 1996; Miles, 1995; Edwards, 1994; Long, et al, 1994;

Shaywitz, 1989, 1994; Goswami, 1997, Geschwind & Galaburda, 1987,
Smith, 1991), and have



2. Compensated for dyslexia, in so much as they circumnavigate persisting
problems or symptoms. These problems and symptoms no longer
interfere with normal function.

3. Male, Caucasian, and heterosexual: This was not by design, but (as
explained below), because other subjects were unavailable.

These subjects were solicited from lists | compiled of volunteers from my
presentation on dyslexia and the ceramic arts at the National Council on
Education in the Ceramic Arts, a professional organization of ceramists, and from
informal discussions that occurred during NCECA conferences and ceramics
workshops | have led. Subjects were not paid for their participation in my
research.

Three independent readers with academic credentials reviewed the edited
transcripts of the taped interviews to critique the veracity of my analysis.
Revisions were made according to their comments. The subjects were given the
option of having their identities kept confidential and were informed that they
could withdraw from the study at any time, as indicated in the Ethics section
below. The Consent sheet and Summary Protocol Forms are included in
Appendices | and Il. The edited transcripts are contained in Chapter Iil.

Data from the transcripts was sorted according to similarities and
differences. These similarities and differences suggested the following

themes:15
1. Symptoms of dyslexia
2 General educational experiences
3. Art and ceramic education, experiences and consequences
4 Relationships among dyslexia, ceramics and career success.

15 Both the edited transcripts and the analysis section were reviewed by the independent

readers.
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These themes were used to answer the questions:
What is the perceived relationship between career success and compensation?
To what degree does it matter that success was achieved in the field of

ceramics?

Unstructured Protocols:

Although prior to my first interview | constructed a lengthy protocol of
questions that | intended to ask, | discarded this protocol in favor of a general
outline. Hence, each interviewee was not necessarily asked the same questions
in the same order, but all addressed the same key areas. A guided conversation
(Kvale, 1996), these interviews began with questions about the subjects’
backgrounds, early education, families, early problems with reading and/or
mathematics and early art experiences. Next we discussed their ceramics
careers, including how they came to ceramics, their feelings about the material,
and their artistic intentions. Finally we discussed possible links between their
dyslexia and their current success in ceramics.

| found that it worked best for me to speak as little as possible, mostly
indicating my comprehension and interest in their answers. My open-ended
questions were intended to guide the conversation towards the four areas
described above without over-controlling or limiting the possible answers.
However, | did ask questions or made statements that clarified my understanding
of what had been said.

The interviews commenced only after several unrecorded conversations in

which the subjects were made aware of the nature of my research, how the
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information would be used, what to expect of the interviews, what | was asking
them to do, and what | would do to insure their comfort and safety. These
unrecorded sessions approximately totaled one and a half hours per person. But
no pre-session lasted longer than forty-five minutes. All of the subjects signed a
contract which made explicit what would occur. Although all the subjects had the
opportunity to have their identities kept confidential, none of them chose that
option.

At the end of each interview, | asked for any additional points the subject
thought were important to include and we set an appointment for a subsequent
interview session. At the conclusion of the final interview session, | thanked the
person once again, repeated what | would do next, when | would contact the
subject, and when to expect the transcripts for approval. Shortly thereafter, |

sent a formal letter, with thanks, repeating all of this information.

Limitations:

Qualitative research is collaborative research. However, itis a
collaboration of unequal partners because the “researcher controls the situation”
(Kvale, 1996, p. 6). The researcher controls the questions, the selection of
quotes and any paraphrases, the ordering and juxtaposition of the subject’s
thoughts alongside other material. Although the interviewee may be a guide to
his or her lived world, it is the researcher who guides all subsequent readers
through that same world.

Similarly, Murray Edeiman (1995) establishes a strong link between

perception and selection. To a large extent, what we notice are things that have
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some importance in our experience. Quite often, we notice and remember what
we expect will be there. At best, literally as well as figuratively, we see what can
be seen from where we stand. What we perceive, then, is not necessarily what
is empirically there, but a synthesis of our previous experience, affect, and what
we believe ought to be there. Everything researchers understand from the
subjects is filtered through the tinted lenses of their experience, goals and
values. This seems to be a given in all research (Kvale, 1996; Lee, 1993;
Anderson, 1990: Lazarsfeld, 1972). The power of qualitative research is that it
openly acknowledges the collaboration between the researcher and the
researched. However, it may also be the source of many design weaknesses in
my particular study.

A specific problem that | encountered involves definitions that are very
important to this study, but are also highly dependent upon qualitative judgment.
In the Review of Literature, my attempts to define “dyslexia” yielded lists of
symptoms and behaviors and a physical description of brain differences, etc.
Defining the structural and functional deviations from ‘normal’ is never clear-cut
precisely because of the difficulties of defining normalcy. Even in the medical
field, where presumably there are empirical measurements, conditions are
sometimes defined as pathologies, but later are redefined as ‘variations.” The
role of selection and interpretation (Edelman, 1995), even when experts know
what they are measuring and how to measure it, is enormous and wrapped up in

the social, political and economic values of the community.
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The invisible disability, dyslexia, is a moving target. ‘Who is dyslexic? is
not as simple a question to answer as it would appear, even for cognitive
psychologists. Subjects old enough to have attained professional success in the
ceramic arts for the most part did not have the kinds of diagnostic evaluations
available to a child today. A child today might not receive evaluation for a vast
number of reasons. Even if this contemporary child were evaluated, the role of
interpretation is significant. As neurologists learn more about the human brain,
they will no doubt develop tests that will remove some, but likely not all, of the
qualitative judgment from this question. This left open the problem for me of
determining who was eligible for my study.

A second problem encountered was defining “compensation.” Fink's
(1996) study defined dyslexic compensation as accepting that there would be
persistent spelling and single word decoding errors, but that the large amount of
reading and the high comprehension level characteristic of the individuals was
consistent with Chall's (1983) highest stage of reading accomplishment in which
new knowledge is created by combining sources. In effect, the lower levels of
Chall's (1983) stages of reading accomplishment could be skipped if higher
levels were achieved by virtue of heavy reliance on a store of contextual
knowledge. However, my access to fully compensated dyslexic ceramists who
consistently read large amounts of texts, are thoughtful and articulate, willing and
able to participate in my research, was more limited than | expected. Because |
was more interested in their aesthetic development and professional success

than in their reading, per se, | concentrated more on their highly developed
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ceramics research skills. These skills were necessary for their elevated
accomplishment and include both textual and practical ways of accessing
information.

Another limitation is the small sample size. The small sample number
may suggest certain conclusions or explanations for success, but | will not
generalize these conclusions to dyslexics in general, dyslexic artists, or even
dyslexic ceramic artists. However, the conversational approach that made large
numbers impractical also proved to be dyslexia-friendly. It generated a richness
and quality of information that | believe other approaches would not have yielded.
This study is useful in two ways: it renders specific portraits of individuals and
indicates a general direction for further research.

Another problem with qualitative judgments, involving perception and
selection, concerns my own background. As | indicated earlier, my strength as a
researcher in this study is that | am an ‘insider as a compensated dyslexic
ceramist. Conversely, this may also be a weakness. ‘Counter-transference’
occurs when the researcher identifies with his or her subjects. This can be good
because it establishes the empathy necessary for trust and good communication.

However, it is also easy to fail to recognize the importance of data that has no
precedence in my own experience. | have taken steps to offset this problem.
First, | allowed several occasions for the subjects, themselves, to correct my
paraphrasing, sequencing and interpretations of their responses to my questions.

Essentially, the interviews became collaborative essays with the interviewed

artists, who chose how they would present themselves. Second, the transcripts
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were reviewed by outside readers to critique the validity of my interpretations.
However, | recognize that who | asked, the questions | asked, how | asked them,
and upon what | focused attention, may tilt the scales.

Finally, and most obviously, the seven artists interviewed are white
heterosexual males. This was not by design. | have absolutely no doubt that
dyslexic females, homosexuals and members of ethnic minorities are present
and making formidable contributions to the ceramics field as both teachers and
entrepreneurs, but | was unable to interview them. Although | have included my
own story, my experiences probably are less representative of my gender than
some. | do suspect that being a member of more than one minority group would
make people feel more cautious about participation in this type of study.

When approaching females, | encountered strong reactions indicative of
fear and anger. One woman said: “Everyone wants to study me and nobody
wants to help me!” | approached four females, one graduate student and three
university ceramics teachers. Only the student gave me a reason for declining to
be interviewed, “Everyone wants to study me...”, and | did not believe that it was
appropriate to press for reasons, fearing that they would feel harassed. The
three female academic-artists were in tenure track jobs and close to their tenure
decisions. | think that they feared negative consequences should they be
identified as dyslexic. | made the decision to continue with males only, knowing
that their experiences likely would be different from the females, because |
believe that | would build greater credibility after completing one successful

research project that was respectful of the participants. | completely understand
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the reluctance of the women whom | approached. In their place with absolutely

no reason to trust me, | might aiso have been reluctant to take chances with my

hard-won success. As a feminist, as a female dyslexic, as a ceramist, | wanted

to include a wide range of experience. The difficulty of locating dyslexic females
and other minority members and, once found, their reluctance to participate isa

peculiar irony of this project.

Further complicating my difficulty finding eligible female participants is that
female dyslexics are under-identified. Fink (1998) states that there is an equal
distribution of male and female dyslexics, but that females are under-diagnosed.
She concludes that girls in academic trouble tend to become shy and withdrawn.

In a crowded classroom with more disruptive students, teachers were more likely
to overlook the problems of a girl who is compliant and non-disruptive. Fink's
(1996) subjects, high-achieving female dyslexics, claim that little pressure was
put on them to achieve academically either by parents or teachers because both
teachers and parents believed that the girls could avoid the eventual problems of
earning an income by ‘marrying well.’ In addition, Shaywitz (1989) speculated
that because of gender differences in brain organization, female dyslexics may
be more likely eventually to compensate for, or disguise the obvious signs, of
their dyslexia. Therefore, it is possible that the females | approached received
less attention and help in childhood, but somehow managed to cope on their
own, and because of this are more likely to attempt to hide their dyslexia, feel
more shame, feel used and objectified by past experiences with researchers, or

fear consequences in their jobs should they be recognized.
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As was discussed in the Review of Literature, dyslexia is not strictly a
biological condition (Frith, 1997; Hatcher, et al, 1994), but rather is the interaction
of variations in brain organization, the cuiture (language) in which the individual
lives and the teaching of reading. Therefore gender and cultural differences
would necessarily affect the experiences (Fink, 1998). This study does not
include the experiences of female dyslexic ceramists, which is a significant gap

that should be remedied by other studies.

Ethics:

Although the interview subjects who did participate in my study are
Caucasian, male, heterosexual and middle-aged, people who have reason to feel
powerful and expect fairness, | still worried about their safety in this study.
Because of the past negative consequences of a learning disability (Gilchrist,
1997: Edwards, 1994; Ziminsky, 1993; Smith, 1991), | expected that at some
point all the subjects had feit powerless and | was determined not to replicate this
situation. The ethical considerations of this study were intended to preserve the
subjects’ control over their collaboration with this study. Therefore the design of
the ethics of this study became as much a part of the research as is the data
collected, and | am absolutely convinced that the data would have been different
if the participant had felt less respected and in control.

A dyslexic individual's experiences may be painful, traumatic or involve
sensitive material. Lee (1993) defines sensitive research as containing “potential
costs to those involved in the research...” because the areas of research are

“private, stressful or sacred” (p. 4). My study fits into this definition both as
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private and potentially stressful. Trust was essential. Other than the strategies
described in the Consent Form enclosed in the Appendices, | informed the
interviewees that | am dyslexic, aithough | did not tell them anything about my
own experiences until later. | was very concerned that the interview be as stress-
free as possible for the interviewees and not a scab-picking exercise. The
individuals who participated chose to allow their identities to be known because
they are so successful in their careers that they believe that knowing who they
are and what they went through would inspire both teachers and young

dyslexics.



Chapter llI: The Interviews
The Only Teacher

The heading for this chapter is derived from a statement made by George
Bernard Shaw, which ran continually through my mind during the taping of the
interviews: “Art is the only teacher, except torture.”

This chapter contains the edited transcripts from the qualitative interviews
that | conducted between May and September 2000 with seven highly successful
dyslexic ceramic artists. These artists’ interviews are placed in reverse
alphabetical order and within groups. Greg Wenz, Michael Sherrill and Alan
Bennett are the entrepreneurial artists; Randy Schmidt (an important teacher for
Alan Bennett), and John Gill are the university teacher-artists. Les Manning and
Don Rietz divide their time between teaching workshops and making and selling
their artwork through galleries. The median age was 53.14 years, with the
youngest 44 years and the eldest 72. They are from New York, North Carolina
and Arizona and Ontario. Whenever possible, these interviews occurred face to
face at the interviewee’s home or studio. In two cases, however, the entire
interview was conducted over the telephone. All interviews were tape-recorded
and transcribed.

The original, unedited transcripts are each at least three times the length
of the edited versions that follow. Editing the interviews for relevance to the
subject, conciseness and clarity sometimes involved summarizing or rearranging
the sequencing of the narratives. | have indicated where | have omitted text by
using “...". Where | have replaced words, | signaled this with “...” and square
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parentheses “[ ]". As described earlier, in order to ensure an accurate
representation of the interviewee’s thoughts or the events of their lives, | returned
the first draft of the edited transcript to the interviewee for corrections and
comments. Primarily, the artists’ editing concems were focused on the quality of
the prose and avoidance of harm to a third party. Drafts were exchanged until
the interviewee expressed satisfaction. Thus, these interviews were
collaborations that occurred over a period of several months. Following each
interview is a brief summary of the artist's narrative.

Most of the interviewees were known to me professionally prior to our first
meeting or interview session. Because | am also a ceramic artist, | have read
articles by and about these artists, known their students, attended their
workshops, exhibitions and lectures. In addition, five of the interviewees are
fellow members of the National Council on Education in the Ceramic Arts
(NCECA), an extremely large international confederation of individuals who have
a professional interest in the field of ceramics: ceramic artists, teachers, students
with career goals involving the ceramic arts, and suppliers of tools, materials,
literature and equipment. Although | was well aware of the subjects’ professional
reputations prior to beginning this research project, | was unaware of their
struggles with learning disabilities. Through informal conversations and word-of-
mouth over two years, | came to learn of this other aspect of their lives,
generating candidates for this study.

As mentioned before, informal, untaped conversations took place with

each of the artists prior to the audiotaped interviews. In addition to describing my
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study, | also made the artists aware of my background as a compensated
dyslexic ceramic sculptor. My background as a ceramist proved very important
to the job of editing the transcripts because | understand the specialized
vocabulary, references and concerns intrinsic to the field. However, my identity
as a compensated dyslexic proved far more important to the artists’ feelings of
safety, as | was later told independently by four of the artists. | believe that these
pre-sessions, as well as the control that the subjects retained over the interviews,
were absolutely essential to the quality of honesty, mutual trust and respect
evident in these interviews.

The artists who participated in this study were primarily motivated by a
desire to pass on a message of hope to younger dyslexics. They did not receive
honoraria, nor were they reimbursed in any material way for the time they spent
with me. For those entrepreneurial artists, especially, this was a generous gift for
which | felt humbled. In addition, several of the artists graciously invited me to
stay with their families, introduced me to their friends and generally showed me
around during the interview sessions.

| include in this section my own account, written prior to conducting these
interviews, of my experiences with art and dyslexia. | do this in order to make
available my own perspective in this study. In addition, prior to each interview, |
include a short explanation of the interviewee's inclusion in this study in terms of
professional success. For artist-teachers, this usually involves a resume of
publications, exhibitions, employment at a prestigious educational institution and

artworks in public collections. The entrepreneurial artists’ resumes may include
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publications, exhibitions and collections, but may also consist of making a living
by selling their art and recommendations from peers. Older artists generally

have lengthier resumes than younger ones.

| am a compensated, dyslexic
ceramic artist. By compensated, | mean
that | derive great pleasure from words,
both written and spoken. Upon reflection, |
know | have always loved words. | simply
did not have normal access to the written
word until | was twelve. As a small child, |
loved narratives and would beg all adults

for a story. It did not matter if the story

:‘,g:r"ez'é,ﬁg;'ﬂ:;‘;f'be““"- terra cotta, they told me was improvised on the spot or
read to me from a book. However, | soon noticed that the book stories were
usually more lush and beautiful. When my parents had guests, which was often,
| was permitted to listen to the conversation, if | sat in full view and kept silent.
The conversations were about history, politics, religion and literature. Few
conversations did not eventually erupt into passionate arguments, so | knew
early on that words mattered a great deal. Guests in our house were often my
father’'s graduate students or fellow American history faculty members. Ifl

interrupted, even once, | was sent out of the room. However if | timed it right, |

could question my parents after the guests had departed and they would explain
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the conversation. So | would sit with a doll or some paper and crayons, and
listen, memorizing the words and gestures.

Both of my parents and my older brother were ‘print-aholics’; all walls,
except those with paintings or windows, were filled from floor to ceiling with
overflowing bookcases. | yearned to go to school and learn to read. My brother
was brilliant in school and no one imagined that | would be different.

However, it went unnoticed far longer than would be expected that | was
not learning to read. If a passage had been read to me before, | could repeat it
word for word, using the pictures as prompts. | memorized passages readily and
guessed with fair accuracy. Initially if | watched and listened carefully, picked out
the few words | could recognize, | could usually comprehend enough to throw my
parents and teachers off the scent. Knowing that only the very stupid could not
read, | put a great deal of effort into seeming literate. Later, it was thought that |
was being stubborn, ‘acting out’ as they say now, because of my parents’ failing
marriage—that | was somehow intentionally, spitefully rejecting their world view.

After the divorce, | was what they called a ‘latch key’ child. | could go and
come as | choose, but | had to let my mother know where | was and when I'd be
home. By this time, | had failed the fourth grade and everyone knew that | could
not write a comprehensible sentence. Yet from an early age | could render well,
spending many hours drawing my surroundings, my friends and pets, of which |
always had a huge and eclectic quantity. Although when | drew, | was lost to
time and sadness, | also drew to convey specific information. | figured out that |

could draw a ‘note’ telling my mother where | was going and when | intended to
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return. Part of the drawing would show our apartment building with two girls, my
friend and me with our hair flying, jumping rope. | was not very good at telling
time, but | could show the cats sitting around their empty food bowls glaring at
the refrigerator, waiting for me to feed them. From this, my mother would know
that | was outside playing with Tammy and would be back in time to feed the
cats.

Fifth grade was the worst; everything went wrong that year. | had
unusually sadistic French and math teachers who ridiculed me daily. | became
more and more withdrawn both at home and at school. Towards the end of the
school year, there was one incident in particular with my math teacher; | cannot
now remember what it was. It took my mother a week to coax it out of me, but
she met with the principal hours after she got the story. Neither the teacher, nor |
returned to that school the following fall. Oddly, | would have feit very guilty if |
had thought that her abrupt dismissal was on my account.

Years later, my mother told me how worried she had been about my
reading and writing, and how many experts she had consuited, each with less
insight than the next. To this day, | have no idea how she managed to keep
caim. | have only a vague memory of sight and hearing tests, and meeting white
coated-doctors who asked me questions about my right and left hands. My
mother accepted my note-drawings with impeccable grace, introduced me to any
artists she met and encouraged me to go to galleries and museums. When she
could afford it, she sent me to children’s art classes run by the Corcoran School

of Art where we lived in Washington, DC.
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| do remember peculiar irregularities in my performance in school. |
remember my almost uniformly abysmal grades, except in music and art, but |
also remember that | received the highest score in my school on some kind of
elementary aptitude test in science. A teacher was very quick to point this out as
evidence that | would someday do much better. | clung to this scrap of hope far
more tightly than anyone knew. | tried to make it appear that | did not care how |
did, or what others thought. | do remember that the test, for once, evaluated
something | could do well. | loved stories and if | could break the code, my ability
to reason was unhampered. This test was about amphibians, a word | knew; |
was very fond of frogs.

It was not until | was twelve in the sixth grade that several factors
converged, making it possible for me begin to approach my ‘potential.’ | was
sent to a parochial school with small classes and a strong emphasis on reading,
rhetoric and composition. Within this highly traditional school, my English
teacher was wonderfully eccentric and playful. He taught us how to diagram
sentences, but could never resist an opportunity to make a pun, or sing to us a
newly composed song about relative pronouns. | soon became a whiz in
grammar and this was the first time | feit at all intelligent since | had started
school.

| also began to go to a private tutor for an hour and a halif, every day for
one year, primarily working on phonics. This teacher realized that | would forget
nothing if she told me a story: spelling lessons became poetry lessons, Greek

and Roman mythology and the history of the movements of peoples. We read,
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very slowly at first, from literature containing ideas that challenged and excited
me, initially about animals and famous artists, but my tutor soon realized that |
loved fiction best.

My tutor, who was a slightly cranky, retired special education teacher,
always treated me respectfully as an intelligent, rational young lady who could
accept what she taught or not. It was unambiguous that if | did not want to learn,
| should not waste her time. In a sense, she forced me to make a clear and solid
decision about my own willingness to participate in my future. | have always
been stubborn, hard-headed some would say, and since | chose to continue, |
had no excuse to reserve any effort. | had learned early that it did not feel like
failure if | had not really tried. | had been stuck in a situation in which failing hurt
worse the more effort that | invested. My tutor's attitude worked well because |
gained necessary skills at the same time that | was forced to admit that | cared.

Although | liked my tutor very much, | did not love the additional work. |
would go directly from school to my tutor and then straight home to doalong
stretch of homework, since my school was rigorous. Yet | recognized that
something good was happening. | had been thoroughly sick of my poor
performance and | was willing to sacrifice anything to change my life. My friends
never teased me about my tutor. In fact, they were all high-achievers and
actively approved of my new interest in academics. Because of all this support,
in one year my reading age went from the middle of the second grade to the third

month of the twelfth grade. My math scores were also now above grade level.
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My grades began to rise also, although at a more stately pace. | still did
not quite believe that | could do the work and it was my habit with school
assignments to give up easily. However | read everything | could get my hands
on, which in my household was substantial. | could escape my unhappy life
through the stories | read and in my artwork, creating an alternate reality of my
own. It was not until a good friend and classmate, who was sincerely baffied
about my casual attitude towards grades, scolded me about my B’s and C's that |
began to imagine that | could do better. To my own astonishment, my grades
climbed rapidly.

| applied for and was accepted into a very rigorous Catholic preparatory
school. | do not think my grades warranted acceptance, several Catholic girls
from my class with superior grades had not been accepted. However during the
interview, the head mistress pointed out a couple of B's on my report card. in
reply to her question about why my grades were not higher, | stated simply that |
was not trying enough. She certainly knew that | was not Catholic, and probably
that | was dyslexic, but | think that she thought that | had character because |
would not excuse my spotty performance. | believed at the time that she had
taken a chance with me and | was determined not to disappoint her.

Since | was not Catholic, nor had any inclination towards Christianity, | felt
doubly honor-bound to justify the faith she had shown in me. For the most part, |
had excellent, exciting teachers and | worked with a grim seriousness that was
probably not altogether healthy. Consequently by the second year of high

school, | earned first honors every semester and began taking honor's level
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courses. | took biology, instead of art, because that is what the top half of the
class did, but | disliked my teacher who remarked: “You read too much, ask too
many questions and have too much imagination.” In retrospect, | do not know
why this hurt me so much, but after that | had no interest in science and took as
much art as | was allowed. | was soon viewed as the school ‘artist’ and became
the art editor of the school paper. My confidence in my academic ability was still
fragile; consequently, my self-respect centered around art. | was proud of my
artwork.

| was the only student from my high school accepted into a national, juried
high school printmaking exhibition and one of my prints hung in the National
Gallery of Art in Washington, DC. At the opening, | found my print hanging
alongside some fabulous and technically sophisticated high school prints.
Unfortunately my simple, single plate linoleum print was displayed in the mat that
| had cut quickly minutes before the deadline for submission. It was a poorly cut
mat in which my own grubby fingerprints were clearly visible. Although | was
thrilled that my piece had been selected, | was also embarrassed and ashamed
that | had not taken care of the details.

| learned from this experience that it was fine that the print was simple, but
it was not fine that it was sloppy. It was hard to ignore the fingerprints no matter
how good the print was. | realized that the world was not going to adjust to me. |
took this lesson to heart and in my senior year, | was selected for induction into
the National Honor Society and scored very highly on the SAT’s, once | started

using my two allowed extra pencils to mark my places on both the question and
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answer sheets. Just as sloppy presentation diminishes an image, it is useless to
know the answer if the correct answer were in the wrong space. Thus, | was
accepted with generous merit scholarships into several excellent universities to
study art.

If asked to answer my own questions about art study, career choice and
compensation, | would say that art-making influenced the compensation while
compensation influenced the art-making. | have always been curious about the
world. Restless, | am intolerant of too much repetition and predictability, or too
few challenges, but coping with dyslexia taught me a tenacity that has proven
useful to my artwork. Art-making provides one way to explore, experiment with
different alternatives and express myself that is as important to me as writing, but
predated it by several years. Working with clay meant, and still means,
permission to work in a manner that is natural to me.

Growing up with dyslexia, | became aware of my weaknesses. But lately,
I've thought that success in one area also made me pay honest attention to my
strengths, too. Knowing something of my own limitations as well as those of the
materials, but pushing those limitations anyway, means that now and then | take a
few lumps. But because of dyslexia, | know that failure is only the end of the story
if 1 do not get up and keep trying. | had to learn slowly, consciously, how to feel at
ease with written words, how to make them pilastic, like clay. So | think that the
short answer is that art-making kept the weight of failure from crushing me, so that

when help came | was in good enough shape to travel.
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The Interviews

Part One: Artist-Entrepreneurs Greg Wentz, Michael Sherrill and
Alan Bennett

While artist-entrepreneurs share similar concerns with other artists, the
expression and exploration of their ideas and feelings through their artwork, they
also have distinctive problems and concerns. Their livelihood depends upon
making products that others want and will pay to have. While balancing their
needs as artists with the tastes of the public, they must run a business; the
objective is to make a profit. All aspects of the economical manufacturing of
products (including accounting, inventory control, packaging, efficient delivery,
publicity and communication with stores, galleries and the general public) are all
daily problems. Their taxes are more complicated, as is the balancing act that
they perform. Sending their work to galleries, fairs or exhibitions that may be
prestigious but will not earn money is a luxury that many cannot afford.
However, the rewards of inventing and setting up their own aesthetic problems
and schedules, the freedom of deciding for themselves which compromises are

acceptable and which are not, are precious to these artists.
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GREG WENTZ

Greg Wentz is a self-supporting artist-
entrepreneur who is rapidly gaining a
following in the Southwestern US, selling his
work through galleries, juried fairs, and
privately. He says that due to the current
building boom in Arizona, he also does large
numbers of architectural commissions. His

work is very diversified, ranging from

tableware to enormous sculptural vessels,

fure l: Oreg Wenz, porcelain. vase.  animal and human figures. | met Greg Wentz

through mutual friends.

CA: It's June 17™. Greg and | are sitting in his sweltering Coolidge, Arizona
studio, discussing his early education and subsequent discovery of clay.
We are having difficulty with the tape recorder, which keeps turning itself
off, testing my patience as well as my vocabulary." Greg was just telling
me about test-taking in grade school, not reading the questions and ticking
off random answers, knowing that whatever he did was likely incorrect.

May | hear the rest of that story?

'®After the first time, | edited out repetitions, etc. However, it is important to know that
this technical problem forced us continuously to remind one another of what might not have
been captured on tape.
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Absolutely! And | continued to do that and it frustrated everyone
including myself, but probably more my parents-- ... any parent would

worry about their children....

OK -- with any luck we’re recording again. | am sorry Greg...

Don't apologize. ...A teacher showed me a test that | had just
taken, and he told me to read the question and the question was: “What
color is grass?" Of course, not looking at the question, | checked “pink.”

He asked me if | thought that's correct and | said, “no,” and it dawned on
me that there actually might be some meaning to the words in the

questions....

How old were you?

it must have been first grade, so 6-7.

And in the teacher's comments on report cards, they didn’t mention
anything in particular that might help your folks figure out what was going

on?
No, they were generalizations and they really weren't specific
enough. 1 think they were trying not to be judgmental.... There was no real

insight....

So, there were probably 30 kids in your class?
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40 in a public school. Some of the classes were large.

What were the subjects you had trouble with?

Math was brutal and English was tough. ... There were only certain
ways to solve the problems in those classes and | didn’t have great
success in doing it [the way they wanted me to]. My favorite subjects

were Literature and History.

You told me last night that you liked the story-telling aspects.

Yes, very much. | liked ...escaping the classroom and thinking that
-- “Here | am, | am not responsible for answering any questions or reading
anything”. | could just enjoy it-- being told a story and using my

imagination, thinking about it rather than actually having to read it.

Did they ask you any questions about what you had heard or was there
any way that you proved that you understood, that you were

comprehending?

Yeah, | think when | was relaxed enough, | could enjoy the activity
that was going on, a teacher telling a story. |am fairly sure-- | don’t
remember all the instances, but | really think that | contributed to the
discussions afterwards because | did enjoy them so much. | was a part of

that.

You really used your imagination to put yourself in the picture.
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I had an impetus for getting out of the classroom t00,...a boost....

It wasn't literally getting out of the classroom? It was an imaginative

leaving?

Most definitely, and | wasn't required to do stuff | couldn’t do, read

or write.

You had some help in grade school. When was the first time you were

aware of getting additional support?

At different levels. ...My mother was doing homework with me
every day, so that was an indication that | was having a tough time. And |
was getting extra help and then my parents switched me out of public
schools into a private school in third grade. Then | was tested. | don’t
know the names of the tests or what they were-- ...So | assume that | was
receiving special help, even if | didn't realize it at the time, though my
mother was helping me daily. But | knew that they were testing me

because | was having problems in school.

Did anyone ever tell you that you were smart?

No. No, not at that time. ...I think they assumed that | was just

lazy... They assumed that | could do the work.

You said earlier that you had lots of friends. All through school you had

lots of friends outside the classroom, but you were really shy in school,
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especially in math class or in some class where you were asked to do

something that was really hard for you. So you were only shy in school?

When | was in a... situation where | felt comfortable... When you're
not threatened, it's much more possible for you to share yourself and meet
people and make friends. When | would be in a situation where | wasn't
comfortable..., | just became much ...more introverted. In art class and in
sports activities, | had no problem making friends and | had a lot of

friends.... | was a jock who was into art.

(Tape cuts off) ... This is gonna make us really paranoid.... (Laughter)
...We were talking about your ease with people; you like people. You
made friends and you played and you had this social life on the one hand.
Although you did mention earlier (when we weren't taping, but thought we

were taping), that you did have problems with kids teasing you.

Yes. Nobody could tease me playing kickball, ‘cause | could beat
everyone. So | didn't get teased there, but | got teased in the classroom
about not being able to do the work. ...| remember in public school
having.... (I'm remembering as we go along.) One teacher would have the

...worst students put in the back row of the classroom and...(tape cut)

...You were in the back of the classroom?

Yes and how ironic is that when you're not having much success, to

be put in the back of the room.

81



CA:

GW:

CA:

GW:

CA:

GW:

Furthest from the teacher--

...And the stigma of it.... It was being teased by classmates-- | don’t
remember individual incidences but | know that | was teased. | mean, little
kids are brutal, kids are brutal, and the ones that do well are always going
to... be know-it-alls and the ones that don’t do well will have to find
something else to do. Something they do well so they have something to

be proud of.

You said something really interesting about math. You said it about
English too, but | think you were talking about the actual reading part of it.
You were talking about there being one right way to do a math problem
and one right answer--that meant failure for you. So, tell me what is

predictive of success for you?

...Not having the constraints of having to make that connection with
print or numbers. If that isn't the case, ...l won't have the obnoxious
feeling [that]... | have to go back over it to double-check it. In math and
English, they're very structured and ...there was only one way to do it. ...If
I'm in a situation now where there are different ways of doing it, then there
is a relief. | know | can find my way of doing it. Even if | don’t have

success at first, | can try it again....

So tell me about the art teacher you told me about, whom you really liked.

...This was in my first year of private school after being left back. ...

In art, he would just make you feel so comfortable and was so
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un-judgmental. ...He was wonderful. ...He was very encouraging and

supportive.

Did you feel like you were successful in that class?

| did. | mean, from a content point, ...but | felt... incredibly

successful.

What about your classmates, did they think of you as successful?

Yes, they did. | worked harder than everyone eise because | kinda
had to, like in sports, | had to over-compensate for the other areas of

failure. But | think that everyone enjoyed what | made.

So, tell me about your feelings when you were in this man's classroom or

in later classrooms, when you were doing art.

[In]... hindsight, ...feeling comfortable, feeling that | was around
people that liked me because | was having success in what | was doing.
...1 felt proud that | was actually doing something and | wasn't backing out
of it.... 1 was proud and | was enjoying the fact that | could give these little
refrigerator art masterpieces away and they were appreciated, not only to
my parents, but friends' parents. ...It was just a generally great feeling that

| was appreciated. | wasn't failing.
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So, did your parents ever say anything or your older siblings;'” did they

ever say anything about your art?

Yeah, ...depending on their mood. [Of course siblings tease each
other].... Butif they were happy, if they felt like being nice at that time,
they ...had good things to say....

Okay, so can you tell me a little bit more about your adult art experiences?

...| was a business major my first semester in college and | hadn't
really worked with clay since the 7th grade, the 8th grade... Because in
the third grade, | had been...[held back'®], in ...my junior year in high
school | asked the principal... if | could try to combine my junior and senior
years together and graduate early, and he said that would be fine as long
as | was accepted to a college. ... | really wanted to graduate on time and

not be stuck at this high school another year.

So did you feel like you made up for lost time?

| did and | was very proud of myself being able to do that. | took
two Englishes, two maths, two literatures and | had to do summer school
to make up the other courses, but | made it up and | graduated high

school on time.

"Greg was the youngest of eight children.
'®The actual words Greg used were “left out.”
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Did anything happen that you can attribute your improvement in your skills

that made it possible for you to do that?

Absolutely. ...My mother worked with me all that time.... And
also myself, just becoming a little bit more mature and realizing that no

one’s gonna do this for me.... | had to do it myself.

...Do you remember specifically anything that your mother did that

was helpful, (phonics, etc)...?

It was the homework.... It was more of a work ethic thing. ...If you
can't understand something, you just have to keep going over it until you
do. She would not let me give me up. She wouldn't iet me stop. |
couldn’t have a prissy fit and go: “/ can't do this! I'm going” ...She’d drag
me back, sit me down and would just made me keep at it until | got it. [By
the]... 6™ or 7" grade, | seemed to be okay to handle my work on my own.

But then Algebra | hit. ...So | always had little recurring moments where |

needed my mother to help me with the schoolwork.

Anything in math that you liked?

Geometry was my favorite; the two Algebras were no fun and

Trigonometry was not good, but geometry | could understand.

What did you like about that?
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It was visual. It was forms; it was shapes, and it seemed to have
more interest. It seemed to be more practical; ....| mean that made more
sense to me than algebraic theorems. | couldn’t connect the conceptual

idea of algebra, where geometry was visual and more practical to me.

The theorems are important in Geometry.
...| guess it was the visual image [illustrating the words]. ...It wasn’t

the theorem [words] replacing numbers or letters, but real pictures.... [Or]

maybe the teacher was a better teacher for geometry.
Anything different about your geometry teacher?

He was a loud, boisterous, kind of ex-Navy kind of guy and the
algebra teacher was an older, quieter woman. So maybe | related more to
the louder gentleman than the older woman.

Do you think you learn better from men than women?

...| think in my case | did. | think [maybe]... they just seemed more
authoritarian to me and | would have to work harder. But my mother

tutored me at home....

Okay, so you got into college.
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GW: Yes, | got into college'?; | was a business major because my father
said | should be, and | struggled through first semester. | think | passed
everything-- | might've failed something, I think | failed Statistics or...

... met a great woman who was an art major and she brought me
into the clay studio and | just fell in love with it. Probably one semester
after that, my adviser was telling me: “Greg, this is a Liberal Arts college,
you should take an assortment of courses.” | was only taking art classes:
printmaking, drawing and sculpture and ceramics. | just loved it! The next
year, | moved to the residence hall which was right next to the art
department and | lived there. Thank goodness | found it. Thank
goodness | found it because | wouldn’t have had success at college if |

hadn’t.

CA: How did you feel when you were in your courses? | guess I'm asking a
variety of questions: were there any arts that you disliked, any that you
liked more, any that you found more difficult, and then how did you feel

when you were in the ones where things were humming?

GW: ...| painted a bit, I'd drawn a bit, and | just got very frustrated with
painting. ...So, | abandoned painting. | just didn’t enjoy it much anymore.
... | enjoyed printmaking, but the smells and the solvents were not very
nice; | didn't enjoy that. It was too clinical, it was--like biology, you know,
dissecting the frogs and the cats and stuff. Justthe smells weren't very

comfortable.

'Greg went to a New England College in New Hampshire, which was a small, private,
four year liberal arts college about six hours away from home.
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Did you like biology?

| did, | liked it. ...It seemed practical; the information was usable,
and--what | didn't like was dissecting the worms and the frogs....

.... Then | found my way into the clay studio and | just found a
connection with touching the materials. You know painting, you have the
paint brush; in printing you have the brayer, the press, etc. So the clay

just felt really wonderful and | felt connected to it, so | concentrated on it.

It was a direct, sensual experience?

...It reminded me of playing in puddies when | was a little kid and

making mud pies.... Remembering back when | was little working with

clay, play dough, it was special.

What did you do first, or what did you like most in your ceramics classes?

...The program ...was very traditional. Back in the ‘70s and in New
England, it was very traditional. Very Bernard Leach, functional pots,
oriental-Japanese, wheel-thrown, stoneware or porcelain, low color
[brown] style. So the first was handbuilding, of course and then throwing
on the wheel, on the potter's wheel, but it was very traditional.

[There was}... a large wood burning kiln in town. So Leach was the
big influence. ...I just kept working along those lines trying to perfect the
technical side of clay work. Craftsmanship was very important to that
whole genre, that whole style. [And it]...was very important to my teachers

that ...if | actually wanted to pursue working with clay that I'd know how to
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do that. So that four years in college was just craftsmanship. It became

medium-specific, clay and pots and technical information.

How did you feel about glaze

calculation?

...You double-check
everything. ...| think it's important
for students to learn how to
calculate glazes, but | would never
rely on that. | much prefer a pinch
of this and a pinch of that and if |
can't repeat it, that’s fine.... I'm not
that exacting. | much prefer to be

surprised by something rather than

have the same thing all the time. ...| f;-g:r;‘ ‘lal:sc?"r:? gggm&am
make a lot of dinnerware and |
make a lot of functional pots, so | have to have some consistency. ButI'm
not concerned about it. If someone’s unhappy because that color is a little
different than it was before, then they won't have my stuff. And plus, I'm
not a big manufacturer, so | buy raw materials in small amounts and they
change composition....%°

...You need to have a gram scale. You need to have recipes. You

need to have a certain basis, but it's kinda nice to close your eyes and see

ZCeramic materials are mined in different places and the composition and purity shift

from batch to batch. Buying materials in bulk would give the ceramist some protection from the
small variations which could very well affect the glaze quality, but not all small studios can
afford, or have the space, to do this.
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what happens, rather than know what happens all the time. Intuitively, it's

much more rewarding.... #*

So then you went to grad school?

No, actually | finished college and applied to graduate school. |
didn't get in. | was heartbroken, so I... didn’t want to do anything else. |
wanted to work with clay. So | took jobs, any jobs | could get. | was a
...house painter, ...a landscaper..., and | saved money. | set my own
workshop up and |-- my first firing was in ‘79-- | started making things and
| started selling them. | started doing wholesale craft shows and retail craft
shows in the ‘80s. The economy was great the first half of the ‘80s, and...|
would get enough wholesale work that | could support myself... [making
pots]. | just continued making things, then | married in ‘83 and | was
continuing to work and the recession hit-- ‘85, ‘86. 1 lost half of my
wholesale business.

...| continued wholesaling and retailing till about ‘89 or ‘90 and then
| just got so tired. | don’t know whether | was burned out from it or | just
wanted something else, or maybe my wife’s idea was that | should go
back to school and teach. So | thought | might try teaching. | had a friend
who teaches in NJ and when he took his sabbatical, he said: “Why don't

you teach for this year and see if you enjoy it?” So | did, and .....(tape cut-
off).

What did you like about teaching?

21gaveral ceramists independently referred to this as the ‘cooking method’ of glaze

formulation. This suggestion did not come from me.
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GW:

| liked the fact that | was affecting people. | was helping people. |
was showing them how to do something that they didn’t know how to do
before. If you teach, it's your legacy, ...showing these younger people,
educating them, showing them how to do something and seeing the
enjoyment and the passion in their eyes and faces. | enjoyed that year of
teaching, so | decided to apply to graduate school and | went to the
University of Delaware with Victor Spinsky, quite a character, nice guy,
and | was a teaching assistant.

Through my experience in graduate school, | found out that 1 did
not want to teach. The students seemed very apathetic and boring, and
the passion of teaching was gone.... If the students weren’t hungry and
didn’t want to learn, why was | there trying to force feed them? | would've
worked as a house painter again rather than be a teacher and not enjoy it.

| would've eaten Ramen noodles only, | just didn't want to be there.

SIDE 2

GW:

CA:

...The apathy, the students, the paranoia of the faculty; you know,
budget cutting. Cutting was occurring and everyone was fighting for their
money.... So | decided when | graduated from graduate school that |
would go back to my passion, that is making things out of clay. | got
divorced and then | relocated in ‘94 to here, Arizona, and it was probably

one of the best decisions | ever made....
You came to Arizona and set up this studio....

it was slow in the beginning. | bought this building; it was vacant
for about 13 years and it was a shell. It still isn’t very much, but it's a work
space now.... | knew that if | was going to make a living making things out

of clay, | had to... (tape cut-off)
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The cost of living...?

...The cost of living had to be much less than it was back East. ...
So | had to go somewhere where | could live inexpensively. | drove
around with two friends; we did a road trip, 4500 miles in two weeks and |
found this little town of Coolidge, Arizona. | investigated it more and |
found this building. | bought this building for $5,000 and my taxes are
$250 a year, so that makes it possible to start over making a living as a
clay artist. | decided to doit. So [divorce papers in hand], a U-Haul trailer
with my truck in tow behind, | made the trip out here. And then | fixed the
building up where | could work in it and | built my kiln and | started trying to

sell.

And you did a lot of that work yourself.

Right, | did a lot and that took some time. For three-quarters of the
year | wasn't making anything and | was just fixing this up and | was living
off my divorce settlement. ...Slowly but surely, 1 built the kiln and started
producing stuff. And | started selling and | do about 10 to 12 art festivals a
year and | have about 15 to 20 galleries, and | sell a little bit to people that

come to me....

...Tell me about this passion you were talking about. You made a decision

to make your livelihood from clay.

Yeah, a person who enjoys working with clay can't really be

concerned with making a lot of money. ...In graduate school, ...the graphic
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designers say: “What are you working in clay for, you're not gonna make a
living, why are you doing it?” It wasn’'t about making a living. You're
willing to live simply.... Everyone needs to make some money just to
survive, but if you're willing to trade money for enjoyment, then there’s no
reason why someone shouldn't make a living doing what they love. | feel
blessed, | mean | feel so sorry for people who are out there making a
living and hating what they're doing. That would be me being in a math
class for the rest of my life. So, in the 5 years that | built up a fairly good
following | have a lot of repeat business and I'm forever finding new
customers. And | ...like the fact that | do it all myself. ...You're a
salesman, accountant, secretary. You're an artist. You're a craftsman,
truck driver, delivery person, you're.... so, so many different professions,
you just have to include them all around your passion for making things

out of clay.

If you had to sum up what it is you try to do with your artwork, an artist's

statement, what would you say?

...| think that my work is from my experience, | kind of react to
situations that occur to me, or ideas that | have. ...| just try to keep making
things and | like to have the attitude that | don't... think things through
completely when I'm working. It's more intuitive and [spontaneous)]. But if
| had to say what my impetus...for doing it is, it's just my life experiences,

what occurs to me ...by making visual objects from it.

When you see a piece that you've made and you feel satisfied, what is it

about that piece that makes it satisfactory?
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| should have an answer all set up, but | don’t. | enjoy, on so many

different levels, ...my connection to the experience of making it.

And what about that experience?

It's like reminiscing ...to when | was making it and the reason why |
was making it. ...Oftentimes | like to work quickly and I’'m hardly even
thinking about what I'm doing when I'm working.... But later, | think about
my emotional state at the time, and materials if they’re working well and
not giving me a problem.... What makes a piece successful for me is that
| actually made it. It's that | took the time and the energy to do it and it's
here now and it wasn't here before and it's my legacy. It's part of my
continuing legacy... and people have seen it. | enjoyed the time making it,
what | was going through emotionally or physically and why | did it. | think
that things are successful for a lot of different reasons.... The success on
a level of selling something is important, but it's not the ultimate. You get
drawn back to certain things and | guess that that is what makes them
successful. If you keep getting drawn back to them and you enjoy that

experience of going back there, then it's successful....

...When you respond to a piece, what is it about that work that hits home

for you?

| don’t know, | think it's a combination of things.... I'm attracted to
some formal qualities, form, color.... [But to me a piece is successful] ...if
it's part of who you are, part of your experience. | hate to say this, but if |

like the person, I'm drawn to their work... and if | dislike someone, if
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someone’s real arrogant..., even if they make great stuff ...it takes away
from my enjoyment because ...1 know the person they are. ...You shouldn’t

go there but you can't help it, you're human....

Now, back to the dyslexia. How does your dyslexia affect any of this?

Your business, what are the pros and cons?

it hurts my business. ...I'm sure it does because-- an example, the
tax codes here in Arizona are absurd, | mean | sell to 10 galleries in the
state and they're in 5 different counties and they’re in-- So for metodo a
sales tax return is an amazing feat. Every county has a different county
rate, every city has a different city rate and the state rate is different.... So
in terms of business the dyslexia is rough, bookkeeping is a problem,
...and promotion is somewhat of a problem but not quite as much as

bookkeeping-- ... in terms of literature, in terms of printed materials [tape

cut off]....

So writing is still kinda rough for you?

Writing is tough, numbers are the worst, numbers are the worst. Fll
read a phone number off your business card... and | will totally switch the
last 2 numbers or the first 2 numbers, and I have to read it twice. It's
brutal! And it happens 20 times a day and it's just something that slows
you down a bit. Butin terms of actually making things, | am kinda thankful
forit. | am kinda thankful for the dyslexia because, God forbid, | did really
well in school and | became a lawyer or | work for an insurance company

or something.
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Well then you'd be someone else entirely....

That would be terrible! That would be terrible!

Do you think it affects, not your decision to go into clay, but other aspects?

...Absolutely, it has affected my work ethic in an amazing way.

_..You seem to like to meet your customers, and your potential

customers.... Do you think you're still shy?

No, | don't. | think | was earlier, growing up and | just-- ...you know,
shyness isn't going to do anything for you; it's really nota good problem

to have. ...Make an effort, carry the ball. ...How isolating being shy is.

So the continuing effects of dyslexia is really in mostly things that are
unimportant. If you had the money, you could easily hire someone else to

do those chores.

Totally. Mundane things. __.1 think that [sometimes] people become
frustrated with me because | have to take a little bit longer to read
something, to discern something. | don't really want to know that person
anyway. | mean that's pretty uptight; so no, it's not affected me in terms of

people at all.

What do you do for entertainment when you're not working?
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| like to travel: | like to see new things, do new things, meet new
people. The only thing that | really don’t get to do that I'd like todo s, |
don't read. | don't read very much. |can read but it's frustrating.
Frustrating ‘cause it's slow?
Yeah. It's slow.

Your head is working faster than you're able to decipher the texts?

Right, right so | always play with the idea of getting those books on

tape.

...Dyslexia doesn’t really sound like it's slowing you down much at all, just

it's a pain with the numbers.

Itis. It's inconvenient, but | thank it every day | wake up and touch

clay.
You show a certain suspicion for high-tech. | know someone’s been on at
you about computer controllers®?, cut down on costs and donkey-work.

Do you think that your resistance has anything to do with the dyslexia?

| definitely do.

22 tomatic controllers on the kilns can insure more consistent results and more

efficient use of energy, possibly cheaper too if programmed to switch kilns on and off according
to cheapest consumption rates.
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You are more comfortable with a touch-smell approach?

Absolutely. | still can't program a VCR....

Our VCR would still be blinking 12:00 if | didn’t have a 9 year old. Do you

like movies?

| enjoy movies, ...just like storytelling. Everything, everything.
Probably my least favorite is horror, don't like nasty stuff. Comedy,

drama, slap-stick, throwing things.

is there anything you'd like to add, anything that you think that we should

know about anything from the aesthetic process to ways of learning?

1 don't want to sound callous, ...but | think maybe the time spent

worrying and fretting could be better used overcoming. The energy’s in
the wrong direction.

...Worrying about not being able to do something, being disappointed with
yourself?

Right, right, ...you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself because it's just
a portion of your life that you have to live with.... | don't know what analogy
to use but someone else has another problem that they have to deal with,
and it just ...forces you to choose the type of person that you're going to
be.
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CA: An opportunity to make decisions about how your life is going to go, the

patterns in your life.

GW: Yes, exactly.

Summary:

Greg Wenz was born in 1957 and grew up in Ridgewood, NJ a suburb of
New York, the youngest of eight children. At first, he attended a large public
grade school in which there were 40 children per class. Greg had difficulty from
the first with numbers and reading. He told a story about a test that he took in
about the second grade in which he clearly did not realize that the words in the
questions on the test had meaning. Greg's early years are a blur. He
remembers elementary school being awful and the other children being horrible
to him. He made a slip of the tongue, referring to failing the third grade as being
‘teft out” However, Greg had an enormous amount of support at home,
especially from his mother who helped him every day with school work and made
him keep trying. Just before he was transferred to a small private school, his
parents had him tested and they learned that he was dyslexic.

After the transfer to the new school with its small class sizes, there were
many improvements. Although he still struggled in math and English grammar,
he now had art with a wonderful and supportive art teacher. Greg worked very
hard in this class, feeling liked and appreciated. There was also literature and
history, which Greg liked because there were ‘stories’ that were told orally, and
evaluations that took into account participation in class discussions. This was
very important because Greg says that if he thought that there was only one
correct answer and one way to solve a problem, he would fail. However if there
were a variety of correct answers and many ways to solve a problem, he felt

confident that he could eventually find his own way. Greg talked of any activity
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that utilized his imagination as figuratively “gscaping the classroom.” Being in the
classroom was anti-creative, unimaginative. it meant captivity and failure.

Greg also excelled in sports. He says that he invested considerable effort
into sports and art activities because he consciously compensated for his poor
performance in other areas. Greg's mother continued to help him with
schoolwork, but by the 6" or 7™ grade he was coping well on his own. Although
Algebra | and Il caused other setbacks, Greg did very well in Geometry because
it was “practical” and there were images.

High school went very smoothly. In fact, he went to his school principal
and asked if he could double up on classes in order to graduate a year early.

Still ashamed of being held back in elementary school, it became very important
to him to make up this time. It was so important to him that he sacrificed the art
classes he enjoyed so much so that he could take extra math and English
classes. The principal agreed to this plan on the condition that Greg would not
be permitted to leave high school until he was accepted into a college. With hard
work, Greg succeeded in this plan and was enormously proud of this
accomplishment. Greg Wenz graduated from high school in his junior year and
went directly into a four year liberal arts college to study business. His father
wanted»him to study something practical in the job market.

However quite by chance, he was introduced into the art department and
immediately packed his schedule with art classes. Transferring into the art
department, Greg majored in ceramics, which he loved because of its immediacy
and his connection with touching the material. Finding ceramics was accidental,
but also a powerful experience for Greg because he knew right away that
ceramics was his field. This ceramics department emphasized a strong
craftsman-entrepreneurial tradition in which graduates were prepared to make

their living from their ceramics work.
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Greg Wenz did not immediately get into graduate school, but instead set
up his own studio workshop where he worked for ten years before reapplying to
graduate school. He took a sabbatical replacement position teaching ceramics,
thinking that he might like to teach in a college or university. Upon entering the
University of Delaware, he also became a teaching assistant. This experience
convinced him that he did not, in fact, want to become a teacher. So upon
graduation with his Masters of Fine Arts degree, Greg set up a new studio in a
small town in Arizona, where he is represented by ten commercial galleries and
participates in dozens of juried craft fairs. Greg makes a large and highly varied
range of work: dinnerware, architectural vessel forms and sculpture that is about
expressing and communicating his feelings and his experiences. Dyslexia now
causes inconvenient, but minor, bookkeeping problems. However he is thankful
for his dyslexia because he believes that otherwise he would not have had the
courage to risk a career in ceramics.

Throughout our conversation, | was powerfully struck by two of Greg
Wentz's qualities: his steadfast refusal to recall negative experiences and the
strength of his will to succeed. These are completely conscious choices on his
part to move forward: “l think maybe the time spent worrying and fretting could be
better used over-coming. The energy’s in the wrong direction. ...You shouldn’t
be so hard on yourself because it's just a portion of your life..., forces you to
choose the type of person you're going to be.” Greg Wentz has, in fact, done
exactly that. He chose to be successful by working hard, by using his strengths

and by not wasting his energy bemoaning who, and what, he is not.
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MICHAEL SHERRILL

Michael Sherrill is a self-
employed artist-entrepreneur,
inventor and tool-maker.

Primarily self-taught, he is rapidly
gaining an international reputation
for both his sculpture and his

tools for potters. He was featured

Figure IV: Michael Sherrill in an article appearing in the
March 2000 edition of Ceramics Monthly and has pieces in the collections of The
American Craft Museum, NY; The Los Angeles County Museum of Art; The
Smithsonian Museum: Renwick Gallery, Washington, DC; The White House Craft
Collection, among others. He is represented by the Ferrin Gallery, NY. Michael
Sherrill also periodically teaches workshops at the Penland School of Crafts and
Arrowmont School of Crafts. | met Michael Sherrill at the 2000 meeting of the

National Council on Education in the Ceramic Arts.

CA: July 23 2000 and I'm here in Michael Sherrill's studio in Hendersonville,
North Carolina. Can we start off with your background, your early

education, family, when was your dyslexia discovered?

MS: ... can remember early on as a kid, in the first and second grade,
that | felt a little different than the rest. ...Looking back, | realize that | feit
...that | was the odd man out. | always sort of had that ...sense of being a
lite different. And | always had this skill to make things visual. My

earliest art experience probably was... a painting that | did when | was in
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the second grade of a fawn. ...[itj was a big painting and it was... [highly
praised] by the school and by my parents.

__1 had an older brother who didn't live with us, who was seven years
older than me. He was an artist and when he came to visit, we’d sit down
and draw. He'd start with a point [on the page] and draw, say, the iris of
an eyeball and draw an entire being ...out from the center. He would just
mesmerize me; | thought it was magic! And ...my dad was an inventor.
[He was] ...really was a problem-solver and well-respected by a lot of
people for what he did. __He would ...build machines out of his head. My
early memories of my father are ...of him sitting, ...going through what my
mother called a brainstorm. He would ...sit absolutely still at the kitchen
table, like he was in a trance, and think a problem through. Suddenly he
would get up and go into his machine shop and build this machine without
drawings or anything. He did it all inside his head. | was born in Rhode
Island, because my father was up there trying to... debug a giant paper
machine right outside Providence. They somehow heard about him
through his plant superintendent at Wicks Manufacturing that made the
first major truck oil filter in the country. My father's invention was a
process of rolling steel where they took flat sheets of metal and pressed
them into cylinders with no [separate] bottoms. They just would be sucked
by air and pressed into cylinders. The current one-piece Coke can uses
that same process. | didn’t know that till | was an adult.

Anyway, | guess, probably third grade was really when | started to

realize that | was not keeping up and | was starting to struggle. | guess...
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my mom knew earlier, maybe second grade? | remember being tutored
by a retired schoolteacher in the afternoons.... | remember ..flash cards
with some kind of phonics, ... and me-- | just struggled. | had such a hard
time keeping up.

...By the time | got to third or fourth grade, | realized that | was-- |
realized how really stupid | must be. ...The classroom [was set up] so that
the slower you were, the further back you sat. Before long, | was sitting in
the back row.... The teachers, | think, were not trying to be harsh, or
mean, or unkind. The greatest unkindness probably comes from your
peers that look at you like, ‘Are you stupid?’ And | was smart enough to
realize how dumb | looked. Really in many ways, | perceived ...myself
as... [missing a cog].

But at the same time, there’s this little side of me that... [knew
better]. ...'ve always been physical and | was a maker of things.
Athletically, I've been pretty good with my feet, but I've never been a very
good basketball player and an average football player, average baseball,
‘cause my hands sorta compete with themselves. | just never had a
dominant hand. ...| was probably 11 or 12 before | knew my right hand
from my left and | had a difficult time telling time... 1 could never figure out
which way the clock was turning.... | mean, | was 12, 13, somewhere in
that range, and would spend the summers up here in the mountains with
my father and | can remember being proud of the fact that | had not read
even as much as a billboard or a cereal box....

But in ...the fifth and sixth grade, | had a principal who'd ...pull me
out of classes to work with me with phonics. ...l know my mother was
incredibly frustrated. She knew something wasn't right. She never treated

me like | was less than anyone else, but she knew that ... wasn't learning
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like everyone else. | must say, | look back and | had some good teachers
in elementary school, and | had some really awful people that just were,
you know, just totally destructive, [not just] ...in their manner towards me,

...but also to the rest of the class.

Can you give me some examples about the good and bad? What was

good and bad about it?

My fourth grade teacher was ...just highly strung and she just had
no way of keeping her emotions under control. She was always ...out of
control, ...yelling, and using intimidation to move the class, and belittling.
She was probably the worst. But then the best was my fifth grade teacher,
who's just smart, perceptive, encouraging, tried to help me do the things
that | could well. And made me see that there was some good things that
| could do.

At that time, elementary age, I'd not developed a sense that | really
was a maker. | did make stuff, but not as much.... ...In the sixth and
seventh grade, all of a sudden, | started making everything: models,
...there was not anything mechanical in the house that was safe. My
mother would come into a room and I'd have a clock torn apart, the back
off a radio or something. Most times, | destroyed stuff, but eventually |
started figuring out how things worked and how to fix things. My mom
would get stymied by instructions or couldn’t fix something, but I'd look at
the pictures on the instructions and fix it. She'd go: “How'd you do that,
you little stinker!” ...1 think | started seeing that | had a little gift that was

different. | could fix stuff....
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My father was always working. [| was very]... close to my
grandparents.... My grandfather was the person who taught me how to
use tools and taught me... [about rural life]. He knew how to survive in the
wilderness and make something out of nothing. He made me ...also love
that, being outside, living with the land.... There was [also] my dad’s
example. Just like my kids have grown up in my shop and my studio, |
grew up in Father's machine shop. My father'd open a plain cardboard
box and throw out a bunch of scrap metal, give me a hammer and nails
...to make something. | made stuff from the time | was S5or6yearsold. |
was in there watching things being made by big people, and then in turn,
I'd use the materials that were around me to make something myself. ...At
that point it was never sophisticated. ...| felt like my dad could ...do
anything; there was nothing he couldn’t do. It was a great gift, too,
‘cause | felt that if he can do it then maybe | could too. | think that as |
grew older, | started to see that making stuff was what | could do. But
instead of following my father's footsteps of being a machinist or an
inventor, | wanted to be an artist like my brother. | thought Bix had all the
magic in the world in his fingers....

So, in junior high | went from being really involved at school and
loving the part of school that | could be engaged with (| liked history and
English lit, but | couldn’t keep up with the reading) to being really
disengaged. | got lost in math, | was lousy at English grammar. | just
couldn't figure it out; it was just like gobbledygook, punctuation and, you
know, [l]...couldn’t spell at all. | just could not figure spelling at all.... |
could spell the same word six different ways depending on how it sounded
to my ears at the time. My reading in elementary and junior high-- | was

just incredibly behind. In the... fifth, sixth grade, | was probably reading
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the second grade reader, ... maybe first grade-- way behind. In high
school, toward the end of junior high, | think | probably pulled itup to ...a
fourth or fifth grade reading level, but | was incredibly slow, laboriously
slow. To even digest and read the stuff | was interested in, like history or
something where | was engaged-- it was just really hard for me to get the
information out.

And | tried. 1 can remember it being sort of like banging my head
against an impenetrable surface. | could not get through; | couldn’t solve
that problem; | couldn’t figure it out.

But at the same time, there were little things that were giving me
something back. ...| excelled in the art department and | was a little star
there. Maybe, not THE star, but | definitely could do things. | had a
teacher in high school who thought I'd make a great actor. ...She worked
with me with my learning disabilities and she said, “This boy should act.”
Maybe she was right, but _..the intimidation of trying to memorize things
just freaked me totally out, so | never really quite pursued that.

In high school, my art really started to gel. | mean | was a refugee
in the art department. ...l spent every free moment | had at school there.
That's where | was working. ...I didn’'t excel in sports, though | did go out

for cross-country, | did run and enjoyed it, but | never excelled at it.

What kinds of things did you like to make? You talked about the early
tinkering and your dad’s shop. Did you like to make things that were

useful or things that were beautiful or a combination of the two?

1 think it was really acting out a lot of the inner life, a lot of the

fantasy. | was fascinated early on by American Indians and loved
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scouting. | think it was acting out a lot of that sort of imaginative life, so |
made things that... corresponded to that kind of imagined world. |
remember | did models of monsters, models for all the monster movies
and | did car models... | think | was more caught up with acting out
fantasies. ... was like 12 or 13 years-old; | did a bunch of stuff. | did
[paintings and] collages and | realize now it was really an acting out of a
response— | never really thought about it that much, but it really was
...acting out something that had impacted on me, stuff that was going on

around me.

As you got older, did what you made change?

Oh yeah! ...Fine Art was interesting, but the applied art of making a
physical and useful object like jewelry or textiles-- then... | found clay.
Clay was just much more fulfilling, because | was very much a ‘materials’
kind of person. | didn't think very much about how | thought, the
processes | go through. ...Now | look at myself as a person who really
rotates and thinks about things.""a But [back then],...the art world ...gave
me a bit of a reaffirmation that | wasn't stupid and that | knew that | had
something, | had a gift to contribute. 1 think that focusing on this ...pulled
me through the embarrassment of not being able to read well and not
being able to spell.

It's hard for anybody to know what it's like to be inside of something

that most people consider to be easy, but which is for you incredibly

ZMichael is saying that he needs physically to handie objects before he fully

understands them:; this is also a reference to Thomas West's book: In the Mind’s Eye, which
has had a huge influence on him. Michael believes that dyslexia is only half the story; the other
half is an intrinsic gift that makes dyslexics more creative and productive thinkers.
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daunting, just unable to do the simplest of things.... | see that now, and |
see the amount of discouragement that was created through that
humiliation, trying to grasp at some sense of self-worth and not being able
to, not really. ...I always found myself struggling to be heard or to express
myself clearly, struggling to organize myself in order to express the things
that | felt or thought. Art really became a physical way of doing that. Now
that | look back, | know that’s really what happened. Art was a very
tangible way for me to do some of those things that | couldn't do verbally.
Actually | think my verbal skills were ...inhibited at times when | was
younger by being nervous or ...insecure. | don’t think | do it as much
now.... As a child, | think | stuttered a bit; | stuttered ...when | was reading.
Before they knew what dyslexia was or anything, my school principal who
helped me with the flash cards, said: “Do you realize when you’re reading
and come across a word you don't know, you read ahead and substitute a
word that’ll work in there and keep right on going?” 24 And | said: “No, /
had no idea.” But my brain was jumping ahead and I'd see a word that |
wasn't sure about but I'd pick a word that would fit... [the context] and just
keep right on going; | did that constantly. And | had no idea | was doing it,
but that was the kind of way | started to compensate.
| had been chubby in Junior High, but | got sick with

mononucleosis. When | came back to school, | was skinny. In high
school, | ...was able to recreate myself a little bit. | ...didn’t advertise my
reading problems. | was able to hide ...my weaknesses a little better. And

| suddenly started to blossom. | was in the top ....quarter of my graduating

24 The dependency on context in reading, very important to dyslexic readers, is discussed
by Snowling & Nation (1997), p. 162.
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class. It was because | just listened and | had teachers that would allow
me to be graded on the content of what I'd heard rather than my ability to
spell properly. | found all that SO frustrating-- feeling like | wanted to
participate and not be able to write it or communicate it in a way ...that
was acceptable.

It was just incredibly frustrating and that's one of the reasons that
listening to books now is such a great joy for me. I've been listening to

books religiously from the Library of Congress for over 20 years.

Books on tape?

Books on tape, unabridged, and I've read probably everything |
should've read in college and gained the vocabulary that | would’'ve
missed otherwise. There’s so much in analogy to literature and what we
read in the paper, what other writers use as metaphor and all the rest that
| would ...not have got these connections. But [because of the tapes] |
was able to... get the allusions, and | mean, / am voracious.

Today, when I'm working [in the studio], | go through a book a day
or four books a week. I've been known to go through more than that... It's
everything from history to popular fiction to-- you know the gamut--
psychology and a few other things. | find all that fascinating; i feel like I've
gotten a continuing education that | would've really have cut short. | would
never have time now to read; | function, | read, | [even] read in public. I've
read ...to thousands of people, but | have to pre-read anything I'm gonna
read in public. ...l have ...to take away the nervousness, the little bit of
nervous insecurity | have about reading. Now | read in public and nobody

knows | have a reading problem, ...or at least that's what I've been told.
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The funny thing is that I've done a lot of public speaking ever since
high school.... | went away to school in the eighth grade, a place called
the Learning Academy, which is an experimental school; | became
president of the student body and did speeches-- a little unlike me, but
here | was doing it.... But it was all part of me making the change from the
sort of person that was really inside of something to someone that was
starting to come out. Reinventing myself, finding my way outside of that
tight space that | found myself in.

...1 look back and there were a lot of people who took a lot of ...time
and ... energy to help me: my mother, a lot of teachers from my
elementary school, my principal, people in junior high school-- they really
tried to help me, tried to figure out-- tried to help me and couldn’t get me
through. | think if | had had a little different personality, acting out and
being ratty and getting attention or being wild, could've been an easy way
for me to go.?® But the fact that | had security and love from my mom and
my grandmother, and a context to my life kept me quiet, kept me always
trying to figure out how to survive: survival skills.

It's funny to watch people that | know are dyslexic but don’t want
anyone to know. They really do little survival things: “Oh, can you read
that for me? | left my glasses...."” In fact, when | really do leave my
glasses, when | say that, | think a lot of times how that must sound. The
survival mechanism that people use to save their pride--| guess, getting
back to the school years, | feel like one of the things that | tried to do was
...gain some sense of self-esteem. | said it before, 1 think my mother and

grandmother loved me... and even though | had difficulties, they didn’t

%5 Dominy & Rees (1997), p. 197 discuss behavioral problems associated with school
failure associated with dyslexia.
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treat me like | was stupid. But | WAS treated like | was stupid by a lot of
people. Trying to see yourself as something different from what other
people see, that reflection you're given back by others is really-- | think is
one of the things that made me such an individualist.

I'm not a follower of the pack. In fact, I've always gone the scenic
route and my entire life I've aiways gone the alternate route, not just to be
obstinate, but just because the regular route wasn’t open to me. Survival
meant that | had to find alternate ways to get where | needed to go.
Fortunately, it wasn't through criminal activity or defrauding people, which
it could've been and | think that was very possible.

But | look back now, ...and my life and everything that I've gone
through is definitely such a large part of what and who | am.... | was trying
to get around to the point about communication and a sense of seif-worth.
__How | do function in this world where | don’t do very well most of the
things that others do well, and think are important? The way | did it was to
grab onto the thing that | did well. | honestly see things, | mean, / see.
I've always been somewhat of a visionary kind of person, think visually,
visually pull things apart. I've always had the ability, or talent, of being
able to make connections between very distant or dissimilar things. And
they are connections that make sense, not just to me, but to other people
too. | revel in that, | revel in it, myself, and see it in others. | like to see
problem-solving, not being just that continuous march forward for
marching forward’s sake, but every sO often, someone going: “Hey, this
makes sense. This works better than it did before.” Maybe it's not the
accepted way to do it, but it sometimes can change the world. I'd like to

think that there’s a little bit of that in me and my ability to problem solve.
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...When | came to clay, it was like there was truly an epiphany-- |
mean, it was like in a marriage, an instant marriage and | knew this is what
| wanted to do in my life. | knew this is the material that allowed me the
most scope. | can remember working in metal and painting and drawing,
doing stuff out of fiber and feeling like there was this sort of... [finite]
landscape.... It was definable, easy for my head to understand, therefore
a little less challenging. But when it came to clay, 1 could spend a lifetime
working my tail off doing one thing and never understand everything about
it. It's just incredibly vast, incredibly interesting and complex, and it was
something that was attainable. It was something that, somehow, | had an
affinity for, so that affinity really pulled me along in that material. | realize
now, as a grown person, that clay gave me the ability to really do physical
things, to work the way my mind already worked. My mind was already
taking something, forming it and then altering it and moving it around,
looking at it from different views. ...My mind was really three-dimensional.
So when | was making these things that were three-dimensional, it ...really
started to work. It started to stimulate those ideas and thoughts even
more. | never thought about the fact | was what they call a ‘rotational’
thinker?®, but that's the way I've always been. | pick up objects and |
absorb them. When | was a kid, I'd get something new and fascinating,
and I'd carry it around with me. | just carried it around with me, kept it in
my hands and I'd rotate it and look at it, feel it, and think about it. | literally
spent this time absorbing it. I'm the same way now: | make a new tool or
something... and | do that same process of carrying it around with me and

holding it in my hand, ...touching and looking and rotating the object. And

26pichael is referring to the Thomas West book, In the Mind’s Eye, in which he
describes a perceptual talent typical in very successful dyslexics in which thinking and learning
is dependent upon a fuller utilization of all senses.
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CA:

now, ...I make art that requires the same kind of tactile and visual

perception.

| noticed this about your tools. I've been playing with this cutting wire and
this kidney yesterday and today. There are three things that are unusual:
they work unusually well. They're beautiful objects, just as objects. Third,
you don't really know them until you have them nesting in your palm, just
the way they feel in your hands is different. The weight and the balance of

them, the way they nest in that little area of your paim....

...For me a tool is functional art. Aesthetically, | want to get the
pleasure out of using it, so | really like a well-designed tooi. But part of the
subtext of the design problem of a tool seems to be ergonomic, not
intentionally. It's just when | pick up a tool and it works with the body; |
like that. | guess it has gradually formed some kind of sub-aesthetic for
me. When it comes to objects that | use, there are these three things-- |
mean, you put your finger on all of them. First they gotta work; secondly, |
like visually to make them pleasing, but | guess the third thing would
probably be that they greet the hand. You know, they integrate and
there's a part of that in me.

I've gone from being a potter, to being a ceramic artist, now to
being just an artist. | don’'t even necessarily always see myself as a
ceramic artist. ...| will say one thing about my tools: they’re designed over
a period of time of digestion. | sometimes use tools that are mass-made,
or made for another purpose. Maybe they work okay. But then, | start
messing with them, and | need to...[redesign them]. As a result, I'm

finding out that I'm making things that people like, which has been nice. |
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knew that about my art. | didn’t necessarily know that about my tools
because | couldn't afford to take the time to make enough for people to
use, to enjoy. Now, all of a sudden, I'm designing and having other
people manufacture them, and I'm realizing that they get the same kind of
pleasure out of this tool that | was getting.

...I'm a tool person and I'm of an age [now] where tools have to
serve me and to serve my vision, rather than tools for tools’ sake. | don'’t
want a big fancy shop if | have no vision to make the work. Basically, |
love to work-- the work dictates the need for a certain kind of a tool or
process. | wait long enough to figure out if it's really important or not. |
have built things, fancy things, spent a lot of energy building stuff that
didn’t serve me over the long run. But some of the best things that I've
done are the simple things | use every day.

That wire tool that | designed, | made one of these back (my
original one is somewhere floating around the studio) was made in the
early ‘70's. It was just like a cheese cutter. | used fine wire and | used it
all the time and over the years it developed into this sort of stylized, hand-
friendly version. My eldest son works here in the studio and we're...
constantly reaching for this one tool. ... So, I've made them and I've
started giving them to potters to use and they're all going: “Oh my gosh! |
love this! There’s the tool | didn’t know | needed.” That's very fulfilling.

Sometimes | feel like my ideas are maybe esoteric.... But for me
the core is a desire to communicate, a desire to affect people in a good
way, to be able to exchange stuff. Making the tools has been incredibly
rewarding there and it's just got me kind of smiling. I'm enjoying it, it's sort
of underneath what I'm doing as an artist.... Hopefully, it's also gonna give

me a little bit of something back financially. I've got small kids and I'm
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looking at the middle part of my career right now. It's kinda nice to have
something else there....

And | love tools, and | tell you | love tools that are well made. | see
other people’s tools that are well made, | just go: “Gosh! That's a great
tool’ At the core of me, | revel in good ideas, in smart, simple ideas. |
mean, I'm like a grazer, a cow, when | go to stores, and go to New York,
and go to little design shops. I'm always looking at well-designed objects
and sometimes | find things that | like, but | don’t like ‘cause it's just over-
designed or under-designed. There’s that awe in me of a well-made
object, ...like your favorite coffee mug, it enriches your life ‘cause you
enjoy the touch of it, you enjoy the use of it. | love to make potters’
tools....

...[As a high school student, | scrambled all over the place to find
the technical information | needed.] The art department of my high school
was right beside the school library. | ...consumed, grazed Ceramics
Monthly. All the back issues, all the ceramics of the world: Islamic
ceramics to Chinese, Japanese. | had an incredible visual memory of
objects and visual impressions that ...| carried around with me.

[l think my sense of form is my greatest strength)].... I've always
found it interesting throwing pots because you take a cylinder and [with
the most minute alterations]..., you can make it look settled or at ease and
kind of comfortable with itself or you can give it shoulders and make it
proud. It's like a human being, it's like a human figure. With the slightest
of adjustments, you can cause it to be a different object and really
communicate a feeling or attitude. ...I think about it all the time. You can
make an object that gives off small signals— Hey, I'm a proud thing or I'm a

humble thing, or I'm a thing that's very comfortable with itself.... All these
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things can be conveyed by form and the way an object presents itself or a
way the artist chooses to present an object. And all that to me just makes
sense.... If it didn't make sense, it came in my world and stimulated me to

a point where | asked a bunch of questions.

And | do think having
difficulty in learning and
absorbing information,
reading has something to do
with that. | mean you're
looking at a kid who's a fairly

decent ... person. | had to

Figure V: Michael Sherrill, Michael's Wikdflowers really chip away to figure
things out, because | had to, | needed to— so | did. When I'm teaching
people | say: “You know, I'm not a scientist but | am a good cook.” I'm a
good observer of the way things behave and then | tweak, | can kinda say:
“There’s not enough baking powder, or it's too refractory?” and it's not wet
enough.” | can adjust things and | have this sort of innate knowledge and
I'm always hungry for more.

Out there in the industrial world and in certain people’s brains
there’s... this storehouse of experience and knowledge that I'd love to...
get a hold of, or share.... [Some things] ...are not the way you're taught in
college.... There's a broader range of [practical] experience and
knowledge out there that... can be applied [to different circumstances]....
For instance, I'm going into these forms [sculptures] that | make and have

to get in to compress certain areas of clay. | started doing something that

#Re: does not melt easily or is heat resistant.
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came out of metal-working: If you have a crack starting, you put a drill bit
into the crack at either end. So what | started doing was to punch in two
holes [on either end of the crack] and cut a line between them. | open it
up like a surgeon, just open the whole thing up, just like a wound. The
circle would keep...the crack [from continuing]. I'd goin and compress
[the weak areas]...and [then] just close it back up, just like a surgeon
would close ...[an incision].... And that way, | wind up with ...areas that are
physically stronger than they...[were before they cracked].... It just made
sense that this material’s gonna behave this way.

1 use the extruder?® all the time [in my own work and | teach
students how to use an extruder].... [| make my own dies]. | [explain to
students that] ...they have to ...[understand how the die works, that]
.there’s a bridge® in there ...[that] the clay has to flow around. | say, if
you ever watched a stream or the way water hits a rock and just ...flows
around it, ...rolls around it [to] create an eddy..... Well that's what happens
[when you force clay through an extruder]...die. ...At that point it's like a
liquid, ‘cause you placed it under pressure and it’s ...flowing. So you have
that turbulence and sometimes that turbulence is kind of good ‘cause it
helps you to remix*® the clay, kinda get it going, but it also creates this sort
of slow area in the clay. So you have a weak, or a slow area, that's a very

different consistency than the rest of the clay. ...If you're reaching up

28 o machine that forces clay through a steel cylinder (an auger) and then through a

die. In this case, Michael uses the extruder to form hollow cylindrical shapes that he then
arranges and attaches to compose sculptures and vessels.

2 The clay has to ‘flow’ around the arm of the die, like an eddy, and then rejoin on the

other side of the die. This place where the clay wall has been cut and then rejoined inside the
extruder is the weak spot in the clay wall of the cylinder created.

% Reknit, rejoin the cut area. This ‘slow’ area is also where the created cylinder will

tend to bend because literally the clay cannot be forced through that area as fast.
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inside your extrusion, pulling it out and sort of combing it out to expand it,
that becomes a weak area. So [l redesigned the die to cut the clay like a
knife] ...so [the extrusion would]... go back together [smoothly].

But then | had a different problem | didn’t foresee. ...The little
platelets in the clay were being laid flat against each other [like a butt
joint]...instead of them being interlocked. [So although after passing
through the extruder, there wasn’t the same problem with the eddy
anymore, the clay was very consistent, but now there was a real seam, a
weakness [in the clay wall]. So [again | worked on the die design trying
to]...re-knit... [the clay wall] back together. What if [my die] cut like
fingers®'...? How can | do that? So | started making these bridges that
literally cut in a zigzag motion, rejoining the clay so that when it rejoined
...[the] fingers’ folded ...one inside of another. ...[It] makes this... [dovetail]
joint and solved my problem. [Not only didn’t | have]...the ‘eddy or
turbulence’ that caused a weak area, [but | also didn’t have the weakness
caused by] ... the slick area [or butt joint], ‘cause I'd rejoined it in a way in
which it was interlocked. ...Why isn't everybody... [extruding this way and
why haven't the manufacturers of extruders figured this out]? ... hope I'm
not thinking in a vacuum.

...There's a lot of ideas that | have that just don't work, the theories
sound good, they look good, | try them and... they don'tfly. ...That's okay.
| fail every once in a while. ...l have a box somewhere back in my studio

that is full of failed tools. But | also have 20 or 30... [tools I've made] |

couldn’t work without.... A sense of play*? and experimentation comes to

31 At this point, Michael interlocked the tips of his fingers to indicate that the joint would
be like a dove-tail joint in wood, rather than a weaker butt joint.

2 The way Michael uses the word “play” reminds me of Kohl's (1987) discussion of
“giuoco.”
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CA:

MS:

my art and to {all the things | make]. It's such an important part of what |
do and how | enjoy what | do. | get as much pleasure out of having this
well-designed tool as | do having anything eise. To me it feeds me back, it
gives back to me. ‘Cause | pick up a tool and | go, “/ like this, | did this

right!” ...1 do things wrong too.
What do you do when you do things wrong?

| just look at it and I...learn from it. | mean this is one of the things
that | probably have learned. Maturity has helped me to ...look at my
mistakes a little bit closer. ...As a young potter-- the very pieces that |
would reject are probably the very pieces that now | would like. ...it's not
just form, but like salt [firing], pieces under-fired, or not firing right, or just
having problems. And now there’s other things that | think | find
fascinating, but now I'd try to exploit the ‘problems’. | had someone in my
class and she was a really gifted girl, she ...could do and make stuff, she
was just incredibly critical of everything she did. |just said: “You need to
slow down. Give yourself a chance to digest what you've done before you
dismiss it.” In fact, the very piece that she... hated, ...l thought was a
great little piece. ... said: “...Even ifit's a mistake, see what you got there
that you can learn from.” Then your life becomes a little richer. | mean
even the stuff that's a pain in the tush! It’s painful, | mean, there’s
something good that comes out of that in the long run. | mean it seems
like a platitude but it's not. ...If you don’t [figure out how to gain from even
a bad experience] then you smother underneath the avalanche of this
crap, you know? ...Having a little bit of hope and optimism about things is

really kind of important to pull you through.
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.1 would not be here without [this attitude]. ...When | first started
making pots-- | moved to the mountains in 1974 and I'd been making pots
in high school since probably ‘70 or ‘71. | had my own studio at home. |
audited classes in several universities and I'd gone to Penland [Mountain
School of Crafts], just visited. I'd gone to one year of college, taking
nothing but art courses in drawing and design, and that was great! Good
people. And | came up here to the mountains with almost nothing, and |
had nothing but disaster after disaster. For 2 years | guess, | fired my
kilns and lost over half of everything | made. ...The first 4-5 years, | think it
was pretty much like that. | was firing salt kilns and things would blow,
thermal shock.®® | just had problems and it was just ineptness on my part.

| mean | was trying to re-invent the wheel instead of going with proven
[firing methods and clay chemistry].

Not everybody was doing salt®. | really was under the inspiration
of people like Don Reitz3®, who was doing it all, but [not near me]. Nobody
local was doing any salt. ...[l read everything | could find, but there was
very little, a paragraph here or there] ...That was it! And no real insight or
anything, it was just like, “Fire the kiln, throw rock salt in. “ That's about all
there was out there.

So, | [experimented]...and in 10 years | feel like | know salt. ...|

understand it, | smell it, it's in my bones, | miss it actually; there’s a part of

3The ware would heat or cool too fast. Most likely too rapid heating of the kiln would
cause water to vaporize very quickly; the expanding steam pressure would break the vessels.

Hgalt-firing refers to a method whereby coarse salt is introduced into a kiin during the
firing (at about 1100 degrees C) which volatilizes and reacts with the silica in the clay to form a
(sodium aluminosilicate) clear glaze on the surface of the ceramic object.

3non Reitz’s interview concludes the interview section.
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