
Sculptor finds his art 
helped him come to grips 
with dyslexia 
 
         At the entrance of the Shelton School in D allas hangs a bronze 
         sculpture of long, skeletal fingers on a h and, straining and 
barely          touching a half-opened book with it s title, The Miracle Worker , 
         etched backward on the cover. 
 
         The 2003 piece, inspired by the story of A nne Sullivan, who  
         taught Helen Keller to understand words, c uts close both for its 
         artist, Eric McGehearty, and for the stude nts at Shelton, where 
         McGehearty once went to school. 
�
"It's up to you if the hand is going to grab the bo ok," says McGehearty, who has 
grappled all his life with dyslexia, a processing p roblem that makes it difficult for him 
to read and write even now at age 30. 
 
McGehearty's latest work, Locked Behind Words , which will debut Wednesday in a 
special installation at Tarrant County College's No rthwest Campus in Fort Worth, 
strikes a similar theme. 
 
It depicts shelves of books that form a doorway. 
 
"The books become a doorway and a restriction to pa ssage through that doorway 
at the same time," the artist explains from the gar age packed with the tools and 
materials that he uses to create his work in the Le wisville home he shares with his 
wife, Heather, and their 1-year-old son, Keegan. 
 
When McGehearty grew up, it was hard to imagine that anything good could  come 
out of a condition that caused him to be mocked by his fellow students for his 
inability to grasp the alphabet or repeat the month s of the year. 
 
By fourth grade, when his parents enrolled him in S helton, he couldn't read or write 
and spent his time creating pictures in his head th at he would put to paper. After 
years of being bullied and belittled, he had found his release in art – "the one place 
where I had no disability, where I could do just as  well as anyone else." He didn't 
have much confidence in his intelligence. But the t eachers at Shelton wouldn't let 
him give up. 
 
His first breakthrough came during a summer art cla ss before fifth grade when he 
broke his right arm the first week. 
 
He explained to the teacher that he would have to d rop the class because he was 
unable to hold a paintbrush. 
 
"She said, 'You're not going to do that. You can pa int with your feet. You can paint 
with a paintbrush in your mouth.' She wouldn't let me quit." 
 
That, he says, is when he realized that just as breaking his  arm didn't have to stop him 
from doing what he needed to do, dyslexia didn't ha ve to stop him from pursuing his 
dreams. 
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Mission: 

The Dallas Branch IDA is 
committed to leadership and 

advocacy for people with dyslexia 
by providing: Support for 

individuals and group interactions; 
Programs to inform and educate; 
Information for professionals and 

general public.  The Dallas Branch 
IDA newsletter, a publication of 
the Dallas Branch of the IDA, is 
free to its membership.  The IDA 

neither recommends nor endorses 
any specific speaker, school 

institution, instructional program or 
materials. 
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Suddenly, he was determined to study and find his w ay into the world of books. 
Even now, after he's taught on the college level, a fter receiving a Master of Fine 
Arts degree in sculpture from the University of Nor th Texas, he continues to push 
himself, working with a computer that speaks to him  and listening to books from 
Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic – an organ ization for which he is a consultant and 
national spokesman. If he doesn't know how to spell  the number 8, he Googles the 
number 8 until he finds the word "eight," and then puts the word in a list of difficult 
words that he is struggling to memorize. 
 
It was in graduate school that he had a second brea kthrough that inspired him to 
create many of his current pieces. He had sculpted a bronze statue of Sisyphus, 
who was condemned by the gods to a life of eternal struggle, pushing a rock up a 
mountain that was always doomed to roll back down t o him. 
 
"My professor told me he could see the struggle in the piece but wanted to know 
where it was coming from in me. I told him about my  dyslexia for the first time. And 
he said, 'I would like to see your struggle in the work – not just anyone's struggle.'  I 
hadn't ever thought about doing art that was about me. But that gave me 
permission." 
 
He drew upon the frustration he felt at not being a ble to read the books he loved 
to create Repetition of Unreadable Books –an installation of books trapped in 
concrete blocks. The Miracle Worker came from this period, as did a 2004 piece he 
did for Shelton called Higher Education , which depicted an upside-down school 
chair and books pierced by the limbs of a tree, tha t can be interpreted as a very 
prickly Tree of Knowledge. 
 
McGehearty does not see himself as creating art exc lusively related to dyslexia. He 
is particularly proud of United We Stand , an outdoor bronze sculpture of boots on 
the ground that he created for the city of Fort Wor th's Fire Station No. 8 to 
commemorate the heroism and sacrifice of firefighte rs. And he is hard at work on 
pieces for a one-person show that he will be stagin g in November at the McKinney 
Avenue Contemporary, including a red canvas with a mouth emerging from one 
small portion of it as if in midscream. 
 
But he does derive a sense of purpose and mission i n knowing he has made a 
difference in the lives of kids who are going throu gh what he went through. 
 
Last week at Shelton, 14-year-old Kathryn Edel told  him about the "big commotion" 
the kids made when Higher Education arrived at the school five years ago. 
 
"Everyone was talking about it," she says. "Seeing everything upside down shows 
you how hard it is to concentrate when everything i s screwball. It was n't until I came 
here in second grade that I learned to read. This s culpture expresses what it's like to 
have dyslexia. And it has really inspired me, becau se now I know I can do anything, 
even become an artist." 
 

McGehearty says he hopes that one day Kathryn and o thers will see that her 
condition is not just something to be overcome, but  an opportunity. 

"I wouldn't trade my dyslexia for the world. I lear ned a lot from it. It taught me 
empathy. And it taught me how to stand up for mysel f. If I hadn't been dyslexic, 
then I wouldn't have been as determined and strong or successful as I am 
today."Plan your life 

Locked Behind Words debuts Wednesday at Tarrant County College (Northwe st 
Campus), 4801 Marine Creek Parkway, Fort Worth (cor ner of Loop 820 and Marine 
Creek). The exhibit is in Walsh Library on the thir d floor of the West Theater Library 
and Offices. 
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President’s Letter 
Anna G. Burton, M.S.  

 

       I reported in the Spring Newsletter that The  International Dyslexia Association (IDA) 
       was embarking upon a Strategic Planning Proc ess.   At the International Conference 
        in Orlando, Steve Peregory, Executive Direc tor, gave us an update.  The Committee 
       met and reported to the Executive Committee and all the Branches of IDA.  The way 
       is open to position IDA as the preeminent in formational, advocacy and educational 
       organization in the field of dyslexia.    Pr imary audience is targeted to people 
affected by dyslexia.   By doing so, IDA will serve  many more of the  millions with dyslexia who so 
desperately need support and a voice.   There are s ix key areas the Committee is focusing on 
:Communication, Advocacy, Membership, Professional Services,  Technology, and Direct Services.    The 
final plan is due by December 15 to the Executive C ommittee. 
  
Mark your calendars : Saturday, February 20, 2010 for our upcoming annu al local conference of the 
Dallas Branch International Dyslexia Association, f eaturing Dean David Chard as keynote speaker.  Visi t 
our website, www.dbida.org , for additional information or complete brochure i n newsletter.  In addition 
to Dean Chard, we will have Dr. David Welsh and Eri c McGehearty. 
    
I have had the pleasure of serving on the Board for  twelve years and want to thank all the Past Presid ents 
that I served under: Diane Newton, Jone  Bycel, Lei gh Miller, Susanne Eades, and Pam Quartermann.  
Our President Elect, Harrian Stern. takes over in J anuary.  Harrian comes with great experience as a 
diagnostician, coordinator, and director.  Thank yo u for letting me serve as President for Dallas IDA.  
  
See you in Spring, 
Happy Holidays 
  
Anna Burton, M.S. 
President, Dallas Branch IDA 
 

Stephen J. Cannell Appearance  
 
On March 25, 2010 at 7 p.m., Legacy Books will host  a second appearance at our store by 
Stephen J. Cannell, the man behind THE ROCKFORD FIL ES, THE A TEAM and dozens of other TV 
shows. He's introducing his new book, a mystery/thr iller. As we learned in January when he first 
joined us, one of the most fascinating things about  this writer is that throughout his career in 
television (and now as a bestselling author) Mr. Ca nnell has had dyslexia. As he says on his 
web site,  he has lived with dyslexia his entire li fe. The site has an inspiring video series in which  
he explains its misconceptions, challenges and ways  to help children with dyslexia. In case you 
are not familiar with these videos, here is a link:  http://www.cannell.com/dyslexia.php  
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Dallas Dyslexia 
Information Group 

Affiliated with the Dallas Branch of the 
International Dyslexia Association.  Provides 

information on Dyslexia, Learning 
Differences, and related topics. 

 
This group now meets on the second Monday of the mo nth, 

except for December from 7:00 P.M. – 9:00 P.M   

Meetings are now held at The Winston School 
5707 Royal Lane 
Dallas, TX 75229 

214-691-6950 

January 11, 2010 : Alexa Taylor, M.S., LPC-S, Assistant Director 
of Altshuler Learning Enhancement Center at SMU and  
Brittany Harper, Senior at SMU, Major in English, M inors in 
Biology and Chemistry, The First Year of College with a 

Learning Difference: Pitfalls and Possibilities. 

February 8, 2010 : Debby Romick, Director of Learning Rx 
(Plano Center), Dyslexia: It Is More than Reading, Getting to 

the Cognitive Roots of Dyslexia. 

March 8, 2010 : PBS Video: Presented by Richard Lavoie 
(Please Note: He Will Not be in Attendance),  The Motivation 

Breakthrough: Secrets to Turning on the Tuned-Out C hild. 

April 12, 2010 : Adina Rich, Director, Rich Educational 
Consulting, LLC, The Interrelationship between Processing 

Speed and Fluency  

May 10, 2010 : Alice Redding, CALT, Registered Yoga 
Therapist, Relaxation and Focusing Tips for Students in the 

Classroom and at Home. 

June 14, 2010 : Kim Johnson, Psy. D., Neuropsychologist, The 
Interrelationship between Dyslexia and ADHD . 

 

Two CEU’s are given to Academic Language Therapy 
Association Members, LD Professionals, Educators, a nd other 

Professions.  These presentations are free and open  to the 
public.  

HOTLINE 
 

The Dallas Branch 
International Dyslexia 

Association has a 
hotline to assist parents, 
teachers, and students 
with dyslexia.  We try to 

answer questions 
pertaining to testing, 

schools, tutors/therapist, 
materials associated 
with dyslexia.  Please 
contact us with any 
questions.  Calls are 
answered weekly,  

972-233-9107. 
www.DBIDA.org 
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October is Dyslexia Awareness Month 
 
The Dallas Branch of IDA ran a vigorous publicity c ampaign during Dyslexia Awareness 
month in October. We had an ad in Dallas Thrive mag azine, which is a publication for 
families with special needs. Posters and bookmarks were distributed to various schools, 
libraries and coffee houses which included the symp toms of dyslexia and the DBIDA 
contact information. In addition we had an informat ional scroll on the DART vehicles for 
the month of October. KTVT ran a public service ann ouncement on their website, which 
has 4.5 million subscribers in the DFW area. Also, KTVT is interested in having us participate 
in their “Stephanie’s Day” tribute at North Park Ma ll in June, which addresses children 
with special needs. 
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The Dallas Branch of the International Dyslexia Ass ociation now 
has a Facebook Fan Page. By becoming a fan you can learn 
more about our upcoming events, interact with us an d show your 
support for the students, teachers, therapists, and  families of 
people with dyslexia throughout the North Texas Are a. You can 
find us on Facebook at htp://www.facebook.com/DallasIDA  



 

 

PAGE 6 DBIDA NEWSLETTER 

Canaries and Coal Miners:  
On Children and Mental Health 
 
 
As a practicing psychologist, I speak regularly to experienced professionals working with 
children a variety of environments (public and priv ate schools, childcare facilities, 
pediatric clinics and, centers, religious programs,  treatment settings, detention centers, 
etc.). These professionals agree that growing numbe rs of children are exhibiting 
increasingly troublesome behaviors at progressively  younger ages.  In an attempt to 
explain, understand, and cope with this disturbing phenomenon, mental health 
professionals have devised elaborate schemes for de scribing and categorizing 
problematic behaviors and emotions as supposed mani festations of underlying 
pathologies (many of which are presumed to require medical treatment). 
 
Recent years have seen a veritable explosion in the  number of children labeled with an 
assortment of disorders, disabilities, deficits, an d dysfunctions.  Certain labels have seen 
exponential growth in the frequency with which they  are “diagnosed.”  For example, the 
label of bipolar disorder (formerly used almost exc lusively with adolescents and adults) is 
applied with increasing frequency to children (and even toddlers).  During the 1990’s, the 
numbers of children with an identified attention de ficit disorder (ADHD) taking a 
prescribed stimulant drug  increased by approximate ly 700%.  The incidence of autism 
has soared nationally by as much as 500%--and in so me states by as much as 1,000%! 
 
What has caused such an apparent epidemic of dysfun ction among America’s 
children?  Answers vary depending on one’s philosop hical and professional leanings. 
Many researchers suggest that genetically based mal functions in the brain’s use of 
neurotransmitters (chemicals used by the brain to p rocess information) and/or anomalies 
in brain structures cause certain children to exhib it the symptoms of mental illness.  
However, research studies have yet to provide eithe r objective tests or reliable physical 
evidence of these supposed structural problems in t he brain.  Nonetheless, the argument 
is made that growing numbers of children diagnosed with mental illness simply reflects 
our growing understanding of these disorders and ou r increasing sophistication in 
detecting them. 
 
But could it be that subtler and more complex socia l forces are fueling this explosion of 
psychopathology?  Lacking definitive and objective tests, these diagnoses rest primarily 
on adults’ description of the child’s behavior as e xcessively active, highly impulsive, 
extremely distractible, etc.  An observer’s determi nation that certain behaviors are 
excessive or inappropriate depends very much on the  observer’s own attitudes, 
preferences, and personality.  To appreciate the su bjective nature of behavior ratings, 
simply ask yourself if you would want your own psyc hiatric status evaluated according to 
the opinions of your coworkers, your supervisor, or  your spouse! 
 
Another factor behind this diagnostic explosion may  be an underlying (and unspoken) 
assumption that all children should behave within c ertain carefully defined boundaries.  
Behavior which falls outside these boundaries is th erefore deemed abnormal or 
dysfunctional.  I wonder if sometimes (particularly  in group settings) we come to value 
uniformity and consistency more than individuality and creativity. Although children 
often share many common cognitive, social, and emot ional characteristics related to 
specific developmental stages, there tends to be mo re variability than uniformity from 
child to child.  Their individual differences add f lavor and texture to our centers, 
classrooms, and homes… and make each small soul a v aluable and irreplaceable 
treasure. 
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We must also recognize that children’s behavior ref lects not only their temperament and 
personality, but also the time and place in which t hey live.  Today’s children live in 
challenging and unsettled times.  Many must cope wi th the stress of blended or broken 
families. Most are exposed to thousands of hours of  fast-paced electronic 
“entertainment” promoting questionable values and n egative role models.  Others have 
to supervise themselves and their siblings in the l onely hours after school before parents 
arrive home.  Too many are victims of abuse or negl ect.  Some have schedules so 
crowded with activities there is little time for sp ontaneous play and carefree relaxation.  
All are living in a society racing along at an incr easingly chaotic and frenzied pace.  For 
these and a myriad of other reasons, many children exhibit problematic and 
maladaptive behaviors. 
 
Children’s behavior has meaning.  It is a signal th ey send to the adults who care for them.  
When children’s behavior is problematic, we know so mething in their lives (not 
necessarily in their brains) is out of balance.  An  appropriate analogy may be the use of 
canaries by old-time coal miners to detect noxious fumes accumulating within 
subterranean tunnels.  The bird’s small size and ph ysical fragility meant it reacted to the 
mounting danger long before it was detectable to th e miners.  Children are society’s 
canaries.  The fact that they are showing increasin g signs of distress should not be 
interpreted as an indication of psychopathology, bu t as a warning sign that we need 
to change their environment...before it’s too late.  
 

 
David J. Welsh, Ph.D. 
Psychologist 

SAVE THE DATE 
Saturday, February 20, 2010 

 
Annual Conference of the Dallas Branch of the 

International Dyslexia Association 
 

Featured Speaker: David J. Chard, Ph.D. 
 

Leon Simmons Endowed Dean 
Annette Caldwell Simmons School of Education & 

Human Development  
Southern Methodist University 
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Free Membership 
 
Free Individual Membership Available For Any Child 
  
Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic, (RFB&D), a nati on-nonprofit organization is the leading 
accessible audiobook library for people with print disabilities. Any student with a visual 
impairment or learning disability such as dyslexia qualifies for the service, and 
overall RFBD’s mission is to serve students who fin d it difficult or impossible to read 
standard print. 
  
Thanks to funding received from the U.S. Department  of Education, and support of 
private donors, RFB&D is pleased to announce that a ny child is eligible for 
a FREE Individual Membership with proper certification of  their disability. 
  
By registering for this membership, any student wit h a certified print disability will have 
unlimited access to high quality audiobooks at home  as a complement to their in-school 
class work. Students can work on assignments indepe ndently, conduct research, 
and explore our extensive literature selection for leisure reading.   Audiobook examples 
include a state adopted textbooks, popular series b ooks like “Twilight”, Oprah book club 
titles, and personal self help titles including “7 Habits of Highly Effective People.” 
  
This FREE membership benefits includes: access to the nation ’s largest audiobook library 
of textbooks and literature titles; human-narrated audiobooks with descriptions of 
images, tables and graphs; searchable online catalo g; 24/7 online member services and 
phone support; various downloadable formats to choo se from, including advanced 
navigation ability or MP3 format with digital right s management. 
  
Signing up is easy.  Simply log on to www.rfbd.org and click on the FREE Individual 
Membership link  to apply online or download an application. 
  
RFB&D is privileged to serve students with this FREE membership. If you have any 
questions, please call member services at 800-221-4 792. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

PAGE 11 DBIDA NEWSLETTER 

 
 
 
 

Dallas Branch 
International Dyslexia Association  

READ-A-THON                   
Read 2009 Words in 2009 

 
We would like to thank the students who read 2009 w ords during our annual Read-A-
Thon.  Students from the following schools particip ated: Fairhill School, Shelton School 
and Winston School.  Several private students of Ac ademic Language Therapists also 
participated. 
 
Funds raised through the Read-A-Thon will finance D BIDA’s Educational Scholarship Fund. 
 
A huge thank you to Nichoals Petruska, a first grad er at Shelton School, who won 
the 2009 T-Shirt Design Award for this year’s Read- A-Thon t-shirt. 
 
Carla Proctor 
DBIDA Board Member 
Read-A-Thon Chair 
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Pledge and Donation Form 
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