
 

Researchers report technique that enables
patient with 'word blindness' to read again

January 3 2014

In the journal Neurology, researchers report a novel technique that
enables a patient with "word blindness" to read again.

Word blindness is a rare neurological condition. (The medical term is
"alexia without agraphia.") Although a patient can write and understand
the spoken word, the patient is unable to read.

Here's how the technique works: When shown a word, the patient looks
at the first letter. Although she clearly sees it, she cannot recognize it. So
beginning with the letter A, she traces each letter of the alphabet over
the unknown letter until she gets a match. For example, when shown the
word Mother, she will trace the letters of the alphabet, one at a time,
until she comes to M and finds a match. Three letters later, she guesses
correctly that the word is Mother.

"To see this curious adaption in practice is to witness the very unique
and focal nature" of the deficit, the authors write.

The authors describe how word blindness came on suddenly to a 40-year-
old kindergarten teacher and reading specialist. She couldn't make sense
of her lesson plan, and her attendance sheet was as incomprehensible as
hieroglyphs. She also couldn't tell time.

The condition was due to a stroke that probably was caused by an
unusual type of blood vessel inflammation within the brain called
primary central nervous system angiitis.
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Once a passionate reader, she was determined to learn how to read again.
But none of the techniques that she had taught her students – phonics,
sight words, flash cards, writing exercises, etc. – worked. So she taught
herself a remarkable new technique that employed tactile skills that she
still possessed.

The woman can have an emotional reaction to a word, even if she can't
read it. Shown the word "dessert," she says "Oooh, I like that." But when
shown "asparagus," she says, "Something's upsetting me about this
word."

Shown two personal letters that came in the mail, she correctly
determined which was sent by a friend of her mother's and which was
sent by one of her own friends. "When asked who these friends were,
she could not say, but their names nevertheless provoked an emotional
response that served as a powerful contextual clue," the authors write.

What she most misses is reading books to children. She teared up as she
told the authors: "One day my mom was with the kids in the family, and
they were all curled up next to each other, and they were reading. And I
started to cry, because that was something I couldn't do."
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