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Abstract:

This study presents an investigation of the underlying linguistic profiles of ten Hyperlexic
children and explores the nature of the problems which give rise to their diagnosis. The
subjects’ unexpected exceptional decoding strength together with their similarly unusual
reading comprehension failure form the focus of this study. Reasons accounting for both

these phenomena are explored. Diagnosis of these subjects is considered in relation to
previoijs definitions of Hyperlexia and claims about its symptoms, nature and association with
other deficits. An overview of the controversy and conceptual confusion regarding
explanations of Hyperlexia is emphasized. The sources of the Hyperlexic symptoms observed
in the subjects are explored and discussed in relation to current psycholinguistic models of
reading and its development. This inquiry leads to two sets of investigations, the first focusing
on the subjects’ decoding skills and the second on their comprehension and inferencing
abilities. The investigation explores a number of questions regarding the subjects’ reading
skills. These include determining whether the Hyperlexic subjects prefer one route to reading
over another (use lexical or sublexical strategies), whether the deficit is modality specific,
whether their unusual reading pattern is consistent over time, whether the subjects can access
the semantic system and understand words they read as well as the manner in which they
approach the learning of novel words (whether semantic cues help or hinder the learning of
new words). Findings from the first set of questions leads to a further investigation of the
subjects’ comprehension failure. Word, sentence and paragraph level semantic and syntactic
skills are explored and ruled out as primary sources of the comprehension breakdown.

Instead, pragmatic language weaknesses are confirmed and a relationship is established
between these symptoms and the comprehension failure. The notions of Relevance, Theory of
Mind and Central Coherence are discussed and their application to Hyperlexia considered.

The concluding discussion addresses a number of theoretical questions regarding the nature of
Hyperlexia. Implications for intervention and possible future directions for research are

proposed.
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Chapter 1- Introducing the Subjects

1.1 General Overview- an introduction

The impetus for this research study stemmed from the identification of an unusual and
distinct group of children attending a special education school for Learning Disabled
(Learning Difficulties) students of an average to gifted intellectual capacity in

Washington D.C., U.S.A. These students displayed a linguistic profile that contrasted with
the majority of other students in this educational environment as well as those obtaining

Speech and Language Therapy through an on site outpatient clinic.

Their language skills were marked by significant weakness in comprehending material that
was read despite extremely strong abilities to read aloud written material. In contrast, the
majority of children at this school exhibited good comprehension ability which they were
unable to use when reading owing to decodiﬁg problems. Typically, this group received the
diagnosis of Dyslexic while the afore mentioned group had been diagnosed as Hyperlexic
and had received intervention with a therapeutic focus on their apparent reading
comprehension breakdown. These students, though seeming to display language difficulties

in informal and spontaneous situations did not necessarily manifest traditional language

disorders on formal measures.



Their diagnosis of Hyperlexia raised concerns as to the need for defining more precisely the
nature of this so-called phenomenon given that this group’s profile appeared discrepant from

those usually labeled as having Hyperlexia. (Cossu and Marshall 1986, Siegel 1984).

Later sections of this chapter will further investigate issues of diagnosis as they relate to this
intriguing group of subjects. The existence of this group of subjects within a school in
which most students are diagnosed with Dyslexia as per DSM IV criteria also raised
concerns regarding the relationship betwgen Dyslexia and Hyperlexia and possible reasons
why in this particular group of individuals comprehension could be so poor in the context of
superior reading rate and accuracy. Throughout the study it is constantly acknowledged
that all individuals whether diagnosed as having Hyperlexia or Dyslexia exhibit a unique
language profile with their own patterns of strengths and weaknesses. Nonetheless, it is
possible to define these two groups by their sharply contrasting skills in decoding rate and

accuracy as compared with their reading comprehension skills.

This chapter will begin by focusing on the most striking features of the Hyperlexic group’s
language strengths and weaknesses and proceed to describe case profiles in greater detail.
The chapter culminates in a discussion targeting diagnostic questions leading to an

identification of a range of theoretical issues to be explored in this study.



The subjects provided the impetus for this research and a description of their unusual

patterns of abilities consequently forms a natural starting point.
1.2 The most striking features of the Hyperlexic Group:

What makes the subjects in this group stand out as compared with other language impaired
persons? When one meets the individual students in this group one is immediately struck by

their friendly faces, warm smiles, yet somewhat odd demeanour.

This is the child in the special education classroom who volunteers to read aloud in class.

As he reads, nobody is able to follow along since his rate is too rapid for comfort. He reads
accurately and p-recisely appearing cognizant of punctuation marks, yet his voice is fairly
monoton;)us and too loud for the situation. At the end of the passage he appears puzzled
when the te#cher asks high-lgvel comprehension questions about the text as though this task
was both unexpected and foreign to him, as though it was designed simply to confuse and
trick him. He is unable to glean full meaning from the text apart from the recall of more
superficial facts. Nonetheless, reading is regarded as a strength by him. “I’m a good

reader,” he proudly says.

This is the child who says, “reading has always been easy for me,” or “ I learned to read by
myself.” These subjects are unusual in that their early reading development is reported to be

unremarkable.






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































