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Learning disabilities are sometimes advantageous 
New theory suggests that disabilities such as dyslexia may bring advantages for some 
forms of learning 
 
Cambridge, Mass. – September XX, 2007 - It's long been suspected that people with 
learning disabilities, such as dyslexia, may possess compensating abilities that others 
lack.   A new theory published in Mind, Brain, and Education suggests that tendencies of 
people with dyslexia to favor their visual periphery, while detrimental for reading, may 
provide them with advantages for other forms of visual learning.  “It's as if people with 
dyslexia tend to use a wide-angle lens to take in the world, while others tend to use a 
telephoto," explains Matthew H. Schneps, the lead author of the study. “It’s not that the 
close-up lens always makes better photos than the wide-angle. It’s that each is best at 
revealing different kinds of detail.”  The authors suggest that those who favor the 
periphery, such as some people with dyslexia, will show advantages for seeing patterns 
across broad regions, while those who favor the center, including many good readers, will 
be better at spotting small isolated features, an ability important in reading. “These 
abilities trade-off,” adds Schneps, “if you excel at one, you’re less likely to be good at the 
other.”  
 
The authors suggest that these unusual strengths that people with dyslexia may show for 
some forms of visual learning also lead to problems in abilities to read.  They caution, 
though, that while a few studies so far have supported this theory, further experiments are 
needed to verify these predictions. If supported, such evidence could have a significant 
impact on understanding the best methods for teaching science to students with dyslexia. 
 
“We may be short-changing students who have reading difficulties,” says Schneps.  
“These students may have strengths for visual learning that we could be building on.” 
Such strengths are likely to be of particular significance for fields like science and 
mathematics, where visual representations are key to instruction…and to discovery. 
_________________________________________________________________ 
This study is published in the third XX issue of Mind, Brain, and Education (Vol 1, 
No. 3). Media wishing to receive a PDF of this article please contact 
journalnews@bos.blackwellpublishing.net. 



 

 

  
To view the abstract for this article, please click here. 
 
Matthew H. Schneps, Ph.D., is Director of the Laboratory for Visual Learning at the 
Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics. He can be reached for questions at 
mschneps@cfa.harvard.edu.  
 

  
 
Mind, Brain, and Education encourages submission of papers from the variety of fields 
relevant to connecting mind, brain, and education in research, theory, and/or practice. 
The central purpose of the journal is to provide a forum for accessible presentation of 
basic and applied research on learning and development, including analyses from 
biology, cognitive science, and education. For more information, please visit 
www.blackwell-synergy.com/loi/mbe. 
 
Wiley-Blackwell was formed in February 2007 as a result of the merger between 
Blackwell Publishing Ltd. and John Wiley & Sons, Inc.'s Scientific, Technical, and 
Medical business. Together, the companies have created a global publishing business 
with deep strength in every major academic and professional field. Wiley-Blackwell 
publishes approximately 1,250 scholarly peer-reviewed journals and an extensive 
collection of books with global appeal. For more information on Wiley-Blackwell, please 
visit www.blackwellpublishing.com or http://interscience.wiley.com. 
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