Profile of an Odyssey Tutor

Leila Lee never expected to teach. She also
never expected that teaching would change her
life. Life can, however, contain happy surprises.
Learning in the mid-1990’s of a course in the
Orton-Gillingham multisensory approach for
students with dyslexia sponsored by HIDA and
ASSETS School, Leila decided to sign up. The
intensive three-week class opened doors for
Leila who herself had always struggled in
school. “As I took the course, I was amazed and
relieved to finally understand the English
language. It was a revelation. A weight was lifted
off my shoulders.” Fascinated by achieving an
understanding of her own lifetime of learning
difficulties, Leila took the course a SECOND
time in order to increase her grasp of the
material. Thereafter she began to apply her
knowledge by working one-on-one with students
with dyslexia. While working with these
students, Leila somehow found time to home
school her own five children and further her
training, achieving the Orton-Gillingham
Academy Certified Level in early 2002.

The Odyssey Project has served nearly 100
students to date. Leila has taught eight of those
students, ranging from second grade to ninth
grade.

Each language therapy session is one hour, and
Leila sees each of her students twice a week. In
preparation for these sessions, Leila creates an
individualized lesson plan and gathers the
materials needed for the student’s level of
accomplishment. Since so much repetition is
needed to learn the material and to progress,
Leila varies the activities to keep the student
engaged and motivated.

“Many of my students are recalcitrant,” says
Leila. In order to support her students
emotionally and recognize their work, Leila
provides positive reinforcement, giving little
prizes and points for effort or for independent
reading. “I find this work to be very rewarding

for both myself and for the student,” Leila
reports. It is clearly advantageous to Leila’s
students, who generally arrive two to four years
behind grade level in reading, and “graduate”
from working with her when grade level is
achieved. Leila says she has been lucky in that
the parents of her students have made the
language therapy for their children a top family
priority. The mother of an 11-year-old is thrilled
with her child’s progress. “My son, Joseph, was
doing a lot of guessing instead of reading. Now,
from his lessons [with Leila], he is learning how
to actually decode words. His joy at being able
to read chapter books is great to see!”

One would think Leila is about as busy as a
person could be, with her own children to home
school and many Odyssey students. However,
that is not enough for the indomitable Leila Lee.
In order to achieve her new goal of “Fellow”
status in the Orton-Gillingham multisensory
approach (whereby she could train others), she
recently earned a Master’s of Education in
Teaching degree. That’s the next step in Leila’s
plan to improve her own education. “I see myself
in my students. I understand the difficulty they
experience in the regular classroom.” The
Odyssey Project and the children of Hawai‘i are
fortunate to have accomplished, dedicated
language therapists such as Leila Lee.

The Multisensory Approach

Multisensory teaching is simultaneously visual,
auditory, and kinesthetic-tactile to enhance
memory and learning. Links are consistently
made between the visual (what we see),
auditory (what we hear), and kinesthetic-tactile
(what we feel) pathways in learning to read and
spell.  Children with dyslexia often exhibit
weaknesses in auditory and/or visual
processing. They may have weak phonemic
awareness or are unaware of the role sounds
play in words. They have difficulty rhyming
words, blending sounds to make words, or
segmenting words into sounds. When taught
using a multisensory approach, persons with
dyslexia have the advantage of learning
alphabetic patterns and words by utilizing all
three pathways.

There is a growing body of evidence supporting
multisensory teaching. Current research, much
of it supported by the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development (NICHD),
comes together on the efficacy of explicit,
multisensory, structured language teaching for
children with dyslexia.
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