FOREWORD
by Richard L. Masland

More than sixty years have passed since Samuel Torrey Orton published
the first edition of his pioneering study, Reading, Writing, and Speech
Problems in Children. Over 30 years ago, a collection of his papers, writ-
ten from 1925-1946, was published posthumously by his widow, June
Lyday Orton. These works are reprinted as Parts I and II in this volume.

The intervening years since Orton wrote about language learning
problems have seen great advances in our understanding of the struc-
ture and function of the human brain. Nevertheless, Orton’s remarkable
observations and conclusions continue to provide valuable insights into
the characteristics, nature, and remediation of developmental alexias,
agraphias, apraxias, aphasias, word deafness, and stuttering.

Throughout his work Orton emphasizes the diversity of the symp-
tomatology that these conditions exhibit and the need for individ-
ualization of analysis and treatment. He notes that “each case of
developmental delay forms an individual problem” and that “we are
all prone to search for a simplified and universally applicable formula,
but no such general ‘method’ can be defined” (p. 86 in this volume).

Orton observed a disorder, or rather a peculiarity, of cerebral domi-
nance leading to interference in right-left discrimination in many
dyslexic children. Furthermore, family histories often revealed unusu-
ally large numbers of relatives with mixed cerebral dominance, left-
handedness, or various forms of language disability. Because of the
frequency of poorly established cerebral dominance associated with
disturbances of right-left discrimination and sequencing problems,
developmental variations in hemisphere preponderance were thought
to be an underlying cause in many cases.

Orton rejected Hinschelwood’s thesis that “word-blindness” results
from congenital malformation of the left angular gyrus—the seat of
word storage in the brain. Evidence at that time suggested that the
two hemispheres were identical at birth and equally capable of sup-
porting normal hnguage function. Subsequent studies have shown,
in fact, that asymmetries in the language areas are significant, and that,
indeed, in most people, the left hemisphere can support stronger
language functions than the right.
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