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Dyslexia makes me stronger: Is Agile dyslexic?

I'm signing off from 2014 with a rather personal blog post, perhaps my most personal ever, that also means
it is a little long, sorry about this, Happy Christmas, please leave all the comments you wish...

Have you ever read, or seen, Macbeth? Towards the end of the play he is battling MacDuff, but Macbeth is
convinced he will win because the witches told him “No man born of woman can harm Macbeth” and
obviously MacDuff is a man born of woman isn’t he?

Except, MacDuff was torn from his mothers womb, what we call a caesarian birth these days. MacDuff is
not like other men, not necessarily better or worse, just different, and that difference means he can kill
Macbeth, which he does.

| feel like that about my dyslexia. OK, when I'm feeling arrogant | might actually feel it makes me superior
but most of the time just different.

(Regular readers won't be surprised to learn this, they’ve put up with my misspellings, poor grammar and
abusive treatment of the English language for years!)

I’'m not a professional dyslexic, | rarely mention it, I'm just a professional who happens to be dyslexic. Beth
Anders-Beck widely circulated post earlier this year got me thinking about this again. And a few weeks ago |
attended a meeting at my son’s schools about dyslexia that me reminded of the advantages | think dyslexia
has given me. (I was probably the only parent in the room hoping his child had dyslexia.)

Dyslexia does mean | learned things differently. Like MacDuff, my difference might not be obvious but it is
there.

| spent four years outside of mainstream schools, mostly in two different special schools.
| learned to read three times. Really, | had to learn to read English three times in three different ways.
But I think all of this made me stronger.

Depending on who you read dyslexics think more holistically, what we might call “systems thinking”,
dyslexics are more creative, dyslexics are more lateral thinkers, dyslexics are more visual. Not everyone -
there are different forms of dyslexia - but some people in some ways.

So what has this to do with Agile?

Well, it strikes me that many of the things we do in Agile software development parallel the way | was taught
by specialist teachers and the ways | found to overcome my dyslexia.

For example: Dyslexics are usually more visual thinkers than average. In Agile we use the “visual
management techniques” such as task boards, physical cards and progress graphs to track our work. In my
special schools we used lots of illustrations, | remember constructing a giant “bed” to help me remember b
and d.

When | was learning to spell one of my teachers gave us difficult spellings “Blue Meanies” and “Green
Meanies” (yes, she was a Beatles fan) on pieces of card. And now | colour code work on team boards - see
my full description in Blue-White-Red or Xanpan.

Dyslexics aren’t do good with the written word - although I'm not one of those who see the letters swirling
around - and so we prefer verbal and visual communication. Doesn’t that sound familiar? - stand up
meetings and “placeholders for a conversation.”

Dyslexics have learning problems centred on symbols there are some who think that before the written
word, before the printing press, dyslexics gave their communities and advantage. Sure writing a program
involves manipulating symbols but its more about thinking, perhaps abstractly, perhaps holistically, when I'm
programming objects | see the objects in my mind, | see them fitting together.

| could go on but | think you get the point.

Here is my first point: many of the techniques which help dyslexics have parallels in the way we do Agile
software development.

In the same way that | approach learning - specifically reading and writing - differently to most of the
population | increasingly see my approach to organizing and managing software development differently to
most of the population. After all, as | have long argued, software development is a learning exercise.
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Which brings us to point two.

What is good for dyslexics is usually good for non-dyslexics too. Techniques and changes which help
dyslexics actually help non-dyslexics too. Dyslexics have difficulty when presented with teaching techniques
that work for the majority of the population but the reverse is not true. Teaching techniques which are good
for dyslexics are good - perhaps better - for the majority of the population.

When | first encountered the techniques which are now called “Agile” it was on challenged development
efforts. Those of us undertaking the work found a better ways of working, the standard approaches weren’t
effective; but the techniques we found happen to work well for the vast majority of development work.

To be clear: Techniques which help troubled development work happen more effectively actually help all
development work - troubled or not.

| think one of the ways these techniques work is by lowering the cognitive load we all experience. When the
load is lowered we can focus more clearly. A physical task board needs very little mental processing.
Traditional status reports are pretty meaningless to me.

With a Blue Meanie spelling there was no question about what word you had to learn. It was written on a
small piece of card. Cognitive load was lowered.

And third...
One of the ways dyslexics learn to cope is by developing their own learning strategies.

When a non-dyslexic person goes to school they learn like everyone else. They learn the same techniques
as everyone else. They are given the learning strategies.

Most of these strategies don’t work for dyslexics. When a dyslexic person goes to school they need to learn
how to learn. They need to find and invent their own learning strategies and they need to learn to improve
their own learning experience. Unfortunately many dyslexics fail at this step and have reading and writing
problems throughout their life. But those who master these issues can be very successful.

Think about this in a work context: if you work somewhere where everything works then great, it works.

But if you work somewhere where things are difficult and you need to come up with a new strategy, a new
approach, well, how much practice have you had?

I've been practicing since | was six.

In fact dyslexic people can be so good at this that they over compensate. For example many of my closest
friends and family consider me a very organised person. | don’t. | think | am a very disorganised person -
my form of dyslexia means | have a poor short term memory. In addressing this problem | over compensate,
the strategies | have come up with for overcoming my disorganisation make me far more organised than
many others. (One way is to over use my long term memory).

The thing is: software development and dyslexia are all about learning.

Software development is all about learning - we learn about technology, we learn about the domain we are
working in and we learn about the process. Software development is best done when done in a learning
organization environment. (Remember, | wrote a book on this).

If you believe writers like Arie de Geus this is true of all business: “We understand that the only
competitive advantage the company of the future will have is its managers’ ability to learn faster
than then their competitors.”

In my experience, most organizations are poor at learning. | have heard it said that: “Companies suffer from
dyslexia.” Only someone who doesn’t appreciate the advantages of dyslexic might say that. Companies
may well have from a collection of learning approaches which kind of work most of the time for most of the
people, techniques that have been handed down without much thought. But those learning techniques are
the problem.

Many companies do suffer from learning disabilities but they don’t suffer from dyslexia. What these
companies need is a good dose of dyslexia to help them get better. They need to learn to learn. They need
new learning strategies.

Right now the closest thing we have to dyslexia and new learning strategies for companies are some
Theory-Y ideas of which Agile and Beyond Budgeting are the most prominent.
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