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Abstract—Objective: To assess the effects of reading instruction on fMRI brain activation in children with dyslexia.
Background: fMRI differences between dyslexic and control subjects have most often involved phonologic processing tasks.
However, a growing body of research documents the role of morphologic awareness in reading and reading disability.
Methods: The authors developed tasks to probe brain activation during phoneme mapping (assigning sounds to letters)
and morpheme mapping (understanding the relationship of suffixed words to their roots). Ten children with dyslexia and
11 normal readers performed these tasks during fMRI scanning. Children with dyslexia then completed 28 hours of
comprehensive reading instruction. Scans were repeated on both dyslexic and control subjects using the same tasks.
Results: Before treatment, children with dyslexia showed less activation than controls in left middle and inferior frontal
gyri, right superior frontal gyrus, left middle and inferior temporal gyri, and bilateral superior parietal regions for
phoneme mapping. Activation was significantly reduced for children with dyslexia on the initial morpheme mapping scan
in left middle frontal gyrus, right superior parietal, and fusiform/occipital region. Treatment was associated with im-
proved reading scores and increased brain activation during both tasks, such that quantity and pattern of activation for
children with dyslexia after treatment closely resembled that of controls. The elimination of group differences at follow-up
was due to both increased activation for the children with dyslexia and decreased activation for controls, presumably
reflecting practice effects. Conclusion: These results suggest that behavioral gains from comprehensive reading instruction
are associated with changes in brain function during performance of language tasks. Furthermore, these brain changes
are specific to different language processes and closely resemble patterns of neural processing characteristic of normal
readers.
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Developmental dyslexia is a genetically based1 lan-
guage disorder marked by an unusual difficulty, for
age and verbal ability, in learning to read and spell
words.2 Estimates of prevalence range from 5 to 10%
to 17.5%.3,4 Children with dyslexia who are undiag-
nosed or untreated are at high risk for academic
underachievement, noncompletion of high school or
college, social-emotional problems associated with
chronic school failure, and underemployment as
adults. Differences between people with dyslexia and
good readers include biochemical variations in tem-
poral and parietal lobes,5 less myelin in these same
regions,6 and structural anomalies in insula,7 pla-
num temporale, cerebellum, and Heschl’s gyrus.8

Functional studies using fMRI, PET, and magne-
toencephalogram while subjects perform reading-
related tasks suggest that people with dyslexia may
exhibit abnormal activation during sensory visual
processing,9,10 visual speed discrimination thresh-
olds,11 rapid acoustic processing,12,13 auditory pro-
cessing,14 orthographic processing,15-17 phonologic

processing,17-25 and automatized phases of motor skill
acquisition.26 Evidence therefore suggests that dys-
lexia is best understood as the consequence of fail-
ures in multiple brain regions in a complex,
functional reading system27 and in functional discon-
nections among these regions.23,24,28

A large body of research suggests that a core defi-
cit underlying dyslexia is in phonologic processing
(i.e., difficulty in processing language sounds).29,30

However, a growing body of research documents the
role of morphologic awareness in reading and read-
ing disability.31-36 Morphologic awareness refers to
the understanding of how word parts contribute to
word meaning; for example, the same spelling “er” is
a morpheme in the word “builder” (i.e., connoting
someone who builds) but not in the word “corner.”
One purpose of this study was to determine whether
a task involving morphologic processing might differ-
entially activate the brains of good and poor readers,
compared to a phonologic task. The current study
was also designed to determine whether intensive
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instructional treatment is associated with changes in
fMRI activation patterns during both phonologic and
morphologic processing in children with dyslexia. By
exploring effects of treatment on two different lan-
guage processes, we can determine whether activa-
tion changes that result from comprehensive reading
instruction, if they exist, are nonspecific or are dif-
ferentially associated with specific reading-related
language skills. We hypothesize that, despite relying
on different neuronal circuitry, both language pro-
cesses will show changes in activation patterns in
children with dyslexia after an intensive treatment
program.

Methods. Subjects. Subjects included 10 children with dys-
lexia (4 girls, 6 boys) and 11 normal readers (5 girls, 6 boys) who
were group-matched for age. The University of Washington Hu-
man Subjects Institutional Review Board approved this study,
and each subject (as well as parent/guardian) gave written in-
formed consent. The dyslexic subjects were selected from probands
in a family genetics study of dyslexia, as described previously.2

These subjects were recruited through contacts with schools, other
professionals, and widely advertised announcements in newspa-
pers throughout the Seattle area. Entry criteria included a Verbal
IQ of �90 on the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children–third
edition37 and evidence of underachievement by at least one SD in
standardized measures of real word or pseudoword reading accu-
racy or rate or oral reading accuracy or rate.2 All probands in the
family genetics study were contacted, and those who were right-
handed, had not yet received any intervention through the pro-
gram, and did not have nonremovable foreign metal (such as oral
braces) were invited to participate in the fMRI study. (It was
subsequently determined, however, that one of these subjects was
predominately left-handed, based on the Edinburgh Handedness
Survey.38) Of the 14 who agreed to be in the study, 10 had imaging
data of sufficient quality (i.e., minimal motion artifact, as de-
scribed below) on both initial and follow-up scans.

Control subjects were recruited via word of mouth and adver-
tisements in the hospital and in community newspapers. Control
subjects qualified if they were reading at or above grade level on
the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test39 (see below), had no reported
history of reading difficulty or of neurologic disorder, were right-
handed (confirmed by the Edinburgh Handedness Survey38), and
had no contraindication for MRI scanning. A total of 20 control
subjects were scanned twice, and 11 of them had imaging data of
sufficient quality within each scan.

The dyslexic and control groups did not differ significantly on
sex, age, or Verbal IQ (table). At the initial scan, the children with
dyslexia were reading on average about one SD below the popula-
tion mean for age on the Word Identification (reading real words)
and Word Attack (reading pseudowords) subtests of the Woodcock
Reading Mastery Test.39 Scores on these tests were significantly
below this group’s mean Verbal IQ. All control subjects were read-
ing at or above the population mean on these same tests. The
controls and children with dyslexia differed significantly in age-
corrected standard scores for both of these tests. Scores on the
Wide Range Achievement Test (third edition) Spelling test40 were
also significantly lower for the dyslexic subjects than for the con-
trol subjects. Dyslexic subjects were also impaired (below the pop-
ulation mean and significantly different from controls) in the
three language markers for dyslexia: 1) phonologic coding (elision
subtest),41 2) rapid automatic naming (RAN)42/rapid automatic
switching (RAS),43 and 3) orthographic coding44 (see the table).

Instructional treatment. The children with dyslexia were im-
aged before and after a 28-hour (2 hours per day over 14 days)
instructional treatment program.45 The content of this instruc-
tional treatment met the requirements of a national panel of read-
ing experts in the United States that reviewed the research
literature to identify the components of reading instruction that
are scientifically supported46: linguistic awareness, alphabetic
principle, fluency, and reading comprehension. None of the sub-
jects received any concurrent treatment other than that provided
by the current study.

The control group was also imaged twice but did not receive

treatment. The interval between scans was longer for the control
subjects (mean � 3.6 months; SD � 1.5) than for the children with
dyslexia (mean � 1.9 months; SD � 1.8) (t � 2.1, df � 19, p �
0.03). The scan protocol, tasks, and order of tasks were identical
across repeated scans for each subject.

Functional MRI tasks. Two fMRI scans were performed with
two sets of tasks to assess brain activation during phoneme map-
ping (the ability to make correct associations between letters or
letter combinations and sounds) and morpheme mapping (the
ability to make correct associations between word parts that sig-
nal grammatic information, such as suffixes, and their meaning
when affixed to root words). The pair of alternating tasks devel-
oped for phoneme mapping were Letters-Phoneme Matching and
Letters Only Matching (figure 1). For the Letters-Phoneme
Matching task, only pseudowords were used so that children could
not perform the task solely on the basis of word-specific knowl-
edge. In each trial two pseudowords (three- to five-letter pro-
nounceable monosyllables) were presented visually, one above the
other. Each word had one or two pink letters and the other letters
were black. During the Letters-Phoneme Matching task, the child
was asked to indicate with a button press whether the pink letters
in the top and bottom pseudowords could stand for the same
sound (e.g., Could oa in ploat stand for the same sound as ow in
drow? Could kn in knop stand for the same sound as k in kack?).
The Letters Only Matching task required the child to decide
whether two letter strings (e.g., szpy and sxpy) matched exactly.
Length of the letter strings was comparable to the length of the
pseudowords in the Letters-Phoneme Matching task. This control
task required attention to all letter positions, but did not involve
any phonologic processing. Thus, comparison of activation during
these two tasks isolated the areas of activation specifically related
to the construct of phoneme mapping.

The pair of alternating tasks developed for morpheme mapping
consisted of Comes From and Synonym Judgment (see figure 1).
During the Comes From task, the child saw and heard two words,
one presented above the other. In half of the Comes From trials,
the top word contained a derivational suffix that rendered it se-
mantically related to the bottom word (e.g., builder and build).
For the other half of the Comes From trials, the top word con-
tained a spelling pattern sometimes used as a derivational suffix
(e.g., er), but which did not convey meaning in this particular case.
Thus in these trials the top word was semantically unrelated to
the bottom word (e.g., corner and corn, in which the er in corner
was not a suffix indicating that corner is semantically related to
corn). For the Comes From task, the child indicated with a button
press whether the top word on the screen was semantically re-
lated to (“comes from”) the bottom word. This task was paired
with a control task, Synonym Judgment, in which the child deter-
mined whether the top word means the same as the bottom word
(e.g., small and little). In these two tasks, correct judgments did

Table Demographic and test performance data for the control
(n � 11) and dyslexic subjects (n � 10) before instructional
treatment

Demographic and
test data

Dyslexic,
mean � SD

Control,
mean � SD

p
Value

Age, mo 139.1 � 9.8 137.5 � 7.9 0.69

Verbal IQ* 112.0 � 10.7 116.8 � 8.3 0.26

Word Identification* 86.1 � 10.5 107.6 � 8.1 �0.001

Word Attack* 87.0 � 7.4 108.4 � 6.5 �0.001

WRAT3 Spelling* 82.7 � 5.0 114.6 � 6.9 �0.001

Phonological Coding† 8.7 � 1.5 11.3 � 1.0 �0.001

RAN (Letters)‡ 2.4 � 1.9 �1.0 � 0.5 �0.001

RAS (Letters and
Numbers)‡

3.2 � 2.5 �0.8 � 0.5 �0.001

Orthographic
Coding§

31.1 � 21.5 68.2 � 23.2 0.002

* Mean � 100, SD � 15; † mean � 10, SD � 3; ‡ z-score, for time
where � is below the mean; § decile scores.
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not depend on ability to read the words because stimuli were
presented both visually and auditorally. Average word length was
the same across conditions. [In addition, with one exception, none
of the yes items in the Comes From task involved the phonologic
shift in the pronunciation of the affixed word in relation to the
unaffixed word (e.g., a in first syllable of national vs a in nation).
Phonologic shifts are known to be difficult for dyslexic children.32,33

Thus, morpheme mapping should not share phonologic processing
requirements with phoneme mapping.] Like the Comes From
task, the Synonym Judgment task required the child to read and
listen to words and to make semantic judgments, but did not
involve any processing of derivational suffixes. Thus, comparison
of activation during these two tasks isolated the areas of activa-
tion specifically related to the construct of morpheme mapping.

Each of the functional MRI scans lasted 5 minutes and 42
seconds. For each scan, the two contrasting tasks were alternated,
with four repetitions of each task lasting 30 seconds each. In
addition, a fixation condition (cross-hair), lasting 18 seconds, was
presented at the beginning, in the middle, and at the end of the
series in order to provide a standard baseline. A slide with in-
structions appeared for 6 seconds before each condition. Visual
word pairs were presented for 6 seconds, with no interstimulus
interval. For all tasks, children indicated a “yes” response by
pressing a button held in the dominant hand. The button press
had to occur during the 6-second stimulus presentation to be
counted as correct. For each task condition half of the items had
“yes” as the correct answer.

Stimuli were presented and responses were recorded using
Eprime software (Psychology Software Tools, Pittsburgh, PA). The
subject viewed the visual stimuli through a pair of goggles that
were connected via high-resolution fiber optic cables to two Info-
cus projectors, which were, in turn, connected to the Eprime
computer.

Scan acquisition. Structural and functional MR imaging were
performed on a 1.5 Tesla MR imaging system (General Electric,
Waukesha, WI). Scanning included a 21-slice axial set of anatomic
images in plane with functional data (repetition time [TR]/echo
time [TE] 200/2.2 msec, fast spoiled gradient echo pulse sequence,
6 mm thick with 1 mm gap, 256 � 256 matrix). These anatomic
series were followed by two fMRI series using two-dimensional
gradient echo echoplanar pulse sequence (TR/TE 3,000/50 msec,
21 slices, 6 mm thick with 1 mm gap, 64 � 64 matrix, 114 volumes
total, time � 5 minutes 42 seconds). Half of the subjects in each
group had the phoneme mapping set of tasks during the first scan
and half had morpheme mapping set of tasks first. A high-
resolution three-dimensional series was then acquired in the sag-
ittal plane using a fast spoiled gradient echo pulse sequence (1.2

mm, no gap, TR/TE � 11.1/2.2 msec, flip angle � 25 degrees, field
of view � 24 cm).

Image processing. fMRI scans were analyzed using MEDx
(version 3.4.1) (Sensor Systems, Sterling, VA). Scans were consid-
ered acceptable for analysis if at least two of the four alternating
cycles within the scan had less than 3 mm of movement. There
were no differences between groups on the number of acceptable
volumes. The data were motion corrected in three dimensions
using the Automated Image Registration protocol imbedded in
MEDx. Data were then linear detrended, and a t-test was per-
formed contrasting the two conditions within each scan, expressed
as a z-score. Each subject’s activation z-map was spatially
smoothed with a 4 mm Gaussian filter and converted to standard
stereotaxic space of Talairach47 using FLIRT (www.fmrib.ox.ac.uk/
fsl/). Maps showing significant activation for each group and ses-
sion were generated48 and coregistered with images from a high-
resolution three-dimensional brain, supplied in the MEDx
package, that had also been converted to standard Talairach
space. Significantly activated clusters were identified on these
group maps using a threshold of z � 2 and p � 0.05.49 This
approach considers the significance of activation in the voxel of
interest as well as in adjacent voxels to identify a voxel as signif-
icantly activated, and also corrects for multiple comparisons. In
order to compare z-maps across two groups, we computed stan-
dardized mean differences by calculating a z-map contrasting re-
spective values using the two-sample test statistic for comparison
of means, z � (mean z1) � (mean z2)/square root(1/n1�1/n2),
where mean z1 � mean z map for control subjects, mean z2 �
mean z map for dyslexic subjects, n1 � N of control group (11), and
n2 � N of dyslexic group (10).50 Similarly, for comparisons across
time, z1 � mean z map for subjects at initial scan, mean z2 �
mean z map for subjects at follow-up scan. This standardized
mean difference z-map can be used to determine regions where
two groups of unequal size significantly differ in their activation.
Significant (z � 2) clusters were identified on these difference
maps.

Results. Performance on the reading tests. The 10 dys-
lexic children improved significantly from the beginning to
the end of the 3-week intervention on three measures re-
lated to the tasks they performed during scanning. On the
Word Attack subtest of the Woodcock Reading Mastery
Test Revised,39 which relies on phoneme mapping, the
mean standard score for dyslexic subjects increased from
87.0 (SD � 7.4) to 93.7 (SD � 10.8), t � 2.7, df � 9, p �

Figure 1. Stimuli for phoneme map-
ping and morpheme mapping. Activa-
tion during Letters-Phoneme Matching
(A and C) was contrasted with activa-
tion during Letters Only Matching (B
and D). For the Letters-Phoneme
Matching task, subjects were asked to
indicate whether the pink letters in the
top word could represent the same
sound as the pink letters in the bottom
word. For the Letters Only Matching
task, subjects were asked to indicate
whether the letter strings matched ex-

actly. In this example, the response would be “Yes” (button press) for Letters-Phoneme Matching item (A), as oa in ploat
can make the same sound as ow in drow, and “Yes” (button press) for Letters Only Matching item (B). The response
would be “No” (no button press) for Letters-Phoneme Matching item (C), as the ph in phan cannot make the same sound
as the p in ponk, and “No”(no button press) for Letters Only Matching item (D). Activation during Comes From (E and G)
was contrasted with activation during Synonym Judgment (F and H). For the Comes From task, subjects were asked to
indicate whether the top word “comes from” the bottom word. For the Synonym Judgment task, subjects were asked to
indicate whether the top word means the same as the bottom word. In this example, the response would be “Yes” (button
press) for Comes From item (E), as builder “comes from” build and “Yes” (button press) for Synonym Judgment item (F).
The response would be “No” (no button press) for Comes From item (G), as corner does not “come from” corn, and “No”
(no button press) for Synonym Judgment item (H).
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0.03. Because standardized measures of morphologic pro-
cessing are not available, we used two experimenter-
designed tasks, which our cross-sectional and longitudinal
studies are showing to be reliable and valid for assessing
literacy skills. These tasks assess morpheme mapping and
oral reading accuracy for words with and without suffixes.
On a Comes From task using word pairs different from the
ones used during scanning, the mean score for the dyslexic
subjects increased from 70.2 (SD � 4.6) to 74.0 (SD � 2.9)
out of 80 items (t � 2.4, df � 9, p � 0.04). On a decoding
task that included words with and without suffixes, mean
accuracy increased from 30.7 (SD � 7.3) to 34.5 (SD � 4.0)
out of 58 (t � 2.9, df � 9, p � 0.02).

Imaging results. For the results that follow, phoneme
mapping refers to the comparison of the Letters-Phoneme
Matching and Letters Only Matching tasks in the first set,
and morpheme mapping refers to the comparison of the
Comes From and Synonym Judgment tasks in the second
set.

Control subjects. The two sets of tasks used during im-
aging activated different parts of the brain. For the control
subjects, regions of activation for phoneme mapping included
bilateral (left � right) superior, middle, and inferior frontal
gyrus, left middle temporal gyrus, bilateral (left � right)
angular gyrus/inferior/superior parietal lobe, and bilateral
inferior temporal/fusiform gyrus. Activation for control
subjects on the initial scan for morpheme mapping was
observed bilaterally in striate cortex and other parts of
occipital lobe, fusiform gyrus, bilateral parietal lobe, left
middle and inferior frontal cortex, and a very small region
in right superior frontal cortex. Activation was generally
greater at the follow-up scan than at the initial scan for
morpheme mapping, whereas the reverse was the case
for phoneme mapping. However, the location of activation
for both functions was generally consistent across time. In
addition to the regions activated at the initial scan for
morpheme mapping, control subjects also demonstrated
activation in bilateral orbital frontal cortex and bilateral
inferior temporal/fusiform gyrus at the follow-up scan.

Dyslexic subjects. For the dyslexic group, very small
regions of activation were observed before treatment for
phoneme mapping in right cerebellum, right inferior tem-
poral gyrus, bilateral (left � right) orbital, inferior, and
middle frontal gyri, bilateral (right � left) superior frontal
gyrus, and left superior parietal gyrus. After treatment,
most of these same regions were activated to a larger ex-
tent; additional regions of activation included left cerebel-
lum, left inferior temporal, bilateral fusiform gyrus, and
right superior parietal gyrus. Before-treatment activation
for morpheme mapping was observed in bilateral (right �
left) precuneus/striate regions and right superior parietal
lobe. After treatment, these same regions were activated to
a larger extent, and additional areas of activation included
fusiform gyrus, left parietal lobe, and bilateral (left �
right) orbital, inferior, middle, and superior frontal gyrus.

Dyslexic vs control group comparisons. Figures 2
through 5 show the brain areas where activation was
greater for the control subjects than for the children with
dyslexia at the initial scan and where children with dys-
lexia demonstrated changes between pre- and post-
treatment scans. Images for phoneme mapping are shown
in the sagittal and axial planes, whereas images for mor-
pheme mapping are shown in the coronal plane, as these

views best represent the data showing group differences
and changes over time.

Phoneme mapping. At the initial scan, the control sub-
jects had greater activation than children with dyslexia on
phoneme mapping in left inferior and middle frontal gyri
(see figure 2A). Figure 2B shows regions where control
subjects had significantly more activation than children
with dyslexia at follow-up scan. The substantial reduction
of group differences in inferior and middle frontal gyral
activation following treatment of the dyslexic subjects was
due both to an increase in the level of activation of inferior
and middle frontal gyri for the dyslexic subjects (see figure
2C) and to a decrease in the level of activation for the
control subjects (see figure 2D). (The control subjects
showed no significant increases over time in activation in
any of the regions of interest in figures 2 through 5.)

At the initial scan, control subjects also showed greater
activation than children with dyslexia on phoneme map-
ping in bilateral (left � right) superior parietal region (see
figure 3A). Figure 3B shows that these group differences
no longer existed after treatment of the dyslexic subjects.
The elimination of group differences following treatment of
the dyslexic subjects was due to both an increase in the
level of activation of superior parietal region for the dys-
lexic subjects (see figure 3C), with changes on the right
being greater than changes on the left, and to a decrease in
the level of activation for the control subjects (see figure
3D), with significant changes on the right only.

Differences between the dyslexic and control groups on
phoneme mapping at the initial scan were also observed in
bilateral angular gyrus, bilateral superior frontal gyrus,
bilateral (left � right) fusiform, left middle, and inferior
temporal gyri, and bilateral (left � right) inferior parietal
lobe. These regions did not show significant change before
and after treatment for the dyslexic subjects. Group differ-
ences were, however, eliminated at the follow-up scan, ow-
ing to nonsignificant decreases in activation in the control
group and nonsignificant increases in activation in the
dyslexic subjects. The only regions that continued to show
group differences at the follow-up scan were the left mid-
dle and inferior frontal gyri areas, shown in figure 2B, and
a very small region of left superior parietal lobe, shown in
figures 2B and 3B.

Morpheme mapping. At the initial scan, the control
subjects had greater activation than children with dyslexia
on morpheme mapping in right fusiform gyrus (figure 4A).
Figure 4B shows that these group differences no longer
existed after treatment of the dyslexic subjects. The elimi-
nation of group differences following treatment of the dys-
lexic subjects was due to a significant increase in the level
of activation of the fusiform gyrus for the dyslexic subjects
(figure 4C). There was no significant decrease in activation
among the control subjects (figure 4D).

At the initial scan, control subjects also showed greater
activation than children with dyslexia during morpheme
mapping in right superior parietal region (figure 5A). Fig-
ure 5B shows that these group differences no longer ex-
isted after treatment of the dyslexic subjects. The
elimination of group differences following treatment of
the dyslexic subjects was due primarily to a decrease in
activation among the control subjects (figure 5D), although
there was a significant increase in activation among the
dyslexic subjects in an area more superior (figure 5C) to
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the area in which the original group differences were ob-
served (figure 5A).

In addition to the right fusiform gyrus and right supe-
rior parietal region, the control subjects showed signifi-
cantly more activation than the dyslexic subjects on
morpheme mapping at the initial scan in bilateral
occipital-parietal junction and left middle frontal gyrus.
These regions did not show significant change before and
after treatment for the dyslexic subjects. Group differences
were, however, eliminated at the follow-up scan, owing to
nonsignificant decrease in activation in the control group

and nonsignificant increase in activation in the dyslexic
subjects. The only region for which group differences were
observed at the follow-up scan on morpheme mapping was
a small region of right striate cortex (identified in figure
5B). This region did not show group differences at the
initial scan.

Discussion. Results of this study demonstrate
that after 3 weeks of comprehensive treatment,
brain activation patterns in children with dyslexia

Figure 2. Left middle and inferior
frontal gyrus during phoneme mapping
(Talairach level: x � �40). (A) Areas of
greater activation for controls than
children with dyslexia at the initial
scan. (B) Areas of greater activation for
controls than children with dyslexia at
the follow-up scan. (C) For dyslexic
subjects only: areas of greater activa-
tion at follow-up scan as compared
with initial scan. (D) For control sub-
jects only: areas of less activation at
follow-up scan as compared with ini-
tial scan. (The control subjects showed
no significant increases in activation in
any regions.) Regions of interest are
circled in green. Arrows indicate the
only regions that were more activated
for control than for dyslexic subjects at
follow-up scans. (The small posterior
region of activation is the same area of

superior parietal lobe that is identified in figure 3B.) Right and left superior parietal region during phoneme mapping
(Talairach level: z � 43).

Figure 3. Right and left superior pari-
etal region during phenome mapping
(Talairach level: z � 43): (A) Areas of
greater activation for controls than
children with dyslexia at the initial
scan. (B) Areas of greater activation for
controls than children with dyslexia at
the follow-up scan. (C) For dyslexic
subjects only: areas of greater activa-
tion at follow-up scan as compared
with initial scan. (D) For control sub-
jects only: areas of less activation at
follow-up scan as compared with ini-
tial scan. (The control subjects showed
no significant increases in activation in
any of the regions of interest in figures
2 through 5.) Regions of interest are
circled in green. Arrows indicate the
only regions that were more activated
for control than for dyslexic subjects at
follow-up scans.
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changed to resemble the patterns of normal control
subjects during two specific language processes, pho-
neme and morpheme mapping. This study provides
an additional demonstration that changes in brain
activation during phonological tasks are detectable
in response to instructional intervention (as previ-
ously demonstrated with MRS51 and magnetic source

imaging [MSI]52). The current study extends the
finding of a treatment effect to morpheme mapping
processes and demonstrates that brain activation
patterns are different for the two specific language
processes. Even in control children, phoneme map-
ping and morpheme mapping activated different re-
gions, which is not surprising given the growing

Figure 4. Right fusiform gyrus during
morpheme mapping (Talairach level:
y � �71): (A) Areas of greater activa-
tion for controls than children with
dyslexia at the initial scan. (B) Areas
of greater activation for controls than
children with dyslexia at the follow-up
scan. (C) For dyslexic subjects only: ar-
eas of greater activation at follow-up
scan as compared with initial scan. (D)
For control subjects only: areas of less
activation at follow-up scan as com-
pared with initial scan. (The control
subjects showed no significant in-
creases in activation in any of the re-
gions of interest in figures 2 through
5.) Regions of interest are circled in
green. There were no regions that were
more activated for control than for dys-
lexic subjects at follow-up scans.

Figure 5. Right superior parietal re-
gion during morpheme mapping (Ta-
lairach level: y � �67): (A) Areas of
greater activation for controls than
children with dyslexia at the initial
scan. (B) Areas of greater activation for
controls than children with dyslexia at
the follow-up scan. (C) For dyslexic
subjects only: areas of greater activa-
tion at follow-up scan as compared
with initial scan. (D) For control sub-
jects only: areas of less activation at
follow-up scan as compared with ini-
tial scan. (The control subjects showed
no significant increases in activation in
any of the regions of interest in figures
2 through 5.) Regions of interest are
circled in green. Arrows indicate the
only regions that were more activated
for control than for dyslexic subjects at
follow-up scans.
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literature showing that different patterns of brain
activation are associated with different levels of nor-
mal language processing; for example, lexical mean-
ing and sentence syntax.53

Figures 2C through 5C show regions in which the
dyslexic children demonstrated more activation fol-
lowing treatment than before treatment. At the same
time that they were showing increases in activation,
control subjects were showing decreases in activation
(figures 2D through 5D), presumably due to practice
effects that were not being experienced by the dys-
lexic subjects. Thus, the lack of group differences at
the follow-up scan must be attributed to both in-
creases in activation among the dyslexic subjects and
decreases in activation among the control subjects.
Although it is not possible to definitively link the
increases in activation among the dyslexic subjects
to treatment, it is reasonable to assume that ob-
served improvements in reading skills would be ac-
companied by changes in the brain, and the observed
activation changes suggest a brain-behavior relation-
ship. Furthermore, the regions where activation was
increased for phoneme mapping and morpheme map-
ping in dyslexic children are consistent with the re-
gions that were found to be activated in control
subjects at the initial scan. Changes for the dyslexic
subjects for phoneme mapping are also consistent
with previous studies demonstrating an association
between phonologic decoding and left middle and in-
ferior frontal gyrus in both dyslexic17,20,25 and control
subjects.17,20,22 Previous studies identifying regions
associated with morpheme mapping have not been
reported.

Our findings suggest that instructional treatment
does not result in novel functional reorganization
that creates neural pathways different from those
used by normal readers for these specific language
tasks. Instead, the results suggest that treatment
amplifies activation in circuits normally employed to
process these language functions. Results further
suggest that improvements in reading are not the
result of more global cognitive changes (e.g., im-
proved attention) that 1) would be represented by
activation changes different from those observed in
normal readers and 2) would not be differentiated for
the two specific language processing tasks. Instead,
our results suggest that treatment was associated
with brain activation changes that were specific to
the two different language mapping tasks, and that
the modified brain activation patterns in children
with dyslexia were very similar to those observed in
normal readers. Dyslexia is a pervasive disorder
with genetic and structural correlates. The results do
not suggest that treatment made dyslexic brains into
normal brains, rather that treatment was associated
with a change in brain function toward a more nor-
mal pattern in the two language tasks administered.

The phonologic core deficit theory29 hypothesizes
that dyslexia is caused by an inability to make corre-
spondences between letters or letter combinations
and the sounds they represent. Consistent with this

theory, we found that brain activation in dyslexic
children was significantly less than in control chil-
dren during phoneme mapping. Although some areas
of activation for controls on phoneme mapping were
also activated in the children with dyslexia (inferior,
middle, and superior frontal gyrus, left superior pa-
rietal, right inferior temporal) at the initial scan, the
level of activation was significantly less in the chil-
dren with dyslexia. Other regions of activation for
controls on this task (left middle temporal, bilateral
angular/inferior parietal, right superior parietal, and
bilateral fusiform) were not activated for children
with dyslexia at the initial scan. Regions of primary
treatment-related activation changes (inferior and
middle frontal gyrus and superior parietal lobe) for
phoneme mapping are not consistent with a recent
MSI study52 that found activation changes primarily
in the posterior portion of the superior temporal gy-
rus. Inconsistency in the regions of activation is
probably the result of different methods (fMRI vs
MSI) and different phonologic processing tasks (pho-
neme mapping in our study vs visual pseudoword
rhyme matching in the MSI study).

In addition, we demonstrated that children with
dyslexia initially differed from controls in brain acti-
vation during morpheme mapping. This finding is
consistent with previous research suggesting that a
single language processing abnormality in develop-
mental dyslexia is unlikely.27 Treatment-related
changes in morpheme mapping were found primarily
in right fusiform gyrus and superior parietal lobe.

One limitation of this study is the absence of a
group of nontreated dyslexic children who were
scanned at the same interval as the treated dyslexic
children. Because the lack of differences between
dyslexic and control subjects after treatment is
somewhat the result of practice effects in the control
subjects that are absent in the treated dyslexic sub-
jects, it would be helpful to know what the effects of
practice would be in a nontreated dyslexic group.
Another limitation is the small sample size. Results
from this study should, therefore, be considered pre-
liminary and in need of confirmation in future stud-
ies. Additional studies are now underway in our
laboratory with larger samples.

The findings of the current study are important
because they suggest that children with genetically
constrained developmental dyslexia are not only
teachable, as evidenced by improvements in scores
on reading tests, but that fairly brief, intensive inter-
vention can be associated with observable changes in
the brain’s response to language tasks. Presumably,
this is because the dyslexic children are performing
the task differently than they did before treatment.
Furthermore, these brain changes 1) are specific to
different language processes and 2) qualitatively re-
semble the pattern of neural processing characteris-
tic of normal readers. Our results suggest that the
brain events underlying specific language processes
in children with dyslexia can be modified to closely
resemble activation patterns of normal children

218 NEUROLOGY 61 July (2 of 2) 2003



when instructional components are carefully orches-
trated in environments that teach multiple facets of
language. As previously suggested,51 the brain is
both an independent variable that constrains re-
sponse to intervention and a dependent variable that
responds in some way to environmental input.

Acknowledgment
The authors thank Kenneth Maravilla, director of the Diagnostic
Imaging Science Center, MR technicians Denise Echelard and
Gerald Ortiz, and electrical engineers Cecil Hayes and Mark Ma-
this. They also thank Hunter Hoffman for his assistance in devel-
oping their MRI visual presentation system and Tom Zeffiro for
reviewing the manuscript.

References
1. Fisher SE, Francks C, Marlow AJ, et al. Independent genome-wide

scans identify a chromosome 18 quantitative-train locus influencing
dyslexia. Nat Genet 2002;30:86–91.

2. Berninger VW, Abbott RD, Thomson JB, Raskind WH. Language phe-
notype for reading and writing disability: a family approach. Scientific
Studies of Reading 2000;5:59–106.

3. Interagency Committee on Learning Disabilities. Learning disabilities:
a report to the U.S. Congress. Washington, DC: Government Printing
Office, 1987.

4. Shaywitz SE, Fletcher JM, Shaywitz BA. Issues in the definition and
classification of attention deficit disorder. Top Lang Disord 1994;14:1–25.

5. Rae C, Lee MA, Dixon RM, et al. Metabolic abnormalities in develop-
mental dyslexia detected by 1H magnetic resonance spectroscopy. Lan-
cet 1998;351:1849–1852.

6. Klingberg T, Hedehus M, Temple E, et al. Microstructure of temporo-
parietal white matter as a basis for reading ability: evidence from
diffusion tensor magnetic resonance imaging. Neuron 2000;25:493–500.

7. Pennington BF, Filipek PA, Lefly D, et al. Brain morphometry in
reading-disabled twins. Neurology 1999;53:723–729.

8. Leonard C. Imaging brain structure in children: differentiating lan-
guage disability and reading disability. Learn Disability Q 2001;24:
158–176.

9. Eden GF, VanMeter JW, Rumsey JM, et al. Abnormal processing of
visual motion in dyslexia revealed by functional brain imaging. Nature
1996;382:66–69.

10. Schulte-Korne G, Bartling J, Deimel W, Remschmidt H. Attenuated
hemispheric lateralization in dyslexia: evidence of a visual processing
deficit. Neuroreport 1999;10:3697–3701.

11. Demb JB, Boynton GM, Heeger DJ. Functional magnetic resonance
imaging of early visual pathways in dyslexia. J Neurosci 1998;18:6939–
6951.

12. Temple E, Poldrack RA, Protopapas A, et al. Disruption of the neural
response to rapid acoustic stimuli in dyslexia: evidence from functional
MRI. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 2000;97:13907–13912.

13. Nagarajan S, Mahncke H, Salz T, et al. Cortical auditory signal pro-
cessing in poor readers. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 1999;96:6483–6488.

14. Schulte-Korne G, Deimel W, Bartling J, Remschmidt H. Auditory pro-
cessing and dyslexia: evidence for a specific speech processing deficit.
Neuroreport 1998;9:337–340.

15. Flowers DL, Wood FB, Naylor CE. Regional cerebral blood flow corre-
lates of language processes in reading disability. Arch Neurol 1991;48:
637–643.

16. Helenius P, Tarkiainen A, Cornelissen P, et al. Dissociation of normal
feature analysis and deficient processing of letter-strings in dyslexic
adults. Cereb Cortex 1999;9:476–483.

17. Temple E, Poldrack RA, Salidis J, et al. Disrupted neural responses to
phonological and orthographic processing in dyslexic children: an fMRI
study. Neuroreport 2001;12:299–307.

18. Rumsey JM, Andreason P, Zametkin AJ, et al. Failure to activate the
left temporoparietal cortex in dyslexia. An oxygen 15 positron emission
tomographic study. Arch Neurol 1992;49:527–534.

19. Corina DP, Richards TL, Serafini S, et al. fMRI auditory language
differences between dyslexic and able reading children. Neuroreport
2001;12:1195–1201.

20. Shaywitz SE, Shaywitz BA, Pugh KR, et al. Functional disruption in
the organization of the brain for reading in dyslexia. Proc Natl Acad Sci
USA 1998;95:2636–2641.

21. Georgiewa P, Rzanny R, Hopf JM, et al. fMRI during word processing
in dyslexic and normal reading children. Neuroreport 1999;10:3459–
3465.

22. Georgiewa P, Rzanny R, Gaser C, et al. Phonological processing in
dyslexic children: a study combining functional imaging and event re-
lated potentials. Neurosci Lett 2002;318:5–8.

23. Pugh KR, Mencl WE, Shaywitz BA, et al. The angular gyrus in devel-
opmental dyslexia: task-specific differences in functional connectivity
within posterior cortex. Psychol Sci 2000;11:51–56.

24. Paulesu E, Frith U, Snowling M, et al. Is developmental dyslexia a
disconnection syndrome? Evidence from PET scanning. Brain 1996;119:
143–157.

25. Milne RD, Syngeniotis A, Jackson G, Corballis MC. Mixed lateraliza-
tion of phonological assembly in developmental dyslexia. Neurocase
2002;8:205–209.

26. Nicolson RI, Fawcett AJ, Berry EL, et al. Association of abnormal
cerebellar activation with motor learning difficulties in dyslexic adults.
Lancet 1999;353:1662–1667.

27. Berninger VW, Richards TL. Brain literacy for educators and psycholo-
gists. San Diego: Academic Press, 2002.

28. Horwitz B, Rumsey JM, Donohue BC. Functional connectivity of the
angular gyrus in normal reading and dyslexia. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA
1998;95:8939–8944.

29. Morris RD, Stuebing KK, Fletcher JM, et al. Subtypes of reading dis-
ability: variability around a phonological core. J Educ Psychol 1998;90:
347–373.

30. Wagner RK, Torgesen JK. The nature of phonological processing and its
causal role in the acquisition of reading skills. Psychol Bull 1987;101:
192–212.

31. Carlisle J, Stone A. Reading complex words: cross-language studies.
Dordrecht (Netherlands): Kluwer Academic Publishers, in press.

32. Derwing B, Smith M, Wiebe G. On the role of spelling in morpheme
recognition: experimental studies with children and adults. In: Feld-
man LB, ed. Morphological aspects of language processing. Hillsdale,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1995:3–27.

33. Elbro C, Arnbak E. The role of morpheme recognition and morphologi-
cal awareness in dyslexia. Ann Dyslexia 1996;46:209–240.

34. Fowler A, Liberman I. The role of phonology and orthography in mor-
phological awareness. In: Feldman LB, ed. Morphological aspects of
language processing. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1995:157–188.

35. Leong CK. Rapid processing of base and derived forms of words and
grades 4, 5, and 6 children’s spelling. Reading and Writing 2000;12:
277–302.

36. Nagy WE, Diakidoy IAN, Anderson RC. The acquisition of morphology:
learning the contribution of suffixes to the meanings of derivatives.
Journal of Reading Behavior 1993;25:155–170.

37. Wechsler D. Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children—third edition.
San Antonio, TX: Psychological Corporation, 1991.

38. Oldfield RC. The assessment and analysis of handedness: the Edin-
burgh inventory. Neuropsychologia 1971;9:97–113.

39. Woodcock R. Woodcock Reading Mastery Test. Revised. Circle Pines,
MN: American Guidance Service, 1987.

40. Wilkinson G. Wide Range Achievement Test. 3rd ed. Wilmington, DE:
Wide Range, 1993.

41. Wagner R, Torgesen J, Rashotte C. Comprehensive Test of Phonological
Skills. Houston: ProEd, 2000.

42. Wolf M, Bally H, Morris R. Automaticity, retrieval processes, and read-
ing: a longitudinal study in average and impaired reading. Child Dev
1986;57:988–1000.

43. Wolf M. Rapid alternation stimulus naming in the developmental dys-
lexias. Brain Lang 1986;27:360–379.

44. Berninger V. Expressive Orthographic Coding Test in Process Assess-
ment of the Learner (PAL) test battery for reading and writing. San
Antonio: The Psychological Corporation, 2001.

45. Berninger V, Nagy W, Carlisle J, et al. Effective treatment for dyslexics
in grades 4 to 6: behavioral and brain evidence. In: Foorman B, ed.
Effective prevention and intervention for children at risk with reading
disabilities. Timonium, MD: York Press, in press.

46. National Reading Panel. Teaching children to read: an evidence-based
assessment of the scientific research literature on reading and its impli-
cations for reading instruction. Washington, DC: National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development, 2000.

47. Talairach J, Tournoux P. Co-planar stereotaxic atlas of the brain. New
York: Thieme Medical, 1988.

48. Bosch V. Statistical analysis of multi-subject fMRI data: assessment of
focal activations. J Magn Reson Imaging 2000;11:61–64.

49. Friston KJ, Worsley KJ, Frackowiak RSJ, et al. Assessing the signifi-
cance of focal activations using their spatial extent. Hum Brain Mapp
1994;1:214–220.

50. Rosner B. Fundamentals of biostatistics. Belmont, CA: Duxbury Press,
1995.

51. Richards TL, Corina D, Serafini S, et al. Effects of phonologically-
driven treatment for dyslexia on lactate levels as measured by proton
MRSI. AJNR Am J Neuroradiol 2000;21:916–922.

52. Simos PG, Fletcher JM, Bergman E, et al. Dyslexia-specific brain acti-
vation profile becomes normal following successful remedial training.
Neurology 2002;58:1203–1213.

53. Indefrey P, Hagoort P, Herzog H, et al. Syntactic processing in left
prefrontal cortex is independent of lexical meaning. Neuroimage 2001;
14:546–555.

July (2 of 2) 2003 NEUROLOGY 61 219


