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THE TRUTH ABOUT READING
 People may be aware of labels such as dyslexia and learning disability, but how many 
know the experience from the inside?

 Tina McInerny’s upcoming book, The Truth About Reading, offers a way for parents 
and professionals to see this experience from the point of view of a person who was labeled 
“Learning Disabled” in elementary school. An advocate of Alternative Learning methods, 
Tina shares her experience through poetry and illustrations that reveal her world-view.

 Others with the same quick-paced thought processes and rapid image recognition will 
enjoy exploring through theses pages that take into account the 3-dimensionality of the mind 
of an alternative learner.

THE CONCEPT

 A poem Tina wrote about her experience was widely circulated on the web in the al-
ternative learning community. The positive feedback from many encouraged her to take the 
work to another level. Each line of the poem will be illustrated by Tina herself, using photog-
raphy and computer graphics in a collage format, to express her own story as a child growing 
up in a world that equated “reading ability” with “intelligence”. She outlines the self-esteem 
issues that resulted from this approach, and describes her process of self-affirmation. Follow-
ing her process through the book enables alternative learners to also share in this self-affir-
mation.

 It is a book of hope and understanding. And it is fun! Each page richly illustrated with 
colourful details is combined with descriptive text and poetry. The book will be visual, inter-
active, informative and moving. It will also feature an extensive resource list, and invaluable 
asset for both parents and professionals.
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WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

For the kids today who are alternative learners
 The goal is to place this book in all schools in BC, not only for the teachers to use and 
work with, but so the students who are alternative learners can have a positive example for 
their future.

 Rather than feeling the loneliness and isolation Tina had to experience, these stu-
dents can find a resonance and connection through this book; helping them to realize they are 
not alone, they are not wrong, only different.

 Compiled by someone whose mind thinks along the same lines as theirs, this book will 
speak clearly to students labeled Learning Disabled or dyslexic. It will communicate on a dif-
ferent level from the books created by teaching professionals.

For the parents of kids who are alternative learners
 The book will give hope and connection. It will include an extensive resource list in 
the appendix. It is also a communication tool, to encourage parent groups for the “alternative 
learning” approach rather than the “learning disabled” model.
 Parents will affirm there is nothing “wrong” with my child, he is different and has an 
alternative style of learning. Parents will appreciate the wide resource list in the appendix of 
this book.

For teachers and professionals
 This book will be a welcome addition to the body of work on learning styles and cogni-
tive theory. Offering a look into the world as seen by Tina, the book gives insight which can 
lead to greater understanding, particularly the affective experience of negative labeling of 
young students. 
 It is also a book teachers and students can work with together, and is ideal for class-
room use, and the resource list will be very helpful.
 

 A personal narrative always has greater impact and meaning than a collection of 
facts. Join Tina in her journey and discover “The Truth about Reading.”
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THE BOOK COVER CONCEPT

The cover image for the book reveals the view from Spanish Banks in a digital image created by 
Tina McInerney.

As she has described it: 
This image has always been ensnared inside of my head. This outline of the 
mountains  imitated a young woman sleeping.  Set in stone, petrified waiting to 
emerge and bewildering all who thought that she was stupid. This was my setting 
for everything. And she is always there when you needed her to be. Always. 
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THE ORIGINAL POEM

The poem on which the book is based was widely circulated on the web through the 
alternative learning communities, and their positive response and encouragement 
was part of the inspiration for creating this book.

The Real Me and The Truth About Reading       
by Tina McInerney

 I hope you’re amused by the words that you read. It’s a story of people! A whole Different Breed
Where do they live? Why, they live all around us! They drive cars and airplanes and ride on the bus
Some build space ships, they’re movie stars too, Presidents, teachers, what can we do? Lawyers,
Princesses and folks with degrees, all living amongst us. Just wait, you’ll see

A long time ago when I went to school I was a strange little fish in an unhappy pool!
I tried to swim like the rest of the sea but I knew deep inside this just wasn’t me
If we still lived in caves and drew on the walls I would understand and be the best of them all

Off to the doctor shop to test out my brain
You know I thought they thought I was insane
My IQ is broken It’s running too high
But I am not hyperactive nor am I shy
I’m clever and funny and utterly bold ........I could have been rich. If I just fit the mould

Now there are two more amongst us, as you can see
All just as weird and wonderful as their Mom Me
We have heaps of trouble telling the time
Like numbers and letters they’re out of our mind
Waiting to flip them and flop them and then turn them around and do it again

Spelling - don’t go there how can we be wrong?
When we know all the music to every new song!
All our forwards are backwards
So that reading’s a chore
But we can tell incredible stories for hours or more
Now you don’t have pictures But we still have text
It’s what makes us look like we are complete nervous wrecks!

Take the word bad ..... what do you see?
That is of course if you have trouble reading like me .... I learn with my eyes
And it’s not a surprise to find out intelligence is not compromised
Yet the part of our minds that helps us to read Is traveling around at incredible speed

But the cool thing about all these strange goings-on Is it makes us creative and different and strong
For now and forever I hope you agree that the truth about reading is just different for me!
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Tina McInerney’s Fish

Inspired by 
M.C.Escher’s Fish

THE FISH

Inspired by one of M.C.Escher’s images of fish, Tina created each aspect of her emotional memories as 
one of these “fish”. She then placed each one as a component into the main image, all working together to 
illustrate two lines of her poem:  

 A long time ago when I went to school I was a strange little fish in an unhappy pool!
 I tried to swim like the rest of the sea but I knew deep inside this just wasn’t me.
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Understanding the stories behind each of the images gives a greater meaning to this sample 
page:

 

A long time ago when I went to school I was a strange little fish in an unhappy pool!
I tried to swim like the rest of the sea but I knew deep inside this just wasn’t me.
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THE FISH: EXPLAINED

Tina’s explanation of the meanings in each one of these “fish” reveals their deep emotional charge. Many of 
these images are photographs staged in Tina’s studio, some are drawn or manipulated in photoshop, and 
others are taken from scans of snapshots and family photos. The book will include these descriptions.

1. The Dunce Cap 
The dunce cap represents feeling stupid, and the idea of putting 
the dunce cap on people and standing them in the corner for being 
silly. I would get time out all the time for not keeping quiet and 
for making jokes when I shouldn’t.  The teachers never actually 
used a dunce cap, but the idea was always there:  “If you don’t be 
quiet you’ll be put in the corner with a dunce cap on.”  Or sent 
outside the classroom until you calm down. 
This image shows how it made me feel. I included all the caps for 
all the times I felt stupid, which is why there are so many of them. 
The image itself looks like a straight jacket, it’s restraining, it’s 
a label. It identifies who I was, I was the dunce. That separated 
me from everyone else, from Grade 2, 3 and all way up, as soon 
as I realized I couldn’t read. I went to this special little room next 
to the nurse’s.  I remember hoping that no one else would see me 
with the ‘special teacher” - i t was bad enough that my classmates 
had to witness the dreadful event apart from  the entire school 
knowing as well.  
(I felt this even more in high school. Instead of French, I went 
to a class called “developmental reading”, shortened to “mental 
reading”.)
In elementary school, it was just a small group of kids.The  
segregating,  being called out and taken out of gym or art – the 
classes I enjoyed.  
That dread. It made me feel alienated, left out, singled out, 
different; and the dunce cap is the image of that, I could see everyone 
looking at me laughing and pointing, which happened quite a lot.  
Whether or not I was standing in the corner, this image is a 
metaphor for that isolation and feeling of segregation. 
If you were smartest you got an A, if you were stupid you got a 
dunce cap. And the opposite of the dunce cap would be an A or a 
star: to be smart, to fit in, to be the best. 
Repeated line drawn image of dunce cap, with letter T for Tina, seen from 
multiple viewpoints.

2. Reflections
Here is a fish in a mirror. It symbolizes me looking in the mirror 
and asking why, and having even the reflection show backwards, 
transposed. Yet also this fish is asking: I look like everybody else, 
I play like everybody else, but how come I can’t do this reading 
thing? It represents the fish of the poem. If you look closely, you 
might be able to see that the fish in this image is on top of the 
water.
Photograph, staged in studio.
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3. Jester
Those silly guys! When people were going to make fun of me I 
made them laugh first. It was one of my survival tools. It came 
to me really easily because I could relate well to words and knew 
how to make people laugh. So even though I felt separated, I 
could make them laugh. I learned that from Tom Smothers (who 
had the same strategy). With Tommy and Dick Smothers, every 
time Dick made fun of Tommy then Tommy would come up with 
something really smart and surprise everybody. The same thing 
just came easily to me, and people just started calling me fool, 
clown, silly, comedian, idiot (in a good way). It took people away 
from noticing what I cannot do, like a smoke screen. It was a good 
way to change the subject. When I did it I was also enjoying myself 
because it’s easy and natural. The images that were in my head, 
I just said them, not trying to be funny, it came out naturally. 
And I was not being funny because of making a mistake, I was 
consciously being funny. I was the class clown, and the teachers 
liked it too.
Repeated line drawing, clip art, placed outside the boundary lines.

4. Camera
I could take pictures, I enjoyed it, and I did it very well. I thought 
in pictures so I could express myself that way. (I still think that 
way). I had a photographic memory and I thought everyone did. 
Actually, I only found out about 3 years ago that everyone didn’t 
think that way.
Photoshopped image of camera.

5. Grouse Mountain
Looking from Burnaby to Grouse Mountian, the ski slope reminded 
me of the letters B and C, in winter whenever it snowed or in 
summer when the grass was green. Most people didn’t see the 
letters on the mountain, they laughed at me. Some have said it’s 
an R, not a B.  I asked Grouse Mountain to adopt it as their logo, 
and also contacted the BC Ministry of Tourism and BCTV -  but 
no response. 
The first time I saw it I was quite young. I thought a BC was there 
because we live in BC. And it looked like the comic B.C. which 
was rustic. When we traveled it was the first thing I’d see when 
we flew in, welcoming me back to BC, as the plane flew around it 
to land. It wasn’t until I got Photoshop that I could map it out and 
bring it more forward, using it as the logo for my business.
Photograph 
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6. Puzzle 
Only part of this “fish” is showing, it is just a puzzle. The whole 
thing is a puzzle. Why couldn’t I do it? What was wrong? No one 
knew. Teachers didn’t know; my parents didn’t know. It’s funny 
that this fish is only half too, because I felt like only half a person. 
Every single day at school, when I copied stuff from the blackboard 
it was one letter at a time. Done wrong, erased, and done again. 
Because each letter to me is a piece of art – I didn’t know it was 
a symbol, now I know more. I was copying the exact form of the 
letter. If it wasn’t perfect because that’s how I would see it in my 
head, I’d have to erase it and do it again. 3 words in 15 minutes 
off the blackboard, no one knew why it took me so long.
School work: I understood when it was explained to me, when it 
was read to me, or doing it right away, but if it was scholastic I 
couldn’t do it. A puzzle.
Photograph of journal book cover, in studio.

7. Foiled Fish
Pretty and blue, this looks like fish scales to me. It is the cover of 
one of my journals. I love books and have always collected books, 
with blank pages, nothing written in them. 
I wanted to write. I even went as far as buying notebooks to write 
in. But I couldn’t do it because people would find out. I wouldn’t 
write anything down in the front of the book. I’d write in back of 
the book so people wouldn’t see my writing. As of now I still have 
those early books and I still write in them. I keep everything I’ve 
written because its really worth something if I write it down.
When I journal it always comes out in poems. Sitting by myself, 
if I put it out it came out in rhyme. I’d also copy down lyrics from 
album jackets – because I knew the words, I thought I would learn 
to spell. Supertramp or Pink Ployd, somewhere, Rough Trade. 
Practice spelling and writing. I would go from handwriting to 
printing, 5 or 6 different handwriting styles. 
Photograph of journal book cover, in studio.

8. Playtime 
This shows the positive and recreational things I did; things that 
I was good at. Tina the baton twirler, my brother and I skiing, and 
my cake I made (I was always baking, cooking, baking anything 
creative.) I kept busy continually and did well. So once again: 
looks normal, acts normal. 
I just wanted to do that kind of stuff all the time: pottery, drama, 
art, voice training, singing. I was in Brownies, I went to camp. I 
did everything - but it still couldn’t outshine the other stuff. 
Collage created in Photoshop, differing viewpoints and alignments.
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9. Stuffed Fish
This fish lives in the animated world and I think that could be 
where I live because in animation anything’s possible. He’s weird, 
with big bug eyes. He’s different, he stands out but he’s creating 
and colourful, shiny. 
Photograph taken in studio.

10. The Lab 
Here is the weird scientist’s lab. On that shelf are the things you 
find. It was here they would take me and try to figure out why I 
couldn’t read. I used to go to the Learning Assistance Center; they 
used to come and get me and take me out of class. The minute I 
got there I just felt so sick. I felt like they were keeping something 
from me. Why didn’t they just tell me? It was very creepy and 
the people I was in there with had completely different kinds of 
problems than I did. Their problems appeared more visible than 
mine, and I wondered why I was with them. It was a scary place 
to be because they kept testing you. Oo whats wrong with her?
With a segregation program, being taken out of class for extra help 
unfortunately makes people feel worse. They call it the pullout. 
Now they sit right next to you in class. But it doesn’t make the 
kid feel any better. 
Photograph staged in studio.

11. Burnaby 
Because each word I know in the English language is a picture for 
me. I see the words in full 3 dimensional Technicolor. It is never 
the word itself but my mind’s relationship to the picture that 
my imagination associates the words with.  Homonyms just play 
havoc running around inside my head and they mostly translate 
into a humorous image.        
For example: the Burnaby Fish represents the letter B and the 
snowflakes are the logo for the city of Burnaby.
 Photograph staged in studio.
  
12. Clown Fish
Even though I was a clown I was still very lonely. The world was 
a beautiful place for me inside my mind, especially under the 
water. Under the water there wasn’t anyone who could read and 
I would fit in better.
So if you asked me what I did in school all day I would have to say 
that after the frustration was exhausted I simply departed inside 
my own mind.
This is not to say that I did not hear what was going on in the 
classroom. It was like listening to life with only one earpiece.  And 
besides, I looked normal didn’t I? 
Photograph staged in studio.
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 13. Kensington / Burnaby North High School 
The Viking is the school’s mascot. He is a massive piece of art 
that invites a good whipped cream/ toilet papering from time to 
time. It was created by students after I was long gone.
 At high school I was in choir, acting, stage and set design, and 
the school production of Joseph and there were lot of boys and 
I could skip classes. The year I was in the school production I 
failed almost everything, so that was the end of all outside school 
activities. At that time this was all that I had.
 I got my first and only A at driving school. The teacher lent me 
the $5.00 to take the test the first day and gave my mom her 
money back. I took vocal training for 8 years, so I didn’t need to 
read. I had my singing.    
This Viking is as intimidating as it looks, it is like that for me. It 
is this big head. No, don’t send me in there! The head itself is the 
size of 4 people standing.
Photograph

14. Spanish Banks 
This image has always been ensnared inside of my head.
This outline of the mountains imitated a young woman sleeping.  
Set in stone, petrified waiting to emerge and bewildering all who 
thought that she was stupid. This was my setting for everything. 
And she is always there when you needed her to be. Always. 
This image is the basis of the cover illustration.
 Photograph 

15. Jellyfish
These fish are not like others. This particular version is called a 
moon jellyfish. They have always been one of my favorite things 
to hunt for and observe. I like them because of their relationship 
with the moon and sky.         
I can identify with their strangeness, and I also like that we call 
them a fish but they do not look anything like one. They are clear 
and float like ballerinas catching the light with each swish.
Within the image of the jellyfisth there is someone observing it 
– a young boy.
They are strange, they are called fish but they are not fish, they 
are weird, weird like me.
Photograph

16. The Cave
This was the place where I planned to work as soon as I was 19. 
I had been there several time as a teenager and wanted to be 
up on stage singing with Doug and the Slugs. I spent my 19th 
birthday there, but never had a chance to perform before they 
tore it down.   
Scan of original promo material
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17. The Sea 
A funny Homonym: Sea & see & the pronunciation of the second 
letter in the English alphabet: C.
Digital image created in photoshop
 

18. Grade 1-7
Pictures of me at Lochdale School to prove that I looked just like 
the other children. 
Collage from scanned images, created in photoshop   

 
19. My “Fish” of Emotions
When I was being tested as an adult for ADD I was asked what 
school was like and I was overwhelmed with the mixed emotions 
that I had still after being out of school for over 30 years.  I 
really feel that this was, and still is, the part of school that is 
not addressed or validated. All of these emotions came from not 
being able to read, print, figure out simple mathematics or copy 
written work (usually handwriting) from the black board (that 
was always green). By the way, I receive the second “A” of my life 
on that ADD test, I passed with flying colours!
Collage created using photoshop

       
20. The P Fish
Ok, so why do I “always” mix-up my b’s and d’s even when I 
type?
Children who transpose letters and numbers - that is one of the 
first signs. It’s kind of like the trademark for people who are 
dyslexic, because we have the ability to travel around the letter 
form 3 dimensionally. After we have done that, we have to see 
where the ball goes and where the stick goes.
(see full 3d explanation in the appendix)
Photograph staged in studio, with 3-d letters
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21. Lochdale School
My best memory of Lochdale School was when I was 11 years 
old and in grade 6. I remember walking by myself to school, and 
I went to the playground and it was a foggy day. The school had 
disappeared, so I went home. It was my fantasy that the school 
would blow up or disappear. I told myself it was gone. How could 
I just convince myself it was gone? 
Photograph, title added in photoshop

22. TV  
An example of the 3d letters. Inside there are the letters TV, do 
kids know what that stands for anymore?
TV bored me when I was a kid, because I couldn’t control it. It 
didn’t do what I wanted it to do. 
Photograph, staged in studio, with 3d letters

23. Sweet Peas
Hominym and the letter p and the baby in Popeye, and just 
because they are beautiful and the more you pinch them the more 
they grow.
Photograph, staged in studio, with flowers from the garden.

24. The Pink Eyes
This a Christmas ornament combined with Halloween candy. 
Very contagious – pink eye, and I got that at school.  It’s checking 
everything out. 
Photograph, staged in studio

25. Marbles
These are my lost marbles, because I thought my marbles were 
lost. I used to collect them when everyone else played with them. 
And I’ve been collecting them my whole life, I have bins and bins 
of them.
Photograph, staged in studio
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26. Musical Notes
I couldn’t read, couldn’t read music but I could remember music 
the first time I heard it. I always had music in the house, all 
different kinds. I was good at it, and it made me happy.
Photoshop image

27. Cheerleader
I was a Renfrew Football Club cheerleader. I was very good at 
exerting and yelling. The R on the sweater? It just ended up that 
way. 
Scanned snapshot

28. Traveling 
In this picture I was in the UK. I was quite the little world traveler. 
My parents took me to Britain every few years and I got my camera 
on that trip. So it’s a good thing: Tina the photographer. 
Scanned snapshot

29. Scaly fish
Another book, full of songs, that I wrote that I won’t ever show 
anybody because there are spelling mistakes in it. 
Photograph of journal book cover, in studio
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30. The Otter
I was fascinated with otters, because they float on the water. 
I wrote songs about them:
Audrey the Otter
You otta have an otter and you otta call her Audrey 
And if the otter had a daughter 
Her name would be Audrey 2
Scanned snapshot

31. Alien 
Feeling weird and left out and alien. If a is for apple and a is for 
alien – I felt like an alien, an alien with an a.
Collaged in photoshop from illustrations

32. Cat 
I collected white cats, and still have a teapot and salt and pepper 
shakers. I had two white cats, Damien and Snowy. (If black is 
unlucky then white must be lucky.) And I talk to my cats because 
pets are important if you have a learning disability, because at 
least you can talk to your pet.
Created in photoshop from clipart

33. Running 
The girl from all the pictures at school: “see Jane run.” I used 
to pretend that the letters were getting me, attacking me. Some 
people are scared of snakes, I’m afraid of letters. They are pushing 
me over the edge. 
Created in photoshop from clipart

34. Flipper
Flipper was my favourite show, because he swam  through the 
water and saved everyone. I really related to him, because they 
have the great way of communicating. They thought Flipper could 
read, remember?
Photograph
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35. A&W and IHOP
When I was 16,17,18, my first jobs were at A&W and IHOP.  I 
made tons of tips because I could remember everyone’s faces and 
orders. It’s ironic that these jobs were letters. 
Photoshop and clipart

36. Crying 
All my tears, all those years. And I only cry when I’m frustrated.
Created in photoshop 

37. Alpha School  ID card
That’s to prove I went to school. I didn’t want to, started skipping 
out and doing all kinds of things. A lot of people believe that if you 
have a learning disability you’re disorganized but I have every 
piece of paper that ever meant anything to me. 
Scanned from original

38. Stork 
How do you say this? The stork’s job is to deliver the baby, but in 
this particular story on its way to delivering me, on the way to my 
mother, something happened to me. Something happened. For 
me, I was always trying to explain why. I couldn’t figure out why 
someone would give a baby away, so I thought that the reason my 
birth mother gave me away was that I couldn’t read.
From clipart

39. Pink Book
Just another book full of ideas and stories and things that I’d 
like to make happen but I’m too afraid to bring them out, to be 
exposed. One of them is monkey-shaped pretzels, like barrel full 
of monkeys only they would be pretzels and you can eat them!
Photograph of journal book cover, in studio
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The Society for the Immediate Awareness of Alternative Learning is conducting planning workshops and 
outreach demonstrations using aspects of the content of the book, and will be working with teachers to test and 
refine this material.

For more information on the work and activities of the Society for the Immediate Awareness of Alternative 
Learning, please contact us by email: iaal@shaw.ca, or phone: 604-790-2610.

This book proposal was compiled with the assistance of Carol Sill, at Alpha Glyph Publications Ltd. 
carol@alphaglyph.com.

Copyright message from Tina:
Please copy any of my pictures for your own enjoyment to view on your Personal Computer. Reproducing or 
replicating is not permitted at any time.  Permission is need for any other use then having a personal file copy 
for your own enjoyment.   
To make a request please do so by leaving a comment in the blog: http://tinamcinerney.wordpress.com, or 
email us at iaal@shaw.ca. 


