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While other third graders spent their summers on Slip n’ Slides, 
I spent it locked up in a reader’s jail. It had always been like 
that. Reading a book resonates differently in my brain than 
looking at a picture or piece of art. I have struggled with 
reading my whole life, but I thankfully discovered art when I 
was a freshman in high school. Without art, I do not know 
whether I could have accomplished what I have. I 
communicate via art not words. 
 
Early in my academic career, I began to struggle with reading, 
and as a result, found it difficult to keep up with the students 
in my grade. My problem was this: I sat down to read an 
assignment or a book, and I would read it in its entirety. I 
would put it down and walk away and not look at it until class 
the next day. When we discussed what happened in a novel, or 
we took a quiz, I always lost the plot within the filing cabinet 
inside my head. I would think to myself, “How could I forget 
this already? I stayed up late last night trying to read it so I 
could be prepared.” My inability to recall information had 
absolutely nothing to do with the fact that I had not read the 
short story or essay because I had. The words just didn’t stick 
in my head.  
 
When I was younger, I hid my struggle with reading from my 
friends. I was always friends with the smart group. They were 
the ones in the advanced classes who also took outside 

New Voices, New Visions 



lessons, while I secretly studied remedial math during my 
lunchtime. (Just to give my reader an idea of what I was up 
against, one of my friends was accepted by Harvard and looked 
into experimental physics as a major.) Knowing this, one can 
understand why I was never forthcoming about the fact that I 
could not really understand what I was reading. I did not know 
how to express myself in a way that everyone else could 
understand. I was also ashamed because we live in a society 
that puts so much focus on grades and test scores, and mine 
were not always strong.  
 
The first day of my freshman year of high school was 
challenging. It was like walking into a pack of lions with a meat 
dress on. During art class, I quietly sat down at a table full of 
girls. They chattered away. There was already gossip of the day 
to be discussed. We started drawing plastic fruits of all shapes 
and sizes. Instead of talking to the other girls, I quickly drew a 
plastic lemon. I picked up my pencil and didn’t put it down until 
we left class. That day I knew I had found my calling. As the 
year continued, I slowly began to establish my own little table 
all by myself. Art class was the best part of my day because I 
could sit quietly with my thoughts and express how I was 
feeling that day or what was going on in my head. I didn’t have 
to write down my thoughts or talk about them in words.  
  
After that year, I started to excel in school. I now understand 
how my brain worked. I continued on in the art program at my 
high school. I created pieces that spoke to others about my 
opinion and beliefs, and these helped me communicate with 
my peers. I created pieces on gay rights and other hot topics. 
By creating these pieces, I could tell the world what I was 
thinking.  
 
Although concepts conveyed to me in words remain difficult 
for me to understand and remember, I do have the ability to 
think analytically about words. When I discuss the symbolism 
of a scene in a book, for example, I understand the symbol, and 
I can think about the concept in an analytical way, but I cannot 
always remember the novel’s plot. If I read a poem, I can feel 
the emotion the author is trying to convey, but I may not grasp 
its content. Ask me to describe the significance of Giotto’s 
painting Lamentation and how it was revolutionary in its time 
because of its suggestion of deeper space, and I can go on and 
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on about it. My brain can process symbolism and analytical 
thinking far better than it can process rhetoric and language. 
 
My brain can take an image and remember it and what makes 
it important, but words are completely different. Words in my 
brain mush together into this puree of a story. It took me 
almost eighteen years of struggling to come to the conclusion 
that I am a visual learner. 
 
Now art has become my means of communication. I can 
understand my world more thoroughly and communicate more 
effectively through an image rather than through words. As I 
progressed through the art program at my high school, I dove 
into my art. Everything I had to say about the world, I said 
through images. When my teachers asked me a question, or if I 
had a question, I would draw out my problem, if this approach 
was possible, rather than use words.  
 
The piece that appears with this essay is one of my favorite 
projects of my high school career. It was the last project of my 
senior year, and it is about words, my inability to communicate 
with them, and their inability to permeate my brain. In this 
work, I was finally able to communicate my frustrations to my 
viewers. My students who viewed my piece finally understood 
that this is how my brain works. I am no longer ashamed.  
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