From Struggles to Solutions: How Dyslexia Fueled the Creation of
Boon-dah Learning to Empower Young Minds

Introduction: A Journey from Dyslexia to Neuroscience
Praba Soundararajan, Ph.D.

As a child growing up in Pondicherry, India, | faced a daily struggle that seemed
insurmountable — reading. What came easily to others was an uphill battle for
me. Despite my best efforts, words danced on the page, and comprehension
seemed just out of reach. Unbeknownst to me at the time, | was grappling with
dyslexia, a condition that affects up to 20% of the global population. Labeled as
"slow" or "dumb," my self-esteem took a hit, and | began to internalize these
misconceptions. But my story didn’t end there.

Dyslexia:

No Two Brains are Alike
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Years later, after moving to North America to pursue a career in neuroscience, |
discovered the reason behind my struggles. | wasn’t slow—I was a visual learner,
and traditional teaching methods simply didn’t cater to the way my brain was
wired. This revelation was transformative, not just for my academic journey, but
for my understanding of how education should be tailored to meet the diverse
needs of all students. Armed with this knowledge, | was determined to create
something that would help children who, like me, struggle with traditional learning
methods. This determination led to the birth of Boon-dah Learning, a platform
designed to enhance fluency and comprehension through stories, hands-on



activities, and content-rich readers theater, specifically for students with or at risk
for language-based learning differences.

Understanding the Gaps in Traditional Education

Traditional education systems are often one-size-fits-all, leaving behind those
who do not fit the mold. Students with language-based learning differences, such
as dyslexia, are particularly vulnerable. These students often struggle with
reading fluency, which in turn affects their comprehension and overall academic
performance. The lack of tailored educational strategies means that these
students miss out on critical learning opportunities, further widening the gap
between them and their peers.

In my own journey, | realized that the key to overcoming these challenges lies in
embracing learner variability. Each brain is wired differently, and therefore, each
student requires a unique approach to learning. This understanding became the
foundation upon which Boon-dah Learning was built. My aim was to create a
platform that not only acknowledges these differences but also leverages them to
enhance learning outcomes.

The Birth of Boon-dah Learning: A Platform Tailored to Diverse Learners

Boon-dah Learning is more than just an educational tool; it's a philosophy that
recognizes and celebrates the diversity of learners. The platform integrates three
core strategies that were pivotal in my own learning journey: storytelling, hands-
on inquiry, and content-rich readers theater. Each of these elements is designed
to address specific challenges faced by students with language-based learning
differences.

1. Storytelling: Storytelling has always been a
powerful tool for communication and learning. For
students with dyslexia, stories provide context and
meaning, making abstract concepts more relatable
and easier to understand. Boon-dah Learning uses
storytelling as a gateway to introduce scientific
concepts. By embedding these concepts within
engaging narratives, students are able to grasp
complex ideas in a way that feels natural and
intuitive.

2. Hands-On Inquiry: For many students, especially those with learning
differences, hands-on activities are essential for reinforcing learning. Boon-
dah Learning incorporates hands-on inquiry as a key component of its
curriculum. Whether it’s building a model to demonstrate wind energy or



conducting a simple experiment to understand sound waves, these
activities provide students with tangible experiences that solidify their
understanding of scientific principles.

3. Content-Rich Readers Theater: Readers theater is a strategy that | found
particularly effective in my own learning journey. It combines reading with
performance, allowing students to engage with the material in a dynamic
way. In Boon-dah Learning, readers theater is used to enhance fluency
and comprehension. By acting out the stories they read, students are able
to internalize the content, improve their reading skills, and build confidence
in their abilities.

BOON-DAH BIOME: CONNECTING IDEAS, ENHANCING COMPREHENSION

a5

Florida's State Academic Florida's State Academic Florida's State Academic
Ctandards for Science Standards for Science Ctandards for Science

o

The Boon-dah Biome: Connecting ldeas, Enhancing Comprehension

One of the standout features of Boon-dah Learning is the Boon-dah Biome, an
innovative learning framework that connects scientific concepts across different
grade levels. As an example, the Boon-dah Biome aligns with Florida’s State
Academic Standards for Science, guiding students through a progressive
learning journey from grades 3 to 5. This approach not only builds on their



background knowledge but also ensures that they develop a deep understanding
of interconnected scientific ideas.

In third grade, students explore wind energy through engaging stories and
hands-on activities that make abstract concepts more tangible. This foundational
knowledge is expanded in fourth grade, where they delve into sound energy,
using similar methods to deepen their comprehension. By the time they reach
fifth grade, students are ready to tackle hydroelectric energy, tying together the
concepts they’ve learned over the years.

The Boon-dah Biome effectively transfers knowledge from one grade to the next,
ensuring that students have a solid foundation upon which to build more complex
ideas. This continuity in learning not only enhances comprehension but also
helps students see the connections between different scientific concepts,
fostering a holistic understanding of science.

Addressing the Needs of At-Risk Students

Boon-dah Learning is specifically designed for students with or at risk for
language-based learning differences. These students often face significant
challenges in traditional educational settings, where the focus is primarily on
reading and writing. By incorporating multimodal learning strategies, Boon-dah
Learning provides these students with alternative pathways to understanding.

The platform’s use of text-to-speech and audiobooks is particularly beneficial for
students who struggle with reading. These tools allow students to access content
in a way that suits their learning style, whether it's through listening, visualizing,
or performing. Additionally, the future goal of incorporating Al into the platform
will further enhance its adaptability, providing personalized learning experiences
that cater to each student’s unique needs.

Preliminary Success: Pilot Programs and Research Collaborations

Boon-dah Learning is currently in its pilot phase, being tested in select charter
schools in Florida. Early results have been promising, with students showing
significant improvements in both reading fluency and science comprehension.
These findings are supported by a research study conducted in collaboration with
Dr. Timothy Rasinski, a world-renowned fluency expert and Professor Emeritus
at Kent State University as well as Drs. Patricia Durham and Chase Young at
Sam Houston State University.

The research focuses on the efficacy of the platform’s readers theater
component, which has already demonstrated impressive learning gains in



summer remediation programs for third graders. This research not only validates
the effectiveness of Boon-dah Learning but also provides valuable insights that
will inform future developments.

Looking Ahead: The Future of Boon-dah Learning

The journey of Boon-dah Learning is far from over. As we continue to refine and
expand the platform, our goal is to reach even more students who are at risk of
being left behind. The integration of Al-powered adaptive learning is one of the
key advancements on the horizon. By leveraging Al, we aim to provide even
more personalized learning experiences, ensuring that every student has the
opportunity to succeed.

In conclusion, Boon-dah Learning is not just a product of my personal journey
with dyslexia; it's a testament to the power of tailored education. By recognizing
and embracing learner variability, we can create educational tools that not only
meet the needs of diverse learners but also empower them to achieve their full
potential. My hope is that through Boon-dah Learning and the Boon-dah Biome,
we can inspire a new generation of students to love learning, just as | have come
to do.

For more information, visit our website at www.boondahlearning.com or contact
me directly at praba@boon-dah.com to learn more about how Boon-dah
Learning can make a difference in the lives of your students.
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