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An article by Dave Vizard

Over 500 million people worldwide are left handed. Being left handed as recently as the 1900s meant
problems for a pupil in school. Often children were forced to write right-handed and often had their left hand
tied to the chair to stop them using it. As recently as 1950s when | was in Primary School | was forced to eat
lunch as a right-handed person would. Things were even worse at the turn of the century between the 19"
and 20™ centuries left-handedness was beaten out of children. There was severe discrimination against left-
handers. Many words used to describe left-handedness have alternative negative meanings — awkward,
clumsy, sly and sinister.

In the 1970s a piece of research was conducted which reinforced the view that pupils were ‘discouraged’ from
being left-handed earlier in the century. For example only 3% of 55-64 year olds were left-handed and this
had increased to 11% of 15-24 year olds. In fact in the past 100 years the proportion of left-handers has gone
up 400%.

About 12% of men and 8% of women are left-handed. Males are therefore 50% more likely to be left-handed
than women. Left-handedness is more common in men because of the exposure of the foetus to excess
testosterone which suppresses the development of the left brain and causes neurons to migrate to the right
hemisphere of the brain. The male foetus is more susceptible to the influence of testosterone. This results in
the right area developing as a centre for language and the area of the dominant hand (right side of the brain
results in left hand dominance). In right-handed people the left side of the brain controls language and speech
but in left-handed people the opposite is true. There is also a link between left- handedness and having an
increased chance of having language problems, dyslexia, stuttering and childhood autism.

There is a genetic link to left-handedness and a gene has been discovered that increases the chances of
being left-handed. It is known as LRRTML1. This genetic connection is reinforced by the fact that if one twin is
born left-handed, there is a 76% chance that the other twin will also be left-handed. Older women are also
more likely to have left-handed children and now that women are having babies later in life could also be a
reason for an increase in the number of left-handers.

Up to 30% of children are arriving at Primary School not knowing if they are left or right-handed. This is
because many children do not go through a crawling phase as a result of parental fears of leaving babies on
their fronts because of cot deaths. This is a key phase in helping babies develop their co-ordination and
understand their dominant hand. Often the children are wrongly diagnosed at 5 with development problems
when in fact they do not know their dominant hand.

The hair whorl from the crown on the top of the head (where your hair spirals from) can give an indication on
whether a person is left-handed. In 95% of right-handers, hair tends to grow from the whorl in a clockwise
direction. Left-handers and ambidextrous can coil either clockwise or anti-clockwise.

Many students who are left-handed need to help them navigate what is a right-handed world. Some problems
are;

e When writing in ink, left-handers tend to smudge their writing as their hand follows the pen.

e When using scissors the edges on the blades are shaped for right-handed use.
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Using computer mice — these are set up for right-handed use.

Book spines get in the way of a left-hander writing.

Musical instruments are made for right-handers — guitar, wind instruments (trumpets etc) keyboards.
Cameras are orientated for right-handers.

Equipment in technology — irons, saws, knives, tin openers, power tools are made for right-handed
use.

Sports equipment such as golf clubs are made for right-handers.

Left-handed students also have a number of strengths to bring to the classroom. More left-handed people
have 1Qs over 140 than right-handed people (Searleman — St Lawrence Uni, New York). Understanding and
utilising left-handers’ strengths are essential for all staff. Left handers:

Can think quicker when carrying out tasks. For example on computer games or when playing sport.
Have higher levels of creativity and skill.

Can process several things at once and are comfortable switching between tasks.

Are good at problem solving and are strong visually.

Are good at sports such as fencing and tennis.

Are lateral thinkers and are able to make unorthodox links.

Are risk takers.

Are intuitive — they are good at detecting deception, reading situations and developing solutions to
problems.

Are better typists — the most used letters T A E S R are on the left hand side of the keyboard.
Therefore 57% of typing uses the left hand.

Some famous left-handers are listed below:

Cartoon Characters

Bart Simpson (Creator Matt Groening is left-handed and he has ensured each character in The
Simpsons has appeared at least once left-handed)

Gromit

Kermit The Frog (Creator Jim Henson was left-handed)

Sponge Bob

Politicians

Barack Obama (5 of the last 7 USA Presidents have been left-handed)
Winston Churchill
Mahatma Gandhi

Royal Family

Artists

The Queen

Prince Charles
Prince William
Queen Victoria

Leonardo Da Vinci
Michelangelo
Picasso

Raphael

Musicians

Jimi Hendrix
Paul McCartney
Bob Dylan
David Bowie
Bob Geldof
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e Carly Simon

Scientists

Charles Darwin
Isaac Newton
Marie Curie
Albert Einstein

Actors

Marilyn Monroe
Tom Cruise

Cary Grant
Robert Redford
Jim Carrey
Nicole Kidman
Charlie Chaplin
Diane Keaton
Emma Thompson

Authors
e HG Wells
e Lewis Carrol

¢ Paula Radcliffe
e Martina Navratilova
e Bjorn Borg

Composers
* Beethoven

Leaders
e Julius Caesar
e Joan of Arc
¢ Napoleon Bonaparte
¢ Bill Gates

Entertainers
e Jay Leno
e David Letterman
e Paul Daniels
e Sacha Baron Cohen

A question you should ask yourself is how supportive and helpful are you and your school towards left-handed
students?

Article taken from:

www.BehaviourSolutions.com

Also published in the Spring edition of the NASTA Supporting Learning magazine.
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