Feature

Vive la difference

Around one in seven people in the UK are neurodivergent.
And while educators find lots of ways to support their
neurodivergent pupils, they are often reluctant to ask

for help themselves, Emily Jenkins reports.
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NEURODIVERSITY refers to the
different ways the brain interprets
information and includes conditions
such as autism spectrum disorder,
dyslexia, dyspraxia and attention

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

All are considered disabilities under the
Equality Act 2010, which means employers
are required to make reasonable adjustments

to support employees in carrying out their job.

However, educators are often unwilling
to ask for support, despite finding many ways
to support their neurodiverse pupils.

‘Don’t want to be seen as a nuisance’
"Of course everyone deserves to be supported
in their work environment, but at the same
time you don't want to be seen as 2 nuisance,”
says Charlotte Barnes-Thormas, a design and
technology teacher from Walthamstow in
east London.

Charlotte has dyspraxia, 2 condition
that affects movement and co-ordination.

A self-described “bull in a china shop”,
Charlotte says: “I'm constantly bruised.
Only today I walked into a vice.”

She is a slow reader and sometimes
muddles up words. Dyspraxia also affects her
short-term memory, meaning that even small
changes to things like her timetable have to
be written down and transferred to her long-
term memory. "Organisation is a big thing for
me, as | need extra time to get things into my
head. If a meeting room changes at the last
minute, | have to write it down,” she says.

Charlotte has developed strategies
to make sure she can do her job — such as

Know your rights

UNDER section 20 of the Equality
Act 2010, neurodiverse ConaItons
Inciudingaysiexia, dyspraxia and
qutism are considered a disabiiity.

If you have a disabiiity which
disodvaniages you at work, of

when you want 1o apply for a job,
employers are obiiged o make
adjustments which are reasonable
In order 10 prevent you from

being piaced at a substantial
disadvaniaoge compared with
parsons who are not disabled.
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reasonable-adjustments-work

{Froen Jett) Charkotte Bames-Thomas, Mallainee Martin and Hannah Larence

keeping her timetable on her lanyard and
having multiple copies — but, despite the
added pressures her neurodiversity brings to
her daily ife, she is reluctant to approach her
employer for adjustments.

“You have to start the conversation, and
thats quite nerve-wracking. You are always
taking a leap to see how people will react to
you being different to other people,” she says.

‘Never occurred to me to ask’

Many neurodiverse educators don't even
realise they can ask for support. Mallainee
Martin and Hannah Lawrence are teachers

at the same secondary school in London,

and both have dyslexa. As well 2s causing
problerms with reading, writing and spelling,
dyslexiz can also affect memory, arganisational
and numerical skills. Around ten per cent of
the UK population has dyslexia.

“Tt has never occurred to me that I can
ask for reasonable adjustments,” says Hannah,
a science teacher who wasn't diagnosed until
she was in her late twenties.

Her colleague Mallainee, who is
head of geography, agrees: *1 guess [ never
considered myself neurodiverse. | think
there's a lot of stigma and misunderstanding
around dyslexia”

Many neurodiverse staff are 5o used
to developing their own coping strategies -
even if these take up additional time or
Lsbour in their day - that they are unsure
what to ask for from their employer, or feel
that they don't have a right to ask for more

time oc support.

As people with invisible disabilities, they
feel they don't have the same right to support
as colleagues with visible disabilities.

More time needed

Being neurodiverse can compound the time,
workload and accountability pressures ll
educatoes struggle with, Despite being an
excellent mathematician, Hannah struggles
with mental maths, so for each lesson she
needs two hours to prepare 2 PowerPoint
presentation with all answers worked out in
advance. This means she is often working late
into the night putting her lessons together.

*Dyslexic people are given more time
in exams, but not in the workplace,” says
Hannah. For Mallainee, marking homework
is very time-consuming, and other writing
related tasks take much longer. "T've just had
to write 2 letter to parents and it’s taken me
two weeks to draft,” she says.

These added pressures can create strain.
‘The International Dyslexia Assocation says
that 2s many as 20 per cent of children with
dyslexia also suffer from depression and
another 20 per cent suffer from an anxiety
disorder. Half of all autistic people regularly
suffer high levels of anxiety and halfwill be
affected by depression at some point in their
life, according to the National Autistic Society
(see Suzanne's stocy, page 31).

Charlotte confesses that she can often
suffer from anxiety: “You're under 2 huge
amount of stress because you're having to put
more effort into everyday tasks.”

continued on page 31



continued from page 29

Mallzinee sgrees: “Things acormalaie
ower tiane. At lesst once 8 half term Il hane o
massive brezkdown.”

Inspiring their papils in many ways
Diezpite the challenges newrodiverse educators
can face, for employers they bring many
benefits, Neurodivers: people are known to be
creative thinkers end, becumse thn:_l.' have ofien
had to do it for themselves, are extremely
griod xt breaking down cormplicuted ideas,
concepts or problems for their students,

Having a neurodiverse teacher cin abso
inspire studenis and allow those with their
own nenrodiversities to feel less isolated ]
e quite voozl with the kids that having o
ditfsalty doesn’t impair your ability to be
swccesstil Aays Mallsinee, who also has 2
speech impediment. " The children lugh, but
I crp'mi:1 it’s impartant to bear in mind that
when someone does something thar’s a bit
strange, it’s not necessarily furmy and there
comld be an unliul]."ing reason "

Sadly, because of workload Hannah has
decided to lexve the profession ot the end of
the vear. However, for the many neurodiverse
educutors remaining, it’s important to
md:r:tnr.a'_',ﬂnu: ﬁ.g}lu and the sappart and
1d._iu|l:m::1:u ¥OU arE entitled to {see below).

Mallsinee herself in aware of the iromy:
"i's l:ur.rl_l.'. we :Fu.'nli w3 much time 1J'.'1:|ir.i.:15;
shout what the students need, but not what
we, ar stuif, need "

Need more help?
W NEU Advicoling D345 811 8111
or amall advicelinedned. org.uk

B Vit new.org.uk /disabiiity

anicl neu.org.uk/send

W Ambitious ADout ALtism
ambitiousaboulautism. org.uk

W National ALTsTC Sockaty
outism.org.uk

W Brtish Dysioaa Associarion
bdadyslexia.org.uk

W Tha Dyslaxia Associotion
dysledia.uk.net

W Dysproxio UK dyspraxiouk.com

B ADHD Foundation
adhafoundation.org.uk

W Tourshies Action
Toureftes-action.org.uk
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‘I didn’t really know who | was anymore’

= ALWAYS kniew

1 was different.

1 strugsyled to

4 connect with

% people and|

4 found 1t difficult

tofit In." explains

Suzanne Clarke

(heft), who is
Suzanne worked as & behaviour

managerment and safequarding lead

at a schoal in Hertfordzhive, before

becoming a training consultant for the

Nattonal Autistic Soclety (NAS)

Austlzr 125 ifedons disability which
affects how people commiunicate and
Interact, According to the NAS, there
are sround 700000 auti=tic sdults and
children in the UK.

Lk meary autistic people Suranne
has difficulties Interpreting both verbal
and non-verbal language ke pestures
o tone of volce, making it difficult to
ravlgate the sockal world. When she
wias youmng she developed a coping
mechanizm called ‘macking, where she
weould milrrie the behaviours of others, or
hide her own behaviours, In crder to fit in.

*| would behiwe Ina way that |
thought was ‘scceptable’ | became a
chamveleon and learmed to hide all of my
difficulties toa point where [didn't really
knvow wha | wias aymaore.”

Mk ing misy nclude forcing fackal
expressions, copying gestures and
IS, Pre-preparing Conversation
toples of jokes, and Imitating eve contict.
Partioularly comimoe [n girs and womeen,
munsking 1s thousshit to be oneof the
reasons why three times miore men thein
women are diagniosed as autistic,

Suizinne was so adeps at masking
that she wasn't diagrised until she s
38, However, the pressures of masking
took their toll and she experienced
several mental breakdowns.

“It's drining. The older you get, the
mmeeeital list of behaviours you think vou
shioud do or mold dolng becomes hilgger
and more complex. 1 think everitualiy
aryone would collapse under that
pressire of trylng to do every thirg right
when vou just can't ever be vourself”

When she was firelly diagnosed -

acckdentally, by a psychology student
after venrs of misdisgnoss - she
desicribes fireding out as *a husge rellel™,
But she alzo felt alot of anger that her
conditian had been missed for so long,

Suzanne applied for the role of
behaviour manaser a few vears after
her diagnosts, disclosing her condition
In herapplication and talkdng about It n
her personal statement. *People need to
learn about autizm. | thought the reason
Ty st was missed for solong i
because there's o little awareness of 1L

Suzanne belleves belng autistic
hefped n her role at-school. She was able
tovidentify and support nevrodivers:
students In & wiy that meny neurotyplical
cilleazues were unable to do, “I nioticed
an awful ot of sudents, particulary
airis, who had gone unnoticed ke me,
ani | could relate to so many of them.”

After glving presentations on autizm
o her colleanues, she created & women's
qroup which was open to any female
educatars who felt they may be sutktic.
It was really successful, so many people
could reliste to what I'd said”

‘Many undisgnosed female educators'
Suzanne belleves that there are many
akrtistic-educators, particularhy wormen,
who have gone undiagnosed: “t's the
kirid oF profession that draws autistic
peaple because it invalves having
specialist knowledge, and the schioaol
environiment is really structured with a
chaar hlerarchy.” But she alsn seys that
miany who are drswn to these posttions
miay strugghe with the workload and
last-minute changes, especlally with the
acded pressures of social Interactions
and patential masking.

When askod what she would
recammend to myone who might think
they are sitstic, shesays: “Not evervone
needs a diagposts. But what helped me
miost was reading about it and leaming
o [tve In & positive sutlstic way,”

Suzanne says she s now much
kinder to herself, ard won't put herself
Into sEuations she feels uncomfortable,
such as work drinks or & saff party.

*Before, | felt 1 had togo and would
comig back mizerable and exhaiisted.
Now ] just dont put myself through ™




