These notes are not word for word.

15th September 2006 

Practical responses to neurodiversity in FE & HE – a one day conference.

David: Welcome everyone pleased to see you all.  I am David Pollak I have been at this University for 9 years and proud of the series of conferences we have held here about Neurodiversity and Dyslexia.  Pleased also that people attend from all parts of the UK.  I hope to have a longer international conference so watch this space.

A few bits of housekeeping are required.  There will be no fire drill here today so if you hear the alarms it is the real thing.  From this room go out immediate left into the car park which is the gathering point.  Workshops go out through the front door.

Toilets – not wonderful for the ladies in this building.  Not a lot of cubicles.  If you go out of the building to the right there is a pub where you can use the toilets.

Innovation this year – we have Gill and Nick here today who are the note-takers giving a transcript of keynote presentations.  You can sit on the right of the room to see the transcript.  It is not every word but accurate. A corrected version will be on the website.

Gill and Nick are available to assist with note-taking in the workshops.  In order to arrange this please approach them in advance of the workshops.  There are logistics involved – so we may not be able to start the transcript right from the beginning of the workshop and only one workshop per session can be covered.

We have provided a taxi number on the registration table if you need to phone for a cab – 0116 262 8222.

Another innovation today - each workshop is being digitally filmed because I am going to pod-cast this event (no paper this time) so we are trying the contemporary style of pod-cast instead.  One workshop team has requested not to be videod – this is workshop E.  No one in a workshop will be filmed who does not want to be filmed.  There will be someone operating the camera so if you don’t want to be filmed please tell them at the time.

The rooms for the workshops – I have no sense of orientation at all.  I get lost in this building a lot – there are doors that say stairs but they look like the other doors.  Two workshops (C and D) are upstairs.  Our Admin assistant has made signs.  So for C and D workshops go through the last door on the right to get upstairs.

The other four workshops are opposite the desk.  So back out of here and then turn left to get to the other workshops.

Erratum – workshop B – we have 2 facilitators, in your list of biographies you only have one (Claire) but it will also be led by Dr. Beacham.

I am determined we will keep to time so I would appeal to you to listen out for my colleagues telling you when the sessions are about to begin.  

Quick words of thanks – I couldn’t run an event like this without the help of Christine, who does most of the admin,  Marjo from Reception, Pam and Alvin from IT Traiming IT and Frances who is acting as conference manager.  Most of all I want to make a comment about my ex manager Frank Swift.  Frank is retiring at the end of the month and I would like to pay tribute to him –  conference and public lecture events have been supported by him in numerous ways over the past several years – so many thanks Frank.

Now over to Ross Cooper.

Keynote 1: Neurodiversity and making meaning
Ross:  Good morning.  I do enjoy a bit of heckling, so if you feel the need to do this, or to move around, feel free!

I was delighted to be asked to do this keynote. My original intention was to reframe the learning styles, how do people make meaning?  So for this conference I’m broadening the context a bit.

To give you an overview:  I’m going to focus on dyslexia.  I am dyslexic and that’s what I do my work on.  Also about the social model and the paradigm shift implied by that.  There is a major change in the way we understand Neurodiversity and there is confusion about what this means.  We’ll explore the deficit model and so what differences are we talking about.  Then I have the agencies and finally setting the agenda.

So I was thrilled to be doing this, but until the summer I didn’t know what a keynote was.  I thought it’s like music, setting a tone.  What should this conference tone be?  I came up with a few ideas.  I thought it’s an opportunity to be provocative, challenging and speculative.  Also to apply lateral thinking to Neurodiversity and dyslexia.  

Also, it’s like opening doors, new ways to see things.  

The last thing is about language.  Before we can talk about Neurodiversity and the other things, we need to be clear about the language.

One issue is the language of deficit.  A long time ago I did research in Latin America, there was a paradigm shift happening.  The land belonged to the people who worked it not the owners.  People who worked the land were known as peasants.  But the word ‘peasant’ meant they were lazy good for nothing so and sos.  So they came up with a new term which was implemented in official documentation  “campensino”.   Later, I watched a Spanish film with subtitles and someone was being called the lazy good for nothing…  and up popped the subtitle  “campensino”!   So, you need to change the meaning with the word.

This got me thinking about the language of empowerment.  This sits on top of the social model.  I’m worried about terms like neurotypical and neurodiverse. It’s a bit like Animal Farm when we value the differences, but some are more equal than others.  The paradigm shift hadn’t been embedded.

So, are we reproducing the hierarchy with this?

Paradigm shift – the classic was the change from the earth being at the centre of the universe to the sun at the centre – it’s one or the other. The Social Model is different to the Deficit – and you can’t have them both.  A key issue is that there has been a lot of political correctness about vocabulary – but again, it’s the ‘campensino’ problem.   A resistance to the social model – someone isn’t disabled because of being unable to walk, but by the stairs – but if you say there is nothing wrong with that person then you invalidate their experience.  Most of us accept that the sun is at the centre of the solar system, but we still talk about it rising and setting – we still experience the same things, but now we know this isn’t causing it.  

For me, paradigm shift is about the explanation of the experience, rather than the experience.

I’m focussing primarily on dyslexia on this. There are so many parallels between dyspraxia etc, 

I want to talk about the social model and what we mean by difference, how do we manage empowerment.

Social Model definition – 

We challenge the deficit models of dyslexia in favour of a social model that maintains that we are not “disabled” by our dyslexia, but by the expectations of the world we live in.  There is nothing “wrong” in being dyslexic per se.
We would argue that dyslexia is an experience that arises out of natural human diversity on the one hand and a world on the other where the early learning of literacy, and good personal organisation and working memory is mistakenly used as a marker of “intelligence”.  The problem here is seeing difference incorrectly as “deficit”.

   




(Ross Cooper 2006)

I was very pleased that the Adult dyslexia Association is using a version of this now.

If that’s the social model, what are the issues around deficit models…?  (Notice the spelling mistake on the slide!)

We are going to start with a metaphor to understand the deficit model.

The metaphor is of a house – there are lots of kinds of houses.  Some houses leak.  You don’t want this to happen.  For me the houses represent Neurodiversity people. And the leak is the difficulty that that person experiences.

Thinking about that. A roof should be watertight – check it has a roof on (most people have) so the issue is – where is the water coming in?

Has anyone ever had damp in their house?  It’s difficult to work out where it’s coming in. You can identify where it arrives with the wet patch.  If we see this as a metaphor for dyslexia.  We can see there is a difficulty, but we don’t know how this is coming in.  We need to spend time on working this out.  Academics debate about where the water is coming in… we don’t really know.

So, if you have a damp patch here – the water must be coming in from above… but what about rising damp…. We can argue is this dyslexia?   So, if you have damp is it dyslexia?  It could be a burst pipe.

So, the kind of research questions we ask are:

How does the water get in? 

How can we stop it? 

How serious is the problem? 

How can we measure this (if you’re good at DIY you can make the patches smaller but do you get rid of it)?

In terms of practitioners you have medicational repair – what can we do to fix the problem?  How meaningful is this to the learner if they’re treated as damaged goods?  This isn’t very positive.

Other issues – lots of the measuring makes people feel like specimens not people. The process that people go through is also part of the problem.

So, if we know what the problem is, fixing it means doing more of the stuff that you’re no good at and don’t like doing. Imagine what that feels like.

So, ‘you can’t fatten a pig by weighing it’ – I think there is a lot of weighing going on – the measuring is spurious – lots of damp patches.

But other things go on, but we don’t know what’s causing or what are the consequence.  

‘If the only tool you have is a hammer, everything begins to look like a nail!’   I’m tired of that, I’m tired of the arrogance of people who treat you like a nail.

Speaker:  There’s no straight fix for this.  Working as a team and not an individual.

Ross:  Having leaks, depends on there being rain.  Naturally we need the rain, but rain is created in our metaphor, it’s socially constructed. The best way to fix the leak is to stop the rain.

You may also notice when looking at the house with leaks, it’s a nice place to live in.  Let’s see what the house is good at, and then perhaps we can deal with the rain in a different way.

So, the difference.  What do we mean? If it isn’t just the difficulties, what is it?  I will look at 4 aspects of this.

Why?  The paradigm asks these questions.  It’s getting in because there’s rain etc.  

Phonological deficit – this is problems of sound, and sequence of sound.

Visual processing – it’s about processing in the right order

Automaticity deficit – not just working but working in the right order.

Working memory – it’s also about the right order.

Speaker:  My problem is remembering people’s names.  People do get upset with this. It’s OK to stop the rain, but you can’t stop people having names!  

Ross:  I’m not pretending this will go into lots of details…

Speaker: Not remembering people’s names is one thing but you can demonstrate that you remember and are not interested in them.

Ross: In terms of a difference it is only half a story.  I suggest that the real difference is the need/ability to see patterns and overall meaning of experience (captures about 90% of dyslexics).

If you see patterns and meaning it is a very fast process.  This process is generally unreliant on working memory.

So sequence could link in.  You could measure how much rain comes in but it depends on the context.  

So this is something I am suggesting.

Now a brief activity – some of you have done this before but I’m sorry you have to do it again.

I am going to give you something to think about – don’t write it down just think it.  Think about – this is like a desert island; (picture on screen) you come over the horizon on a boat you will hit the coral reef and sink.  10 seconds to think of 3 things you will take with you to help you survive on the desert island.

When you are thinking about that one or two things will go on in your head – some people see the things, others name the things and some do both.  Hands up if you just saw them, hand up if you named, hand up with you did both.  So either you see them and put a name to it, or you name them and then put an image to it.  Hands up for which you did.

I could do more on this type of work.

I have worked on the assumption that people who think visually, like dyslexics, then they make sense of things all at once.  To some extent we make the mistake of the opposite, that if they make sense of it all at once they do it visually and that is not always the case.

Think about reading.

Interesting research in 1950’s in America about people who arrive at school being able to read and no one has taught them – how do they do it? They talked to children and parents about this.  Most adults cannot remember so they thought they would find out – they had no idea but identified a number of preconditions of self taught reading that have to be in place.

Hands up those of you that learnt to read before school without being taught. 

Speaker: My mother tried to teach me and because she was a teacher I refused her help saying my teacher’s at school would do it.

These are the pre-conditions from ‘Read Right’ by Dolores Durkin:

1. Frequent exposure to many kinds of books.

2. Motivated to figure out reading for themselves.

3. Request the same books over and over.

4. Available readers who answer children’s many questions about stories in books.

I suggest there is a 5th one – a strong desire to bring meaning to text.  This is similar to the thing of patterns and overall meaning.

Looking at this more closely.

A lot of people confuse reading difficulty with dyslexia.  You may have seen this going around the internet (slide on ‘Scanning text to get to meaning’)…

Do you understand it? The more you look at individual words the more difficult it is to get to the meaning.  To get to the meaning you have to scan.  When scanning the order isn’t that important.

An awful lot of people who taught themselves to read may be dyslexic – wouldn’t that be fantastic!  So who are the self taught readers?

I have spoken to 19 people – 18 of the 19 have dyslexia in the family and themselves have dyslexic traits.  What an interesting discovery!

Many of the people think holistically and verbally – language became a familiar environment to them where for me it is an alien world.

That gives us pause for thought!

Speaker: What if someone is bi-lingual?

Ross: not sure where this is leading.

Speaker: Would they say this is English so I must try and remember it in English words?

Ross: We try and imagine how people learn something and then try and make them learn it that way.  

D. Tandlock argues – if you perceive you can do single word decoding it is nothing to do with reading.

Speaker: First language Welsh speakers who could be described as dyslexic, they have very little in reading and spelling in Welsh.  But in English then the whole thing breaks down and they still have difficulty in comprehension.  There doesn’t seem to be any distinction in their learning style of holistic/verbal, they see context automatically.

Ross: Identifying learning style can be confused with learning strategies.  Dyslexics are taught in a step by step way, thinking this works when it doesn’t.

We also have the problem of phonetic – which is like the rain.  We’re not starting from where we want to be.  The way we see the world of dyslexics and non dyslexics, or dyspraxic or non-dyspraxic, is the diagnosis.  But this may not be an accurate description of that group.

Speaker: There are flawed assumptions. 

Speaker:  Children, before school, are much more holistic in their approach the whole thing about schooling is about teaching children to be sequential.  It’s the kids who can’t be sequential who are the ones with ‘problems’.

Ross:  Yes, it’s how they do it.  There’s an assumption that people begin at the beginning and go to the end that causes the difficulty.

The assumption of comparing cognitive styles of Dyslexics with Non-dyslexics.

Based on people in the FE sector, ranging from Skills for Life to Access Courses.  We find, down here, the blue (from the graph) are the non dyslexics. The percentage of people who ONLY think visually, never think verbally.

If you split down the middle on the left, those think visually.  This came as a surprise – I think most people think verbally.

On this side you have the verbal thinkers.  There are people in the middle.

Firstly, you see that although most people prefer to think visually, the dyslexic group are over 4 times more likely to think visually than the non dyslexic.  But also, they’re more likely to think verbally than the non dyslexic group too.  This throws out at the extremes, but it also shows that there isn’t this homogenous group in the middle.

So now, I want to flag up issues around progression to university.  I did some research and I expected the same data to be reproduced there as in FE.  We didn’t get this.  We did, as more people prefer to think visually, but in HE the dyslexics are more likely to think verbally.

Extraordinary – how did this happen?

We gave them 3 things to think about – and asked how they did it, and we asked them to do it the opposite way.  It was done the same as we’ve done it here.

It’s not about the accuracy, the issue for me is a comparative one.  It was all the people coming into New College over 2 years.

So, if that’s a representation of HE, what’s stopping the visual dyslexic from getting there?  It could be assessment by memory etc.

We also did a factor analysis – we looked at the achievement of the 2 year cohort – dyslexia, left/right handed, social class, gender etc. And we did the factor analysis.

47% accounted for the variance in achievement, which is over double that of social class.

I can’t remember what it is now – it’s even greater than the gender percentage.

The stronger preference for thinking verbally or visually will affect their achievement.  If you’re in the middle you can pick this up.

So we need a shift from the brain to the barriers.  We need to focus on the barriers.  Years ago I did the research on the peasants, I needed to study the people who were messing them up, not the peasants themselves.

We could look at visual and verbal against gender etc. but because so many factors affect this, you need to consider everything.

I said rather gleefully that we would talk about agents and agencies of oppression.  This is a misconception.  But we’ll start with the ideology of deficit:

Difference = deficit.  

I’m thinking of the DSA, this has made a big difference to lots of people, we love our computers!  But you can only get this help if you have a recognised diagnosis of dyslexia.  Is this the case that other people don’t need this support?

Speaker: We often tell people that you don’t have a diagnosis, therefore you haven’t got it.

Ross: We would be better off putting pressure on universities to change their ways – to stop the rain.

Speaker: This is difficult.  The academics sit there in their ivory towers.  I’m always chasing and asking them to change the exam arrangements.

Ross:  My job at Southampton was to make the college more inclusive. I did staff development with all staff but they only came if they wanted to.  They need to be challenged in their ivory towers to think about this stuff.

Speaker: As a lecturer, I understand the ivory towers, but I’m coming across issues with transport.  We’re looking at education as trying to accommodate Neurodiversity, but for transport you need to give 24 hours notice.

Ross: The end result of struggling in education is that people point their fingers.  

Speaker: All the DSA has interesting parallels going back 30 years, since ‘special needs education’.  But the issues of the way that the language, structures, medical model etc…  frankly, very powerfully this reinforces the views of the people seen as the oppressors, in their view of owning no responsibility for change.  Such as Student Services for disabled students located as a separate agency within the university.  We all collude with that.

Speaker: Lecturers are generally clever people is a common perception.  It’s hard for us to think of them dealing with people who are not very clever.  There is often the ‘oh… not talking disability again’.  We should be much more accommodating, much more at the cutting edge.

Ross:  Can I move on?  Hold on to things, and we’ll do them later.

Schooling – the emphasis on reading, writing, memory etc – the workplace assumes we’re all the same except that someone is a bit ‘odd’.

The family does more in persuading people that they are stupid.  My parents thought I was stupid, and most of what I did reinforced this point of view! 

So, quite briefly, what is needed for meaningful learning?

Feeling valued is fundamental.

High interest active learning – I’m not alone in saying many dyslexics learn to read when they get a book that they’re really interested in.

The big picture before the detail – this rarely happens.

Giving visual and verbal concepts – analogies and metaphors are excellent.

Multi-sensory learning environments – make learning better for everyone, but there are issues with this.

I want you to memorise these letters (see screen – EUCPI





RTIGB
  )   

So, who thinks they’ve memorised the lot?  Top line, bottom line?

So, how do you do this? You may be lucky if this coincides with your children’s initials.  So this isn’t a standardised test.  I assume most of you used the multi-sensory approach.

This really says ‘Big Picture’.  You wouldn’t have had to use the multi-sensory techniques because it was meaningful.  So, this is about deficit – the people can’t memorise this so let’s give them the strategies for this.

But if you give them a big picture, it’s much more important than the strategies.

Speaker: The strategies I use give me strength.

Ross: You are right. But let’s see how people do it well and how they like to do it.

Going back to this.

Meaningful feedback – we know this works well rather than giving them tests. But how do you make the feedback meaningful.  At university I got loads of feedback about my work but I didn’t know what they meant.  So how do you make this meaningful?  

Being allowed to move while learning – this should be a right.  

Speaker: Furniture is designed to stop us from moving.

Ross: We talked about ideology and what should be different.

It is tempting to get into a naming and shaming checklist.  The worst university for dyslexia in the country – that would be great – but not a good idea.  We should support good practice.  Where are the good universities – where are the good practice and lets flag this up.  Progress is very, very small at the moment.

Setting our own agenda – paradigm shift of the disability and difference needs promoting.  It needs supporting and we can all play a part.

It has been transformed in the last 10 years by listening to dyslexics and it would be great if more people did their own research.

Finally – valuing your Neurodiversity.  I have a dyslexia engineer working for me who once wrote – ‘straight line teutonic thinking don’t understand the way I think and don’t believe I can do things I can.  But I don’t blame them because it is part of the way they think … we have to accept this differences.’

This is a very broad brush. I hope it gave you pause for thought.  I hope the core bits on how people make meaning was useful.  If you want to find out more there are a couple of web sites for you to look at.  I had hoped to have time for questions but we only have 2 minutes.

Speaker: I don’t think all lecturers live in ivory towers.  A lot of them are learning through staff awareness.

R: I do agree.

You become what you hate and you need to avoid that.  It is about tolerance and understanding.

Speaker: Is there any one place that people could go for advice on Neurodiversity?

Ross: I have written a module for CFBT.

Jo Thompson.

David: Key4Learning – organisation about Neurodiversity in the workplace and they have a toolkit pack.  You can buy on CD.

If you go to dmu.ac.uk/dyslexia and click on information for staff there is a collection of websites to help you.  Teachability project at Strathclyde and the Open University.

Thank you Ross, he will be around to discuss anything further.

