Interview 5 – Mary
I: First I have to go through this introduction spiel ,is it OK to use this material on our website?
M: Yes.

I: And your fine with that?

M: Yes.

I: As you’re aware unless you specify otherwise we’ll use a different name just to keep your anonymous.

M: Yes.

I: Right we’ll start off with what labels, what diagnosis labels have you been given?

M: I’ve been given and I’ve actively pursued them. I’ve been given a label of dyspraxia, dyslexia and attention deficit disorder.

I: OK and you say you’ve actually pursued these labels?

M: Yes I had a hard time getting them, err, but when I heard about them it was a tremendous relief to have them because they didn’t understand I had horrible labels before like ‘stupid’, ‘careless’ etc.

I: So who was it who assessed you?

M: Oh lots of different people assed me, because I got assessed for different things. I got assessed for ADHD by Dr Pivenendren, who was a paediatrician but does adults as well so it was private. And I got assessed for dyslexia by David McLoughlin. I got assessed for dyspraxia, he did do a bit of dyspraxia as well and I got assessed for dyspraxia by Michelle Lee.

I: And when…

M: Whose a psychotherapist, yeah paediatrics and psychotherapist, they seem to have this idea that you dyspraxia and ADD.

I: Right when abouts, what sort of times ere you assessed, I mean…

M: I was forty three when I first got my assessments, so I suppose my assessments went on from about forty three to forty five you know.

I: Right.

M: And I did get assessed for dyslexia a little bit before when I was at college, and they said I was probably a bit dyspraxic, then I got assessed by a teacher.

I: Right, so you got assessed quite late?

M: Yes , I heard from the psychotherapist I might be dyspraxic which first you couldn’t take in, that would have been in 1990, didn’t  take this on at all and then I suppose it would have been about 1994 ish, five , six , you know I decided I wanted to take it really seriously.
I: Right.

M: Because first I said you know, I said so what you know I didn’t care but then I found that I really cared a lot.

I: So you sort of went quite a long time without having any sort of diagnosis?

M: Diagnosis yes, so I was just labelled stupid and careless, lazy. I certainly had plenty of labels before then. I prefer these medical labels and I find them an enormous relief.

I: Right and err what did it mean to you then when you were assessed what sort of…

M: Well its explained all my life, explained why I was like, I was, it also gave me a purpose in life I mean this is like with everybody because I thought because of all the conditions I’ve mentioned, its dyspraxia that’s far the worst. And for me you know I’ve got it quite moderately to severely and it’s affected me and it just, I felt that, yet there was absolutely nothing about adults at all on dyspraxia so I wanted to write a book about it and do something to help, so, so I was involved with the Dyspraxia Foundation…

I: Right.

M: For some time doing the adult stuff, but they seemed to, one of the things I have to say about the Dyspraxia Foundation is they seem to think they don’t do anything when your over twenty five you know. Their only interested n young adults and I’m particularly interested in the age group above that.

I: Right yeah, how did you type of neuro diversity affect your school career? Or…

M: How did my neuro diversity affect my school career? Oh very badly, I couldn’t spell with my dyslexia. I couldn’t read until I was ten. I was always sort of bottom of the class and I felt it difficult to construct sentences you know easily. So it’s quite frustrating I can’t get my thoughts on paper and all the rest of that. So, and of course nothing, absolutely nothing was known about it at my time. Dyslexia was known about but Dyspraxia and ADHD were completely not known at all. I mean I’d had all these reports saying Mary doesn’t pay attention, Mary is careless, Mary needs to learn how to write English. They were very unhelpful comments you know and that sort of thing you know, I think the whole thing culminated because suddenly I decided that’s what I wanted to go to university and all my teachers said absolutely no, they’d called me in and said no, you know, don’t go to university, go out and enjoy yourself and all the rest of it and don’t even think about it, in fact we can’t even guarantee to get through you’re A’ levels let alone go to university. And at that point I was determined to prove them wrong. I wasn’t going to listen to that rubbish, what they were saying so, and  I got in you know, I choose , I mean I was very careful about the sort of place I choose to go to.
I: But were you confident applying to university?

M: No I wasn’t at all, but then by coincidence I had a Careers Officer at my school and she said because I was always interested in medieval history and so I knew that the subject would do and she said you know, go to apply to Westfield College that you know which was part of the University of East London, that doesn’t exist anymore, its joined up with Queen Mary College.
I: Right.

M: And um, yeah and um it was just the perfect place for me because even though the degree I did was History I really only did Medieval History and this, I feel very strongly I choose exactly the right subject for me and in the way that I think Medieval History was much better for me because I did things like Medieval South East Europe when there were only three books to read on the whole subject I didn’t get overwhelmed by enormous reading lists and things like that.

I: Right.

M: Because there was far less to read than in , if I’d done Modern History and at London University I had so much choice that  I was able to choose Medieval South East Europe and it was absolutely fantastic so I really enjoyed it I met lots of people that like medieval history as much as me. It was great and we had all these, we had three professors of mediaeval history there and it was very medieval orientated and I think that’s what got me through.

I: When you went to university did you have your labels, did you have any sort of diagnosis?

M: No I had absolutely none because I went to university when I was nineteen, twenty and I didn’t get diagnosed until I was forty three.

I: So how did you find academic life?

M: I found it difficult but I loved the university life it was wonderful, I mean at school I had no friends, I had very few friends, that’s how my disability has effected me and then suddenly at University I had friends and I had lots of them it was extraordinary and they had the same sort of interests as me and I was bullied very badly at school as well, I wasn’t bullied at university really just a tiny bit but not very much. I had people to support me, my peers really supported me with things I think that’s how I got through because there was no dyslexia support no dyspraxia support, nothing in those days.
I: Right, yes how do you think you would have found it if you could of had this dyslexia, dyspraxia support?

M: I would have found it a lot better, I’m absolutely sure of that. I got a 2:2 but I would have got a 2:1 if I’d had, you know I still struggle with writing essays.

I: Sure.

M: In a sensible, sequential way and my English style has always been clumsy, still is, its still annoys me I wish I could write English more easily.

I: Right.

M: So that, my spelling didn’t bother me much it was the other things and I would have done better if I could have had more study skills, you know stuff, because there wasn’t anything like that if I could have had more study skills help it would have  been better. Individual study skills, we did have a bit of general study skills but I needed the individual study skills and I got that later and that did help a lot.
I: So, so you would have probably really appreciated assistive technology?

M: Yes, because there was no technology full stop.

I: Right yeah.

M: I couldn’t type at all in those days, I had to type out dissertation or a long essay, what do you call it, a long essay 10,000 words, I’d have to get somebody to type it, it was all very difficult, days before the word processor. There were absolutely no word processors in those days, in the early 70’s…

I: Oh really.

M: Oh yes I mean assistive technology has been absolutely fantastic from that point of view.

I: It must be very good.

M: I mean I couldn’t type at all because, when I type because of my dyspraxia I’m very, not all people have it, I’m very clumsy…

I: Right.

M: With it and I keep hitting the wrong key and I can’t touch type at all and I have tried to learn but I really don’t think there is any point, I’m to old now, I find that very difficult.

I: Do you make any use of the assistive technologies now a day?

M: Yes, yes I do. Yes I still make lots of mistakes but with that I can clear them up when I’m typing. I’m just trying to think of other things I use you know using the right mouse and using the right equipment is very important and the way I sit is very important. I think it’s important. I need to update, I probably need to update some of the technology, I’ve got things like Text Help that will help me but I need, the one I got sold, I need an up-to-date one, its you know, I need something more sophisticated than what it is and I tried dragon dictating and that’s just awful.
I: Oh right.

M: So I did, for me not for everybody, but I do find that hard to figure and I haven’t got the patience to learn and train for it and I’m very lazy about it. I’d like to learn how to use Mind Genius and Inspiration more. I think they could really help me, those ones as well and I use Publisher if I want to write news letters and things like that, its not a, I believe it’s not a program used very much at university but I like it.

I: How do you get on with Microsoft Word?

M: Fine, I like it.

I: It’s quite an accessible package…

M: It’s quite accessible, I use spell check all the time it’s a better spell check than other Microsoft programs. I use PowerPoint and its just nice being able to produce something that just looks so neat. Now when I use, now I use one of those sticks, that wonderful, I use a laptop now I’ve only just started that and that’s really helpful so I can produce lectures that don’t. I used to have to print out all my lecturers because I do lecturing, on acetate and it was always a complete mess and blurred, dog eared and all the rest of it and now I don’t have to do that, so I can produce something that can look really nice. I did that for the first time, now all my lectures are going to be like that and I’m never going to use acetate again.

I: Right, OK, of course a lot of these questions aren’t really going to apply is, you didn’t have the sort of support when you were at university, so I guess how, are you aware of the support that’s given nowadays at university?

M: Yes because I run the helpline.

I: Yes I run my dyspraxia helpline and I think actually in my case, I know you want to cut it out but in this case I do think you should use my name because it’s a bit different because I’m known a bit.
I: OK sure, I’m sure Davis will be fine with that.
M: Use my name because I am different I am known a bit in the neuro diverse world and dyspraxia, umm yeah um what was I going to say, I am aware what they can use and what I’m aware of from the help line and what the university  is probably the best place for people who are neuro diverse.
I: Sure, sure,

M: There are still faults; lots of things still go wrong. It’s better than my opinion of school and work place or anything like that. You get the allowance, the students allowance and all that which is very useful. I’ve just gone through it all with my daughter who is dyslexic and gone to university.

I: OK, what method of learning did you use when you were studying at university, were there any sort of…

M: Right I’m just trying to think, there were some things that I recommend now, one, how do you mean exactly the best learning method?

I: For anything you may how found difficult, do you have any strategies or methods to help you along?

M: I had other people to help me.

I: Right.

M: My peers helped me a lot, um so they could suggest things, but actually the most helpful thing I found, I don’t know whether they do this at university now, I think they do a bit, was a carrel I got allocated a carrel for my third year and I could shut myself away, without sound and without distraction and think you need to be not distracted or anything like that.
I: Right.

M: I find if there’s any noise or anything going on I get very distracted and that was wonderful I don’t know whether they use them much in universities now, so in a way there were sort of things in place, my strategies sort of were finding a course that wasn’t overloaded and I see so many people now following courses now were there is just far to much to do when their dyslexic and dyspraxic.

I: Right.

M: And that upsets me they do that.

I: What was the hardest thing about being a student for you?

M: I suppose, um I suppose it was writing the essays but that was really the hardest thing writing them up to the standard that was required without enough help, not with no help, without enough.

I: Sure.

M: That was probably the hardest. I enjoyed my lifestyle there, you see in those days everything was done for you. I didn’t have to change my sheets, I didn’t have to do any cleaning, I didn’t have to do any cooking and the other thing, one thing that’s made it easy was they didn’t really, in that time if the teacher couldn’t be bothered to chase whether you had done all your work, I don’t think this would happen now at all, they would just do it and it didn’t matter really.
I: Right.

M: So there was a chunk of one course I didn’t, I hardly did anything on, you know and I was meant to do ten essays and I did three and I could get away with that so that stopped my workload, because the less workload I had the more  I could cope and that was so important to me.

I: Right OK.

M: Not having too much to do.

I: Right you say you had a lot of support from your peers, how was you social life at University?

M: It was excellent I loved it, loved every minute it was fantastic.

I: Right.

M: I loved it I had lots of friends, a boyfriend you know it was really great, all the time I was there I did all sorts of things I would never be able to do before and that sort of thing. For instance I went to discos, well I’d never been asked before because I’m absolutely hopeless at dancing being dyspraxic but it didn’t seem to matter there.

I: Right
M: So it was really good.
I: So that sounds possibly like one of the main factors of university that you really enjoyed and helped you?

M: Yeah I really enjoyed that. I really enjoyed the social life. I loved it that suits me I’d love to go back  in a way.
I: Sure and does you type of neuro diversity effect your social life or has it effected your social life?

M: Oh yes it does it does effect it quite a lot outside of university in the workplace effected it, because I’m different and people don’t understand. And I say the wrong thing and I play the clown, I don’t know I get, I lose confidence and the I get worse and it’s a vicious circle the more I lose confidence the more I get bullied, so that’s what I’m, yes its affected all the time.

I: You’ve mentioned bullying a couple of times, you’ve mentioned getting bullied a couple of times has that always been a significant thing?
M: Yes, it’s been a very significant thing, it was worst in secondary school and I had no friends basically so I was very isolated, I was always chosen last for a team or just with anything that was just awful, my teenage years were absolutely dreadful. But I was always interested in academic things even if I couldn’t do it so I wasn’t very good at English and math but I was always good at history and geography and that sort of thing and general knowledge. What brought me down was English and maths, maths I was hopeless at. In those days you didn’t need to get a maths O’Level or GCSE to get into University, now you do. I still haven’t got one and now I don’t really care really.

I: Right OK, I’m going to have to relay these next questions to what you possibly know about students because in a way you’ve answered then, the first one is what was the University doing to support you? So I’m guessing, when you were a student did the University do anything particularly to support you or was it…
M: No, because they didn’t really know about it.

I: OK and now a days you think the university do enough to support students with…

M: Not always but they do a great deal more, there’s always people who don’t get enough support but in my opinion they are doing enough to support my daughter whose just gone to university.
I: Right.

M: She’s got disability allowance she’s got a laptop she’s got a tutor to help her with things so I think, you know I think their doing enough for her. I suppose the people I get on my helpline there the people who are not happy. But the vast majority of the people I get on my helpline are related to the work place rather than university. But I do get people that are, that don’t get enough support from the University during their work experience.

I: Right.

M: And that sort of thing and I’ve been told that it is the responsibility of the University to put the adaptations etc, allowance in place.

I: So what’s happening is people are getting support from the university and  going out to have some work experience and during thins period of  experience they aren’t getting the support they had whilst they were at university?

M: Sorry, sorry?

I: So are you saying that people are getting support at university but when they go out to do work experience…

M: There are often not getting the help and that is particularly true of the dyspraxic and aspergers it’s not so true of the other things, yeah. Because  I think one of the reasons is because the dyspraxic and aspergers don’t have very good social skills so they get into trouble in the work place and the social skills aren’t so important at university and people will tolerate diversity a lot more at university than they will out side and that sort of thing.
I: I guess more awareness needs to be raised…

M: Needs to be raised, enormous amount of awareness. I need to raise awareness at the universities about this work experience problem I’ve had; you know quite a few problems with it.

I: Right OK, well that very interesting. Just recently I’ve tried to get these things sorted but it’s quite difficult.

I: OK how do you see you your future career, life in relation to your type of neuro diversity?

M: Well I see my, I’m old enough, I know what my future careers going to be, I’m doing it. I like to permanently work on neuro diversity and that’s the only job I’ve ever been able to do all my other work was dreadful, sacked, dreadful time in work umm, I also see myself as being self employed and not employed. What I’d like to do is, I get paid something for lectures and I’d like to try and expand that but obviously at the moment I run my charity line voluntarily and I’d like to be able to get a grant to change it you know.

I: Right are there any other issues you’d like to mention that we’ve not covered; I mean you talked about the work place and raising awareness and things like that?

M: Yes I’d like to raise more awareness about the workplace but I don’t know how to go about it. I’d like to raise awareness about diagnosis to, that’s the other thing, in adult hood for all these condition because there’s this thing that we all grow out of it.  And the only places, the vast majority of people who get diagnosed are being diagnosed at university, because universities pay for them to go to psychologists or whatever.
I: Right.

M: To do that but the medical profession aren’t at all interested, I feel I need to; well it’s hard to get that stuff off the ground.

I: I can imagine.

M: So that’s what I want to do, try and raise awareness and because I think ‘Brainy is raising a lot of awareness at university anyway. So that’s not my priority even though its far from perfect, stuff at university, I wouldn’t, it’s so much better than elsewhere.

I: Is there anything else you’d like to talk about?

M: No that’s fine.
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