The Holist Manifesto:  Understanding Specific Learning Differences and what can be done about them.

The world appears to be highly intolerant of specific learning differences.  We are frequently humiliated, categorised, mislabelled, psychologised, patronised, invalidated, bullied, medicated, outcast and imprisoned.  Yet despite this, many of us are also recognised as excellent at a wide range of tasks and achievements, such as creating new scientific paradigms, sport, mathematics, leadership, comedy, acting and the creative arts and architecture.  This evidently does not add up, and we are extremely tired of being caught in the miscalculation where others attempt to make us like them.
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The reality is that people with ‘specific learning difficulties’ are at one end of a continuum of difference from those not considered to have such difficulties, even if the intrinsic differences are largely hidden.  I argue, through my Bagatelle Model, that the key to understanding the nature of the difference is simple.  We have a strong preference for processing information holistically (all-at-once), rather than sequentially (step-by-step).  Most people can use both strategies, but some can only use one effectively.  When anyone processes information holistically, it requires imagination to see and manipulate the patterns in the information; it requires very little working memory.  In contrast, when anyone processes information sequentially, it requires working memory and very little imagination.  It is this intrinsic difference that plays out through complex social interactions and experiences, leading to the appearance of specific ‘difficulties’, or indeed ‘facilities’.
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The Bagatelle Model illustrates the way social interactions lead to the social construction and internalisation of ‘disability’.  It also illustrates how a single difference leads to a wide range of ‘specific learning difficulties’ (or more accurately ‘specific learning differences’).  Instead of understanding the nature of the intrinsic differences, we label people by the nature of the socially constructed ‘difficulties’ that arise from the social interactions of a disabling social system.  This both appears to legitimate the inadequacies of the socially constructed systems, but also blames individuals for its failures.  The value of holistic thinking is ignored, while the apparent difficulties are psychologised. In contrast, the weaknesses of sequential thinking (such as a lack of imagination) are ignored, while its strengths are feted and rewarded, even if they more rarely lead to socially useful innovations.  In contrast, they are most useful for social reproduction rather than innovation.  Many sociologist have argued for 4 decades that the main social function of schools is not to educate, but to fail; and to fail in such a way that those who are failed blame themselves for their failure. Social theorists such as Bernstein, Bowles & Gintis, Bourdieu and Young considered how education plays a pivotal role in the means of social reproduction.  Bourdieu identified the ‘imposition of cultural arbitraries’ (such as literacy and examination through essays) and Bernstein analysed the difference between power and control.  In his model of ‘classification’ and ‘framing’, the separation between subjects represented power relationships, while the ‘framing’ of pedagogic practice (what is taught in what order) represented the process of social control that inculcates power relationships representing them as ‘natural’ and inevitable.  In this model, learning is controlled by the teacher rather than the learner.  An effective way of doing so is to predetermine a sequence of teaching events, underpinned by a sequential theory of learning.  That ‘a’ must be learned before ‘B’.  
In so far as schools are agents of social control, this is not an accidental process, but one embedded in the reproduction of power relationships.  In this context, we who make sense of information holistically and struggle to see any point in looking at it sequentially are accidental casualties of the system.  However, we are also equipped to think outside of these strictures and become entrepreneurs, comedians, actors, politicians, sports people, and indeed criminals.  This then leads to the apparent puzzle- how come people who struggle with the ‘basics’ can become so successful?  But this is only a puzzle to those who think in linear terms.
People who process information holistically need to start with meaning, not information.  We require high interest subjects, not boring instruction manuals in the misguided belief that we need to ‘start with the basics’.  We need to start with the ‘stuff’ that matters. In short, we need to be in control of our own learning. It is the potential radicalisation that this implies that underpins the social intolerance to holistic thinking, particularly at the earlier stages (or so called ‘levels’) of academic education.
The expectation of ‘working memory’

An apparent difficulty with ‘working memory’ can affect a wide range of processes.  These range from perceptual difficulties (such as phonological awareness, visual processing, bio-feedback for motor integration) to organisation and the concept of time. If information is not processed sequentially, for example, then the experience of time is not sequential.  Memory is more likely to be tagged to meaning than sequence.  This can lead to great difficulty when being cross-examined by the police who assume that everyone will know the sequence of events; but for us, sequence is only remembered when that sequence has particular significance and meaning.

We can therefore see that a strong preference for processing information holistically, with a related difficulty in working memory, can lead to potential difficulties with a wide range of sequential tasks, personal organisation and the organisation of meaning.  This is also not without advantages, but I shall focus on the social and personal consequences of the difficulties first, not least of which is frequent conflict with teachers who deny our experience and insist that we learn sequentially.  
The nature of the learning experience

Essentially, there are four main factors that lead to the experience and perception of ‘specific learning difficulties’.  
1. The first is the strength of preference for processing information holistically.  
2. The second is the nature of the significant educational and social expectations.  For example, before compulsory schooling, expectations of working memory strengths were very much less in evidence and seen as less significant in relation to labels of ability and ‘intelligence’. 
3. The third is the specific personal history of social interactions and how these impact on the individual’s self perception.  
4. The fourth is the strategies that the individual develops to handle the social expectations.  
All of these factors play a significant role in developing the circumstances and likelihood in becoming categorised as having a ‘specific learning difficulty’ (or being mislabelled, as I personally came very close to being, of having ‘general learning difficulties’).  But they do not play out equally; the process is full of contradictions.  
For example, I had great difficulties learning to tie ties and shoe laces.  I got lost very easily.  I struggled to hand write.  I struggled to learn to catch balls. I was clumsy and would frequently drop crockery I was trying to dry.  All of these point to a difficulty in motor integration and possibly ‘dyspraxia’.  However, I was also exceedingly passionate about sport and wanted to play football and cricket.  I was good at strategy and doing the unexpected.  I realised I needed to ‘work’ at my coordination.  
As a child, I discovered a different strategy for catching balls.  Instead of working on my coordination and timing of bio-feedback, I would imagine where a ball would be and simultaneously imagine my hand being there.  I found that this seemed to slow time down into single visual ‘frames’.  I became extremely good at catching balls that others thought were impossible to catch.  Consequently, people starting to think of me as highly coordinated, and I thought of myself in the same way.  It could clearly have gone either way.  Had I not had a passionate interest in sport, I might well have ended up with a label of ‘dyspraxia’.

Metacognitive strategies play an important role.  My early handwriting was extremely shaky and slow.  I remember feeling puzzled that I couldn’t write letters, but I was good at drawing.  That made little sense to me.  I decided that I would imagine letters as objects (and as it happened, often as animals).  I then found I could draw them quickly and accurately with smooth lines.  The difference was making marks with purpose, rather than the marks appearing to me to be entirely arbitrary and ‘remembered’.
If you talk to anyone with specific learning differences, you can hear such personal anecdotes.  Alongside them you will hear of moments when a harsh and critical word generated a self reflection that solidified a perception of themselves as ‘inadequate’ or ‘incapable’ in some way and a determination to avoid the person or the activity.  Sometimes it can have the opposite effect of proving them wrong (which was the main motivating force in my completing a doctorate even when my internal examiner stole my work).
In contrast to this you will hear of golden moments when someone validated and took an interest, or an inspirational teacher tried something a little different and changed the trajectory of our lives.  These interactions are of great significance in the development not only of the ‘difficulties’ that remain, but also the strengths and strategies that enable any successes.

In other words, complex social interactions and chance occurrences play a significant role in determining the nature of the skills and difficulties we develop as individuals.  The same underlying difference (holistic processing and working memory ‘difficulties’) can lead to the development of contradictory and contrasting skill sets.  I have already outlined the paradox of appearing both ‘skilled’ and inadequate at coordination skills.  My own experience is very far from unique.  There are countless examples of dancers who can appear brilliant when dancing from ‘feel’ and inadequate when trying to learn a new set of sequential steps designed by others.  But the contrasts can be even more extreme.
Aspergers is often described as the opposite of dyslexia.  An attachment to detail, often associated with a good memory for detail, but an ‘inadequate’ understanding of the ‘big picture’; a difficulty with change and an abhorrence of the need to adapt or improvise; taking language literally and failing to understand inference.  Aspergers is often defined as the lack of a theory of mind; an inability to put themselves into the shoes of others and the need to learn explicitly the rules and behaviours of social interactions.  This can seem completely different from the evident ‘people skills’ of many dyslexic people and their grasping of the ‘big picture’.  However, I argue that they are different consequences of the same basic difference played out through social interactions.

If you read theorists of Aspergers, the main focus is on the evident social difficulties of those with Aspergers.  If you read people with Aspergers or autism, the focus is on something else.  At the heart of the autistic experience, is the holistic executive function; a very strong preference for holistic processing of information leads to the recognition that everything is interconnected.  This experience can be so extreme that every element in the big picture could be of equal importance.  If all the elements are of equal importance it becomes very difficult to create priorities and patterns of meaning from it.  In the circumstances where an overview cannot be achieved, the world is a confusing and dangerous place for a holistic thinker, and close attention to detail becomes a necessary survival strategy. Change to the detail can become frightening because it is difficult to interpret. Most dyslexic people know how frustrating and infuriating social interactions are when the other person insists on giving a step-by-step account of their ideas.  We feel like we will blow a fuse unless the other person gets to the point.  For someone with Aspergers, social interactions almost never get to the point.
Social interactions are part of a very large and complex pattern of information.  They are open ended, improvised and difficult to pin down.  In contrast, closed systems (such as mathematics) can be understood holistically, and calculations done intuitively.  Some people with Aspergers articulate how complex mathematical calculations are merely seen as patterns or colours; the visual coding of meaning.  You will note the close similarity with dyslexic descriptions of colour coding and intuitive problem solving.  I am arguing that this is because that is the nature of holistic processes.

We hear of people with autism and Aspergers having to be taught to ‘read’ facial expressions and learn the rules of social engagement, and that these ‘rules’ have exceptions which are difficult to learn.  In contrast ‘we’ rapidly internalised the ‘rules’ through early socialisation, and are unaware of what we know until we experience someone ‘breaking’ these ‘rules’.  This almost feels like we are meeting an ‘automaton’.  We can mistake the lack of social skill for lack of feeling, or worse, lack of humanity, and can easily be extremely hurtful in our reaction to ‘them’.
Yet many dyslexic people have similar experiences.  In my case, I listen attentively to meaning in conversations.  So my attention is on the ‘picture’ that is developing, and the tone of expression, since this also colours meaning.  My attention is less on the specific sound of words.  Listening to meaning can result in going off on a mental journey where I do not notice my surroundings.  Sometimes people are hurt by my mental ‘absences’, but these are an intrinsic part of how I process information.  They are likely to occur both when I am bored by the conversation and when I am most interested in it.  To the other person, it can appear to be disinterest when it is not.  But more significantly, I do not notice puns.  I often find the group laughing unexpectedly.  I have learned to join in (so as not to appear rude or stupid).  I have learned to recognise these signs that a pun has probably been made and I track back through whatever ‘recording’ of the conversation I can retain, to try to identify a likely pun.  When I find it, I can feel relieved that that was indeed the source of the merriment, rather than something more dangerous, and I can usually identify the nature of the ‘joke’.  However, these jokes are rarely funny to me, even though I ‘laughed’ along with everyone else.  I describe this in some detail, because it is important to recognise that the Asperger behaviour should be seen as merely a matter of degree, not of kind.  We might also see that such behaviour can reach a tipping point in social interactions where it becomes ‘obvious’ that one of the group is different from ‘us’.  This then develops the gravitas of social labelling and self-perception that can become far more damaging than the experience or behaviour itself.

The Bagatelle model argues that a simple set of differences results in a wide range of labels of specific difficulties.  The fact that these overlap (being labelled with any of them means that you have a greater than 50% chance of being labelled with another) is an indication that these are not separate conditions with separate causes, but expressions of the same difference, and greater or lesser extremes of the difference.  In very real terms, the difficulties are a direct product of being disabled by social expectations and interactions.  The solution is not to remediate the ‘difficulties’, but to change the nature of the social expectations and interactions.  Others will not change without us demanding that they do.  Historically, the self-esteem of people with ‘specific learning difficulties’ is so low following these experiences, that we have a very poor track record of making demands.  But unless we learn to do so, we will remain humiliated, categorised, mislabelled, psychologised, patronised, invalidated, bullied, medicated, outcast and imprisoned.
A Political Agenda

Any social movement depends on solidarity.  Dyslexic people have sometimes felt ‘special’, because their apparent ‘difficulties’ are not explained by ‘stupidity’- a source of great relief and empowerment to many of us.  But this can also imply that other’s difficulties could be.  We need to build better bridges with all others ‘accused’ of learning difficulties (general or otherwise).  But the Bagatelle model underpins a clear rationale for solidarity with all other specific learning differences.  The ground work for this has already been laid by organisations such as DANDA.  To become an effective movement for change, we need to embrace this solidarity.  Together we represent over 20% of the population.
Becoming a social movement involves making demands for a fairer and just society.  Where large numbers of us process information holistically, we need to demand that we have the educational and social opportunity to have information presented holistically.  This would transform the educational sector and social relationships.  In earlier decades it may have seemed optimistic to develop a zero tolerance attitude to sexism and racism, but it did not take long for this to become normal.  We need a zero tolerance attitude to sequential presentation of information in schools, institutions and media.  Why, for example, does Inland Revenue believe that reducing tax forms to a long series of incomprehensible step by step instructions simplify the process?  We need to articulate how such misconceptions disable and invalidate our experience.  We also need to articulate how holistic processing leads to excellence in learning and the development of original, innovative ideas and solutions on which our world depends.

Some of these demands are already enshrined in law.  The Disability Equality Duty requires that educational institutions and employers are proactive in enabling people with disabilities.  Rarely has a new law been so systematically ignored and unenforced.  However, we are also guilty of failing to make the demand that our institutions and employers act within the law.  Unless we advocate for ourselves, no-one will advocate for us.
A Holist manifesto:
Principles

1. We are all neurodiverse. 

2. The dyslexic experience is but one experience among many that have the same underlying cause: a systemic intolerance to holistic.
3. Without us there would be an impoverished world for all (Newton, Einstein, Leonardo de Vinci, Picasso, Churchill, Tarantino, Spielberg, Disney, Branson, Ben Elton, John Lennon). 

4. We are entitled to be different and to learn and work differently.  
5. All of us with specific learning differences are disabled by an intolerant world.  Changing it requires solidarity among us all.

6. Changing an intolerant world changes it for the better for all.
Demands

1. There must be no policies about neurodiversity, except those developed by and with those of us most affected by the policy implementation

2. There should be no teaching intervention without representation- we have had enough of the tyranny of ‘experts’.
3. There needs to be a zero tolerance to linear measures of humanity and the insistence on linear sequential teaching and communication strategies
4. The future of the world depends on allowing us to be different and to learn and work differently.  This involves:

· High interest learning based on passionate interest, rather than an insistence on learning ‘the basics’.

· Flexible teaching that values purpose and personalised timing, and ends the herding of children together by age to ‘learn’ a national ‘curriculum’
· Nurturing the free association of ideas

· Encouraging problem solving, thinking outside the box, and the creation of solutions rather than limit academic study to the critique of others’ ideas. 
· Giving equal value to visual and verbal thinking
Educationalists, particularly psychologists, tend not to be concerned about a lack of imagination.  But most of our education processes, particularly in relation to literacy and instruction rely on the ability to hold on to meaningless information until it can be used and promptly forgotten, or it becomes meaningful later.  When a learner finds this difficult, it is perceived as their problem, a personal ‘deficit’.  An alternative way of looking at this is that it is a problem built into didactic instructional methods and our taken-for-granted expectations of human beings.  It is clearly not limited to educational expectation, because our society holds social expectations that, for example, names and times and instructions will be remembered and acted upon.  Consequently, when we fail to do so, it is perceived as ‘rude’ or ‘untogether’ or ‘incapable’.
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