How We Write
Series 3: How We Consult
Episode 4: Addressing Neurodivergence


[00:00]
MUSICAL INTRO BY MICHELE SOLBERG: From the University Writing Center, at the University of Texas at Austin, with host Alice Batt…
OVERLAPPING VOICES: How We Write.
[Intro music plays]

Sydney: Hi and welcome to How We Write. I’m Sydney. 

Mimi: I'm Mimi.

[00:30] Bradyn: I'm Bradyn.

Eric: I'm Eric. And today we'll be discussing our case study assignment. You're tasked with breaking down the challenges and solutions that can come with consulting. 

Mimi: So the scenario we were presented with told us that we'd be working with a TIES student. This stands for a transition, inclusion and power and success. This is a program geared towards supporting students with neurodivergence throughout their time at UT. In our presented scenario, the student is slow to respond to our questions, and they make limited eye contact with us. [01:00] The student comes in with only an outline, and it’s stated that the student has a clear grasp of their paper’s topic, which is Texas watersheds and sustainability, but they're having trouble turning their outline into a paper format. 

Bradyn: The main challenge we foresee in this consultation is transforming the student's outline into a paper. What we'll talk about now is how both the student's identity and our own identities will impact the way we approach this case. 

[01:30] Sydney: First, we're going to dive into the student's identity. 

Eric: Based on our previous knowledge, we might assume that our student is neurodivergent. However, this assumption does not empower us to give our students a specific diagnosis. That's not our job. Our job is to help them with their paper. 

Bradyn: In my analysis of the case study, I created separation between identifying the specific problem the student was experiencing with the writing process and identifying the student with a specific disability. [02:00] For example, rather than saying the student has a learning disability with word processing, I suggested that the student's neurodivergence may have to do with word processing. In her article on learning disabled students and their process of free writing, Julie Neff supports this distinction between identifying issues arising from learning and identifying issues arising from physical conditions, like mental disabilities such as autism.

2:05
Sydney: Yeah, like Bradyn is talking about with [02:30] separating the writing process from the disability, I thought it was especially important to focus on the way that the student's possible neurodivergence is manifesting in the session. Rather than preemptively trying to diagnose and pretreat a specific disability, I did a lot of research about oral and written communication barriers and how the two tied together in order to understand why the possibility of neurodivergence presented in our session would affect the outline to paper problem we're seeing. 

I came across a study in the [03:00] Journal of the European Association for Research and Learning and Instruction called EARLI that examined the writing of students with language impairments and autism spectrum disorders that explored if and why oral communication barriers transferred a difficulty in writing. They explained that writing “involves the selection of appropriate words for sentences and discourse and the production of grammatically correct sequences of words”, and therefore a strengthened oral language skills heavily supports written text generation. So, having a well rounded vocabulary [03:30], productivity and accuracy when we're speaking are skills that are needed to be affluent writers, according to Dockrell. 

So the student in our session exemplifies the way that these social and oral communication difficulties can affect the writing process. While they understand and outline their research well, they might struggle finding the vocabulary, productivity and sentence structure needed to transfer this information to a more fluent form. 

Eric: While we all strive to keep this student's identity in mind, each of us have a unique approach to the consultation [04:00].

3:35
Mimi: Yeah, so for example, both Sydney and I are neurotypical so the best thing we can do is respond to this session’s unique needs. Being understanding and patient is key as we have no idea what it's like to be in the student's shoes. 

4:05
Bradyn: When it comes to identifying as neurodivergent, I feel that I exist in a weird in between of not quite neurotypical but also not quite neurodivergent. When I was in elementary school, my teacher would often [04:30] call me a space cadet. In class, instead of following along about fractions, I explored a new planet and mapped out the stars. My teacher informed my mom of these Space Cadet capabilities and she took me in for an official diagnosis to see where my desires for space exploration came from. And what do you know? I was then diagnosed with ADHD [05:00]. Although I'm no longer medicated for it, I often feel like I have a tough time prioritizing tasks and managing my time well, so it could be possible that a part of me is still a little astronautical, still slightly ADHD. With my experience of neurodivergence in mind, I will be able to empathize with my tutee. 


Bradyn: Dr. Margaret Wangu Murugami, a professor at Kenyatta University, captured the key struggle of persons with disabilities [05:30] in her 2009 article entitled “Disability and Identity”: she states that society views disabilities and other impairments as obstacles to be overcome rather than humanness to be accommodated. So it is through empathy that I will be able to offer a supportive consultation—one where the impossible standards of society simply do not exist. 


Eric: Yeah, Bradyn, I think you raise a really good point about talking about empathy [06:00] because I also think that during our consultation, it's very important to acknowledge that we're just friends with the writers, right. And we're friends who can relate to you and we can work together to address any concerns you may have with writing in this consultation. So, for me, I'm also neurotypical, but I'm a ESL student, which means English as a second language learner. 
 So I think I might share a little bit similar, like background identity to this writer, because we both have uh probably uh, have a low typical time [06:30]of transferring words onto paper or like speaking out loud because just like i said, English as my second language while Mandarin is my first, it's kind of hard sometimes to figure out the exact vocab and grammar that actually make sense. And also, I tend to overthink before speaking, so there might be a close connection for me and the writer who approaches the consultations. So I guess I believe that I can share my perspective with the writers and to let them feel [07:00] more comfortable and understand that I'm not here to judge you or your writing: I'm just here to help you.

Mimi: So now we're going to talk about different approaches and strategies that we researched while we were writing our papers. For me, I found this one 2012 study by Suzanne Woods-Groves that measured the efficacy of a 2005 study called “The Essay Test Taking Strategy.” And basically this study implemented an acronym called ANSWER, which stands for Analyze the action words in an essay [07:30], Notice the requirements of the question, Set up an outline, Work in the details of the outline, Engineer an answer and Review the answer. Basically, I thought this was a good study to reference and to implement because the strategy is broad enough that it can be applied to pretty much all writing prompts and assignments. But it's also directive enough that it gives the student clear instructions for what to work on.

Sydney: Yeah, just like your answer source, Mimi, I also found a lot of information that talked about applying broad tactics and strategies when responding to the specific needs of a session like ours [08:00]. Rebecca Barton, a graduate student, saw a large gap in accommodation for students with neurodivergence and autism in the Writing Center. So in her thesis, she highlighted the key mistakes consultants and writing centers make that can be ignorant to these students' needs, and how to approach these problems with a more understanding mindset. The first issue she tackled was the overuse of abstract language. 

Abstract language is language that entails large uncommon words, metaphorical statements [08:30], idioms especially and complex sentence structures. So if I noticed that this is something that's overwhelming the student and causing an issue and the consultee seems to be frustrated breaking down my suggestions, I can be more aware of my language and my idiom use especially. Another suggestion that Barton makes is to consider the language we use when we're discussing people with neurodivergence, saying student with autism instead of autistic student. 

This is known as non-labeling language, also called person first language. So what might feel like an insignificant distinction in our like everyday language [09:00] can be extremely important in our own personal biases. Overstimulation is also a common symptom of neurodivergence. Some ways that you can attempt to redirect a session due to overstimulation include writing down notes or questions for the student to have a visual reference, asking more direct questions instead of open-ended ones, and taking more time to let the student process information and speak. At the UT UWC, we offer non-distraction rooms that could potentially help a student who is overwhelmed by their surroundings or seeking a quieter place to work [09:30]. 

So while we can't diagnose the student that's been presented in our scenario with ASD, which is autism spectrum disorder or any other specific kind of neurodivergence, using those strategies that Barton suggests for students with ASD, we can emphasize student individuality and prioritize adjusting to their needs with broad tactics.

Bradyn: I love how you phrased that, Sydney: emphasizing student individuality. I think that's really key to catering to our tutee’s needs [10:00]. Like in my paper, I found two sources with conflicting solutions to the challenges presented in the scenario. A 2001 study on running interventions from the University of Oregon found that teaching writing stages and conventions as well as giving explicit feedback to students with learning disabilities generated improved pieces of writing from those students. However, that study emphasized the independent nature of writing [10:30]. That implies that each student must eventually learn to write alone. 

We at the UWC love to see our students identify the rhetorical and grammatical issues within their writing all on their own. But our consultations are meant to be collaborative. They're meant to be inclusive towards different styles of learning, ones that might not want complete independence. So like Sydney said about student individuality [11:00], rather than forcing my consultee to push through their writing based mental block by themselves, I'd fire off some questions, listen to their ideas and write them down for them—if the consultee consents, of course. 

The authors of an article advocating for disability awareness entitled “Becoming Visible: Lessons in Disability” advocate for pathways of language-based learning other than writing, like scribing [11:30]. They say, “the education system needs to change not because some people are labeled disabled, but in spite of it.” In other words, learning how to write shouldn't have to have an end goal of complete independence. The goal of learning how to write should be entirely up to whatever the writer chooses.

Eric: I completely agree with what you said, Bradyn, about how writers should have the final say [12:00] about their goals of learning. We need to have this awareness first, and then to adjust our methods to address their needs. So basically what I tried to do is to draw parallel strategies from ESL writer to TIES writer since they may have similar needs for writing. I found an article written by Judith Powers. And the title is “Rethinking Writing Center Conferencing Strategies for the ESL Writer.” He argued that ESL student feels more comfortable [12:30] approaching written English instead hearing English that is spoken by other people, which kinda make sense when I’m considering about my experience of learning English. I always feel like if you give me time and let me write things down in a paper or read from a paper, I can be more efficient. Drawing this finding to our traditional consultation method, it might be less helpful to us than native speakers to implement the reading out loud strategy because we are not that sensitive toward English [13:00]. 

What we can do as a consultant, alternatively in this case, is that we can be informants and be more direct. This can be the case in observations about writers’ paper or offering of resources on our UWC websites. We should be more in charge of the whole thing. I personally talked to several of my ESL fellows and they all say if we come to you, we expect you to be more direct and point out the problems. I can employ the same technique [13:30] in the scenario with the student in which the writer is having a hard time putting words onto paper and articulating their thoughts. I might slow down the consultation and transfer the exchange of information on paper by letting the writer pause, relax a bit, and then write their thoughts on a paper. Therefore, it’s important to keep a notepad to jot down notes and make it available to the writers after each session. 

 
Mimi: So while all of our research focused on a myriad of possible strategies for how we can handle our specific scenario [14:00], we all had a collective concern about adhering to NDNE while still making sure the appointment was productive.

Sydney: Yeah, so, I was really worried about over stereotyping. And a second concern that was prompted by that fear was accidentally doing too much of the work for the student if they can't seem to get anything on the page. I thought that being too direct might erase the writer's authority and violate the NDNE. But when I was looking at Praxis and doing research, volume 18, by JM Dempsey called Naming Ableism [[14:30], the writing center tackled this from a different perspective that helped me feel better about it. 

Sydney: So he discussed disability and independence and consultants being too scared to step in, and how this actually does more harm than overstepping. So if you're sitting there saying, I don't know what to do with the paper, and they're sitting there saying, I don't know what to do with the paper, and nothing's gonna happen, you're gonna sit in that session, nothing's gonna come out of it besides maybe a few slight changes. So often, if a session is feeling too stale, it's important to have that directive step [15:00] as the consultant to say, “Okay, how about let's work on your introduction? Or how do you feel about these transitions? Or how do you feel about your grammar?” So if it's going nowhere, guiding it with your suggestions, concerns and possible specific questions, is what's going to make that session fruitful.

Eric: Yeah, speaking of that, I also found a similar source in “Praxis” that emphasized the importance of building relationships and encouragement when approaching sessions with a student who might be neurodivergent. It’s essentially a summary of past strategies [15:30] written by Rebecca Babcock. They’re showing questioning techniques, hands-on proofreading, which are two more direct way of approaching a consultation, and building relationships. Those are the three most effective techniques when consulting writers with accommodation.

Mimi: All in all, we've covered a lot of ground with our individual research, and I think that we probably all feel a lot better about the possibility of consulting a student with neurodivergence.  Do you guys agree?

Everyone: Yeah, definitely. Absolutely. All right. Well,

Mimi: Thank you everybody for listening [16:00]. This has been “How We Write.”

[Outro music plays]
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