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Introduction

David Hopkins was identified with specific learning difficulties at an early age. He has just completed a degree in the Department of Plant and Animal Science at the University of Sheffield and is preparing for his PhD.  Here he discusses the positive aspects of his dyslexia and also the particular learning challenges involved in
studying science and how he overcame them.

This article originates from an interview that David Hopkins gave to Christina Healey, a member of the University of Sheffield Dyslexia Support Team, in June 2011. Science and diversity

I’ve always wanted to be a scientist.  My dad’s a botanist and I grew up being surrounded by science - running round fields. It was definitely the right choice for me to study science at university. I’ve got a lot out of it both personally and for my own perception of myself as a scientist.
Science needs diversity and having dyslexia means that you do things differently to everyone else. But I’m not going to lie; it does make things quite difficult.  Science students need to know how to write really well and they need to process lots and lots and lots of information.  There is not a massive amount of guidance on how to write or on how to structure your language.  Things that are intuitive to everyone else aren’t that obvious to a dyslexic student. I’ve had to learn for myself how to structure my work and this means I work better because of dyslexia even though it makes it harder.
Learning at school
I was identified as dyslexic very young. My mum’s a teacher. When I was in primary school I was quite slow picking up language. I got an assessment and I had some support early on.  I’ve always had computers and extra time in exams.  It has made a big difference being diagnosed early and having a family that was supportive.  Until I started Uni I didn’t need that much support because my family could do most of it. I don’t know what I would have done without that.  My organisation skills come from my parents which is the only reason why I function.

Learning at university

I had the attitude for first and the first part of my second year that I would see how far

I could get on my own without asking for help. I made use of extra time in exams and I got a dictaphone which saved my life. Even though I used my laptop to take notes in lectures there were times when I just couldn’t keep up and I would not have got the point without my dictaphone. And it helped in revision as well.
Reading science

I self-taught myself how to read science during the course of my degree. If I didn’t like reading and what I could gain from reading I wouldn’t do it because the process is quite painful. It takes me a long time to finish a book. I’ve never been able to skim read that well. I see halos round words and I didn’t realise until I had my assessment for uni that that was part of my dyslexia.  Recently I’ve started reading on coloured paper because I had so much to read for my exams and it’s helped me process a lot more.
Some scientific writing can be really garbled, some scientists write really badly and you have to learn to read round that.  Academics don’t read the whole paper, they just read tiny sections so you need to know where to look.  Journals have a lot of standard phrases that they overuse because scientists know what to expect from them.  So they can be quite dull stylistically. I think that’s what sometimes makes science a bit impenetrable. Which is a pity because good science shouldn’t be impenetrable.
There’s loads of information out there about how to read better but no one has time to sit and read it all. Perhaps departments could use tutorial time to teach students how to do scientific reading.
In my second year at uni I hit a big wall.  Most people pick up how to write from reading but I’ve never been able to do that. Right up until my second year a lot of my exams were multiple choice or short answers.  Those were things that I could do quite well because I didn’t have to organise words and I didn’t have to process lots of things. About half way through the second year of my degree this all changed. The new demands were essay
writing and, in the third year, writing large projects.   My marks tailed off dramatically. I always understood things a lot better by grasping the broad concepts not by remembering lots of tiny little facts and figures.   But when it came to trying to articulate what I understood in words I just hit a big wall. It was frustrating because I knew things and yet I was getting poor marks.
I think my department understands that writing is important but the way the whole degree is structured is based on the assumption that students can just write instantly. If it’s really necessary to have all this writing then departments need to persuade students to get help early on.   It would be very nice to have a 5 credit module on scientific writing at the beginning of second year.  Students don’t want to learn half way through third year how to write properly because they’ve already lost all those marks in second year and third year
Writing science

In science you don’t have to read the whole sentence to understand the important parts. So you don’t pick up sentence structure from just reading.   I’ve had to teach myself how to write.  Scientific writing needs to be precise and it needs to be clear and it needs to be regimented so that people know where to look for the information they want.  There are niggly little points of style that distinguish scientific writing from normal writing. Scientific writing is amazingly anal you have to know why you don’t put things here or how you have to take great care there. They are just small rules but they build up to make it garbled if you don’t follow them.
Just one example. When you have tons of little facts that relate to each other it’s quite easy to end up with a really confusing paragraph.   One of the most useful things I’ve learnt about writing this year is how to use roman numerals. You can say “this may include or this may happen because . . .“ and then list them using these numbers.  It’s also really nice to read because it tells you the individual points that you need to remember and you don’t need to search the text for it. I don’t think you would ever use that in English or History. 
My dyslexia gives me an incentive to improve my writing so that I will become an above- average writer not a below- average writer. It is interesting as well when you get into the details of how language works, what it actually means to talk and communicate, how devices such as grammar can create different thoughts and different meanings.  Language is integral to evolution and it should be sold as something that’s interesting to scientists.
Making use of the help available

I read From research to manuscript: a guide to scientific writing (Michael Jay Katz (Springer, 2009)  before I did my  undergraduate project and this was one of the reasons why my project was good.
I started to use the support services at uni properly in my third year.  I used a proof- reader. I didn’t realise how useful it would be to have someone to give me feedback and to tell me why I’d gone wrong.  I  would try and write something to the best of my ability and then I’d send it off to my proof-reader and she’d email me back within a week. She’d ask questions like why did you put semi colon here and she told me loads of little things like referencing and points of grammar and why sentences were awkward.  Lecturers were always writing ‘awkward’ on my writing and that’s really meaningless  when I don’t know what ‘awkward ‘ means.  Now I know what makes a good sentence I wish I’d used the service earlier.
I also started to use the study skills support. I avoided going at first because I was always scared to turn up and to say I need help but I don’t know what I want.  But it’s been useful to have someone to structure something with.  For me talking through something helps it make more sense. Then the rest is just lots of hard work.
In addition my department has a writer in residence. You just drop in.  I’ve started using her quite a lot. She tells you about points of style.   She talks about what sounds good and shows me small devices which are always useful to know.
Learning to learn differently
I approach learning in a scientific way. There’s quite a bit of psychology on my course so I’ve had to think about what language is and why it’s evolved. Writing does not come naturally. We haven’t got a gene for writing. We’ve got this innate ability to pick up spoken words and to process words but then to structure them into
sentences. That’s hard.  Most people only started writing 150 years ago. That’s not a very long time to really get used to it.  Writing just doesn’t happen for some people. That’s why it becomes difficult.  If everyone has a way of doing something and you don’t do it that way you’re stuck. I just had to go out and find out how to learn, what works best for me, how do I organise all those messy thoughts. The process of doing this develops my thinking in a different way from everyone else and that’s why it’s important.  In order to learn how to process information I’ve had to be quite creative.  Once I’ve worked out why everyone else does things in a different way I can then apply it to other things like why does this experiment work and what is the process behind organising this theory. That’s how I try and use my dyslexia in my research.
Advice to a dyslexic student starting a degree in science.

Don’t let the fact that you can’t write be a barrier to you.  Start early. The earlier you start to get your head round how writing works the easier it is later on.  You’ll find that when you improve it helps with other stuff.   Your thinking becomes better when you write better. The assumption that writing is irrelevant to what you know isn’t completely just.  Your ideas can be a messy jumble up there. If you’re able to organise them and get that right then it will come so much clearer in the end.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Clearer both to yourself and to everyone else.  And don’t think that dyslexia is a hindrance.  You happen to have this different approach to what you do and that gives you an edge.
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