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How can I help my students?
This short information sheet has been written as an introduction to tic disorders and Tourette syndrome for academic and professional staff working with students studying college and university courses. Staff with any concerns should continue to speak to their institution’s disability support team for advice on assisting any particular student.
Information has come from literature research and personal experiences of NADP members who are working to support students. 
A bibliography is included for those who would like to read more detail, but our literature review found that there was little information available regarding support for those in further and higher education and much was related in medical model language.
What is Tourette syndrome?
Tourette syndrome (TS) is a life-long condition of the nervous system which can be considered at the severe end of a spectrum of tic disorders. Tics can include sudden twitches, movements, or sounds that people do repeatedly. They are involuntary and may affect the person to a greater or lesser extent. There is no effect on intelligence.
What are tics?
There are two types of tics - motor and vocal:
· Motor tics are movements of the body. Examples of motor tics include blinking, shrugging the shoulders, or jerking an arm.
· Vocal tics are sounds that a person makes with his or her voice. Examples of vocal tics include humming, clearing the throat, or calling out a word or phrase. Swearing (coprolalia) is rare and only affects about 1 in 10 people with TS.
At the more severe end of the spectrum, people may experience multiple tics which continue for much of the day.
Severity
Tics can be worse on some days than others. They are generally worse during periods of:
· Stress
· Anxiety
· Tiredness
Suppressing Tics
Sometimes people can suppress a certain tic for a short while in certain social situations, like in a lecture theatre. It requires concentration and it is very tiring. 
Many people with Tourette syndrome experience premonitory sensations before a tic which has been compared to an urge to sneeze. Premonitory sensations are only relieved after the tic has been carried out.
Examples of premonitory sensations include:
· a burning feeling in the eyes before blinking
· a dry or sore throat before grunting
· an itchy joint or muscle before jerking
A person may have a sudden release of tics after a day trying to control them. For example, returning to accommodation after a period of time in lectures or the library.
Who is affected?
TS usually starts in childhood and some people experience some improvement in adolescence.
In the United Kingdom, it is thought that about 1% of the total population have tic disorders and they can affect people of all racial and ethnic groups. They appear to be more common among boys than girls.
Overall health
Tics are not usually harmful to a person's overall health, but some physical tics can be painful and protective clothing may be worn.
Living with TS can impact a person's health, education, employment, family relationships and friendships, and thus can have a wide-ranging impact on their mental, and emotional well-being. 
There are high levels of co-occurrence with other neurodiverse conditions such as AD(H)D, OCD and autism.
Treating Tourette’s syndrome
TS is a lifelong condition.
Some people's tics are helped with medication, but no medication has been developed specifically for TS and so this is usually only recommended if tics are more severe or affecting daily activities. Medication may have severe side effects and will not work for everyone.
Some people have used behavioural therapy to assist in controlling tics. This has had some success, but it has also been criticised as teaching people how to suppress tics and increasing stress and fatigue.
Alternative approaches such as controlling diet have been used with some anecdotal success, but little research has been carried out.
Neurodiversity, Neurodivergence and the Neurodiversity Movement
The term ‘neurodiversity’ was coined by Judy Singer (1998) with the aim of shifting the focus away from the usual litany of deficits, disorders, and impairments. 
“Neurodiversity for me is the timeless and incontrovertible reality that every single living being is unique, and that no two human minds, (actually mind-body complexes), are the same.” (Singer, 2019)
She later proceeded to coin another term ‘neurodivergent’ for members of the group whose neurological development is atypical ie their brains are ‘wired’ to think differently. 
The Neurodiversity Movement is a political movement with the aim of bringing people who think differently together to support each other and help people recognise the benefits of a diverse society. The movement emphasises that there are many excellent qualities that are associated with neurodivergent people. 
For example, people with TS are recognised to have…
· strong verbal skills
· tenacity 
· creativity 
· empathy 
· hyper-focus
With appropriate support, these talents can be amplified and used to assist to manage the challenges that people face.
Studying with Tourette syndrome
Some young people manage their studies very well, but others may struggle for several reasons. Students with TS in the United Kingdom may be able to apply for Disabled Students’ Allowances and, if not, the university will organise support. 
Individual support is tailored to the student’s requirements which may include support for any co-occurring conditions. It may include equipment and computer programs to assist in planning and organisation, for example, as well as non-medical help support workers such as notetakers, specialist tutors and mentors.
Academic staff can assist the student in various ways. Suggestions are provided below so that staff can offer the most suitable ideas to students. Some may not be appropriate for some courses or modules.
Anxiety
Many students with TS have reported concerns that their tics will annoy or distract others, and some have reported bullying in previous educational settings. These worries are not only distracting in themselves, but they can lead to high anxiety which may increase the frequency or severity of tics and also heighten a student’s ‘fright, flight or freeze’ adrenaline/cortisol reaction which happens in response to a perceived threat. 
One part of this response is to heighten both hearing and eyesight which is very useful in avoiding a dangerous situation but less useful in an educational situation.  This increased hearing and vision may provide unwelcome stimuli which are difficult to shut out. 
Another part of the response to cortisol is to stop people using higher level thought. A great response to ensure they react quickly by instinct when danger threatens. However, this will stop students being able to comprehend tutorials and lectures and may also stop them from remembering strategies and techniques to deal with anxiety levels.
Academic staff may be able to assist by…
· Offer to meet with the student to discuss the support they need 
· Ensuring that the student feels welcome in the group and a valid participant. This will increase self-confidence, reduce imposter syndrome and thus reduce anxiety.
· If confidentiality agreements allow, informing any teaching assistants or PhD students about TS and how to support the student.
· If appropriate, the student may welcome an opportunity to work with the lecturer to explain TS to the course participants, or a small group of students, so that they understand the situation. Understanding is a key requirement to ensuring that a student is accepted as part of the group, and it reduces any level of frustration that other students may experience when there is a disturbance to the lecture.
Individual support may include specialist mentors and tutors working with the student:
· To assist them with techniques for reducing anxiety levels. 
· To suggest strategies to remember these techniques. 
· To develop strategies for informing their social circle and other course participants of their concerns and needs.
· To help them to approach lecturers to speak about their concerns and ask for assistance.
Concentration
Many students will use a great deal of concentration and energy to suppress tics. In the past, they may also have been told to stop a tic by people who do not understand that they are involuntary which will add to the emotional pressure to try to suppress tics. 
A student who is suppressing tics will be unable to fully concentrate on the information being presented to them by their lecturer or tutor and will struggle to understand the lecture without additional study time to review all the material.
Fatigue associated with lack of sleep due to tics or as a side effect of medication can also reduce the ability to concentrate.
Academic staff may be able to assist by…
· Ensuring that the student has opportunities to study remotely when the course allows, and the student feels that a break from attending lectures would be beneficial.
· Supply lecture notes to the student to assist them to understand the lecture.
· Offer extra tutorial time or email access to answer questions on areas the student has missed.
· Offer targeted reading lists to reduce the amount of individual searching and allow more time for the student to review lecture material.
· Offer to reserve a place in the lecture theatre where the student is able to listen without too many distractions.
· Ensure the student can access a private room, if required, to be able to relax and release tics.
Individual support may include support from both specialist mentors and tutors who can:
· Offer advice on techniques to assist concentration.
· Help with goal setting, prioritisation and time-management.
Notetaking, Assignments and Examinations
Students have reported that they struggle to listen to the lecture and take notes simultaneously. This may be due to a difference in mental processing or could be due to an overloaded working memory which is trying to cope with incoming information (lecture), outgoing information (notes), anxiety, tic suppression and tiredness.
In addition, tics may directly interfere with the writing process and so the student may need additional time to complete tasks.
Academic staff may be able to assist by…
· Supplying lecture notes to the student to assist them to understand the content of the lecture.
· Offering extra tutorial time or email access to answer questions on areas the student has missed.
· Ensuring that in-class tests are conducted in a private room
· Avoid timed tests but, if they are necessary, allow enough additional time to allow for the interruptions caused by tics and any complications from co-occurring conditions such as OCD.
Individual support may include…
· Examination support such as…
· Separate room
· Additional time
· Rest periods
· Scribe
· Use of a computer to aid writing
· Specialist tutors and mentors to work with students on examination techniques 
· Provision of ideas for specialist interventions such as reading and writing techniques.
· Assistance with the preparation of recorded video presentations to reduce stress
· Help with big picture planning to navigate the academic requirements of the course.
· Development of academic self-confidence.

Please contact your college or university’s disability team for additional information or assistance with supporting a particular student.




Our NADP President: Jess Thom with Russell Howard
Jess Thom is a writer, artist, campaigner, and playwork professional. She co-founded Touretteshero in 2010 as a creative response to her experience of living with Tourette Syndrome. 
She is the president of the National Association of Disability Practitioners and has spoken at our conference of the important support she received from the Royal College of Art and through Disabled Students’ Allowances.
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