The day I became an asset
 
 
For thirty-one years I knew that something was not right.  I had a hard time at school – the words “thick”, “stupid”, “lazy” etc. were used on a daily basis.  Also, “you are not as good as your brothers”.  Being the youngest of three I had things to live up to.  Mum was a teacher and Dad was a health inspector.  I did not know my ABC until I was fourteen.  I had tried hard to learn it – it just did not go in.  I did well in English!!  So well that if I was bad in the first five minutes, I was then sent to the headmaster for the cane.  This was better than two hours humiliation in the class by a teacher who took pleasure in making me stand up and spell words until I cried and ran out.  So I was a bad boy to some staff (no I wasn’t!  No-one asked me why).  Sport was not easy as I cannot catch or kick a ball, neither did I know my left from my right.

 

Maths was never good and I still do not know how attempting to learn was to help me in the outside world.   As for times tables, the twos and tens were okay but the rest – no way!  We had a star chart at our school and when you did good work, you got a star.  There were never more than two or three to be seen under my name, there were fifty or more at the end of the year to be seen for others.  This was pinned up at the front of the class for everyone to see, just to remind me every day that I was thick and lazy.  Oh how teachers can hurt you!  One day, we were asked to write a poem.  I worked all night on mine and handed it in with pride the next day – all four lines of it.  My teacher read it, looked at me, screwed it up and threw it in the bin and told me off in front of the whole class for cheating as it was too good for me to have done.  Result – I run out of the class and get into more trouble.  

 

I was usually the last to find my way around school.  I went to the wrong class on the wrong day, went home for dinner at morning break, on occasions got ready for school on Saturday mornings.  Yes, all these clever people (teachers) were right – I am thick.  My middle name is Stephen.  You get asked your name a lot at school, I could say it well, people always replied “v” or “ph”.  I knew it was “ph” but the problem was I did not know which of my three names the “ph” was in.  That became clear when I was fifteen.  

 

The dates of birth for me and my family were another problem; these were solved with the birth of file-a-faxes, pin numbers, phone numbers etc. could now be kept all together until you forgot where the file-a-fax was.  Even my name was against me, it began with an “A” so the school always used the register to make the class do things, ranging from going to see the nit-nurse to reading from the blackboard.  With having to go first I couldn’t watch other people and copy them.  

 

At fifteen I started to spend time with the school gardener.  Also servicing and polishing teachers’ cars.  Not all the time, just in maths, English and history.  They did not come to look for me, I was out of the way which suited us both.  I was good at first aid!  Not on other people, but on me.  I had an ability to sprain my wrist on the day that I knew a particular subject would involve attempting to write in front of people or spell words on the board.  A convincing bandage and a sling made a letter from home unnecessary so I have also become a liar.  I get sent out of class or choose to leave, I then get the cane which is better than the humiliation.  Yes, they must be right – I am thick, I must be to do this.

I do not want to learn because if I write a word 100 times and try to spell it later it’s gone. So it must be me, people will help you, you can pay , bribe or steal homework from people so you can copy it or you just don’t do it and get into trouble, even the cane can be got used to. Forms and letters you leave and leave and then miss out. You tell people that you do not believe in birthday cards, Christmas cards etc so you do not send them. The truth is who wants to send a card when you can’t write anything nice in it, just ‘from’. I did not understand all this because I was good at lots of things but eventually all things at school were judged by what you could put on a piece of paper. Out of school you can get round things, if you must write something you can go and buy a newspaper, read it, find the words you need and copy them one at a time. When on school holidays and told you must send a card home and to Grandma etc, you first have your card ready, then find someone who has written their cards and then offer to post theirs for them, even paying for the stamp if necessary, then you copy what they have put down and send them, this all takes time but it works! That’s the thing, yes, I can read reasonably well but not write, this just confuses me and the teachers more. If you can read, you must be able to write. I must be thick, sir and miss say so.

 

Well, the world of work was not a lot easier, working ten times harder to just keep along side the others, then at 31 and my own children were asking me to help them spell and I could not, I learnt about this thing called dyslexia so off I went to get an assessment. Well, well, yes, I am dyslexic and there are people out there the same as me, apparently lots of them. I even met one that day. Following my assessment came a document called a statement, closely followed by a green card; I am now officially disabled for the next 10 years and longer if I choose to renew it (no orange badge to park the car though). I went to apply for a college course, things went well at the interview until I asked “can you give me additional support as I am dyslexic?” suddenly, the class was full, no room for me and I was crying again, just like being at school. As any dyslexic knows, you do not give up, so I applied to Bradford and Ilkley College and went to see them. A good interview, at the end I said it, “I am dyslexic and will need support”, “Okay, that is not a problem to us, you will need to work out a system that we can use and you can come to us. Also we have a special needs support unit for you to use.” Is this a dream or can my life change? Is it just possible that I am not thick? Over the next two years with lots of help from Sue my partner, my mum, the support staff at college and Karen, my typist, I often got good marks and even top marks (where is the star chart now!!?). But, what is wrong, I shouldn’t be able to do this because for years people have told me that I am thick, stupid or lazy. They were all wrong, I am a dyslexic.

 

Then one day, I was on the stage at Bradford University, wearing a cap and gown being presented with a diploma. I cried, I did not believe it because deep down I am still thick. People put it in me, it’s up to me to get it out, it’s so hard. After leaving college, I got the second job that I applied for, at a college! Me, working at a college! You have to be clever to do that, is it possible that I could be clever? Sometimes people tell me that I am. Then today, for the first time in my life a colleague came to ask me about how we can help people with dyslexia in college, he said to me that because I was dyslexic that I was an asset to the college. Yes, me!!! So today is the day that I became an asset.

