
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Copyright Information

			Introduction

			All You Need to Know About Lists, Schedules, and Calendars

			Don’t Just Memorize Facts: Understand the Material

			Confessions of an Incorrigible Perfectionist

			Go to Office Hours!

			Feel Free Not to Do Foolish Things – Even if Others Are Behaving Foolishly

			Jobs and Volunteer Experience and How to Prioritize at College

			What’s Next

			Acknowledgments

			Foundation Information

		

	
		
			Copyright Information

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Copyright © 2019
Pellet Media, Inc.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by the Stairway to STEM Foundation

			www.stairwaytostem.org

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Name: The Stairway to STEM Foundation

			Title: Patrick Pontificates: Straight Talk on College Life From an Autistic STEM Grad Student 


			Wise and witty tips and insight for autistic students. Required reading!

			Description: First Edition. Boston, MA: The Stairway to STEM Foundation, 2019

			ISBN-13: 978-0-578-50445-2

			Subjects: autism, autistic students, college transition, self-advocacy, academic success, higher education, workforce preparation, and humor.

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			I love to read, and I’m sure that’s true for many of you, too. Most of the time you can find my nose in volumes of poetry, literary fiction, biography, and other nonfiction. But, when it comes to the summer, I always have a craving for something a bit lighter.  

			Now, I’m not suggesting that Patrick’s series is “light” reading, but I am staking the claim that it’s some of the most fun, entertaining, and generous material on STS. In other words, it’s as “summery” as we get! (For more on Patrick’s bio, check out our “Our Team” page.)

			So, I hope you enjoy reading these posts all together as much as I do! While the college transition takes a lot of work and preparation, you’re facing an exciting opportunity. You’ll have some successes and setbacks, but there will always be a way forward. The posts in Patrick Pontificates offer up terrific tips, advice, and insight to illuminate and support your successes. So dive in. This summer reading is sure to make a splash!
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			Jessica Murray
Managing Editor
Stairway to STEM
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			Welcome to Patrick Pontificates, a series of blogs where contributor and STEM graduate student Patrick Dwyer ponders issues important to autistic students. He explores habits and outlooks that have supported his own success, and which are, of course, also supported by research! 

			Welcome! As a wise, 24-year-old autistic college graduate and current graduate student, I feel that it is my duty to share my knowledge with you.

			Today I have a special secret to share. This is a secret so well hidden, concealed so elegantly, that even many neurotypicals are unaware of it. I promise to reveal to you a simple strategy that can dramatically improve your academic performance without even requiring much extra effort on your part. Even better, using this strategy will save you from a great deal of stress and anxiety.

			The secret is…using lists, schedules, and calendars!

			What? You aren’t impressed?

			Well, let me explain why you should use lists, schedules, and calendars. Before now, I imagine you’ve had plenty of people (teachers, parents) reminding you – or even nagging you – about homework. At college, it’s very different. At college, at the beginning of each semester, in each of your classes, you will receive a wonderful document called a syllabus. This document will reveal to you all the due dates for your projects and assignments. The syllabus is wonderful, but, after you receive it, you can’t necessarily expect any further reminders.

			Now, if you have a calendar showing the due dates of all of your assignments, you’ll be able to meet the challenges of college. You’ll be able to easily see when each assignment is due and when every test is happening, you’ll be able to break up the steps involved, and you’ll be able to create a plan to spread out the work evenly. Even if you have a whole bunch of midterms all happening right after one another, you’ll be able to start studying well in advance and rest easy knowing that everything is under control.

			If you don’t bother to make a calendar, what might happen? Well, you might be able to muddle through, but you’ll probably find yourself working in fits and bursts. You’ll probably have stressful last-minute rushes. You might completely forget some tasks. You won’t be able to be confident that everything is under control, and you’ll probably find yourself experiencing anxiety about exams and due dates.

			Moreover, using schedules and calendars doesn’t mean you’ll have much extra work – generating the schedules doesn’t take long, and after that, the amount of work that needs to be done is just the same. However, spreading out study sessions improves retention of information. There’s now a huge research showing that you learn more if you spread out your study sessions (Cepeda et al., 2006).

			Therefore, if you use lists, schedules, and calendars, you’ll do more or less the same amount of work, you’ll avoid all-nighters and last-minute rushes, you’ll learn more and get better grades, and you’ll be less anxious.

			See, I told you it was a useful secret!

			Now, wise people like me know that one of the most important things about being wise is listening to others, so I’m very interested in your feedback and comments. 

			References

			Cepeda, N. J., Pashler, H., Vul, E., Wixted, J. T., & Rohrer, D. (2006). Distributed practice in verbal recall tasks: A review and quantitative synthesis. Psychological Bulletin, 132(3), 354-380. http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.132.3.354
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			Today’s Bit of Wisdom is About Studying

			Do you, perhaps, study by repeating facts endlessly until you get them right? Do you highlight passages in your textbooks? Do you treat studying as an exercise in trying to memorize a bunch of random bits of trivia? And do you have cramming sessions right before your exams?

			If you answered “yes,” this post is for you.

			That’s not how our brains work. For one thing, we don’t learn well by cramming. We learn best through distributed practice sessions. We call this the “spacing effect” or the “distributed practice effect,” and there’s a ton of research to back it up (Cepeda et al., 2006). It doesn’t take more time to study if you start early – you do the same amount of studying in the end – and you remember more. (For more on this, read my post about time management.)

			Also, our brains don’t learn well through rote memorization of trivia. When we learn things, we remember how they are connected to other things. That means that we will retrieve a fact more easily if we remember how it is connected to other facts. Have you ever struggled to retrieve some fact from memory – something that you know you know, but can’t quite grasp? Do you know how, when you’re trying to remember, you keep thinking about related facts? That’s because you’re remembering those connections, trying to retrace them back to the fact you’re struggling to retrieve.

			That means that learning bits of trivia is a bad idea. When you just have the one fact, isolated and alone, it’s harder to retrieve it.

			Instead, You Want to Understand the Material

			You want to understand why your instructor is teaching it, and how it all fits together. You want to be able to know that Fact A is related to Facts B and C and in what way, so you can trace back those connections. When you encounter each new fact, you want to understand how it fits into the bigger picture of the course.

			That Means Using a Different Set of Strategies

			Try using diagrams – concept maps, or whatever sort of graph works best for you. Or write little passages to summarize big ideas and identify major themes. Or try to think of concrete examples of how concepts can work in the real world. Compare theories. Ask yourself questions about your instructor’s intentions. Do whatever you can to develop an integrated, holistic understanding of how everything in the course fits together.

			Also, quizzing yourself is always a good idea. Get somebody to ask you questions. And when you give your study partner the answer, don’t just give the facts, but try to explain the concepts. There’s some research showing that we learn better when we’re preparing to teach others (Nestojko et al., 2014), so don’t just test whether or not you know the facts: test whether you can teach the material.

			Finally, remember to get sleep. I’m wise, so I understand that sleep is important.

			Any comments? Questions about specific strategies? Do you have other strategies that work well?

			References

			Cepeda, N. J., Pashler, H., Vul, E., Wixted, J. T., & Rohrer, D. (2006). Distributed practice in verbal recall tasks: A review and quantitative synthesis. Psychological Bulletin, 132(3), 354-380. http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.132.3.354

			Nestojko, J. F., Bui, D. C., Kornell, N., & Bjork, E. L. (2014). Expecting to teach enhances learning and organization of knowledge in free recall of text passages. Memory and Cognition, 42(7), 1038-1048. http://doi.org/10.3758/s13421-014-0416-z
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			Today, I have a confession to make. I have to admit something about myself. I have to confess that… I’m an incorrigible perfectionist! I always want to do everything correctly. I want the work I produce to be perfect.

			Okay, I admit that confession sounded a bit strange. You may be wondering why I think perfectionism is such a bad thing. Isn’t trying to do well a good thing? Isn’t the pursuit of perfection a good way of motivating oneself to succeed in college?

			Well, it can be. In theory, striving for excellence is great. But sometimes, our pursuit of perfection can end up hurting us. We can waste too much time on projects, and thereby leave ourselves less time to work on other things.

			Not convinced? Here’s an example. When I was in middle school, I wasted months putting together a 226-page report about Chinese history. (I only needed, like, 20 pages or something.) As an added bonus, the report even came complete with an unsolicited appendix discussing the general superiority of the Roman Empire over the Chinese dynasties, which was perhaps not the smartest thing to give to my Chinese-Canadian social studies teacher. 

			Did I need to waste this much time on the report? Nope. Did it help me to waste all the time on the report? Probably not. 

			This example shows that we need to direct and channel our perfectionistic impulses in appropriate directions. If we channel our perfectionism well, we can use it to help ourselves succeed. 

			Fortunately, this channeling is a skill I acquired sometime between middle school and college. Thus, in college, I was able to use my perfectionism in those contexts where it was useful, and I ended up producing some pretty high-quality work, if I do say so myself. And I was able to suppress my perfectionistic instincts in those contexts where perfection wasn’t required.

			Now, How Do We Know When It’s Appropriate to Be Perfectionistic?

			Well, basically we want to be selfish. Yes, this is one of those contexts where selfishness is perfectly acceptable. I’m not only officially giving you permission to be selfish, but actively encouraging you to be selfish.

			We Want to Ask Ourselves Some Questions:

			“Is putting extra effort into the pursuit of excellence on this task actually going to help me achieve my goals?”

			[If you answered “yes” to the first question]: 

			“Is putting extra effort into the pursuit of excellence on this task going to do a better job of helping me achieve my goals than putting extra effort into the pursuit of excellence on other tasks?”

			If you answer “Yes” to both, then great! Go ahead and strive for perfection. But if you are spending time and energy on some non-leisure, school-related thing that’s not going to help you, be selfish and turn your energy towards something that will help.

			I realize it can sometimes be tricky to tell which projects are more important than others, but never fear, I’ve written some thoughts about that as well. 

			We want to be selfish, selective perfectionists: not perfectionists about everything, but perfectionists about things that help us succeed.

			And what are your thoughts? Are you a perfectionist? Do you agree or disagree with my suggestions?
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			Today, I want to talk about the dangerous beasts that prowl through college campuses. The common college instructor, Tyrannoprofessor megacephalus, is well-known to students as a source of fear. Many instructors subject their helpless students to dull, boring lectures. But the greatest danger may come from the bad grades that this creature has the power to assign. To many students, the college instructor is a dread figure, one of awesome power and terror. They fear to confront it in its own lair – to visit it in its office hours.

			But fear not, for I am wise enough to know that the college instructor is a much-misunderstood creature. All instructors started out as students just like you, but seduced by their passionate interest in the subjects they now teach, they endured long years of graduate school, and perhaps even years of postdoctoral study, and metamorphosed into their present forms. It is that deep passion for their subjects that is your salvation – most instructors appreciate students’ interest and want to help students succeed.

			Nor is it shameful to seek help at college. You know how Dumbledore in Harry Potter says, “Help is given at Hogwarts to those who ask for it?” I think that should be my new motto when writing about college, because help is given at college to those who ask for it. Moreover, I have a special secret to share with you: the students who ask for help aren’t necessarily the students who are struggling. On the contrary, many of the students going to office hours are the keenest and brightest, the ones who want to turn their A- into an A. Going to office hours won’t make you look dumb – quite the contrary! I mean, I’m usually not at all braggadocious, but the fact is that I was a very good student (you know, being very wise and all that), and I was in office hours quite a bit.

			Furthermore, good preparation can help to tame Tyrannoprofessor megacephalus: to get the best out of office hours, it’s often helpful to come with some specific purpose. That could mean simply introducing yourself and perhaps disclosing your autism diagnosis, and having a friendly discussion about ways in which your instructor could accommodate your learning style. Or you might have some specific questions about an area of the material you’re struggling to understand. Or you might come to review your performance after an exam or assignment and discuss how you could improve your grade. Or you could come to discuss a topic for a term paper. 

			(Actually, if you ever have to write a term paper on a topic of your choice, it is a good idea to always discuss the topic and thesis with your instructor. They usually have excellent suggestions and advice.) You could even write down a list of questions for your instructor beforehand, perhaps working with a trusted person to develop your plan.

			If you are having trouble understanding your instructor’s explanations, you can usually just politely admit as much. Most will recognize that they can sometimes slip into jargon and will be happy to back up a little and try explaining things a different way.

			There are also benefits to attending office hours that go beyond getting help with the course. Going to office hours is technically networking, but in a nice, structured, one-on-one way (not an overwhelming, big-social-event way). If an instructor remembers you, they’ll find it much easier to give you a good reference letter if you ever need one. I’ve also been able to get good advice about applying to graduate school from professors I met in office hours.

			It’s true that college instructors can be and look intimidating, and you might run into the occasional instructor who just isn’t a good fit with you, but most can be an excellent source of advice. There is little to lose and much to be gained from occasionally dropping in on your instructors’ office hours.

			What experiences have you had with office hours? Were they helpful? Did you have bad experiences? Do you have strategies to get the most out of office hours? Add your comments to the conversation!

			Appendix: If Regular Office Hours Aren’t Possible

			Sometimes, your schedule will not allow you to go to your instructor’s office hours. That’s fine. If you send a very polite and respectful email that respects all the social conventions of writing emails to a college instructor, you’ll probably be able to figure out an alternative time. Similarly, if you have an online class or if your instructor doesn’t have listed office hours, you could send a polite email describing your problem and requesting help. If the matter is complicated enough that you would prefer to discuss it in person, you could try asking for a Skype meeting.

			Furthermore, in addition to office hours, you might want to check to see if your campus offers free tutoring sessions. They can be very helpful, if you’re able to secure a spot, and did I mention the bit about them being free?
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			Now, where was I? Ah, yes, the mysteries of post-secondary life. Let me tell you a strange fact. Researchers (like Perkins, Haines, & Rice, 2005, or Perkins, 2007) have done some fascinating studies asking students about drinking in college. The researchers asked students how many alcoholic drinks they consumed at parties, allowing the researchers to get a sense of how many drinks students actually do have. But then the researchers also asked the students to say how many drinks they thought other students typically consumed. Strangely, the vast majority of students seemed to think that the average student had more drinks than the actual average. But how can that be – the average student obviously can’t drink more than the average student, so what’s actually going on?

			Well, the researchers think that most students “misperceive the drinking norm”: students often overestimate the typical rate of alcohol consumption in their college. Unfortunately, this only ends up amplifying peer pressure. The students who had the most exaggerated sense of the drinking norm were also the students who drank the most. The actual rate of drinking at the college seemed to have a smaller effect on students’ drinking than students’ perceptions about the rate of drinking! 

			When it comes down to it, peer pressure is in our heads. When we believe that it’s normal to do something, we might feel pressure to do it. It doesn’t matter whether it’s actually normal or not.

			Why I am I telling you this? Because I hope that this will give you more confidence if you’re reluctant to do something, but feeling pressured to do it anyway. There’s a pretty good chance that the pressure you are feeling is illusory. Maybe the people who are pressuring you aren’t representative examples of the student population – or maybe they’re lying in the hopes of fitting in with their own misperceptions about what’s normal.

			Besides, if you don’t want to do something, why do it? I think we should always try to hang out with people who have similar interests and who make us feel comfortable – we shouldn’t feel pressured to change our ways in order to fit in.

			Ultimately, what’s so great about this notion of “normal” anyway? We’re neurodivergent people, after all. Surely we want to be supporting a world where neurodiversity is accepted, where we can all feel free to be ourselves even if others are different.

			Thus, we shouldn’t feel that we have to do foolish things just because we see others around us being foolish. We can feel free to say no to foolishness.

			This can apply well beyond the issue of college drinking. (I only focused on that because it’s been so well-researched.) Maybe we see other people skipping lectures, blowing off studying, not writing essays until the last minute, doing drugs (other than alcohol, I mean), and so forth. We certainly shouldn’t do anything that leaves us unsafe or allows other people to exploit us.

			If you have a niggling worry that maybe something you’re about to do is a terrible bad idea, maybe you should listen to that worry.

			If you’re already doing something that, on reflection, has proven to be a terrible bad idea, it’s never too late to seek help. One great place to go might be your college’s counseling services office.

			By the way, here’s a (rather frightening) sentence that sums up what decades of research have told us about excessive college drinking:“Consequences of college drinking include missed classes and lower grades, injuries, sexual assaults, overdoses, memory blackouts, changes in brain function, lingering cognitive deficits, and death.” (White & Hingson, 2014)

			Thus, there are many good reasons to think twice before we succumb to (perceived) pressure.

			Any comments? Additional thoughts? Relevant experiences? Join the conversation!

			References and Reading
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			Perkins, H. W., Haines, M. P., & Rice, R. (2005). Misperceiving the college drinking norm and related problems: A nationwide study of exposure to prevention information, perceived norms and student alcohol misuse. Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 66(4), 470-478. https://doi.org/10.15288/jsa.2005.66.470

			Tinsley, M., & Hendrickx, S. (2008). Asperger Syndrome and Alcohol: Drinking to Cope? London: Jessica Kinglsey Publishers.
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			I see you’ve decided to read my pontifications! Welcome. As a wise, old 24-year-old, I have pondered deeply and concluded that it is my proper role in life to impart my vast stores of wisdom to other people, like you.

			Okay, fine, maybe 24 years isn’t that much time to accumulate wisdom, but I did graduate from college and get accepted to grad school, so I must have been doing something right! Let’s just accept that I have wisdom and move on, okay? Try to suspend your disbelief.

			Now, where was I? Oh, right! So, you may have noticed that our society sometimes expects us to do things but doesn’t bother to tell us, right? There are unwritten expectations. These unwritten expectations apply to everyone, but neurotypicals often seem to understand them naturally whereas we autistics sometimes have a bit more trouble.

			But because of my vast wisdom, I know that society expects people graduating from college to have more than just a degree on their resume or CV. Employers and graduate programs like to see candidates with work experience and volunteer experience.

			If my vast wisdom’s not enough evidence for you, there’s research showing that people with disabilities who have jobs in high school are going to have better employment outcomes in adulthood (Carter et al., 2012). In fact, autistic students who are part of an internship program in their last year of high school are many, many times more likely to be employed after graduation (Wehman et al., 2017).

			Why? Well, it’s partly because they’ve learned job skills through practice. It’s partly because they’ve practiced searching for jobs, applying for them, and navigating job interviews. But perhaps the most important reason is that employers like it when job applicants have a previous work history. These same reasons to get a job apply in the college setting.

			Some employers and graduate programs might even like to see evidence that you’ve already done work related to the position you’re applying for. (College class might not count.) For example, I’m in an experimental psychology graduate program, and in that field, it’s expected that undergraduate students will get experience working and volunteering in psychology labs before applying to graduate school. Once you figure out what field you want to work in, you should ask others (professors, people in industry, other students) to learn more about the unwritten expectations specific to your area.

			Of course, you might already feel overwhelmed with classes – the thought of working and volunteering might seem like too much! I understand. But I don’t think there’s any reason to rush forward with classes at the expense of your resume. I took five years rather than four to finish my degree, and absolutely nobody cared that I had taken that extra year. But they definitely cared about the volunteer and work experiences I was able to get with that extra time.

			I hope my first pontification was enlightening. But I know that one of the most important things about being wise is listening to others, and I am a very wise person, so naturally I am anxious to hear your thoughts, feedback, and comments!

			References
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			If you’re attending college transition events, taking steps to enrich your college experience, or preparing for the job market – and in many ways these are all smaller steps toward a larger goal – you’re doing exactly what you should be doing. Supporting your success is our main goal.

			Since launching in August 2018, we’ve added more than 150 blogs, videos, interviews, downloads, and other materials to the STS (stairwaytostem.org) website and our YouTube Channel.

			If you haven’t joined STS already, register here, and consider signing up for our weekly newsletter, where you’ll find content highlights and information on events and other exciting news. Plus, in our comment sections and discussion forums, you can start conversations and get answers to important questions from our contributors and other community members.

			Follow us on FaceBook, Twitter. 

			Is There a Pontification That You’d Love to See? 

			Let us Know At: info@stairwaytostem.org

			Patrick loves hearing feedback and supporting students with their college challenges.
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			Patrick Dwyer is an autistic graduate student in the psychology department at UC Davis with a broad interest in helping to ensure that autistic and neurodivergent people can lead fulfilling lives. He plans to use eye-tracking and electrophysiology to explore the heterogeneity of the autism spectrum and different phenotypes of autism, and is particularly interested in studying sensory processing and sensory sensitivities in autism. He has also facilitated peer-support groups for other autistic college students. You can find more of Patrick’s writing on his blog at autisticscholar.com.
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