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o Ana for helping me understand what my diagnoses
meant to me and help with this booklet.

o Comfort and Hayley for helping me put together this
booklet and for the amazing illustrations.

o My parents for supporting me and helping me to see
that my diagnosis doesn’t change who | am.

. The teachers who went out of their way to ensure |
was able to achieve my grades.

o The team of professionals who helped me work
through my difficulties related to my ASD and ADHD.
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I’'m Poppy and this is a booklet all about me. It follows my journey through
my diagnoses of Autism and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) and what I've discovered about myself and how my brain works. |
am just like any other teenager. | love sport, especially tennis and hockey
and I've spent a gap year coaching tennis at my local club. | love listening to
music and reading as these are a couple of my happy places. | have a big
family which includes 3 younger brothers and my mum and dad. We also
have 2 dogs and 2 cats so it can get quite crazy at times, but it never gets
boring. This booklet is full of findings and explanations as well as pages
which you can complete yourself. Before we start, | would just like to say
that the biggest finding is that my diagnosis doesn’t change who | am. |
don’t let it define me, but it helps me to realise my strengths and weak-
nesses (which we all have and shouldn’t be embarrassed about) to better
understand the world around me.

| was diagnosed with Autism and ADHD in the summer of 2019 when | was
18 years old. | will explain all aspects of my discovery in this booklet in the
hope that | can help you understand yourself better too.

| was adopted at the age of 3 along with my 3 brothers. Because of this my
Autism and ADHD were not picked up on, as my ‘quirks’ were put down to
attachment issues. Also, undiagnosed ‘autistic reality’ was just my reality,
so | would never have realised that what | was experiencing was different
to everyone else. 3
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DISCOVErY

When | was starting to understand my brain a little better, | decided to
try to create this mind map in order to show my strengths and weak-
nesses. In blue are the examples of things | find easy and also the things
| find difficult. The red is the explanation as to why this might be. This
took me a while to work out as | was very good at listing all my weak-
nesses but not my strengths. There is a blank mind map included for
you to list your strengths and weaknesses. Try to come up with some
different explanations that fit for you.
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| created this diagram in order to show how my brain works. From the
picture you can see that I've displayed the left side of my brain as the
crazy side of my brain and the right side of my brain as the calm side. On
my left side you can see all the different things that cause me stress and

@ how it feels to me. On the right side of my brain you can see all the activ-
ities and things that | can do and use to help reduce my stress.

My family

Shouting

Being &l

one

)

When [ am told HU@@
) { am doing
«: )~ comething wrong Taking 1o
my boufriend
and my friende
S (
When my mum D) Pl
ie alwaye having g ) @ v
agoatme Paople talking Laughing

@ S and ligtening \_L



Stress Mamagers
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| created this diagram in order to show that every day | wake up with
two empty emotional glasses. Throughout the day these glasses get
filled up. One glass represents what causes me stress and the other
glass represents what | do to help stress. During the day | try to really
notice how full the stress glass is getting and to manage as best | can. |
try to keep both glasses level because if | have too much in the stress
glass then | find the day more difficult to manage. There is nothing
wrong with having a bad day here and there, but you do have to find
ways in which you can help yourself manage the day. As you can see, |
have filled both with many different activities or actions that either
cause me stress or help me to manage my stress. For example, in my
stress glass you can see traffic, not having the right food for breakfast
and arguments with my family. They’re all very different things, howev-
er all cause me stress. | manage this stress throughout the day by doing
some things from my stress manager’s glass so that | can level out my
stress glass. The examples in glasses are the most important stressors
and stress managers.
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Organisation has always been a struggle for me as | often get into such a
muddle and then don’t know where to start or where to go next. Imagine
you have a piece of string that’s as long as your arm. That piece of string
symbolises tidying your room. My room is usually quite messy and so my
mum often nags me to keep it tidy! As you look around your room to tidy it
you spot some clothes on the floor, a knot appears on the piece of string,
you then see that your bed isn’t made, the knot becomes even more tan-
gled. As you keep spotting more things, the tangled piece of string becomes
more and more tangled until you lose both ends and you have no idea
where to start or how you will ever finish untangling the piece of string.
That’s often how | feel when having to face daily tasks, such as tidying my
room. | manage this by imagining cutting my piece of string into smaller
more manageable pieces, which are less likely to get tangled. To do this |

create a list, either on my phone or on paper as then write all the things I'll
(j need to do to complete the task and tick them off when I've finished them.
This helps greatly to reduce my anxiety.

Sometimes organisation can seem pointless or unnecessary, so | decided to
create the following mind map to remind myself why | could keep myself
organised. See if you have some examples of your own to add to the blank

mind map.
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Language is one of the key ways people communicate and form relationships
and friendships. However, for me, | struggle with day to day communication
and can often misunderstand what someone is trying to say. The most com-
mon example of this is when someone uses sarcasm. Sarcasm seems like a
completely different language to me, and although I've learnt what some
phrases mean, | still don’t really understand the use in everyday language,
and that is absolutely fine! You shouldn’t ever feel like you have to try and
understand something that doesn’t make sense to you and you should al-
ways feel like you can ask for someone to explain something to you.

~S
Communication f‘S‘

Communication has never been a strong point for me and | have always
found it hard to communicate, especially with my mum . This led to years of
arguments and not understanding one another. This was because neither of
us understood how my brain worked and sometimes | would misread a situ-
ation. Imagine you have an 1000-piece puzzle, BUT all the pieces are the
same colour. This would take you ages and ages to complete and at times
you would want to give up completely, and sometimes you just need a break
from it all. That’s what my communication with my mum was like for the
majority of my teenage years. However, as we started to learn about how
my brain works and about how | struggle with communication, those puzzle
pieces started to fit together, and we started to slowly complete the puzzle.
It has taken a while for us to come to this point but | think | would say we
are 98% complete and only have a couple of pieces left to fit into our com-
munication puzzle. Our communication is a lot easier and | feel a lot more
comfortable talking to my mum now than | have ever before.
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Hasking ~

You may be still questioning why | wasn’t diagnosed until | was 18 years
old. It is very common for girls with autism to mask their autism. This
means they hide their autistic traits and therefore don’t “seem autistic”.
This can happen with social communication and other aspects of every-
day life. Girls with autism have a tendency to copy other girls of their
age and to mimic their behaviour, so as to hide their autistic traits and
to fit in with everyone else. This is what | did. | managed to hide my au-
tism so well that it wasn’t picked up on until | was 18. | did this subcon-
sciously and without knowing, however | still struggled with friendships
and managing the social side of life, and still do sometimes. After re-
ceiving my diagnosis it was almost like someone had given me a pair of
glasses so | could see myself and the world around me more clearly.

| like to look at masking in a visual way. Girl’s with autism masking, to
me, is very much like how a chameleon changes colour to fit in with its
surroundings. It learns what its surroundings are and then blends itself
into the background so as to go undiscovered. Much like how a girl with
autism may act.




SEN00] AN

At school | found many things more difficult than most people. Firstly, the
socialising side of things sometimes seemed near impossible and | struggled
to understand my friends and would occasionally fall out over things | had
misunderstood or taken the wrong way. As you can imagine this was very
infuriating. As | started my journey through understanding myself and my
brain better, | was able to get advice from people around me and slowly
learnt different social cues. This made my life a little easier.

During GCSE’s | would always get told that | waffled on and on in my essays
and that | never made any concrete points. | didn’t understand why | was un-
able to properly form an argument and write a good essay. | managed to get
good grades at GCSE and went on to study the International Baccalaureate.
This consists of taking 6 subjects instead of 3 at A level. Overall, | really strug-
gled with the organisational side of this and often handed in work later than |
was supposed to. However, the biggest struggle | found was actually under-
standing what | was being asked to do. | found it difficult to answer questions
where it asked me to apply my knowledge to a different situation, or where
the answer wasn’t one | had learnt by rote in a textbook. Once this was ex-
plained to my teachers, they were able to give me the support in the areas |
needed it most. Despite the fact | still haven’t really grasped this concept
(and question whether | fully will), | still passed all my exams and gained my
diploma. This was one of my greatest achievements to this date and | can
honestly say that | learnt a lot more than just “subject knowledge” whilst at
school.

| thought this diagram perfectly showed how my brain sees things. Some peo-
ple may see just a vase, while others may only see two faces looking at each
other. However, I've always seen both which shows how my brain sees detail
and how | often see things that others may not see.
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® Colours

For me, colours are feelings and when | feel something, | see it in colour. |
can focus for hours, it’s a super focus. | have heightened abilities, for exam-
ple while you are speaking, | can hear the clock loudly. | am good at doing
what | think is important, the other stuff doesn’t get done. In a way my
senses are my superpower. An example of this is that | see my emotions in
colour. Each emotion has a different colour which makes me feel a differ-
ent way. For example, blue colours for me are calm colours. They make me
feel relaxed and help me to feel comfortable. Red to me is an angry colour.
Red makes me feel stressed and uncomfortable. It’s a difficult colour for
me but | use my strategies to help me cope with feeling these emotions.
Sometimes when | feel tired or stressed or a bit overwhelmed certain col-
ours are more prominent to me than other colours. | will notice the harsh-
er reds and darker colours. When | am calm and relaxed, | don’t notice
these as much but other colours such as calming pastel colours are more
noticeable.

@ Calming

Stregeful



O Achiecvements & Assumpiions

One of the things that | was hesitant about when | learnt of my diagnosis
was that | now had a label. | was labelled with Autism and ADHD. | was
worried about what people would think. | was worried how my friends
would react. | was worried that | would lose friends because of it. Autism
and ADHD comes with a stigma. People seem to think they know you, and
they know how your brain works, but this is NOT true. Autism is a spectrum
for a reason. No two people are the same. One person with autism may
find social situations incredibly difficult and appear as extremely introvert-
ed in comparison to another person with autism who doesn’t struggle with
social situations, but may really struggle with sensory overload. The same
goes for ADHD. Everyone assumes you will be hyperactive all the time,
sometimes misbehave and be naughty, however again this is different for
everyone. For someone to truly understand you and how your brain works
you must first let them ask you questions, and you must be open to telling
people what works for you and what doesn’t. | found this incredibly diffi-
cult. | have never been good at saying what | want or need and this has
often added to my stress and caused more problems. Also, people with W,

neurotypical brains might not know what questions to ask! ‘\v:\)

However, besides all that, you must be able to cele-
brate your achievements. | wasn’t diagnosed until |
was 18, but by then I'd achieved a lot of things that
some might think would be difficult for someone with
autism. | completed my GCSEs and passed every ex-
am, | passed both my theory and driving test, | am an
LTA level 2 tennis coach, I've completed my first aid
training, I've given assemblies in school, | went on a
humanitarian project to Malawi with no access to
communications home and | completed my Interna-
tional Baccalaureate and received a place at my 1%
choice University. These are my biggest achievements
so far, but even the small ones are worth celebrating.
| most certainly wouldn’t have completed any of
these achievements without the support networks
around me, even if they weren’t necessarily sup-
porting me from an autistic point of view.
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Alothers lourney .-

Since 2019 three out of my four teenage children have been diagnosed with
ASD and ADHD. You may ask, why did we not recognise this sooner. This is a
summary of our journey to diagnosis.

My husband and | adopted four beautiful young children all under the age of
four back in 2004. We were told to expect anything and everything... little
did we know what was to come. We have had many ups and downs... 90%
ups.

Understandably the children presented with some difficulties, most of which
could be attributed to attachment disorder. However, we were fully com-
mitted to giving these four special people the best childhood and opportuni-
ties in life that we could and were determined that we would be the very
best parents we could be for them.

Why didn’t we see that Poppy was autistic? She was a beau- {

tiful little girl, but she’d had a tough start to life. She had to ‘
have control (of course she did — she had to be the mum to

her brothers), she was very in your face (of course she had

lacked love and attention) but at the same time she found

physical contact difficult (not all of her past contacts had

been positive). She was also very black and white, always

had to be right, she couldn’t see the other side of an argu- Qv
ment. At school she was very bright, but found it difficult to

take turns. She had friends, but found it difficult to maintain

very close friendships, the list goes on. They were all small

things, though nothing that we were overly concerned about

— she was adopted, she probably had attachment issues and

we were confident that we could help her with love and time.

9 6™,
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Get to the teenage years — Poppy gets to grammar school — fantastic. Pop-
py does well academically but starts to struggle to keep on top of her work,
although she is very diligent. She begins to have social problems in a
mixed sex environment and real difficulties judging how to use social me-
dia appropriately. Poppy is a good girl, she is a pleaser, but she keeps mak-
ing very strange decisions, things start to spiral out of control as Poppy
gets herself into situations we cannot fathom and starts to self-harm. We
can’t seem to find a way to communicate with her — but she’s a teenager —
that’s normal isn’t it? We don’t know what to do, Poppy seems so unhap-
py and has fallen out with all her friends. Poppy agrees to move school.
Things seem good, but then she starts having panic attacks and runs away
from home, she is self harming again.... | am at my wits end — we aren’t
communicating at all.

| need help... | go to the doctor’s — they put her on the waiting list for
CAMHS, but the waiting list is over 6 months.... We are already at breaking
point. | go down many avenues, and get Poppy a social worker, and con-
tacted Kent Post Adoption Services. Lovely Dr Ana Draper and the Kent
Post Adoption Support Team (PAST) start work with Poppy also liaising
with a very special teacher at Poppy’s school. Things still aren’t adding up -
the usual interventions aren’t working, Poppy doesn’t seem to be able to
access some of the work that the PAST wants to do with her. They start to
think that Poppy may be autistic. She undertakes an informal assessment
and asks school to do the same. She appears to be ticking many of the
boxes. | am called into school for a meeting where | am told that Poppy
has autism. I'm absolutely confounded - | had never considered this at all.
Poppy has had time to assimilate this and she is beginning to feel happier
in herself as the ASD explains why she finds some of the simple things diffi-
cult - even though she didn’t really know she was finding them more diffi-
cult than others. It was her normal. We get Poppy a proper diagnosis
through another service, a multidisciplinary assessment centre, with Dr
Georgie Siggers. And its not just autism but ADHD (again who'd have
thought it - she wasn’t all over the place as far as | could tell). The co-
existence of ASD and ADHD probably explains why Poppy was not diag-
nosed earlier. They sort of ‘balance’ each other out in how Poppy presents
to the outside world... but the Autism and ADHD are still there.
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Almost two years on and we now realise that two of Poppy’s brothers
had similar (but not the same) issues - they have also now been diag-
nosed with both ASD and ADHD.

What do we do with this information? I've read lots of books, some of
which has been assimilated by my brain, but some not. | have struggled
with frustration and guilt that we didn’t recognise the ASD and ADHD and
didn’t help our children sooner. | sometimes struggle to remember that
the children do not have neurotypical brains and therefore might react
differently to how | would expect them when presented with situations.
However, it has given us permission to question how and why they do
things in certain ways, and | am learning (slowly) how | can help - | think
I’'m about 25% of the way there - but it will take time.

The good news though is that we now know that there is a reason why
they struggle sometimes and that it isn’t anybody’s fault. We just some-
times need to look at life from a non neurotypical standpoint and try to
give them the tools to navigate life their way.

Both Poppy and one of her brothers are going to their first choice Univer-
sities next year - they have overcome so much and we are so proud of
them. | know they will be absolutely wonderful and | hope will become
happy adults too - they are all amazing and we are so lucky to have them
in our lives.




Poppyv's Top Tins

Always believe in yourself and don’t let other people dictate
what you can and can’t achieve.

Take time to read and learn about your diagnosis as it helps
you to really understand yourself

Build a support network around you of friends and family who
are willing to learn about you and to help you when you
need it.

Don’t be ashamed of your diagnosis as
it doesn’t define who you are, it is
purely just another part of you
which makes you more special.

Have patience with yourself and be
kind to yourself when you are
struggling.
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Comelusion

| hope you have found this booklet helpful and have been able to relate
to parts of my journey. My main aim whilst creating this booklet was to
spread a positive message about Autism and ADHD. During my journey,
| have been able to discover some of the amazing things my brain can
do, and this has helped me to see that my diagnoses do not hold me
back. In a way my diagnoses make me determined to work harder for
the things | want in life. Once | had figured out how different aspects of
my brain worked and how | saw the world | then was able to find my
strengths. | will never let my diagnoses define me, as they are part of
what makes me who | am today. Just like how | discovered that seeing
emotions and feelings as colours is my superpower, you may discover
other incredible things about your brain that are unique to you and that
help you understand the world in your own way and these can be your
superpowers.



Sionposting

Thank you for reading about my story! | hope it was as helpful to
you, as it has been for me. In case you want to know more about
autism and ADHD, here is a list of websites that might be useful in

finding out more information on autism and ADHD. ?\f

National Autism Society

https://www.autism.org.uk/

ADHD Foundation

https://www.adhdfoundation.org.uk/

Autism & ADHD

https://www.autism.org.uk/about/what-is/related-conditions/adhd.aspx
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