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CHAPTER ONE
No, you’re macerating the moth abdomens!



Introducing neurodiversity and nature


‘Ha, guess which three moth abdomens I put on to macerate an hour or so ago and am about to check their genitalia?’



In September 2021, these 23 words lit up my phone screen. To me, and anyone who has more than just a passing interest in moths, they made perfect sense. After all, it was I who put in the request for the maceration of the moth abdomens. So why did I keep looking at these words and laughing uncontrollably? I kept having to pause the washing-up to have another giggle about it, then wipe a stream of tears off each cheek using my bubble-laden forearms. Imagine if that message had been sent to the wrong person, or if someone else had read those words without any prior knowledge or context. What would they think? What do YOU think? Perhaps that I’m a member of some kind of bizarre moth fetish group? Whatever you’re thinking, I hope you enjoy this little insight into the weird world of people with niche nature interests, and a contender for one of the funniest messages to appear in a naturalist’s inbox. I’ll tell you what I was thinking: how, has my interest in wildlife come to this?

Two months previously, I had caught two interesting moth species in our garden and had then come across another one in my grandparents’ garden. I was confident with my identifications. I’m old-school, preferring to use reference books and photos, rather than an identification app. It takes away the fun and the challenge of working out what a species is. I was certain that all three were decent records for Norfolk, the county where I live. However, all three species required genitalia examination to confirm their identity before they could enter the lofty realms of the county moth recorder’s sightings list. This process, known as ‘gen. det.’ involves the microscopic dissection and investigation of a range of insect genitalia, and at some point in the process, the use of a woodcock pin feather to stroke something or other. I’m not sure I really want to know what exactly. Why? Some clever cookie found out (again I don’t want to know how) that both female and male moths have incredibly complex genitalia structures, like a fingerprint, which can be used to identify several species. There even exists a reference book for this, which I’m sure is a gripping page-turner. As far as nature niches go, this one is pretty specialist!

If you’ve no idea what moth trapping is, and have visions of me sadistically catching, torturing and murdering these timid butterflies of the night, I want to assure you that it’s a humane activity. There are over 2,500 species of moth in the UK, split into two families, macro moths (the big ones) and micro moths (the tiny ones). This figure is likely to increase as climate change disperses moths into new areas. If you fancy learning more about the variety of the genus, you can invest in something known as a moth trap. It’s basically a box with a light above it, as moths fly to light, although no one really knows why this is. Imagine an open receptacle, usually square or circular, with acrylic sheets angled down towards the middle, leaving an aperture for moths to fall in. You then stack empty egg cartons inside the box for the moths to crawl under and shelter, turn on the light above and leave it out overnight. In the morning, you go through the egg cartons and it’s a bit like opening a present; you never know what’s going to be in there.

Even the act of moth trapping, when put into words, comes across as a bit odd. This weirdness and that message about moths got me wondering about people interested in other niche wildlife topics. What drives someone to study the mating behaviour of garden spiders? And what corners does a person turn to lead them to a moment where they have to stroke the genitalia of a dead moth with a tiny feather? Pondering questions like these gave me an idea for a new book, and I quickly found myself engaging with a merry band of naturalists who focus on some fascinating niches, from woodlice to taxidermy. Then, after sharing my draft proposal with my now editor, I was thrown an almighty curveball. During an early conversation about my idea, they asked whether I knew anyone with niche nature-related interests who was neurodivergent (if you’re unsure what this word means, don’t worry). I shared that I’d quite recently discovered that I’m neurodivergent and said I wasn’t sure if any of the naturalists I’d spoken to might also be neurodivergent. Now, of course, I wanted to find out.

It wasn’t the biggest shock when most of the prospective contributors were candid enough to share that, yes, they are neurodivergent. Coincidental, perhaps, but I couldn’t escape the bubbling feeling that lots of neurodivergent people might actually have a bit of an obsession with nature. I found myself wondering what drew them to it in the first place and if there’s an intrinsic link between neurodivergence and wanting to work with the natural world. It was beginning to feel like I’d found a golden thread to run through the heart of the book. The whole idea couldn’t have arisen at a more appropriate time, as I had recently been diagnosed with the condition known as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD for short. To paraphrase the National Health Service (NHS), ADHD is a behavioural condition that can make people seem restless, act impulsively and have difficulty con­cen­trating. The symptoms are usually apparent in childhood, becoming more obvious at times when interactions with peers significantly increase, such as starting nursery or school. ADHD is also increasingly being diagnosed in adults, who, like me, recognise the symptoms, or someone else does.

No one truly knows what causes ADHD, but some research shows it can be more prevalent in people born prematurely, who had a low birthweight, or whose mothers used drugs, alcohol or tobacco during pregnancy, the first two of which apply to me. ADHD carries many labels. Some refer to it as a behavioural disorder, and some as a ‘neurodevelopmental’ disorder. A what, I hear you ask? First, I’d better introduce you to the DSM-5; not a Star Wars droid, rather the acronymic name for the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (version 5), which is what medical professionals use to diagnose ‘mental disorders’. The third version of the DSM was published in 1980, introducing ‘developmental disorders’, which then became known as ‘neurodevelopmental disorders’ in the DSM-5 when it was published in 2013. These are a group of conditions that manifest in the developmental period, which is loosely the time between birth and adulthood (0–18). These can cause impairment of personal, social, academic or occupational functioning. Although succinct, this is a rather general description for an incredibly complex range of issues, and the reality is that no list of impacts and symptoms will ever be fully representative of what ‘real’ people experience. Even differences present differently.


In the DSM-5, neurodevelopmental disorders diverge into six categories: intellectual disabilities, communication disorders, autism spectrum disorder, ADHD, specific learning disorder and motor disorders. These difficulties are often co-occurring, and you may also hear people use the terms ‘comorbid’ and ‘dual diagnosis’ to describe this, which means someone has been diagnosed with two or more conditions. Semantics start to get a bit messy at this point. ‘Neurodevelopmental’ is specific to the individual in question and concerns their own development and the level to which it enables them to function personally, socially, academically and occupationally. Two other terms, which both feel like recent additions to our vocabulary, have the neuro prefix: ‘neurodiverse’ and ‘neurodivergent’. They describe the neurological differences evident across the entire population; the ‘divergence’ of neurodivergence is the difference itself, and the ‘diversity’ of neurodiversity is the whole range of differences. Neurodiversity includes neurotypical people, so it’s a blanket term that includes everyone. To be neurodivergent is to identify oneself as different from societal norms. I hope this all makes sense to you, but don’t worry if it doesn’t. Read on, and you’ll learn more.

Neurodivergent. It’s in the title of the book, so let’s focus on it. Both neurodiversity and neurodivergence are terms I use often in my work as a senior teacher in a complex needs school, but I didn’t really consider myself as neurodivergent until recently. The first time was in the pitch for this book, trying to explain why I was the best person to write it. I said that being neurodivergent myself, with vast experience of working with neurodivergent young people, I felt able to approach this from a variety of angles. I suppose that through the initial planning and research process, reading and writing extensively about differences, I had become more comfortable with my own. There were reasons I’d been avoiding adding a label to myself, though. I felt cautious as I hadn’t got a formal diagnosis of anything that fitted under that umbrella. I also felt (rightly or wrongly) that there would be significant stigma associated with identifying in this way, particularly in my job. I began recognising that although I felt knowledgeable on all things neurodivergence, not only was I repeatedly using the wrong terminology, but I also didn’t fully understand the etymology of the words I was using. It was time to find out more.

If you search for neurodiversity in a medical context, you’ll quickly see that it isn’t a medical term. It came about in 1998 via Australian sociologist Judy Singer, in her thesis ‘Odd One In’; her ‘personal exploration of a new social movement based on neurological diversity’. In the same year, a journalist by the name of Harvey Blume, who was already in dialogue with Singer, thrust her research, and the concept of neurodiversity, into the public domain in a feature for the American publication The Atlantic, and it has stuck. Sadly, in recent years, Singer has been the centre of controversy due to her transphobic views, with the neurodivergent community distancing itself from her work. It’s harder to pin down the origins of the terms neurodivergent and neurodivergence, though. Most references state that they arose in the year 2000 in a blog by radically neurodivergent activist Kassiane Asasumasu. She has always said that the coining of these two words was to recognise that non-autistic people can experience the world in a way that is similar to autistic people; that they were meant for a broad variety of people, not just those with neurodevelopmental disorders, as is now often the case.


Researchers hypothesise that between 15 and 20 per cent of the global population exhibit some form of neurodivergence. Then you’ll see references to the other 80 per cent under another relatively new umbrella term of ‘neurotypical’. Again, this is all a question of semantics. Of course, using the word ‘typical’ is less controversial than using ‘normal’, but surely every human brain is different anyway, therefore rendering it impossible to label anyone as typical? Interestingly, this term doesn’t seem to be attributable to anyone specific, and apparently, its original use was in satire. The mainstream use of the word neurotypical came through the neurodiversity movement itself; perhaps to pigeonhole anyone that didn’t display atypical symptoms. For me, each unique observer is going to have a different perception of where the line between divergent and typical falls and ultimately, as we are all neurodiverse, we can diverge in our own way, and that’s what makes us unique, right? Ironically, the same arguments of subjectivity and semantics are bleeding into this paragraph. Who am I to judge who is and who isn’t neurodivergent? In fact, you could argue, why should anyone?

What sort of diagnoses mean that you’re neurodivergent? You can find loads of infographics and lists online that give you a rough idea, but the same conditions repeatedly appear; autism, ADHD and the ‘dys’s’: dyslexia, dyspraxia, dyscalculia and dysgraphia. With this correlation in mind, these will be the five areas of focus for this book. This isn’t me wielding some kind of hammer of judgement on what constitutes being neurodivergent, and I don’t intend to demean, undermine or downplay the experiences of anyone else. However, if you consider the fact that the whole concept of neurodivergence can be infinite if we define it that way, then I had to set parameters, or I’d never have finished writing this book.

Let’s have a look at the conditions I’ll be covering, starting with my own: ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder). The name itself is misleading. It’s not a deficit of attention – we often have too much. ADHD is split into three main types: inattentive, hyperactive/impulsive and combined. If you display traits from only one of the first two categories, that’s how your ADHD will be diagnosed. If you show six or more traits from both, you’ll be diagnosed with the combined type.

The inattentive type is the most common but can be harder to spot because it doesn’t fit the stereotype. It’s the hyperactive/impulsive type that people tend to envisage when they think of ADHD, mostly thanks to outdated ideas about the condition that focus on the most obvious traits. Someone who is restless, fidgety, constantly talking, impatient, interrupting, and seems to act before thinking. While people with this type might struggle with impulse control and risk-taking, they might not have the same attention issues as those with the inattentive type, who can seem like the opposite. Often coming across as quiet, distracted or daydreamy, the reality is that their brains are often in overdrive. They may struggle to focus, forget things constantly, and flit between tasks. They can make careless mistakes – not because they don’t care, but because their attention is scattered. The constant mental effort of keeping up can lead to exhaustion, overwhelm and burnout. Some may also have auditory processing issues, meaning they take longer to process what they hear, which can make listening and following conversations difficult. Did I say they keep forgetting everything?


ADHD symptoms are usually present in childhood, but they’re often overlooked or misattributed, especially in girls. In adulthood, some symptoms can intensify, leading to issues like binge eating, risky driving, impulsive spending, or even addiction. Social interactions, relationships and mental health can all be affected. But ADHD isn’t unmanageable. It’s treatable, and with the right support – whether that’s therapy, coping strategies or medication – people can learn to work with their brains rather than against them. Medications, usually stimulant-based, help boost certain brain chemicals, improving focus and reducing some symptoms. They don’t suit or work for everyone, but for some, they make a huge difference. ADHD is still under-diagnosed in girls and women. Not only can it present differently but outdated societal perceptions of the condition have traditionally, but wrongly, framed ADHD as something that mainly affects males. That’s simply not true, and it's left countless women and girls struggling for recognition, support and diagnosis.

What about autism? The best place to start is the website of the National Autistic Society (NAS). They head up their website landing page with an excellent paragraph defining what autism is: ‘A lifelong developmental disability which affects how people communicate and interact with the world.’ There’s also a similar statement on the NHS website, outlining that autism isn’t an illness, there’s no specific treatment for it, and there certainly isn’t a cure. The NAS also inform us that autism is a ‘spectrum’ condition, affecting people in different ways. You might be familiar with the term ‘spectrum’ as autism is also known as ‘autism spectrum disorder’, or ASD. The use of the word ‘disorder’ is something we’re steering away from, however, as it has negative connotations and is an example of what we call ‘disablist’ language. Some of the key traits and challenges for autistic people may or may not include difficulties with social communication and/or interaction, highly restrictive and repetitive behaviours (including hobbies and interests), and sensory sensitivity. These can lead to something known as meltdown, which is an intense response to an overwhelming situation. The NAS website states that the public often struggle to differentiate between a meltdown and a ‘temper tantrum’. A meltdown is a temporary loss of behavioural control, which can manifest either verbally, physically, or in both ways. This may look like someone screaming, crying or shouting, in conjunction with lashing out physically. Autistic people can also experience the opposite of this as a response to an overwhelming situation, shutting themselves off, refusing to engage and avoiding certain things completely. This is known as ‘shutdown’. You may also hear the term ‘stimming’ in reference to autism. This is short for ‘self-stimulation’ and refers to repetitive behaviours that people with autism may use to cope in some situations. Some examples of ‘stims’ can be flapping hands, head-banging and rocking, but there are many others. There are several reasons why autistic people stim. They may do it because they enjoy it, they may be seeking a form of sensory input, or they may be trying to reduce sensory input. Symptoms and behaviours of autism, and of all neurodivergent conditions, can be much harder to notice in girls, as it’s thought they develop strategies to hide their differences. This is known as ‘masking’. These are all generalisations, though, and it’s important to recognise that autism presents differently for each autistic person.

The dys’s are four individual diagnoses, but are often put into a group known as ‘specific learning disorders’, or SpLDs, for short. It’s likely that you’ve heard of dyslexia, and possibly dyspraxia, but dyscalculia and dysgraphia are less well known.

Dyslexia is a common learning difficulty and generally impacts reading, writing and spelling. That said, it’s really a processing disorder, meaning that dyslexic ­people have difficulties taking in information they hear and see. This then has a knock-on effect on the acquisition of literacy skills. Estimates suggest that 1 in 10 people have a ‘degree’ of dyslexia. Other symptoms can include difficulties with organisation, sequencing, letter confusion (often b and d) and slow reading and writing speeds. There are many screening tools available for dyslexia that anyone can access, but only people with a level seven qualification in the assessment of specific learning difficulties can carry out a diagnosis. These are usually educational psychologists or people known as ‘specialist teachers’. A diagnosis can help someone with specific learning difficulties obtain appropriate support, such as reasonable adjustments to access education and specific adjustments in assessments and examinations, known as exam access arrangements.

You’re likely to have heard of dyspraxia, which is also known as developmental coordination disorder (DCD). This affects physical coordination, balance and what we call ‘fine’ and ‘gross’ motor skills. It literally means ‘difficulty in carrying out an action’ and its symptoms are present in childhood but can affect anyone. Medically, dyspraxia represents difficulty with planning and executing movement, and educationally, can include difficulty with spatial perception.

Dyscalculia is defined as a difficulty in understanding numbers and makes mathematics an absolute nightmare. The difficulties symbolic of dyscalculia are complex and may include lack of recognition of the concept of numbers and how they interact with each other, and an inability to use basic functions. Studies in dyscalculia are sparse, and diagnosis is much less common than it is for dyslexia, for example.

Finally, there’s dysgraphia, which signifies difficulties with the coordination, coherence and construction of handwriting. However, there are people who don’t believe dysgraphia exists, or that it falls under other conditions. Therefore it’s a rare diagnosis, and not something that professionals are always willing to consider or explore.

Research suggests that neurodivergent conditions, particularly those I’m focusing on, can often co-occur. Simply put, if you are diagnosed with one condition, it’s much more likely you’ll have another, and this is the ‘comorbidity’ mentioned earlier. For example, in recent years, it has become apparent that many people who have an autism diagnosis would also meet the criteria for ADHD. There’s a growing body of research evidence to support this correlation. I’ve found that most of the people I speak to in a professional context who are seeking a diagnosis of one of these, tend to be exploring the other at the same time. This has led to the creation of the portmanteau ‘AuDHD’ for when the two co-occur, with some people believing that one day it’ll become a standalone diagnosis in itself. As it stands, I must be clear that AuDHD isn’t a
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