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BRITT DZIOBA:
Welcome to NeuroChats Conversations towards more neuro inclusive campuses. I'm one of your hosts Britt Dzioba, and I'm joined by my fabulous co-host Helena Prins. 
HELENA PRINS: Hi, Britt. Happy to be here. 
BRITT: 
Our guest for this episode is Hallie Brown, a student in the career explorations and personal development course at Douglas College. Hallie is taking the course in hopes of figuring out which education and career path she'd like to pursue long term. In her spare time, she enjoys solving Sudoku puzzles, collaging, and analyzing music and media. Hallie was also a panelist on our student Voices and Neurodiversity panel last February. We will provide a link to the recording of that panel in the show notes if you'd like to check it out. Hi, Hallie. It's great to see you again. 
HALLIE BROWN: 
Hi, Brittany, Helena, thank you so very much for having me on the podcast today. I'm excited to connect with you both again. 
BRITT: 
We're so happy to have you here. So we'd like to begin with your story. Can you tell us about your journey through post secondary up until this point? 
HALLIE:
For sure. So my journey through post secondary began in the fall of 2023, right after I graduated high school. I remember at that time in my life, I spent the majority of my free time working in the baking in the kitchen, which led to pursuing two food based electives in my last three years of high school, the electives being food studies and culinary arts. I was having so much fun working in the kitchen that I decided to apply for baking school at VCC. So I did. And towards the end of grade 12, I found out that I got accepted. And you know what? The whole class, they threw a party for me with cinnamon buns and hanging out, and it was awesome. That wasn't the only good news that I received that day, though. I also found out that the scholarship that I had applied for through Big Sisters was accepted, making me a bright futures education fund recipient for BFF, for short, which is what I was going to be using to pay for my baking school. But unfortunately, three days into baking school, I made the difficult decision to drop out because it was taking a huge toll on my physical, mental and emotional health. I feel like the main reason why baking school didn't work out for me was because of the transition from a private school to a public post secondary institution. I was used to being in an environment with two to four staff members and eight to ten peers at most. To go from that environment to an environment with 18 students and only a single staff member, I feel like that was too big of a change for me at the time, and I couldn't adjust to it, like the other people in my class. I tried my best to follow along with the teacher's instructions, but it was so hard because of how fast she talked and the amount of time she gave for questions. It was only like 5 seconds. Like, you need more than that amount of time to ask your questions. And then she would move on to other topics. And I remember we were doing a lot each day that we were there, and everything was so fast paced. And there was a lot of math involved, too. The kind of math that we were doing happened to be too much for me. Also, there was a lot of homework to be done and the deadlines. The deadlines were so short, and you'd have to get up really early to get to school, and you wouldn't get home until later on in the evening when it's dark. So that wasn't good. So ended up dropping out. And was lucky that all the money given to the institution it got to be reimbursed to Big Sisters. I didn't feel lucky, though. I mean, I did feel relieved for a second. But then the sadness kicked in, and I was feeling low for a bit after. I was beating myself up for dropping out of school. I felt like a quitter. But looking back now, I realized I wasn't a quitter. Quitting would mean not giving baking school try at all, but doing so made me brave. I could have stuck through with it, but I really don't think it would have benefited my health in the long run. So I'm proud of myself for giving baking school a try. Even if it didn't end up being the program for me, I did end up taking a different program in the winter of 2024, though. So sometime after that, the program that I took then was a program designed for students with barriers to employment. That program was the Career and Employment Preparation Program at Douglas College with Brittany Casey. After finishing up with Career and Employment Prep or CAEP Short, I took another program for students with barriers to employment at Douglas College in the fall of 2024. The title of that program was Local Industry Skills Training, Food Services Program, or LIST for short, with Davi Bachra. I almost dropped out of the food services program as well. I was getting close to developing a growth mindset at that time, but I still wasn't there. I still wasn't believing in myself fully. But my teacher was really positive, really empowering. He kept encouraging me in times of self doubt. He kept saying, "You've got this. Trust yourself. Trust others. Keep going. You've got this." And so it really hit me. And so I stuck through with the program. And you know what? I'm so happy that I did, because there was a lot of lessons that I learned from partaking in that program. One of them being the importance of self awareness, which is actually something I'm learning a lot about in my current course at Douglas. 
HELENA:  
Wow. What a journey for you, Hallie. Thank you for sharing that. And I'm sorry it was a bumpy start at the beginning, right? That sounds quite hard. But I agree that you're brave. You gave it your best shot, and you continued, and you're still enrolled now at Douglas College. So we are wondering about your current course. You're doing the career explorations and personal development course at Douglas College, right? So what insights or surprises about yourself, have you discovered through this learning experience? 
HALLIE:  
Well, first of all, thank you so much, Helena. Yeah, it's too bad what happened, but what can you do? You know, setbacks happen. You could beat yourself up, get stuck on it and not move forward. But what good does that do? Like, we're all I feel like we're always learning and growing in life, and I didn't just want to sit around and dwell in that sadness because I knew that in the long run, it doesn't define who you are. And, you know, if you had a friend or a family member, what would you say to them? You would tell them to keep going. 
HELENA:  Absolutely, yes. 
HALLIE:  
And so that's what I did. And yeah, that's right. I'm currently taking career explorations and personal development at Douglas College. I'm continuing my studies there. And to answer your question, I feel like one insight about myself that I have discovered through this learning experience, which isn't over, by the way. I still have two more classes left. But yeah, one thing that I learned is that I am the type of person that sets high standards for herself. And when I don't reach those standards, I tend to beat myself up. Even though I wouldn't do the same thing for a friend or family member, it's a funny thing because you'd think the advice that you give others would be applied to your own personal life and struggles. But this happens to be an area that I'm working on. But you know what? That's okay. Because we are all working on something. Self compassion, that's another area relates to that, an area that I'm working on. So being kind to myself, just as I would be to a friend or family member. And actually, funny enough, speaking of insights, I learned something new in class today about myself. You know how there are various strategies that people use to make decisions, you know, like pro con lists? 
HELENA:  Yes. 
HALLIE:  
Yeah. Well, apparently, those are part of a decision making style titled cognitive or Analytical. There's also intuitive style, which is basically trusting your gut or intuition in your decision making. There are two other styles of decision making that I hadn't heard of before my class today, known as positive uncertainty and planned happenstance. I found myself really relating to the planned happenstance decision making style because it's a combination of both the cognitive and intuitive styles of decision making. And having an open mind towards the opportunities being thrown away. Which I feel that I do a lot of in my day to day life? For instance, I'm doing this right now. Like, I never expected to be on a podcast. I never expected I'd be doing this. But every time an opportunity comes up, I think to myself, Wow. What an opportunity. Maybe I should just give it a try 'cause you never know if you don't give it a try and it's good to put yourself out there. Not too much, of course, but it's good to put yourself out of your comfort zone to try new things because you just never know what could come out, right? 
HELENA:  
Yes. I agree. I would tell my daughter the same thing, just to say yes and see where the opportunity takes you. It really resonates with me when you talk about how we have sometimes different rules for other people, we can extend grace and kindness, but to ourselves, 
HALLIE:  Oh, yeah. 
HELENA:  
We can be very hard on ourselves. So thank you for sharing that. I'm a little bit further digging into the challenges of navigating the post secondary system as an adult learner who also identifies as neurodivergent, right? What advice would you give other students facing similar challenges? 
HALLIE: 
I think opening up about stuff in an environment where it's not certain that people are going to be accepting of your neurodivergence. That's a challenge that I've dealt with a lot. I've dealt with lots of rejection these past few years, and it really takes a toll on your mental health. It makes it more challenging to open up about the barriers that you face as a person, as well as any mental health conditions that you have been diagnosed with. I do try to push myself, though, to be brave and to open up, which I do a lot about in my current course at Douglas. I figure someone has to start the group discussion and why not me? Because at least I know that if I'm that person that starts talking, that I'm going to make it a safe space for people to feel seen and heard in more ways than one. Basically, the advice that I would give to other students facing similar challenges is to be kind to yourself. There are going to be barriers that come up along the way, and it's really easy to beat yourself up about it. Or just quit altogether. But think back to everything that you've accomplished and how much you've grown as a person. Be proud of yourself for how far you've come and remember that it's okay to get frustrated and be upset sometimes, but that you're doing your best, and things will get easier. So keep pushing through and ask for help if you are ever in need of it. You've got this. 
BRITT: 
Wow, I really appreciate Hallie that pep talk. I feel like I need you in my ear every morning telling me that. 
[Musical interlude] 
BRITT: 
Helena was saying you were saying sometimes, you know, we're the hardest on ourselves. And yet, we give so much grace to others. And yeah, it's just really inspiring to see you taking the lead and saying, sometimes it's really hard to be vulnerable and share your story, but it's really important for other students to see that modeled. So I think that's fantastic. When do you feel like you're the most supported by educators around you in your program? And are there things that you wish educators knew about you that could have supported your success from the start? 
HALLIE:  
I feel most supported by educators when they are accepting and accommodating towards neurodivergent students such as myself, which can be a challenge to do at times, but if you don't ask, you just never know. And most of the time, people don't mind helping. People don't mind being there to support you. So you just got to think about, you know, think about that perspective or if someone asked you for some help or if someone opened up to you, how would you react? How would you answer? I feel like most of the time people would respond positively. To answer the other question about things that I wish instructors knew about me, so they could support me with my success for the start. You know, it would help when they actually take the time to get to know you and ask questions to ensure they have a good understanding of your needs so that they can support you. Yeah, that's basically it. And you know what? I'm really lucky because all my teachers at Douglas, all my professors so far have been so accommodating and accepting towards me and mya de Bergens and not just me but two other students in the classroom. So I'm really happy about that. 
BRITT:  
It really sounds like you have a great support  system right now in your program at Douglas, which is fantastic because I know from personal experience, just how much of a difference that can make that relationship feel with other students with your instructor, like how much that changes the experience. Which leads into my next question. What changes do you like to see in post secondary that would make the experience more neuro inclusive? 
HALLIE: 
Well, I guess this is kind of similar to what I've said to some of the questions for the last time we spoke, which was for the panel, in, was that February, January last year? 
BRITT:  Yeah, in last February, yeah. 
HALLIE:  
Ah, time flies. So my answers are  going to be similar to that. But yeah, it would be nice if post secondary institutions had these visuals that give directions on how to support autistic people when they are in distress. They are called checklists. So CHECK lists, all caps, and they can be found on researchgate.net. I can always share link with you afterwards. 
BRITT:  Yeah, that would be good.   
HALLIE: 
That would also be good if the teachers had bins with fidget toys in their classrooms so that students that are having trouble with their focusing or need to fidget, they could, you know, help themselves. Noise canceling headphones, too, and other fun knickknacks. It would also be good to have quiet spaces for neurodivergent students that are feeling overstimulated or need a space to get back into the window of tolerance and regulate their emotions. 
HELENA: 
Those are some good tips. You know, we actually, when most of our BCcampus events, we also have fidget toys on the table. And it's amazing how often people reflect on that when they fill out the survey responses that's so helpful to have that. And that's for many people helpful, not just people who identify as neurodivergent. Now, I know you still have two classes left, Hallie. Congrats on  making it this far. 
HALLIE:  Thank you! 
HELENA: We're very curious. What's next for you? When this is done,  what's next? 
HALLIE: 
Good question, Helena. Well, you know how you can get you know how there are services at different post secondary institutions that you can check into? 
HELENA: Mm hmm.  
HALLIE: 
Well, I have a  counselor at Douglas College who actually happens to be neurodivergent, just like me. I didn't know this at the time. I didn't even know that when I, you know, clicked on the name, booked an appointment until she met me. I met her and she opened up. So it was really nice. It felt like a really safe space. But anyways, she recommended that I enroll in a course that is similar to the one that I'm in right now to gain more confidence in my skills and be prepared for my future studies in post secondary. After that, if I feel confident enough to continue, then I imagine I will apply for a program to get a bachelor in early childhood education. Or if I don't do that, then I'll probably work towards becoming an ECE or kindergarten teacher. If I still need to work on my time management abilities, then I will probably take a break from school to get some tutoring at the learning center where I had my first job, which is learning disability Society or LDS, for sure. 
BRITT: 
Amazing. I could definitely see you thriving in an ECE program or a kindergarten education program. You just have, such a light, fun, caring, warm energy about you. So I think you would do fantastic if you explore that route. 
HALLIE: Thanks so much, Brittany. Really appreciate it. 
BRITT: 
For our final question, since we know you love to analyze music media, are there any books, TV shows, podcasts, or albums that you're really enjoying right now? What would you recommend to our audience to check out? 
HALLIE:  
Oh my goodness. Such a great question, Brittany. First of all, I just wanted to say that it feels really good to be asked questions like these. Even though I have a lot of people that are part of my network, I feel like it's rare for me to feel heard and seen like I am being here right now on the podcast. So I wanted to thank you for that. Thank you for coming up with this question. It feels good. And to answer your question, the main pieces of music and media that I've been analyzing and reflecting on lately. Have been the music that I listen to on my Spotify, which has mainly been breakup songs. A lot has happened to me this year. In January, we had to put down our dog, which was a lot to deal with for me and my family. He wasn't even 10-years-old yet. Little guy was just so sick. And the antibiotics that he was put on were too much for him, and he started acting not like his usual self. And then another infection came on, and it was too much trauma, not just for him, but for us as well. So we ended up putting him down. Yeah, really sad. Speaking of... 
BRITT: I'm sorry for your loss.  
HALLIE:  
Thank you, yeah.  Speaking of infections, I also went through an ear infection a few months after that. And then in April, I went through my first romantic relationship. We ended up doing the long distancing and came so close to the three month mark. That was when I had to call it off because things weren't working out in my favor. It came to the point where I was the only person putting in an effort, and he wasn't willing to do the same. And so I thought to myself, Why stay in a relationship that is one sided? When you were the only person giving you all, and all that he's doing is taking. I couldn't do it anymore. So I broke up with him, and I was heartbroken for quite some time, but I'm doing so much better now. What's helped me to deal with that? What's helped me to deal with it all has been getting back into my arts. So my collaging and starting up my blog. A blog where I analyze all the music and media that I associate with my first romantic relationship. I'm trying to create a space for people to feel seen in her and recognize any of the red flags that are showing up in their relationship. That being said, I bring up the negative bits in a way that isn't putting my ex down because I wouldn't want him to be talking badly behind my back. So I figure, why do that to him? I try to consider his perspective through my song analysis, as well, and question whether or not certain pieces in the songs relate or if they don't relate at all, because sometimes they do, sometimes they don't. I actually dedicated my last editions of Heart Lines by Hallie, that's the title of my blog, by the way, to my ex boyfriend, because I didn't want to analyze only the sad, sappy breakup songs, but, you know, some regular love songs, as well, because even though a lot of the experience in my relationship with my ex were negative, there were some positives that came out of it, as well. But I think the main reason as to why I dedicated the last post in particular to my ex was because the date that I posted it was on his birthday. And not only that, but it's one of those love songs that you'd have playing for a dance at a wedding. In fact, I'm hoping that when I get married one day, I hope that my future husband agrees to make this particular song, our song, our first dance together. I know I went off on a tangent a bit there. Sorry about that. I tend to get carried away with topics of interest to me. For those watching that do want to check out my blog, the title of it is Heart Lines by Hale, and it can be found on the Substacks App. I try to mix things up a bunch, so there are songs from various genres, different artists, different bands that people can relate to. But, yeah, whenever people ask for recommendations on music to listen to, I always make sure to share some information on my favorite band, Marianas Trench. What I love about their music is each of their albums tells an entirely different story. For example, if I'm ever feeling romantic or in the Fairy Tale mood, I start listening to their third studio album, Ever After. Or if I'm ever in a spooky mood, you know, like Halloween. Ooh, ghost, spooky. There's always the fifth studio album phantoms. Lately, though. I've been listening a lot to their most recent album, Haven. Out of all the albums is probably the one that I resonate to the most because of the hero's journey message. I just love it so much. The beginning of the album, the lead singer Josh talks about, no, vocalizes. That's the right word. He vocalizes on how he doesn't feel like he lives in a normal life. 
[HALLIE SINGS] What about all those forces in? Speaking of the things they keep me from a normal life. Everything almost fits together, right? In the end, I don't belong inside a normal. Don't belong inside a normal.  [SINGING ENDS] 
Yeah, that's how the chorus goes. I love that because I feel like it relates to neurodivergence. And so if I feel low or all alone, I listen to that song. Or if I listen to the whole album, like, it's like you're watching a movie. Similar to Ever After, their album Ever After. But that's, like, if you want to feel like you're in a fairy, too, a romance movie. But the nice thing about Haven is the last song is Haven. And the chorus, it changes. It's similar. But instead of what about?
[HALLIE SINGS] It's never mind. All those voices in  the night. [SINGING ENDS] 
HALLIE:  And then it goes, 
[HALLIE SINGS] who's to say? What makes a normal? Who's to say? What makes a normal. Extraordinary normal.  [SINGING ENDS]
HALLIE: And then he goes, 
[HALLIE SINGS] I know, place where I belong.  [SINGING ENDS] 
And it's just, I don't even know why I'm singing right now! It's just it's just a beautiful song, the way that it albums. Josh, the lead singer. They're a Canadian band, by the way, Vancouver-based. I just love how he connects it all. Like a storybook. So Haven is just so relatable if you feel all alone, like you don't belong. Listen to Haven. Haven will make you feel like you belong. What is normal anyway? Who's to say what makes an extraordinary life? It's your life. Do what you want with it. That's what I recommend. I recommend anything and everything by Marianas Trench. 
BRITT:  
Thank you so much, Hallie. Yeah, you have an amazing singing voice. It's so funny because I'm quite a bit older than you, but I feel like it's such a throwback because Marianas Trench kind of started becoming popular when I was in high school.  
HALLIE:  No way. 
BRITT:  
Interesting that it's kind of continued on, well past my high school days. Thank you so much, Hallie. It's been wonderful to have you on and to see you again, and we will have lots of notes in the show notes for people to check out. 
HALLIE: 
Oh, yeah, thanks so much for having me. I really appreciate this. Really appreciate the opportunity to share my story. 
BRITT:  
So that's a wrap, folks! Thank you again, Hallie for being here. And thank you all to listening to NeuroChats, where every voice matters and every story counts.
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