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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: Well, hello, Britt. 
BRITT:  
Our guest for this episode is Stella Chiajulam. Stella is a project planner for Programs and Quality Assurance at the Center for Teaching and Learning at the College of New Caledonia. That's quite the mouthful! Where she supports quality assurance initiatives. Alongside her work in higher education, she serves as a lead shop steward for CUPE 4951, advocating for fairness, accessibility, and equity for workers across the institution. And the composite local union serving five individual units. Outside of her work in post secondary, she is also a trained end of life doula, offering compassionate guidance, emotional support, and dignity to individuals and families during some of life's most vulnerable transitions. Helena and I met Stella this past summer when we hosted our BCcampus Roadshow at College of New Caledonia, and Stella was an absolute rock star helping with the logistics of the Roadshow, and made us all feel so welcome on campus. Hello, Stella. 
STELLA CHIAJULAM: Hello. Thank you for having me. 
BRITT:  
We are so happy to have you here, and we would love to begin with your story. Can you tell us about yourself and what led you to the post secondary sector? 
STELLA:  
For sure. So right now, I reside in the unceded ancestral territories of the Lheidli T'enneh, and Lheidli T'enneh means people of where the two rivers meet. And so I've had the privilege of being involved with the Aboriginal Resource Center here on campus and supporting First Nations across BC, doing chief and council elections and a variety of other things. And so in the last few years before I started at the College of New Caledonia, I was doing strategic planning and grant writing, and I was just looking for a new opportunity, something that would have potentially job security, something where I could put all of my skills to use. And I had a friend who worked in administration, and she was throwing a party. I said, Hey, basically, can I come? And she said, Yeah, of course. And so when I went there, I walked away with a few job offers, and then I got to pick up the litter, and the one that I applied for was the project planner and the CTL and then I got the job, and I've been there ever since September 2023, so just over two years now. 
HELENA:  
Wow. We should attend more parties, Britt, and see what happens. That's a wonderful way of coming into post secondary sector. What do you love about your current role? And what is your superpower in this role, Stella? 
STELLA:  
My role has changed a little bit since I started. Up until recently, I was heavily involved with student feedback mechanisms, so like focus groups and surveys. I really liked being able to sit with the students and hear their candid responses to some of their challenges and then being trusted to take their feedback and translate it into something that could be actioned by the institution in order to help their educational experience. That was really beneficial to me. It's evolved since then. I've become more involved in the accreditations side of our programs. So we have a few programs going through accreditation. We had one finish up in 2023, one in 2024, and now I'm helping four. What I like is being able to take my skills and my superpowers of being insanely organized and helping people work through how to take their understanding of a program and turn it into documentation. 
So mostly, I work with faculty or faculty coordinators, and we'll sit down with their accreditation manuals and we'll determine what's required, when, how much, and then I'll just build a plan, and then we'll just go at it. I really like being able to take those skills and ask all the right questions to help people think about the documentation they have or the processes they have and maybe highlight something new they hadn't thought about before and then translate it into deliverables. So I like to see outcomes from my work. And that's what I love about this is there's always an outcome.
HELENA: Sounds very rewarding. And I'm sure people just want to clone some Stellas, right, because not everyone has that ability to be super organized and yeah, it sounds great to have that skill. So, as Britt mentioned at the start of this, we met during a BC campus Road trip to CNC, which was such a highlight for our team. Really, we loved the people there. It was just wonderful. And you obviously came across as a lifelong learner, eager to learn. So we're very curious about when you pursue professional development, what are some components of workshops or coursework that supports you in your learning? 
STELLA:
Hmmm. I think to start off, what I look for is something that will either enhance my knowledge, enhance a skill or give me a new skill that I can utilize in what I'm already doing. I find it difficult to take courses or go to events where I have no current understanding or no current skills. It's really hard to overcome that gap of how do I get to where I need to be to feel competent enough to do this in public or to do this with other people. So I generally look for opportunities that are uh, inclusive ones that have accessibility requests right at the beginning. I find that providers and training institutions that have that setup right from the very beginning, it's generally not a checkbox or what's the word? Remember. I think it's important that people who are neurodivergent where we forget things really easily or that sometimes we forget that we have accessibility challenges. When those sorts of requests and supports are available right from the beginning, it makes us feel really included and valuable in that the organizers have considered how to provide accessibility from start to finish. Some of the challenges that I've had are when you make an accessibility request that seems very simple to the person with a disability, and then you get a response saying, Oh, we actually can't do that or we can't provide it. It's like, Well, then why did you ask? So that's a common challenge that I face. I find because I am autistic and I have ADHD, those two things are often at odds and so I love being involved in conversations and talking a lot, but I also need a space where there's not many people talking at the same time, and I need space to go away and to decompress and to collect my thoughts. So it can be often hard for providers to facilitate that sort of environment, mostly because if you're going to a conference or a training, there's at least dozens of people there. And the point of a lot of professional development that's not like training or a course is networking and growth. So it can be very difficult to have spaces that are accommodating for people of all different abilities. 
BRITT:
I definitely feel that I love what you said about why even ask about accessibility requests if you're not going to honor them? That's such a good reminder that the accessibility requests aren't really, like, a suggestion that these are things that really do help people engage more effectively with the material and feel included and feel like they can actually thrive in different learning environments. And I can say, you participated in the workshop that Helena and I did, and it was so enjoyable having you in the workshop. I feel like you are almost like a co facilitator with us and sharing your knowledge with everyone there. Really appreciated. As a facilitator, you're a wonderful workshop participant to have with us. Yeah. And a lot of our previous guests on this podcast series have been students and educators and post secondary. And as a staff member, what tips do you have for our audience regarding creating a more inclusive workplace on campus or beyond?
STELLA: 
I think with the way that the culture around post secondary and also corporate employment in general is changing, it can be difficult to even have conversations with your coworkers about disability or about accommodations. There's still a lot of stigma around when people get accommodations, it's perceived as I'm going to have to pick up the slack. Even that terminology can be dehumanizing or feeling that someone else is getting preferential treatment compared to what you're getting the reality that most people forget is that Accommodations make things better for everybody, right? So the standard work week, the working environment, these can often be challenging for people of all abilities and skill sets and personality types, not just people with disabilities or with neurodivergence. 
So my first tip would probably be just Pay attention. It's not really a requirement for us to take into consideration others in our working space, especially if we may work in a team, but our projects are individual. But sometimes having small talk, which I as a neurodivergent person absolutely hate, but sometimes it's important to listen to that small talk because it gives you clues about the person that you're working with. So if they often make comments that it's difficult to remember something or they forget or they can't find something, it might just be that the digital system or the platform or the organization of the materials is not set up in a way that is clear and concise. Which is not really a bad trait to have. But often, I find that people in supervisory or management roles can take people bringing up concerns or challenges or observations as being argumentative or problematic when in reality, they just weren't clear enough to begin with and it wasn't organized enough to begin with. 
My second tip would be if you start to notice these things and you raise them and you get a bad response, it's hard, but don't take it personally. Sometimes when you bring up challenges with neurotypical people, they see it as a personal affront, mostly because they didn't think of it that way, or they didn't notice it to begin with. And so you're pointing out something that they missed, and there's that subtext that it's implied that they should have known better. 
For myself, I don't speak very well in subtext, and so there's often a lot of rules that are implied that are not spoken that can cause a lot of neurodivergent people to get into trouble, unfortunately. 
So my next tip would be, ask for clarity. Try to repeat things back, saying, so what I hear you saying is you would like me to do XYZ. Or this is something that we tell everyone from a union perspective is that send a follow up email, say thanks for meeting with me today. This is my understanding of what we spoke about today. If I misunderstood anything, please let me know. That way, even if you did misunderstand, you gave them the opportunity to follow up or to correct you. It can be difficult in a workplace to accommodate co workers because some of these conversations you don't really have with people that you don't know, and it can often be intimidating or stressful to share your life story, especially when it involves anything to do with a disability. Because most of us face judgment when we share, and there's a lot of commentary that you would think people would know as common sense to respond to properly, but that's not often the case.
So while I would like to have more open conversations with my co workers, I often leave those feeling quite dehumanized or misunderstood. So it's better that I just keep it to myself. But if you have the opportunity to build relationships with your co workers, where you can build it on trust and integrity and mutual respect, then you're able to have some of these conversations. Like, I don't personally believe it's appropriate to go up to any person and be like, tell me about your religion or tell me about your disability because that's like a personal thing. And it can be hard for people with neurodivergence, especially myself to understand some of those implied social rules when it comes to what we can talk about or what we can't talk about, especially being from the younger generation, we can and do talk about anything and everything anywhere we are. But in a corporate academic environment, that's not necessarily appropriate. So kind of learning some of those boundaries and holding them in place as you go through making relationships with people can be really helpful. Those are some of the top tips that I have. And also, talk with your employer about getting accommodations. That's a big one. 
[ ♪ MUSICAL INTERLUDE ♪]
HELENA: 
On to a little bit of a different track here, I was very impressed when Britt mentioned that outside of your role of CNC, you are also a trained end of life doula. I think that's a very special role. And could you tell us a little bit more about your work there, how you fell into that? And what ways do you feel perhaps that your neuro divergence enhances your ability to support individuals and families through their end of life transition? 
STELLA: 
So I have experienced a lot of traumatic things in my life, and I have had the privilege of being a very resilient person. I feel very comfortable around people who are grieving. I find that as a neurodivergent person, when I'm going through trauma, I'm a blubbering mess, but when I'm around other people, I kind of go into, like, superhero mode and I can suppress all of my own emotions, and I can go into the training that I've received. So as a young person, I went through, like, six years of training to be a lifeguard. And then as I got older, I got more into standard First Aid and a variety of other healthcare related training, and I really like it. It is kind of like applied work integrated learning almost of having training to deal with people's emotions, but then you step in to deliver physical support, and then while that's happening, you can give some of that emotional support. 
In 2019, I had decided that I wanted to get into the funeral industry. But as part of a program I was doing with Work BC, they had suggested that I take some different training before I tried to get into the funeral director and embalming apprenticeship. And so what I did is I found that Douglas College had an end of life doula certificate program in Kamloops. And so I went down and I spent a week down there after I had studied previously, and I took the in class component and then the exam type thing that they had. And then about a week later, I had the opportunity to go support someone adjacent to my family who had their third open heart surgery, and they didn't know if they were going to come out of it. And so I had the opportunity to immediately go put into practice all of the skills and trainings that I had learned. And it was wonderful. So as an end-of-life doula, I support, educate and advocate for people living with life limiting illnesses and their families. So that's not always people who are on the quick end of passing away. It's also people who live with terminal illnesses or significant disability. Pretty much anybody who has physical, mental, emotional challenges that make them consider the end of their life more than the average person. I love it. 
I have worked for the coroner as a contractor doing body removal. It's a pretty vulgar term. I don't like to use it. I like to use transfer, but the official term is body removal. That job involved being on call and going to sites where someone had passed away for a variety of reasons and transferring them to the morgue or to a funeral home. I have a way with people, and so one of the funeral homes in Prince George had asked my employer to put me as the main call for overnights, because that involved being in people's homes. One of the things that I didn't think about before getting into this job is that it's very likely that I would encounter people that I know. And it's not anything that I would be informed about unless I was in that service role. So basically, we would get notified of the address to show up at, and that's really all the information. So, I mean, most of us these days can't even remember our own phone number, let alone the addresses of all the people that we know. So I think what was beautiful is being able to show up at someone's house and be like, Oh, I recognize this house, or I recognize the people inside and then seeing the comfort on their face when you walk in and then, you know, walking with someone through some of the most challenging parts of their lifetime, especially because most people nowadays don't have any experiences with death until someone very close to them passes away. Since we've divorced religion and culture from healthcare practices, most of these things happen outside the home, whereas, historically, if someone passed away or was passing away, they would live in your home, and you would take care of them all the way from the first moment they needed care until they passed away, and then you would prepare their body for whatever practices you participated in. But nowadays, if someone is sick, they go to the hospital, and then at some point when they're better, they come home again. 
It can be very difficult when a family member passes away in your home. It's often unexpected. So being able to go in and to comfort them emotionally and physically, some people don't want to watch what you're doing when you're preparing someone to remove them. Some family members do. It's often left up to the attendants to determine what's best. For me, it was always whatever the family wanted. So just seeing people be overwhelmed with grief, but knowing that they know that you're doing the best that you can and that you're going to give them compassionate person-centered care for their loved one, the entire time that they're in your care was just really beautiful. Also, being neurodivergent helps me maybe in a way, compartmentalize some of the things that I was experiencing where I'm experiencing it, but it's not happening to me, and it's not about me. So I can put that to the side and deliver quality care until I'm done, and then I can deal with that on my own. That has been really beneficial. And also, this is a little bit morbid, but sometimes the creativity of how are we going to do what we've been called here to do based on the circumstances that we arrive at. I think there's a lot of ways that people who are neurodivergent are really strong in these emergency professions, and I think that a lot of my peers have a lot to learn from that, but it can often be intimidating when someone comes in and starts a job and they seem to be really good at it. You've been doing at it for a while. I just think some of the unexpected joys of that are showing up to work and someone handing you a card and being like, this came for you, and it's a family who sent you a card saying, like, you know, you made the worst day of our lives much easier, and lots of people in healthcare professions, that's not why we do it, but those things are important. 
So to anyone who's listening, that kind of feedback is really important. If someone does a solid for you or they support you in a moment, it's not a sign of weakness and it's not crossing a boundary to let them know. Often, a written card is a great way to do it because then the person can choose how to read the feedback and how to take it, and then they also can have it to remember in the future. I encourage us to get back to that practice of giving people cards and positive feedback, not just complaining when something goes wrong, but providing that validation when things go right even if it was hard.
HELENA:
Wow, thank you, Stella. So much in there I want to respond to. The last comment made me just when I was a community support work instructor at a community college, we had a guest speaker, and she was talking about her “fluff file”, is what she called it, because she was also going into tough situations at time, and then those letters that come back to her, she would keep it all together in a fluff file for those days that she's wondering, why am I doing this? And she would go back to that. So a question that comes from what you've just shared, I'm wondering how do you balance these two worlds, right? Because it's different. The post secondary world that we're in, and then the world that you just described going into people's homes. How do you keep your balance? 
STELLA:
One time when I was a teenager, and I'm not saying this is in any way right, it just reminds me this person said that girls brains are like spaghetti and boys brains are like waffles because one is a box and one is fluid. And that is not necessarily correct. But if I were to use that analogy, my brain is like spaghetti. So everything is always going together in one way or another. I'm always finding connections and finding strings, and I find that I have such a unique and specific set of gifts and skills that I can pretty much open my drawer of things and pull out whatever I need at any time. So take, for example, the work that I do right now as the lead shop steward of my union. Most of the time, when people need a shop steward, it's because something is going wrong, and they need advice or they need a defender, or they need justice for something. And I like to be able to step in and use my knowledge to advocate for them, but also my skills to support them, as well. Sometimes people get themselves into trouble. Right? Often, all sorts of people will accidentally step on a land mine that they didn't know was there, or they will walk into a barbed wire fence that they should have known about, and then everything goes wrong because as you mentioned, we are in an unprecedented situation in post secondary my own college is facing operational and faculty staff changes, we're facing impacts to our programs. And before all of these changes, it was an emotional toll to be having challenges. But now, in this climate, I think most people assume if I make one mistake, I'm going to lose my job, and it can be very difficult to maintain a grip on your mental health when you feel like that is the case, even if it's not quite accurate. 
So when I'm going into these situations, it can often be taxing because they never end, but I maintain balance because serving other people fills my bank. So as much as at the end of the day, I feel tired, I feel exhausted. I feel that something all educators or people supporting educators have in common is that the job is very demanding. We often do a lot of things on our personal or free time. We might not necessarily be compensated for all of the effort that we put in, but we do it because we know of the lives that we're impacting, be that young people or be that adults or be that young adults. I think that it's not really healthy to believe that we can ever find a true balance because it's not equal. It's not like you can spend 60% of your mental capacity on work and then 40% at home or on other duties. That's not really accurate because we all experience the ebb and flow of our responsibilities, and it's about being able to prioritize the work you have to do now, but then having the self respect to take that self care at a time. When you can or to prioritize that time. So for me, I just think back to all of my experiences in life where I had been in a situation that I would not wish on anyone else and I needed someone to be there, and there was no one. And so because I went through that situation and I survived it, now I have an understanding that not many other people do and because I'm resilient, I'm able to translate that into applied support. I think that everything that I've been through is a benefit and a gift in some way because I'll come across almost anyone and I'll have an answer for them. Maybe that's a little bit of neurodivergence if you have an answer for everything, but it's also nice to be able to have somewhat of an answer for everything, even if it's wrong. 
I just think that, in the same way that other people who took the time to answer my questions or to share with me or to support me, even with a smile or a hug, they were a gift and a blessing to me. And so in order to give back to the world, I just tried to do that because I know that the things that are coming in my life are greater than the lack of balance I may face right now or the stress or the struggle that I face from having to do these things all the time every day. 
HELENA: 
Thank you for all of that. And, you know, one of the reasons we wanted to do this NeuroChats podcast is we want to celebrate the contributions of people who are neurodivergent in post secondary. And so I hope you just feel really valued and that you are a gift to the people at College of New Caledonia, but also to your community. We can clearly hear that. So we have a final question for you. It's a little lighter. And what's something that you're loving right now? Tell us about a TV show, a movie, hobby or podcast, something current that's capturing your attention. 
STELLA:
Hmm. One of the hobbies that I picked up this year that I haven't gotten to do as much lately, but I would like to get back to is painting mini figures. My friends own a game shop, Midvintner Minis, shout out to them, because they were my friends, they had just posted that they had opened it to support them. I went and it can often be difficult for neurodivergent people to understand tabletop games and role play games because there's so many rules that you have to understand before you can start the game. But they have this thing on Saturdays where you can drop in and they'll play. It's called a one shot. It's basically a quick overview of the whole game. It takes you three to 4 hours, and you kind of get a taste of it. So I did one or two of those, and I was like, Wow, this is amazing. And then in the other half of their shop, they have walls and walls of all the things they’ve 3D printed. And, you know, they paint some of them, so you can buy them painted or unpainted. I was like, Oh, my gosh, Darryl, that's one of the guys who owns the store. “Darryl! Those are so cute. Can I have one? I don't play games?” And he's like, Yeah, well, if you don't have anything to paint with, you can pay $15, and you can spend as much time in here as you want that day to borrow all of our paints and tools and you can paint them. Okay. So on Thursdays on paint night, I would go and I would buy my three mini figures because that's how many I could paint in 3 hours. And then I would sit and I would listen and they'd be playing the games I don't understand, and I would just be quietly sitting there and painting. And it was great because it has no purpose. It's moot. It just is something that I can do. You don't like it, dip it in white and start all over. Then once the 3 hours was over, I don't have any mess because they'll clean up my mess, and I don't have to take anything home. But then I also have, like I said, I like deliverables. I have three deliverables. I have three little figures that I can do, and then I would keep them around, you know, at my desk or at home. And then if my friend came and said, Oh, that's so cute. I said, Oh, here you have it, right? So then I don't have to worry about the clutter because I'm always giving them away. You don't have to play the games to be able to paint the little figures and keep them. You can just have them for fun for no purpose at all. 
BRITT: 
Oh, I love that. As somebody with ADHD, I completely relate to not being able to pay attention to the rules of a game. I have been trying to learn D&D for many years. I have played it before, but I am constantly forgetting what's supposed to be happening because I can't pay attention, and I can't remember anything. So I definitely relate to that. But thank you so much, Stella, for joining us today. It was wonderful to see you again and to hear your story. Thank you so much. So that's another wrap, folks. This is our final episode of the NeuroChats Podcast. So we really appreciate you joining us on this journey, and we hope that you've enjoyed all of the episodes so far. Thanks for listening to NeuroChats where every voice matters and every story counts.
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