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Written by a teenager with dyspraxia, this is a humorous and inspiring practical guide for young
adults with dyspraxia and those around them trying to get to grips with the physical, social and
psychological chaos caused by developmental co-ordination disorders (DCDs).In her own
conversational style, Victoria Biggs explains the primary effects of dyspraxia - disorganization,
clumsiness and poor short-term memory - as well as other difficulties that dyspraxic teenagers
encounter, such as bullying and low self-esteem. Peppered with personal stories from other
teens, this award-winning book offers down-to-earth advice on a wide range of adolescent
issues, from puberty, health and hygiene to family life and making friends. The new edition
includes an update from the author on her university and work experiences and how dyspraxia
affects her now as an adult. Her positive approach and profound empathy with others in her
situation make this book a must-read.



‘Victoria Biggs is an exceptional young woman. At the age of 16 she has produced a funny,
poignant, informative and inspirational book… While acknowledging that all adolescents have
problems, Victoria describes candidly, but with humour, how these are compounded when the
normal cocktail is spiced up with the lack of co-ordination, social awkwardness, disorganization,
and poor short-term memory that accompany dyspraxia… Her message is positive, upbeat and
encouraging. I was inspired by this book. I hope it will be read widely. Victoria advocates
tolerance, respect and seeing the positive in others – lessons we all learn.’– TES Extra for
Special Needs‘The 16-year-old author writes with a spirited and humorous style, using a mature
approach to a vast range of topics and revealing her personal strengths and weaknesses with
quirky honesty... Ms Biggs’ advice is rich and relevant but realistic and practical. I have rarely
read a book which offers such a vast range of useful strategies… Her empathy with and support
for those who have dyspraxia oozes with apparent ease from everything she writes and I would
be surprised if anyone fails to feel empowered and enriched by what she has to offer.’– Good
Autism Practice‘I am currently developing new academic programmes and I hoped by reading a
personal account of dyspraxia that I would be able to develop some understanding and insight
into the condition, which would ultimately inform my teaching. I was not disappointed. This is a
book that leaves you with a very strong impression of the impact of dyspraxia on people’s lives.’–
The Higher Education Academy‘Caged in Chaos is a truly inspiring and humorous book, written
by a teenager, which is aimed at helping other teenagers with dyspraxia. It is a true survivor’s
guide to how to succeed and follow your dreams regardless of the things which hold you back. I
would recommend this book to all young people regardless of their backgrounds. Victoria is a
great role model and bravely writes about subjects that most teenagers would keep silent about
such as how to deal with periods, first romantic crushes and wardrobe malfunctions. It should be
essential reading in all secondary school libraries.’– Maureen Boon, former Headteacher and
author of Understanding Dyspraxia and Can I Tell You About Dyspraxia?‘Caged in Chaos is
peppered with illustrations and words written by children and young people with dyspraxia and
other learning difficulties, and it is easy to understand how helpful Victoria’s insights and
explanations will be to other dyspraxics, their parents, teachers and other people involved in
their lives. The advice Victoria gives is practical and down to earth; she deals with everyday
issues such as social skills, body language, health and hygiene, puberty, relationships and
family life.’– Dyspraxia News‘This very informative book about a young adult who has dyspraxia
is a much needed addition to my library. Although I have worked with children of all ages who
have dyspraxia, it is difficult to put yourself in their shoes. The very obvious physical difficulties
can be understood, although the effect this has on their self-confidence and esteem is not so
obvious. However, the author clearly describes how her life has evolved and the impact her poor
organizational skills have had on every aspect of her life. She offers very practical “tips” which
have helped her through the very difficult period of life known as adolescence... It is a book I will
be recommending to parents and other professionals who work with young people and this
disorder. It will be extremely useful for therapists (occupational therapy, physiotherapy and



speech and language) who are new to this field of paedriatrics. Additionally, I feel that young
people who have dyspraxia will also use it as a resource to help them to validate their
experiences and feel that someone has understood explicitly what they are experiencing. It is
already a well-thumbed book!’– NAPOT (National Assessment of Paediatric Occupational
Therapy)‘Written when Victoria was 16 years old, this book is her personal story and one that
young people with dyspraxia will all relate to. Inside the book there are many wonderful quotes
from people who have dyspraxia. It’s fun, easy to read and creatively written, full of tips to help
with home life and school.’– Jessica Starns, founder of Dyspraxic Me, a support group for young
people with dyspraxia‘Written by a 16-year-old with dyspraxia, this book provides a profound
and humbling insight into an often misunderstood condition… Dyspraxia has been described as
lying in a parallel universe. This book explores a galaxy of ideas, thoughts, emotions and
supportive actions for the classroom and beyond.’– The Teacher, magazine of the National
Union of TeachersCaged in Chaosof related interestCan I tell you about Dyspraxia?A guide for
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Grandma, with loveContentsForewordChapter 1A Recipe for ChaosChapter 2The Hidden
People at HomeChapter 3A Survival Guide to SchoolChapter 4Making the GradeChapter
5Crossing the ChasmChapter 6The Case of the Cooked TomatoChapter 7BullyingChapter
8Coping with Growing UpChapter 9Understanding Your DiagnosisChapter 10Dealing with
Dyspraxia: What Can I Do Now?Chapter 11Lying Diagonally in a Parallel
UniverseAFTERWORD: A NOTE FROM NOWACKNOWLEDGEMENTSUSEFUL ADDRESSES
AND WEBSITESBIBLIOGRAPHYINDEXForewordI read Caged in Chaos shortly after I had left
teaching, restless because after twenty years I felt that education hadn’t understood or
addressed the needs of this group of thinkers (people with dyspraxia and related learning
differences). I was uncomfortable with being part of a system that perpetuated a concept of
dyspraxia as a learning difficulty. The model of a ‘learning difficulty’ emphasises the problems
caused not only for an individual but for everybody – teachers, parents, line managers, etc. A
model based on treating and curing is aimed at making everyone the same and ‘ordinary’, while
my experience and focus, then and now, has always been the celebration of the
extraordinary.Caged in Chaos was the first in the genre of a ‘self-help book’ for teenagers with
dyspraxia. Historically the focus of most books on special educational needs has not been on
personal experience and self-awareness, but on the intervention of teachers, medics and other
professionals. Caged in Chaos puts into words what professionals have been unable to,
articulating the voices of many of the young people I have had the privilege of working with. The
book touches the frustration, pain, humour and resilience that come with having a cognitive
profile consistent with dyspraxia. Adult readers can hear the echoes of their own experience and
the young are reassured they are not alone. The pick and mix solutions for day-to-day issues
gives just the right level of practical advice.As a child of the 1950s and a teenager of the 1960s
my learning difference was undefined. Taught by nuns, their final solution to the anomaly my
brother and I presented as enigmas of ability and disability was prayer and a special Mass! I was
finally assessed and diagnosed in my forties. I read the first edition of this book shortly
afterwards. Lack of understanding as a teenager meant that my focus was primarily on my
survival, followed by a recurring dance with depression and low self-worth. Dyspraxia may be
the best of who I am and it may be the worst of who I am. Victoria explained it at sixteen; I am
having trouble at sixty.Although it is aimed at teenagers primarily, I have recommended this book
to a range of people of different ages either prior to or after an assessment. I have
recommended it to parents to give them insight into their children, and to adults so that they can
hear the voice of who they were growing up. I can report this book has had a significant impact
on many people. It has always seemed strange to me that, although we celebrate successful
historical figures with ‘different’ brains, many unique people are left to struggle because the
emphasis throughout their lives has been on what they can’t do rather than what they can.
Caged in Chaos provides all the tools to change the emphasis.Jo Todd, C.E.O of Key 4
LearningCHAPTER 1A Recipe for ChaosOut of order comes accuracy; out of chaos, truth.Pierre
le R. du ToitThe hidden peopleIngredients1 adolescent4 tablespoons co-ordination



problems50g disorganization1 short-term memory, desiccated3 tablespoons social
awkwardness50g poor concentration5 tablespoons original thinkingSpecial qualities (as many
as desired)75ml undiluted determinationOptional: a spoonful of dyslexia, Attention Deficit/
Hyperactivity Disorder or other learning difference; giftedness; a plump juicy talent.How to
prepareAdd co-ordination problems, disorganization, social awkwardness, and desiccated short-
term memory to a large mixing bowl. Set aside the concentration and leave to stagnate. Stir
determination, originality, and special qualities into bowl and pour in concentration. Add optional
ingredients as desired and stir until mixture forms a sticky paste.Spoon paste into ready-sliced
adolescent. Take great care when closing up the body, as the dyspraxic teenager should look
like all regular adolescents when you have finished. Bake in an oven hot with social and
academic pressure. When adolescent is suitably distressed, remove from oven.This bittersweet
dish can be served with a range of dips and condiments. For a sour bite, opt for bullying, low self-
esteem, and lack of awareness. For a lighter and more refreshing flavour, serve with
understanding, patience, support, and laughter.Salaam!As you’re going to spend the next few
hundred pages in my company, I’d better tell you a bit about myself and the reason why I am
talking to you now. My name is Victoria (Vicky for short) and I’m sixteen years old. I have
uncontrollable brown hair with an odd white chunk in it that looks all right when I bother to brush
it properly. But using a brush and tying my hair back are difficult to do, so most of the time I
resemble a Himalayan yeti. This not-very-graceful-image is enhanced by huge feet that protrude
from beneath my jeans like a pair of water-skis, tripping up anyone who passes by! I am also
very tall for my age – or I thought I was, until a new girl who obviously has a genetic link with a
giraffe moved into my boarding school. When I first met her I thought she was balancing on a
pair of stilts.Her name is Angela and there are many interesting things to say about her. She’s a
really gifted musician, playing complex pieces at sight even though she’s never taken a piano
lesson. She also has a talent for languages, a pair of lovestruck stalkers, and an illness called
Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. On some days she can barely move without her walking stick and
when she needs to sleep her body shuts down in seconds. This clearly isn’t the best problem to
have when you’ve got two fellow boarders following you about, loudly declaring their love for you!
She once fell asleep in the computer room and woke to discover them adoringly filming her with
a camcorder. Most people’s reflex action at this point would be to run for the hills, but Angela
didn’t even have the option!We made friends over our shared lack of stair-climbing ability.
Angela mountaineers up steep stairs with her walking stick and I flap my arms about like a dying
albatross as I follow. We look as if we’re performing a slapstick double act, only I don’t have her
illness. I will explain more about my difference in a moment.Now that I board at Colditz Castle
(not its real name, obviously, but with hulking shaven-headed rugby players, a pair of stalkers
and a shifty-looking housemaster wandering about, you could be forgiven for thinking that it was)
I only go home to Saudi Arabia for holidays. Five years ago, when I was a sunburnt eleven-year-
old splashing in the Red Sea, I would never have imagined that I’d one day end up at boarding
school. Boarders follow strict routines and I’m as unpredictable as a sandstorm. Boarders are



sociable and hang around in noisy common rooms, and trying to squash me into that kind of
environment was like trying to wedge a camel through a keyhole at first. I describe life with the
hidden handicap as ‘lying diagonally in a parallel universe’ – it often feels as if God miswrote the
postcode and packed me off to the wrong planet at birth. I have quite an unusual perspective on
life (literally, as I have a close working relationship with the floor!) and while this is always a
guarantee of colourful originality, it can also feel like a cage.I used to be obsessed with a series
of fantasy books by Sheila McCullough, Tim and the Hidden People. Books are escape routes
into fabulous other worlds. In the family photo album I always have a book attached to my person
like a fifth limb and I often get so wrapped up in the pages that I forget where the story ends and
real life begins. I was thirteen when I came to Colditz, and I went everywhere with a novel stuck
to my nose. I even ate with a book propped in front of me, with disastrous results, as table
manners are not my speciality anyway! The school librarian (I have no trouble socializing with
librarians) once told me that there was a lot of staff concern over the fact that I seemed to be
hiding from the world. I didn’t mean to be antisocial. I just prefer books to human beings because
they’re easier to get along with – and much better company.I now know that all this is because of
the learning difference that I have. When I was diagnosed with it last year, my thoughts flew
immediately to Sheila McCullough’s Tim and the Hidden People. Hidden people exist. I am one
of them. I have dyspraxia.What dyspraxia is (and what it isn’t)Dyspraxia is a funny word,It’s
rather hard to say or write,But having this dyspraxia,I have to say is a fight!Matthew, 14Dyspraxia
is a difference in the brain’s wiring that causes problems with physical co-ordination, balance,
spatial perception, short-term memory, and sometimes speech and language. It is so closely
knitted together with certain other conditions, such as dyslexia and autistic spectrum disorders,
that it can be hard to tell where one cluster of difficulties ends and another begins. For this
reason the spectrum is sometimes compared to an umbrella, with lots of people huddling
beneath it in different places. Autism, Asperger Syndrome, Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (AD/HD), dyslexia, dyspraxia…the terms stretch on, sometimes overlapping, always
remaining vivid and varied. But this umbrella has holes in it and some people are getting soaked
whilst others are only drizzled on. I know this because one of my nephews is autistic. What does
the world look like from beneath Ben’s part of the umbrella? He has a lot of problems but he
doesn’t seem to realize that he’s any different from other kids. Maybe for him it isn’t raining at all.
For this reason I don’t like the umbrella analogy. The writer Jacqui Jackson came up with a better
comparison. She imagined the spectrum as a kaleidoscope of intermingling colour with each
hue representing a difference. I definitely prefer the concept of a rainbow arching over all of us to
the idea of never-ending rain.Spectrum differences can coexist in the same person. Ben is
severely dyslexic and thinks in pictures. If you show him the green ASDA logo he recognizes it at
once but if you write it out in ordinary handwriting he can’t tell you what it says. He also has
difficulty concentrating and was very hyperactive when he was younger. He loves painting and
woodwork and he talks mostly through art. This is one area of the school curriculum where he
really shines. With the teenage years he’s retreated more into his own world, focusing on his



fascinations and obsessions, but he can reach out if he wants to and that is the most important
thing. Not feeling compelled to speak is not the same as having nothing to say.The term
‘dyspraxia’, also known as Developmental Co-ordination Disorder (DCD), comes from two
Greek words: dys (abnormal) and praxis (doing). Clumsiness, lack of balance, and poor depth
perception are physical ‘symptoms’ that the term sums up perfectly, but the meaning of
dyspraxia goes way beyond the direct translation of the word. Once I read a health book that
sandwiched DCD into one paragraph close to the end. The author wrote that dyspraxia is simply
‘the diagnosis du jour’ and that some children just take longer to catch up on motor
development. He closes his book with, ‘The world has enough real problems; we don’t need to
invent new ones’.Now, calm down and wait until I’ve finished speaking before you charge off to
form lynch mobs! I can’t tackle that author’s arguments with my usual vim and verve (not without
ending up on the wrong end of a libel charge, anyway) but I can answer all the people who think
like he does. I am sixteen years old but can’t use a tin opener, sit on a stool without falling, pour a
drink without spilling, or walk upstairs without hanging onto something. When are my motor skills
going to develop? When I’m sixty-two? Blatant ignorance of the facts is another thing that
bothers me about the dyspraxia-doesn’t-exist lobby. Balance, movement, and hand–eye co-
ordination are only the tip of the dyspraxic iceberg. If these were my sole problem areas, I’d be
dancing for joy – at least, I would be if I could actually dance without knocking innocent passers-
by unconscious.You can’t ‘suffer from’ dyspraxia. I wish people didn’t say that. Dyspraxia isn’t a
disease. I don’t tell them that they suffer from being normal, do I?Joseph, 13Stripped down to its
skeleton, dyspraxia is ‘an impairment or immaturity of the organization of movement’ (Colley
2006) but it also plays havoc with the organization of everything else. For a teenager, this isn’t
just a dry medical term. It is the fight to produce readable handwriting and a good essay at the
same time. It is the frustration that you feel when you’re trying to cross the road, but don’t dare to
move because you can’t judge the speed of oncoming traffic. It is the chaos that whirls through
your head when someone asks you to plan ahead. It colours every area of living.Anything that
requires co-ordination of movement or thought, even a simple thing that many take for granted,
causes me difficulties throughout my day. It does become very frustrating, because I know what I
want to do but my body sometimes lets me down.Matthew, 14What DCD is notThe worst thing
about being dyspraxic is the people who call you thick when you know you’re not.Paul, 13At one
time dyslexia was not widely recognized as a problem; it was a label that middle-class parents
could buy for their underachieving children. Now there is an opinion that DCD is the product of
the twentieth century’s overactive imagination. If I had a pound coin for every, ‘Yeah, right!’ and
every puzzled, ‘But you’re meant to be so clever!’ and every raised eyebrow that has greeted my
explanation of my difference, then I would be a teenage millionaire.I told you before about the
author who thinks that dyspraxia is nothing more than a fashionable label, making it sound as if it
carries the same kind of prestige as Miss Sixty or Fcuk. He seemed to think that this fancy Greek
word hasn’t been around for very long. But the term was actually coined by Dr Samuel Orton in
the 1930s – only it didn’t catch on. Children continued to be diagnosed with either Minimal Brain



Damage or Clumsy Child Syndrome, two insulting labels that are now fortunately dead. But
although the names have changed over time the condition remains the same.Charlotte Brontë’s
Jane Eyre is a Victorian novel that follows the life of an orphan who is sent to a harsh and
impoverished boarding school. (An interesting piece of symbolism there for my housemaster, Mr
S!) In the icy winter gardens Jane catches sight of a girl engrossed in a book. Helen Burns isn’t
interested in gardening or games. She is abrupt with Jane on their first meeting and has no
friends of her own age, preferring to be ‘absorbed, silent, abstracted from all round her by the
companionship of a book…’ She spends most of her time in a haze of daydreams (‘She looked
as if she were thinking of something…not round her or before her. I had heard of daydreams –
was she in a daydream now?’) but Jane adores her; Helen is intelligent, honest, kind and
thoughtful. But despite her abilities Helen is always being cruelly punished and she genuinely
believes that she deserves it:I am…slatternly; I seldom put, and never keep, things in order; I am
careless; I forget rules; I read when I should learn my lessons; I have no method…I cannot bear
to be subjected to systematic arrangements…I nearly tumbled out of my seat in shock. Hurriedly
reading on, I came to the part where Helen is scolded for having poor posture and is whipped for
untidiness. The confused Jane tells her friend, ‘It is so easy to be careful.’ Helen replies:For you I
have no doubt it is… Your thoughts never seemed to wander when Miss Miller explained the
lesson…mine continually rove away; when I should be listening to Miss Scatcherd and collecting
all she says with assiduity, often I lose the very sound of her voice; I fall into a sort of dream.Jane
is puzzled by her bright but clumsy daydreamer of a friend, for ‘at that moment Helen wore on
her arm the “untidy badge”; scarcely an hour ago I had heard her condemned by Miss Scatcherd
to a dinner of bread and water on the morrow because she had blotted an exercise in copying it
out’.That last sentence immediately sent me onto the Internet. I found an article all about Helen
(‘Fiction’s first dyspraxic’) and a fascinating revelation – Helen isn’t fully fictional. Charlotte
Brontë based Helen on her own sister Maria, who was too clumsy to sew like a proper young
lady and who certainly couldn’t produce elegant Victorian copperplate handwriting. She suffered
terribly at school in spite of her ability. The sadistic Miss Scatcherd is an exact portrait of one of
Maria’s educators.Emily Brontë, author of Wuthering Heights, shared some of Maria’s problems:
she could not bear to be away from home, was very awkward around other people, and rarely
spoke. One visitor to the Brontë home was struck by the fact that Emily seemed to communicate
so reluctantly and used so many strange sounds. Offsetting her quietness was a stormy temper
that burst forth when something happened to upset her rigid routine. She had sensory
processing problems, including serious under-sensitivity to pain – when she got bitten by a dog
she picked up an iron and calmly cauterized her own wound. She loved her solitude and spent
hours wandering the moors. It is hard to know for sure, but piecing together all these details from
her life, it seems that Emily Brontë was probably autistic. After her death, her sister Charlotte
wrote about her, ‘An interpreter ought always to have stood between her and the world.’Around
the same time, dyslexia was first identified in the person of a fourteen-year-old lad called Percy.
Since those days, dozens of famous people have been identified as having traits of dyspraxia



and related differences. Samuel Taylor Coleridge was too disorganized to cope with university
and had to join the army – but he couldn’t keep his balance on his horse and was too clumsy to
be any good with a weapon, so he started writing poetry instead. He claimed to feel a sense of
social isolation all his life.The teachers of the author G.K. Chesterton – ‘a slow and awkward boy’
with such a weak short-term memory that he often arrived in a place and wondered why he was
there – once said, ‘This boy has a possible career as either an idiot or a genius.’ At school, his
classmates used to gather round him in gym lessons, amused by his clumsy movements.Albert
Einstein couldn’t remember his times tables, got lost in his own neighbourhood, was unable to
tell left from right, couldn’t bear the feel of socks on his skin, and was expelled from school
because he couldn’t pay attention in class. He was still unable to tie a pair of shoelaces when he
died.Winston Churchill, Britain’s prime minister in the Second World War, is also thought to have
shown traits of DCD. Generals Patton and Eisenhower showed symptoms of dyslexia. This
means that three disabled people kicked Hitler’s a…ahem…rear parts, and this really cheers me
up – especially when you consider that Hitler thought that there was no room in the world for
different minds. This shows that DCD isn’t just an excuse born of modern-day hypochondria. It is
threaded throughout history, a nameless strangeness.Explain yourself!I’m not stupid, but the
amount of times I’ve been made to feel it, just from a look, is too many to count. I think I would
rather be shouted at, because at least I could explain myself then. Mind you, I shouldn’t have to
explain myself. People should be more tolerant.Stuart, 11When I got my diagnosis I fizzed out of
the assessment room, bursting with relief and wanting to shout to the world, ‘Hello, I’m not a
freak! I am dyspraxic!’ I would definitely have looked extremely weird if I had done this, so it’s
lucky that I resisted the urge! But since that first outburst of hurray-I’m-dyspraxic excitement, I’ve
learnt to keep quiet. Learning differences are not topics that you can discuss chattily over a
Costa.I noticed this even before I had a name for my problems because of my autistic nephew.
One day we were playing in a jungle gym and a little girl asked to join in. When she saw Ben
struggling with his poor overloaded senses, she wanted to know if he were a ‘schizo’ and
backed away. The girl’s mother shot us a nervous glance and chose a table hidden behind the
helter-skelter. Or perhaps her expression was pitying, or even embarrassed. I don’t know. I am
not good at translating faces. But what I do understand, though, is that people often react to very
simple things in stupidly complicated ways.When it comes down to it, I could be a lot worse off
so I just make do with what I have. I don’t want pity or anything like that because there are
people a lot worse off than me. There is one thing that I would like, though – understanding from
the people around me, especially teachers. I would like the teachers to know why my
concentration is poor and it is not because I’m a bad person.Shaun, 17Why?At one school I
attended, I noticed that whenever our class straggled into the languages block for German, one
girl always veered off alone into another building. I didn’t dare to ask where she went until one
boy muttered, ‘Spaz classes!’ as she vanished round the corner.Many students with special
needs are very furtive about their differences. They come and go from their support centres like
thieves in the night, hoping that no one will see and no one will know. My friend Emma was



always very open about her dyslexia and I try to be that way about my differences, because I’m
nearly at the top of the school now and no one will dare to shout, ‘Spaz!’ at me – and if they try,
they will be in for a shock. Unless the secrecy is stripped from special needs, how will people
come to understand them? There is an army of terrific students in our support centre (I will let my
modesty slip and count myself in) with a mix of different abilities, and it is sad that this wealth of
talent is misrepresented by rumour. The only way to change this is to be openly accepting of who
you are, although this may seem like a difficult choice to make at times.Who?Who you choose to
tell about your dyspraxia depends on your specific needs and the stage you’re at. Teachers
generally have to be told because if they don’t know, how can they help? If there is a support
department at your school, the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) will probably
speak to the staff for you. If there is no official SENCo then things become stickier. In this
situation, bring on the parents – in my experience, teachers take things much more seriously if
they hear them from an adult’s mouth.I used to see teachers as untouchables with no lives
outside the classroom. They were two-dimensional puppets, existing only to chalk on the
blackboard and mark tests. But as you grow older you start to notice that teachers do have
personalities. Sadly, there are some who seem to revel in pointing out the problems of people
like me and then in feasting on our shame-red faces like mosquitoes after blood. I cannot
understand this behaviour and will not try to. If there is no SENCo at your school and you have a
teacher who rightfully belongs in some despotic banana republic, you might feel safer keeping
knowledge of dyspraxia to yourself. I had one maths teacher who refused to admit that I had any
problems other than laziness and insolence. Trying to explain what goes on in my head when I
look down at a page of numbers was about as productive as talking to a five-barred gate, and in
the end I had to concentrate my efforts on showing her that she was wrong, rather than talking
about it.Occasionally (just occasionally!) you might run into trouble in public and find yourself
surrounded by the mayhem that only DCD can cause. However tempting it might be to pin a sign
to your back that reads, ‘I’M DYSPRAXIC. I CAN’T HELP IT’, this isn’t a practical solution! When
I hold up the queue in shops as I frantically try to sort my money, with the impatient cashier
sighing exaggeratedly, I don’t give in to the burning desire to evangelize with Dyspraxia
Foundation pamphlets. I smile dazzlingly, say a polite, ‘Good afternoon’ and sail off in a dignified
manner (knocking a few things over in the process). Sometimes it’s better just to walk away.Even
if you’re a born crusader and your goal in life is to raise awareness, remember that talking too
much is as bad as talking too little. Can you imagine how you’d feel if, five minutes into a casual
conversation, a semi-stranger brought up a really controversial subject and started to declaim
their opinions? (If you are anything like me you would probably enjoy it, but I’m told that most
people don’t!) Even your friends and family might get a bit sick of hearing about dyspraxia
whenever you’re around. It might be a big deal in your life but most teenagers can’t
understand.How?One of the hardest things about being one of the real-life hidden people is
knowing how to explain that you think differently. Teenagers with DCD often have really strong
language skills, but when you’re frustrated or nervous it gets difficult to package your thoughts in



simple, neat sentences. Sometimes I am reluctant to talk about my dyspraxia because I’m
scared that my explanation won’t come out right.However, awareness of the hidden handicaps is
rising now. If someone is dictating a phone number to you and is getting sharp as your pen
stumbles over the numbers (‘I said 6945! Look, you’ve written 655!’) then taking a deep breath
and politely saying something like, ‘I’m a bit dyspraxic and I need you to repeat that more slowly,
but I’ll get there in a minute’ could cause them to completely change their attitude.Fear of
changing attitudes might make you even more nervous about explaining yourself. If my friends
find out that I’m ‘different’, will I lose them? If this thought has been swimming around in your
head recently, drown it. Your friends have probably noticed your differences already. You can’t
exactly hide your love affair with the ground, and your dyspraxic quirks are probably what
attracted your friends to you in the first place. As people grow older they start to search for
originality and they begin to venture out of their penguin-huddles. This makes it much easier to
talk about this kind of stuff.I still wouldn’t have told my roommates about DCD if I hadn’t had to
live with them. I worried over their reaction for days beforehand, like a dog chewing on a sock.
Hopefully I have made the process of sharing easier for you. Give your friends this book, show
them the passages you want them to read and leave them to it. If you can’t explain things
yourself, could you ask a teacher to help? Keep in mind that your friends are likely to think that
dyspraxia is much more terrible than it really is if they are herded into an office and given a
lecture on specific learning differences. Make sure that your teacher can handle the situation
sensitively. Some are good at this but others are hopeless, probably because they’ve never had
any practice.Although it may be hard to make the decision to talk about dyspraxia, most people
really do care and they want to help. But if you do have to work or spend time with hurtful people
who just don’t get it, exploding with anger or deciding not to bother with them isn’t possible. The
important thing is to make sure that you don’t change when you’re around these people. You
can’t control their thoughts and actions but you can control your own. A dose of politeness is a
very effective antidote to many cruel comments or awkward situations. Try to be patient with this
kind of person because they can’t help having tunnel vision.I sound very considerate, writing
that, but when my temper is up it is hotter than the Sahara at midday and it’s difficult not to lash
out with a barrage of, ‘Well, what do you know?’ I would like to put these people inside a
dyspraxic body just for a day. I have a shrewd suspicion that they would change their minds by
nightfall – especially if they were made to participate in a PE lesson and then plough through
hours of homework. Add a spaghetti dinner to their day and they would soon surrender!When I
was at school, it was hard for some people to accept that I had problems because they couldn’t
see dyspraxia and unfortunately some people are unable to see past the end of their nose… I
guess what I’m trying to say is dyspraxia has taught me a lot and one of those things is to NOT
be ashamed of it, or try and ignore it, because it won’t go away. I’ve met all kinds of people,
some understanding, some not, but I can rest assured that I and the people I care about most
have enough intelligence to understand my disability and that’s the most important
thing.Charlotte, 16CHAPTER 2The Hidden People at HomeThis mess is a place!Unknown



sourceI can’t spread butter on toast, pour water, or slice bread. Opening bottles? That’s always
good fun. My arms wave about when I try to run upstairs and I still can’t ride a bike. I’m always
knocking into furniture and my sisters say it is like having a rhinoceros from the zoo in our house!
Joseph, 13Déjà vu, anybody?Home is meant to be a place where you can kick back and relax
(‘kick’ being the operative word) but when I’m there it often resembles a war zone. Here is a
summary of a typical relaxing evening. I go into the Colditz kitchen to make a drink, starting with
a disagreement with the kettle. The kettle wins. Trying not to shriek, I flail my scalded arm
around, knocking over the sugar and punching another boarder in the ribs. I then lose my
balance and nearly pitch into the sink, sending cocoa powder cascading onto the floor and
causing an anguished cry of, ‘Vicky, what are you doing?’ as I overturn someone’s Instant
Noodles. I hope you enjoy this stay in my house.Soothing the sensesA jumbled jigsawHas
anyone ever told you to eat your words? For me this old saying has a very literal meaning. When
I speak, I can physically taste the words on my tongue. This is connected to a condition called
synaesthesia, which is when the five senses blur into one another. Taste and sound are all one
with me. I was really shocked when I found out that this isn’t normal for everyone. I still find it
staggeringly impossible to imagine being any different.Not every dyspraxic person is a
synaesthete, but most of us seem to have different sensory perceptions. This is to do with the
way our brains are wired. Our senses feed us either a strong sharp dose of what’s going on
around us or a weak, diluted mix of it. I’m very sensitive to noise but have a pain threshold that
scrapes the moon. I once walked round with a broken arm for an hour and even tried to join in a
game of badminton before I vaguely realized that it was hurting a little. This kind of sensory
dysfunction is useful in some respects but very dangerous in others. By the time I finally reached
the medical centre my arm wasn’t a very attractive sight!Many of us have strong aversions to
certain tastes, textures, sounds, or smells. Itchy wool or lace and the feel of mashed potato or
lumpy sauces in my mouth drive my senses mad. People who crowd me get rude and abrupt
responses and in busy areas like the Colditz common room I dissolve into a sweaty-faced
shaking wreck. Why rugby lads enjoy bashing tables, screaming at each other, and making
monkey noises is far beyond my ability to fathom!When I was younger I had a lot of habits that
appeared strange to other people. (OK, OK, I admit it, I still do.) I would curl my hand into a fist
and press it hard against the centre of my forehead, or seize one of my wrists and apply as much
pressure as I could. I also like to rock back and forth on my knees or stalk up and down in a
straight line. The motion is incredibly comforting and I can do it for hours after a difficult day. My
roommates find it a bit unnerving so I now have to do it in the corridor. I also carry a pencil
everywhere and I flick it obsessively, annoying everyone very much. I’ve tried to cure myself of
this – pencil-flicking is impractical when you’re washing dishes or having university interviews –
but I just can’t. My thoughts are whipped into an uncontrollable tornado if I don’t have HB to
hand! Ever since I began to talk I have called my pencils my ‘thinking sticks’.When I was about
eleven years old, I went to Blackpool Pleasure (hmm, I would debate that) Beach with my half-
sister and my two nephews. At one point we had to pass beneath a rocket ride. My sister



trundled the pram beneath the spinning metal capsules without once looking up, but I stopped
and stared in sickish fear at those whirling rockets. Crowds of people milled beneath them, their
faces going from sun to shade as the enormous shadows spun overhead, and to me the sight
was terrifyingly surreal. The rockets were so near the ground that they would surely smash into
my head. So, wincing up at the danger, I fell onto my hands and knees to crawl after my sister.
She turned round to see where I had got to and was at a loss to see me on the floor, weaving
through people’s legs. She seized me by the shoulder and dragged me up. ‘What were you doing
down there?’ ‘The rockets,’ I mumbled feebly, clamping my eyes shut as she hustled me beneath
them. Miraculously they turned out to be far above my head.The paediatric neurologist at the
hospital was concerned about the extreme nature of my perceptual disability, which she said
was something to do with my balance. She sent me to have a special eye test to check that I
didn’t have a visual problem. The ophthalmologist could find nothing wrong with my sight. My
eyes are in good working order, but my brain can’t read their messages. Logic told me that those
rockets were too high to hit me, yet I still couldn’t believe it. The perceptual distortion was so real.
I sometimes stand by a kerb for ages before I muster the courage and confidence to cross the
road, as I can’t work out how far away cars are or how fast they’re travelling.Sound sensitivity is
my biggest problem and this impacts on my social ability. I did manage to survive the boarding
house Christmas party, an inferno of noise and flashing light that ripped my mind apart. I
shouldn’t really admit this, but I was so scared that I clung onto another girl’s hand for dear life! A
few years ago I never realized that most people don’t have these sensory adjustment problems
and I wondered why they actually chose to subject themselves to this torture. The strange thing
about this is that I’m partially deaf in one ear. God knows what I would be like if I had full hearing
– I might be able to hire my ears out to NASA as satellite dishes.•Cut all tags out of clothes and
don’t buy materials that irritate your skin.•If you dislike the texture of most materials, wear a thin
long-sleeved top that you can bear the feel of underneath your other clothes.•Ask family
members not to make the sounds you dislike when you’re around. It really messes with your
mind.•If you find it hard to eat new foods because of their textures, try eating just a little at a time.
If you can’t manage this then pulverize food in the blender, desiccate it, mash it – do whatever
you can to change the texture.•Take a packed lunch to school or college so that you know what
textures have gone into your food.•Do you find brushing your teeth and cutting your nails
uncomfortable or even painful? Try an electric toothbrush instead of a manual one and use an
emery board instead of nail scissors.•Have a pair of sunglasses or discreet earplugs on hand
ready for when you go out.•Soft coloured lights and lava lamps are very soothing.•Surround
yourself with textures that you like. I always wear a velour hoodie when I’m in an unfamiliar
situation because velvety things make me feel secure.Unfortunately you can’t avoid
disorientating and frightening environments forever. Now that I’m a mighty lower sixth-former I
sometimes have to patrol the school over lunch, checking that younger pupils aren’t in the labs
swallowing acid or writing on the toilet mirrors in lipstick. They shout and shriek until I feel that my
head is bursting. My sense of smell skyrockets but my vision goes weird: all I can see is a



muddle of faces that won’t be decoded. The lesson after this onslaught is English, and even
though I love that subject I can never concentrate and I jump at the slightest disturbance. My co-
ordination and handwriting seem to get worse too. It’s like having a loud and discordant brass
band crashing around between your ears.Sensory integrative dysfunction isn’t easy to cope with
but I am grateful to it for some things. We pick up on things that others don’t, and are able to see
ordinary things in startling ways. To me a Hoover is a dragon inhaling. To everyone else it’s…a
Hoover. This is all creativity is made of.SleepingMany adolescents with dyspraxia find
themselves lying awake at some unearthly hour, counting sheep (or possibly something a bit
more exciting than woolly-faced ovine animals) and fidgeting restlessly as time creaks by.
Proprioception is the jaw-breaking term that doctors use to describe the sensations you receive
from your joints and muscles when they are being bent or stretched. Sensory integrative
dysfunction kicks in here. If you have poor proprioception you’ll need a heavier quilt to give your
body enough feedback. A thick pillow also helps, as does wedging the bed up against a wall. If
the weather is hot then turn on an electric fan rather than shedding bedclothes, as falling asleep
without nice solid pressure is almost impossible. You might even prefer a sleeping bag. Another
strategy is to use a double-sized quilt and tuck the extra material under your mattress, climbing
in through the gap at the top.•A computer on standby or a plug with a red light gleaming is
enough to keep you awake.•Wear a pair of earmuffs – they will block out the slightest sound, and
you might like the pressure they give.•Avoid taking very long naps during the day.•Don’t drink
tea, coffee, or carbonated drinks before bed.•Increase the amount of fresh air and exercise that
you get during the day so that you will be physically tired at night.•Take a warm bath with
soothing bath foams mixed in with the water.•Aromatherapy is a bottled miracle for many
dyspraxics. Try calming oils like lavender. Don’t choose zesty scents as they will wake
you.•Listen to a favourite piece of soothing music as you are dozing off.•Imagine something
calming, such as clouds sailing softly across a darkening sky, a black sheet of rippling velvet
encasing you (my favourite, as I’m obsessed with the texture), or floating on your back on a still
lake.•Try to get yourself into a steady routine – supper, shower, and bed.•If nothing works, see if
your doctor can prescribe some medication.•Is it really sensory dysfunction that keeps you
awake, or are you worrying about something? Many teenagers with learning differences hate
school with a poison. Your sleeping patterns might improve if your school life does.The
dyspraxic-friendly houseThe most dangerous area for a person with co-ordination problems is
the kitchen. My mum is always trying to convince me to learn to cook, but I keep refusing,
primarily because I’m very happy with my fingers the way they are and I don’t want to turn them
into strawberry mousse. But university life and the dreaded tin opener are beckoning, so here
goes.DCD-proofing your kitchen•Kettle tippers leave your hands free to position the cup.•Fixed
cutting boards are safer than normal ones.•Electric tin openers don’t need much co-
ordination.•Utensils with rounded, rubber grips are easier to hold.•Special holders fix jars in one
place while you open them.•Mixing bowls and sieves with rests free both your hands.•A chair
with arms means you can sit down if your balance isn’t too good. (A good idea if you’re working



with knives.)•Don’t store glasses and china in high-up cupboards. This is asking for
trouble.•Label all your drawers so you always know where to find things.•Store sharp knives in a
special knife block.•Have a mini whiteboard in the kitchen where you can scribble down recipes,
cooking times, or shopping reminders.
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kcarr, “Insightful, helpful and eloquent. This young writer is so impressive in expression and
capturing the challenges and feelings that go with them. She is very helpful with tips for being
more focused, organized and anticipating potential issues that life, school and work may
present. This is a must read for kids and adults with Dyspraxia, along with parents and family
members, including spouses. Wish I had this book 15 yrs ago.”

Barbrah Ravina, “A gift of clarity. I’m a young aunt, soon to be 19 in a few months, and I have this
amazing 10 year old girl for a niece who I’ve always cared for but never managed to create a
close and understanding bond with. She has yet to get diagnosed but my sister and I are
hopeful. After reading only a chapter of this book, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that my niece
is absolutelty dyspraxic.Reading about all the troubles she’ll most likely face hurts and fills me
with nerves but the book is wonderfully packed with suggestions, tips and advice. I feel that I am
better equipped to support her and I hope I can become an adequate person to stand beside
her.I suggest this book to anyone who wants a better understanding of dyspraxia and teachers
as well, because I’m also pursuing a career in education I looked at the book’s contents as a
means of insight on how to improve the learning experience for everybody.”

Ben U, “I should have read this back in 2005. I heard about this on reddit and was strongly
recommended it. I wish I could have it autographed now. She helped me understand a lot more
about how I tick while also understanding others who suffer even worse from this. I'm 34 and
wish i would have learned about this sooner. Thank you Jesus for her!”

E. Doty, “Good author!. This girl describes dyspraxia so well and with such good grace and
humor that it makes her story a good read. She also includes relevant quotes from other kids
with dyspraxia.”

Anna Tait, “excellent insight. This has given me an excellent insight to what it feels like to have
dyspraxia - no wonder my son gets so frustrated. I will endeavour to be more understanding
when yet another glass gets smashed!”

Susan Kaplan, “Amazing story and great resource. I was blown away by Caged in Chaos. I
thought I had heard of every "learning disability" or "differently abled" until I read Ms. Biggs'
inspiring book about her life with dyspraxia. Not only a memoir written by Ms. Biggs when she
was a teenager, this book is a guide for any young person with any kind of physical or learning
challenge. Although written from the perspective of the British school system, the advice Ms.
Biggs gives for coping with every situation that most people just "do" without thinking about, her
advice and checklists provide a valuable resource for teens, parents, teachers, and anyone who
has any interest at all in the spectrum of disabilities (a word I use with distaste, because I don't



think in those terms) or challenges. Ms. Biggs is a gifted writer, and her humorous, positive
perspective on how she manages the activities of daily life make for a really good read, and an
extremely educational read as well. The book contains not only Ms. Biggs' observations: loaded
with observations and experiences she gathered from other young people, the book makes
people with "labels" attached to them simply people who have different styles of learning,
thinking, and being, which is how everyone should be considered, labeled or not. I commend
Ms. Biggs for her courageous story, and for her brilliant writing and amusing illustrations. I have
recommended this book to my sister who is a speech pathologist, my other sister who is a
teacher, two friends who are teachers, and others involved with young people, particularly in
education.We are all caged in some sort of chaos in our own way. Ms. Biggs opened my eyes to
a chaos I didn't know existed, and gave me a shot in the arm to find ways to cope with my own
chaos. While she provides insight into the cage of dyspraxia, her underlying message is that
living with the abilities that one is born with does not have to be a cage - it can and should be just
who you are, even if you have to explain yourself sometimes.I received this book from NetGalley
in exchange for an honest review.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A truly inspirational Insight into the Dysbraxic Mind. Fantastic insight into
the young and highly-intelligent mind of the writer Vicky.As the parent of a 23yr old (recently
diagnosed son.......& yes, he has a degree). I learned more & importantly, understood more
about his 'world' than any 'professional' text book could have possibly expressed.”

lorenzo, “Recommend. I think this is one of the better books on dyspraxia. Very helpful, practical
and user friendly - has a bit for all areas of life. Some more relevant than others and written by
someone who knows first hand of what it means to live with it”

sashkie, “I wish I'd read this sooner!. I don't often write reviews. But I feel compelled to. I was
diagnosed aged 25 and only just took the time to understand what dyspraxia is. This book is
amazing. I cried at the bit about Helen Burns in Jane Eyre... I really related to her when I read it!
It makes sense why I am how I am and helps me so much. I think had my mum known I was
dyspraxic and this book was available when I was a kid, it would have made life easier! I think
everyone affected by dyspraxia somehow should read this book! It isn't a woe is me type read, it
obviously points out how dyspraxia affects people, but it also make it positive by pointing out
how you can change things to make it easier. Excellent book”

Rachel, “An essential read. As the mother of a dyspraxic thirteen year old with only the usual text
books to go on the book was a revelation. I laughed, cried and laughed again. It gives so much
insight into how my sons brain works. It even explains the bomb site that is his bedroom and why
he hates it so much when I put things away in what I perceive to be the correct place - how
wrong can I be? I purchased on kindle but will buy in hard copy to get other family members and



teachers to read. This one book has given me more feedback into his world than all the others
put together, thank you Victoria”

Adam Samuel, “Fascinating and Entertaining. This book drew me in from the first page. I
downloaded the kindle version as holiday reading but found it so fascinating and entertaining
that I had finished it before the plane had barely touched down for the start of my trip! It’s not a
dry and boring textbook on Developmental Coordination Disorder but a funny and witty account
of the author’s struggles as an adolescent with dyspraxia. It’s hard to believe she wrote 95% of it
whe she was 16.Having been diagnosed with dyspraxia as a child I was able to draw many
parallels between the author’s modus operandi and my own. Yet as a qualified teacher who has
also taught students with dyspraxia I can appreciate that it is a disorder that affects people in
different ways and to varying degrees. Victoria has clearly thought of this by not only including
helpful strategies to make life less challenging for those with DCD but by including short
accounts from children and teenagers who live with the disorder.”

The book by Victoria Biggs has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 99 people have provided feedback.
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