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Welcome back to the Law School Toolbox podcast. Today we are excited to
welcome Natalie Diggins to the podcast. Natalie is the author of The Autistic
Adult's Toolbox. Your Law School Toolbox hosts are Alison Monahan and Lee
Burgess, that's me. We're here to demystify the law school and early legal
career experience, so you'll be the best law student and lawyer you can be.
We're the co-creators of the Law School Toolbox, the Bar Exam Toolbox, and the
career-related website CareerDicta. Alison also runs The Girl's Guide to Law
School. If you enjoy the show, please leave a review or rating on your favorite
listening app. And if you have any questions, don't hesitate to reach out to us.
You can reach us via the contact form on LawSchoolToolBox.com, and we'd love
to hear from you. And with that, let's get started.

Hi, this is Lee from the Law School Toolbox, and today we are excited to
welcome Natalie Diggins to the podcast. Natalie is the author of The Autistic
Adult's Toolbox. Note that while her book is written for autistic adults, the tools
are useful for anyone, and the legal profession has a meaningful neurodivergent
population that rarely gets talked about openly. | mean, | talk about it openly on
my podcast, but maybe not other places. So Natalie, thank you for spending
some time with us today.

Thank you, Lee. Thanks for having me. And this is actually going to be even more
fun than usual for me, because | work nonstop with lawyers — everything from
M&A lawyers, finance lawyers, transaction lawyers, IP lawyers, real estate
lawyers, you name it. So after I'm done recording this with you, I'm going to
send it to some of them, say, "Check this out."

Excellent. So, before we dive into the book and all of your recommendations, I'd
love to share a little bit more about you and your journey and what led you to
write this book. So, what's your professional life like while you're talking to all
these lawyers? And how did things shift when you were diagnosed as
neurodivergent as an adult?

Sure. So, | work in technology, specifically in engineering and operations, and
my job is to scale the technology. And right now, obviously, that technology is
Al. And I've also founded a company that built out a lot of the infrastructure
that we use today for the Internet and for a lot of these applications. So, now |
angel-invest and | advise startup CEOs on the technology and how to scale it,
and it's all in a framework of deep technology. That's sort of my niche. So, as I'm
coming out of school, and even when | was in school, | was almost always the
only woman on the team. We over-index on neurodivergence in tech, and so |
was with a lot of people who are probably a lot like me. And anything that | did
that was considered outside of the standard was likely attributed to my gender.
So | just fit right in for the most part. | still would struggle, but | could see my
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fellow coworkers struggling as well. And then one day, | was in therapy for
something totally different, and the therapist said, "You know, you might be"
and I'm like, "What are you talking about?" And she started naming all these
things: "You're a pattern matcher. You are extremely sensitive to any sensory
environment. You struggle understanding other people's emotions." And she
kind of went down this whole checklist, and | was like, "Nah, I'm a vice
president. I'm in a publicly traded company. There's no way | could be." And
then over the course of a couple of years working with different doctors, it came
through I'm not just a little on the spectrum, I'm actually quite a lot. And so,
once | heard that, a lot of things made sense. And | looked through my life and |
said, "You know, I've got all of these tools that have enabled me to reach this
level of success", and | think that is why | went undiagnosed. And your partner
Alison said in an episode recently that she is neurodivergent. And one of the
things she said was she had a lot of scaffolding that enabled her to reach those
levels of success. And essentially, | had an entire toolbox of scaffolding that |
relied on for my success. And so, one day, talking again with one of my doctors, |
was going to have minor surgery, very minor surgery, and | said, "I'm scared. |
don't know what to do. I'm afraid people are going to touch me, and bright
lights, and I'm not going to know how to communicate." And she said, "It's really
easy. Just write a letter to your surgeon." And | said, "Oh, great. That makes
total sense." And | said, "Could you direct me to a template for that? Because |
don't need to start from the beginning." And she said, "They may be out there,
but | have never seen one." And so, | did some digging and some searching, and
| found that in fact | couldn't find one, so | created one. And at that point, I'd
been talking to my autism doctor for quite a while, and she's always
commenting on all of these tools that | had developed. And it really got my
knickers in a twist that these tools that have enabled me to kind of live in a
neurotypical world weren't available to everybody. And | thought that that's
wrong. It's like we're not broken, we're just different, and we're living in a world
not built for us. | wouldn't ask a truck driver to drive a truck without a truck. |
wouldn't ask a baker to bake without an oven. | wouldn't ask a carpenter to
frame a home without a hammer. So why am | being asked to live in this world
without the tools? And so, that's when | compiled all of my tools. And there're a
couple I had to write. For example, | had to write, as | mentioned, the template
for dealing with the medical profession. But other than that, it was most of the
tools | just had that | kind of thought everybody had, but apparently they don't.
So | put this together, and what's so interesting, | wrote it for people who are on
the spectrum, but | have gotten so much positive feedback from people who
aren't, who have said, "Oh my gosh, I've never seen anybody say how to set
boundaries like you just did. I've never seen anybody talk about approaching a
social event or a networking event where you might be out of sorts and not
knowing what to do, and you tell them exactly, 'Here's a framework, make it

your own."" And so, I've been pleasantly surprised at how many neurotypicals
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have said that they're using my book. So in addition to helping people on the
spectrum, I'm also hopefully helping neurotypicals as well.

Well, | love that. And | just came across a new term in this space that | feel like is
great, because | feel like so often we talk about neurotypical and
neurodivergent, and then a medical doctor | follow talks about being
neurocomplex, which is kind of space a little bit in the center, and that some of
us are just complex, and so we need different scaffolding. And | think that
maybe it's situational — maybe in this situation you are struggling more, so you
need more scaffolding or this or that. But | think there really is this idea that we
are all complex creatures, and many of us have these parts of our personality
that need more scaffolding. And talking about it and exploring these different
options can just be so powerful for all of us. And it could be situational, but it
could be across the board. But you somewhat have to experiment, and no one
was talking about this stuff that many years ago. | feel like the openness around
this dialogue has really shifted.

And | have a friend who's an introvert, and he read my book and actually
chapters ahead of time, and he said, "You know, I'm an introvert, and | read
what you wrote about going to social events, and that sounds a lot like what |
am. So, if | have anxiety about going to a social event, what's the difference
between you and me?" And | said, "One difference is that your anxiety may be
just a result of your experience", and to your point, in that moment. And | said,
"Mine is the way my brain is wired." And | said, "It's also about recovery." | said,
"You may go to a party and really put yourself out there and be tired. | may go
to a party and come home and crawl up in the fetal position and not be able to
talk for a few hours." And so | said, "It's the degree, it's the severity, it's the
frequency, it's also the recovery." And you mentioned the word
"neurocomplex”. The one | really like the term is "neurospicy".

Ooh, neurospicy.
| like that one: "I'm neurospicy."

Ooh, I like that. | like that differentiation too about the difference in the
experience between someone who may be diagnosed on the spectrum and
somebody who might just be dealing with social anxiety. But some of the tools
and the solutions are the same — these coping mechanisms —and | think that for
maybe adults who are saying, "l didn't get diagnosed when | was a kid. Do | need
these diagnoses?" When you're even playing with that idea, you can still
implement some of the coping mechanisms, because that is going to push you
forward and help you in your experience, even separate than just waiting for a
diagnosis or feeling like that process could be intimidating in and of itself.
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| agree, and it can also be expensive to go through the process. And | recognize
how fortunate | am to be able to have quality medical care. And to your
guestion about, are you diagnosed, should you get diagnosed? | feel like if it
helps you — great, but if it doesn't — don't. And again, | come back to the tools. If
you have anxiety — and that's just kind of the easy one for me to use as an
example — it doesn't matter. You have anxiety. It doesn't matter if it's caused by
your life experience or by how you're wired. You need tools so that you can get
through life, regardless of what's driving the issue.

Yes, 100%, and we all need scaffolding.
Yes. Yes. Here's to more scaffolding.

More scaffolding. Who doesn't need scaffolding? Yes. | mean, from the packing
list that | was just helping my child with for his school trip, to all kinds of
scaffolding, right?

Absolutely. Lists. | like lists and spreadsheets.

Oh yes, yes. Well, let's dive into some of the nitty-gritty. You talk a lot about
meetings in your book, and boy, do lawyers and law students spend a lot of time
in meetings. So, you write about how meetings used to spike anxiety, especially
things that were labeled as a "brainstorm". What's so hard about that and what
brought that to light for you when you started this journey of finding these
solutions and this toolbox?

Sure. So, nothing gives me heart palpitations like the word "brainstorm", even
right now. So first, it's time boxed. You're expected to be spontaneous about
things that you may not really know about. It's high pressure. You're in a
meeting with your colleagues, with your supervisors you want to impress. And
for a lot of people, they do their best thinking in the shower. And | would
suspect that also with lawyers, who are often deep thinkers and very careful
thinkers, that can be a challenge. And | work on systems, | design systems, and |
was looking at this going, "l can't keep doing this, and I'm also not going to be
successful if  do." So | turned it into a problem to solve, and | realized that if |
had an agenda, that was incredibly helpful. If | knew the goals for the meeting,
that was incredibly helpful. If there were notes, that was incredibly helpful. And
so, when | didn't have that, | would approach the person who was leading the
meeting and actually what | would do if | was a lawyer, | would frame it around
billable hours, and | would say, "Hey, look, | want to protect billable hours. If |
could get an agenda, | could understand what you want to achieve and | could
better support you." And so, | would always just turn it around in that way. In
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my case | could be so much more efficient. "And by the way, is there anything
you'd like me in particular to read about ahead of time or be prepared to
discuss? Because | want your meeting to be successful." And the thing is, what
makes me successful as an autistic also makes companies successful — again,
clear goals, clear communication, focus on accountability, who's doing what.
And so, | have never in my life had to ask for an accommodation, because the
things | am asking for as an autistic person in a professional environment are the
things that are good hygiene — either good professional hygiene, good meeting
hygiene, good company hygiene. And so, | found if | ask in the right way... And
by the way, in the beginning, | didn't ask in the right way. I'm sure | came across
as judgmental and... But | learned over time that we wanted the same things.
We were approaching it in a different way, but if we could have an agenda and
notes and things of that nature, we could reach the goals faster. So, | just turn it
around and figure out what is the commonality. It's like a Venn diagram. You've
got the two subsets, and what's the union? We want the company to be
successful. We may have different working styles, but ultimately we want the
same thing, so how are we going to get there? And it's worked pretty
effectively.

| see something really subtle in the way that you're framing this, which is as a
value-add. And | think that is important when you are someone more junior,
trying to kind of speak to someone more senior. Because if you go to them and
you're like, "l need this. | need an agenda. | need to research beforehand. |
need, | need" — | think in many law firm environments, you will end up being
told "no". What | liked about how you were framing it is you're like, "In order for
this to be the best meeting possible, in order for me to be able to bring my best
self and do that value-add, if you could give me a heads-up about this thing,
then I'm going to make us more successful." | do think that subtle framing really
is important in the workplace.

And | think that lawyers are particularly well-suited to do that. If | think of the
ones that | work with, they're excellent at figuring out, "How do | make side A
whole, side B whole? How do we come together? How do | negotiate? How do
both sides get what they need?" And so | think lawyers are particularly well-
suited to that approach. And if | can go back again, let's say it's to a partner,
somebody who's senior —if | say, "Hey, I'm going to help you with more billable
hours", they're going to love you. And then the other thing too, | think that by
changing that language, it shows a seriousness. And | don't mean like an over-
seriousness, | mean just you really take your work seriously, and you want to do
a good job. And to me, that's amazing. Those are the people | want on my team.
Those are the people | pull in on projects. They're as serious about achieving the
results as | am, and they're going to do a good job.

Episode 563: Neurodivergence in the Workplace (w/Natalie Diggins) Page 5 of 16

LawSchoolToolbox.com



Lee Burgess:

Natalie Diggins:

Lee Burgess:

Natalie Diggins:

Lee Burgess:

Natalie Diggins:

LAW SCHOOL

TOOLBOX

Right. We talk a lot on the podcast about excellence — that your job is to just
find your own excellence. Like, how are you going to be an excellent associate?
How are you going to be an excellent law student? How are you going to be
excellent at studying for the bar? The answer to excellence is different for
everybody. You have to find your own path, but owning that that is your
journey, to find that excellence, | think is something that's very important. Your
supervisors can't make you excellent. You can have a crummy supervisor, and it
can make your life miserable.

And we've all had those.

We've all had those. | hope I'm not one of them. | don't think so. But we've all
been under someone who has prevented us from maybe reaching our potential
or made us miserable. But | think as the subordinate, the person who is lower
level, basically just saying that, "l want to be excellent, and this information
could help me be excellent" — that's a really important distinction from, "I need,
I need, | need," because that's just probably going to get shut down.

Yes. Yes.

Yeah. Okay, so we talked about the questions somebody can ask to kind of make
the meeting be less anxious. We talked about brainstorming. And then what
happens in the meeting? Like, you're in the meeting, now what happens?

Sure. So the first thing | always look at is their notes. Now, obviously with Al,
you might have an Al note-taker, but there's still somebody who has to edit
them, so | always make sure that we have notes. And so, if it's a recurring
meeting and there're no notes, | will often volunteer to take notes or ensure
that they're edited properly and sent out. And | do that for a couple of reasons.
One, | want to show I'm a team player. Two, it gives me an activity so I'm less on
the spot if there's brainstorming. And then three, frankly, | control the edit that
goes out. So it's really important, but it's also, you basically set the expectation
up front: "I, Natalie, am volunteering to do this, and we will rotate in the future,
correct?" And everybody, "Yeah, yeah, yeah." So that | don't get put into the
administrative penalty box, right? I'm not billable, I'm not strategic — | get put in
the penalty box. And so that's really, really important. And | think what can be
tricky is the next time the recurring meeting comes around, they say, "Oh,
Natalie did it. Natalie, here, you were so good at it." Yeah, right. "You're so good
at it. Why don't you just go ahead and take notes?" And | would say, "Nope,
that's not the agreement. | was happy to do it the first time. I'm a team player,
but I've got a lot of work to do. Okay, who's next? Who's going to do it next?"
And then | would hope that the senior people would take notice of what's
happening. But if they don't, | would hope the junior people who were in that
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position, who may have been put in that position, when they become the senior
people, they make sure that people don't get put in these administrative boxes,
and that they spread the work around for the entire team.

| think that administrative box is really under-discussed, | think, but it is really
real, and you see it happen at every part of your professional career. And it can
happen on gender lines — I've definitely seen that happen. "Oh, but you have
such great handwriting" — that's my personal favorite — to the point where | had
a mentor once who said, "You are never allowed to offer to take notes in a
meeting, ever, in the beginning of your career." But | really like the fact that
you're not eliminating the note-taking. It's saying you need to watch out for this
risk, and then you're going to also not only own that you can do it, but own that
it can be handed to somebody else, and that the note-taking itself is what's
important. And | think Al has relieved that pressure on a lot of folks. But | still
like to take handwritten notes during a meeting, even if | know there's an Al
note-taker, because it helps with my own focus and retention. And | know that
that can reduce anxiety. | was at a talk of a well-known author, and she was
discussing how she would take notes when she was doing a Q&A, because it
supported her in not being anxious about forgetting a question or forgetting
something. These, again, are just scaffolding, right? And this is low-level, easy,
doesn't even involve anybody else. And | think we often forget that these little
things can be so helpful.

Yeah. And the other trap | see people fall into is the organization trap. So,
"Okay, I'll organize that meeting." In the Al world, now that we have Al, it's gone
from note-taking, because you do have an Al assistant, to organizing meetings.
So, just any sort of administrative trap you have to be aware of and kind of
negotiate your way out of it.

Yeah. So, one of the other recommendations in your book is to proactively
contribute, rather than waiting to be called on. And boy, this really struck me
because of law students who are trained in the classroom to be anxious to be
called on. It's one of our structural things. So, | thought about that in the
classroom context, but | also thought about it in the work context. So, if you're
anxious about speaking up, what are some of the things that you can do to
empower yourself?

Sure. So there are a couple of really easy low-lift things. So the first one is saying
something along the lines of, "So | want to build on what Lee just said", and
then you add your own sort of perspective on that. So you're not out there on
an ice floe all by yourself, and it also shows that you're listening, and then Lee
feels good because you were listening, you paid attention, you built on her
point, you validated her point. And then another one that you can do is just ask
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a clarifying question. It doesn't have to be incredibly insightful, but just
something, if it wasn't clear, "Excuse me, | just want to clarify. Over here you
said XYZ, but over here | thought it was ABC. Can you please enlighten us what's
going on here?" That's really effective. But my very favorite, my pro move —and
| can't believe this is a pro move, wait till you hear this —so, it is at the end of
the meeting and everybody's getting ready to ask their final questions. | ask, if it
hasn't been asked before —and it usually isn't: "Okay, everybody, what are next
steps?" | cannot believe how many people comment later about what an action-
oriented person | am, and | think it's in a positive way. Because you're hearing
all of this great feedback, these ideas, but so oftentimes we leave meetings,
what are we going to do with it? And so not only do | say, "Okay, what are next
steps?”, | might say, "Okay, what were those action items again? | want to make
sure that we have those in the notes. Who's doing what? Okay, and by when?"
And | always make sure it's time boxed, "and by when". So, depending on your
level of comfort and the context, your meeting, you've got a couple of really
easy things, and then the pro move thing is, "Okay, everybody, I'm not clear.
What are next steps?" And that goes in the meeting minutes, so that's another
thing. | always try to get something said, particularly when there's an electronic
note-taker, so that my name appears in the meeting minutes, so that if people
who are outside the meeting read the minutes, they think, "Ah, that Natalie,
that's right. | remember last week she volunteered for the note-taking, and this
week she made that great comment about clarifying a question or next steps."
So I'm building a history and a record of my contribution, so that people even
outside of the room hear my name and see what I'm saying.

| love that. And | think being aware of how the Al note-taker works is also very
important. | have started to summarize things, basically, for the Al note-taker at
an end of a meeting, because | think that it's even more powerful than it used to
be to say, "What are our action items? Let's summarize what our next steps
are", because the Al note-taker does a great job of pulling those and giving you
a very clean kind of assignment to do at the end. But | also think it's important,
as you were mentioning, to think about in the meeting, mid-flight in the
meeting, you don't have the benefit of the Al note-taker, and that's why those
handwritten notes while you're listening are so important. Because if you're
looking for inconsistencies or where things need to be clarified, often that's
from whatever your materials you're creating in the moment in front of you. So
both things are important, because sometimes | can't see those inconsistencies
unless | have taken notes.

Absolutely. And | also think that by taking notes, you're telegraphing that you're
participating and that you're taking it seriously and that you're aware.
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Yeah. | mean, any associate in a law firm that does not walk around with a pad
of paper or something with them at all times is a misstep, because so often you
can have somebody who's going to dump information in your lap and it's very
hard to retain that, especially if it's lots of technical things. In fact, | just read
some blog or something about optimizing life. | read a lot of those. But they
were talking about little notebooks, a little notebook that can fit in your bag,
and that it is the place where you can capture all the random things. You can
have a to-do list, but if you're in something and somebody tells you something,
you can just jot it down. And | think what's been interesting is I've got notes in
here from meetings of all different kinds. And it's not the place where | keep all
my work, because that's different of how | keep my to-dos and | keep all of that
stuff. But | love the idea of having a little place where you can put the things,
and then the next time at my desk or the next time I'm with my to-do list, | can
transfer them off. But it's been really nice to just have... It's so little. It makes me
so happy. | don't know.

| love that. And | would take it one step further and I'd photograph the pages
with my camera of my iPhone.

| love that.

That are dense, that are dense with info, and I'd upload them to Claude, to my
Gibsie, whom | chat with, whoever you're using, and I'd say, "Pull out the
common threads. What have | maybe not followed up on? Who is giving me this
information?" I'd basically say, "Here is my little bluebook from walking around.
| want you to analyze it and tell me where my opportunities are. What are the
insights?" So | would take it one step further.

Yes. | have really found that one of the interesting things that Al can do is show
you where the holes are. It can show you the threads, but so often | will ask Al,
"What are open questions that you see?" or, "What do you need to know from
me?" And I'm surprised at some of the open questions that | either thought |
had figured out, but maybe | hadn't communicated, which is a great lesson. But
also sometimes it can show you those holes. Oh, | love that idea. Okay, now I'm
taking my little blue notebook, and I'm taking it up a level, Natalie. We're going
to have to come back and have another discussion about where the blue
notebook goes from here. It's a blue notebook solution. | love it.

Again, I'm a systems designer, so whatever you give me, I've got to figure out
how to make it more efficient, better.

| mean, Natalie, systems are my love language, so | mean, we're just... | know,
right? So, what about virtual meetings? We've been talking about these in-
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person meetings. You know that you may have an Al note-taker on a Zoom
meeting. Are virtual meetings a benefit or a burden?

Natalie Diggins: | think they're both. They're a blessing and a curse. | used to commute from San
Francisco to Silicon Valley every day, five days a week at least. It was 90 minutes
on the freeway to get there, and then 90 minutes home at the end of the day.
That was crazy. But anyway, to not have to do that anymore is incredible. So |
think it allows for a lot of flexibility and a lot of autonomy and a lot of efficiency.
But on the downside, you're missing all of the physical interaction. | can't read
the body language. | can't really look you in the eye in the same way and
understand. So, it can be really challenging. And | also think, good grief, Zoom
fatigue is real. Ugh. So, a couple of things that | try and do — they're all the
basics that you do — make sure you have a comfortable chair, you have good
lighting, it's quiet, all of that. Yeah, I'm with you on that. But one of the things
that I dois if I'm looking at a screen, | oftentimes won't look at the other person
who's speaking. | won't necessarily look them in the eyes. It's just too much. It's
too intense. I'll look at their nose. They don't know the difference, but it makes
a difference to me. And the other thing is, | will put my screen on "Hide", so |
can hide the tile that has me on it. Some days, | don't know about you, but | see
itand | go, "Girl, you need some sleep."

Lee Burgess: We've all had those Zoom meetings. And | do few in a location that doesn't have
great light if I'm not at my office, if I'm at a corner of my house and I'm just like,
"No one wants to see me in this light." It's a side light. It's not a good look.

Natalie Diggins: Hear, hear. So I'll go into Zoom and you go where the three dots are, and you
just click on "Hide my view", "Hide self-view". And the only time though that
gets to be a problem is if I'm in a space where somebody might be walking near
me, like right now, | have my self-view on because if somebody walks in here
and does something funny or makes a face, | want to know about it. So, there
are some times | just have to look at my tired eyes no matter what. But if | don't,
| turn off self-view.

Lee Burgess: And for me, a two-person conversation on Zoom is a different level of fatigue
than the many people in a room.

Natalie Diggins: Completely.

Lee Burgess: I don't know, it seems much less distracting to me to just have a one-on-one
conversation online. Yeah.

Natalie Diggins: Absolutely, yes.
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| also would say that you can still handwrite notes in Zoom, and that it gives you
a break from the eye contact. If you're worried that someone will think you're
on your phone, which is typically a rude thing to do in a Zoom meeting, you
could mention "Oh, I'm also taking notes for myself during the meeting." | think
that kind of communication can help if somebody doesn't know that's
something you do. | think if it's somebody you work with online and offline,
they're going to know that about you — that you've probably got a notepad or a
little bluebook. But still doing that to keep the engagement is something that
I've had to do in challenging Zoom meetings, because just staring at the screen
passively can be so tough.

| do that though in in-person meetings, particularly if | have an iPad. | work a lot
off of an iPad. But I'll tell people in the meeting just, "Hey, everybody, I'm paying
attention. I'm just taking some notes over here." And again, it goes back to just
clearly communicating and setting expectations, and | don't want people to
think that I'm scrolling social media when in fact I'm taking notes for myself for
the meeting. So | just tell people up front right away.

Do you type your notes, or do you use an Apple pen or something like that?

Both, both. So, if | have something that's deeply technical, | will type because
my writing's bad, number one, but two, it has to be very precise. If it's just a
normal meeting, | just write. But if I've got math or formulas, anything like that,
I'm typing it, because later | won't be able to figure out what it was. So it just
depends. It's context.

Yeah. Yeah, | get that. So, a lot of law students and young lawyers are realizing
now that they're neurodivergent. It turns out that law school is a bit of a
pressure cooker and it brings to light a lot of diagnoses that | think have been
latent, but everybody's been able to scaffold until law school, which is such a
pressure cooker that your general scaffolding may start to fail you. You were
diagnosed later in life. So, what would you advise someone listening right now
going, "Wow, this kind of sounds like me" or, "l do struggle with meetings and
things like that"? What would you say is the thought process of deciding to get
diagnosed or learning more about yourself?

Sure. Actually, I'm going to back up what you said with something | read
recently, which is a Bloomberg analysis. It was from a couple of years ago, but it
just hit my feed, which said that in that year — | think it was 2023 or 2024 —
Bloomberg did an analysis, a survey, and they compared the answers from law
school students to attorneys, practicing attorneys, and they asked the
percentage that were neurodivergent. And practicing attorneys said 7%, law
school students said 25%. And you can argue it's directional. Who knows? But
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also they say approximately 30% of people in the U.S. are somewhere on the
spectrum. And so, | thought that was really interesting — first, the discrepancy
between law school students and practicing attorneys. And so one, | think that,
law school students now, it's a younger generation, there's not the stigma that
there was back when probably these practicing attorneys were going through
school. But also, just the fact that there are so few allegedly autistic people in
law, which | don't believe. | would speculate that based on the skillsets that you
need to be successful as a lawyer, that law as a profession overindexes on that
30%. So | just think that's really interesting, and | don't think that there's quite
the stigma that there was. And | don't know if you saw this, but about two
weeks ago, the head of Palantir — Alex Karp — basically said, "Neurodivergent
people are what we need, because they see the patterns that nobody else
sees." And I'm thinking about the lawyers that I've worked with and how good
they are at spotting those things. And so, back to your now original question,
which was you think you may be, you think you're not. And | come back to
something | said earlier —if it makes you feel good to know, do it. If you can
afford to do it, do it, if it's important to you. But if not, it doesn't matter. The
fact is, if you have anxiety about meetings, for an example, and it's due to your
life experience or lack of experience versus how your brain is wired — to me, it
doesn't matter what the reason is, you still suffer from anxiety and you need
tools or treatment or something that will address that. If it's important to you to
understand the cause, absolutely get tested. There are plenty of places you can
do that. But be aware, once you get those results, ask your doctor, "Okay, so
you're going to tell me either | am or I'm not. What happens the day after? So,
you tell me | am. Well, okay, great. What do | do? You tell me I'm not. Okay,
great." | highly recommend anybody who is being tested have that conversation
first, because it's my experience and most people | talk to — they hear their
diagnosis "yes" or "no", and then there's nothing. You don't know what to do.
It's like, "I have this information, either affirmative or negative. Oh, okay, what
do | do with it?" So, | would just recommend if it's important to you, get tested,
but if you have symptoms, address those. And if you do get tested, have a plan
going into it of what you're going to do afterward. Otherwise, it can be really,
really disorienting. It can be also life-affirming, but it can be disorienting as well.

Absolutely. I've talked a bit on the podcast that we have had a dyslexia diagnosis
in my family, and | did a deep dive into learning about dyslexia, and now |
believe that | am also dyslexic to a point, although | never struggled with
reading, but I'm not a very good speller, and | have massive coping mechanisms,
and proofreading coping mechanism. | created all of the scaffolding. And it is so
interesting, because when you start to learn more, then you start to look at
yourself and say, "Oh, is that because of that?" It is an interesting exploration,
but you do need to make sure you have a growth mindset for that exploration.
And going back to the power of these neurodivergent, neurocomplex brains, the
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neurospicy brains — there was a really great documentary on dyslexia where
they were talking about the person who found the Titanic wreckage was
dyslexic, and didn't know until he was well into his professional life. And he said
that he truly believes that the only reason he was able to find it when no one
else could find it — | mean, they had been looking for it for decades and decades
—is he said that he looked at the problem a different way and looked at all the
data and said, "Well, | think about this and that", and he's like, "That is the only
reason that | was able to find it when no one else could find it."

That's a great story.

It's a great story, but | think it really just does kind of show that with this
scaffolding comes great opportunity to be these best —to go back to our
discussion about excellence — to allow yourself to be excellent, so you can do
these amazing things. And | think that holding that little nugget of that growth
mindset, that positivity, is so important if you're going on this exploration to
learn more about yourself. But | do think knowledge is power, because it allows
you to just accept the mixed bag that we all are.

Absolutely. And | think that for me, I'm similar in that | am the pattern matcher,
and | see things that other people don't. And once | was able to manage some of
the issues of the autism — like | said, the sensory issues — | wear earplugs when
I'm out in public, little pods. Once | was able to manage that, | could really enjoy
some of the benefits of being autistic. One of the things for me is, again, pattern
matching and seeing things that nobody else sees. And that's really driven a lot
of my career.

Well, | feel like we could talk about this all day, but | just wanted to touch on a
couple of last points before we run out of time. One is | want to revisit this idea
of the junior associate, the person who's kind of lower level. And they enter the
workplace, and they want to advocate for better meeting hygiene. They want to
kind of advocate for changes. We talked a little bit about what you can do
before that brainstorming meeting, but do you have other suggestions for how
to advocate for yourself in this positive light, that's showing you want things to
be better, but you also need things. How does that work as the junior person?

Absolutely. Just focus on efficiency, not accommodation. And that's not to say
you should never ask for an accommodation if you need one. I'm not at all
saying that. But what you need is likely what your boss, your clients, your
company needs to be effective and efficient. And | think now people who are
early in their career in law or who are about to be graduating, | think they have
the extra layer of Al and how to do that. And so, a little off-topic, but | just want
to share something that I've been seeing, that I've been recommending to
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people | know who are starting out in the work world and the Al world. And the
number one thing is, make it personal. | can't tell you how | get pitches all day
long for companies, and the only ones | look at anymore are ones that
completely did their homework. It's like they know me, they know my work,
they know my history, and they custom craft a note just for me. | open those, |
read those. And you can tell if they're Al-crafted. Somebody could put in four
data points about me and then tell an Al, and I'll ignore those. But | give them
credit. | also take thank-you notes, like little cards in my bag. I'm always on the
subway, or walking, or | have 10 minutes before my next meeting. | am
constantly sending written thank-you notes. It blows people away. It's like going
back and being retro to what used to work. And a challenge is getting the
address. So, what | do so that I'm not creepy — | might email the person and say,
"Hey, what is your" —and I'm really clear — "mailing address"?

Mailing address.

"There is something | wanted to send you." So they don't think I'm going to
show up and stalk them or something. | just had a researcher recommend this
book to another researcher, and the second researcher reached out, told me
that, so | sent a note to the first researcher. Make it personal. The only way
you're going to stand out in this Al world is to make it personal. And the second
thing, which is driving me nuts right now is, do what you say. Do what you say
you'll do when you say you'll do it. So, for example, if somebody says, "Natalie,
I'll get that to you by tomorrow end of day." Two days later, | had better not
have to go ask that person for it. And | feel like right now it's a tremendous
opportunity for people who really do have good follow-up hygiene to get ahead
because so few people have it, including in law — which is always a shock to me,
that | have to follow up with somebody who said they'd get me something. So
those are the two things. Oh, and the one thing | wanted to mention, too —
speaking about time boxing and following up — we talked about being in a
meeting, and you talked about if you're junior, how can you navigate that? And
SO you may, as a junior person, be asked a question and not know the answer. It
is perfectly okay for you to say, "l don't know." But two caveats. You then have
to say when you will get back to that person.

When you will know.

Exactly. And so one of the pro moves that | always do is — let's say I'm going to
get back to that person today — the way | frame it is, "l will get back to you by
the start of the day tomorrow." And that psychologically telegraphs something
so important. It says, number one, I'm tenacious. Two, I'm a hard worker. Three,
| may be burning the midnight oil, but | will have that to you by the time you
come in. And so, that's really helpful. | said there were two caveats. One, you
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have to time box. The second thing is, if I'm paying $2,000 an hour for a domain
expert and | ask that person a question, a basic question in his or her domain,
and they say to me, "l don't know" — you can get away with that, but then you
better not bill me for it, because | line item every one of my bills. So, you don't
always have to know the answers to everything, and | think that that's a fallacy
about meetings, and it creates a bunch of undue stress, particularly on junior
people, because they think they have to know the answer. You don't have to
know the answer to everything, but you do have to say, "I will get back to you."
You do have to say by when. And three, then you have to do it. So, hopefully
that'll take a little pressure off in meetings.

| think that is really true. And the one point you made in there that | love is, you
need to be prepared for things. It's okay to say that you do not know the answer
as long as you're prepared for your other things. So, anyone listening to this
who may want to do an interview to work for me — please make sure you have
read about me before an interview. Like you were saying with the people who
kind of have done research about you beforehand —it's always interesting when
someone will ask a question that is readily answerable on the Internet, like,
"When did you and Alison start working together?" And | was like, "Well, that's
on my About page." Now you've shown me you didn't read my About page."

Do your research.

Right. That doesn't come up well. And | think Al has helped with that. You can
do research pretty fast these days to get this basic information. But you still
have to make it your own. And | agree, if | see something that just looks like it
was cranked out by ChatGPT because it has lots of emojis in it... And it's not that
| don't like a good emoji, but every mailing email | get from someone that clearly
just has 27 emojis on it, I'm like, "Well, you just outed that you didn't write it,
and you maybe didn't even read it." That personal effort, | think, is so critical.

Agree. And again, in the age of Al, that's how you're going to stand out. You're
going to do what you say you do, when you say you'll do it, and you're going to
make it personal but not creepy.

Not creepy. | love it. | love it. Well, | think we should end on that — personal but
not creepy. | think that's a great final message.

Exactly, exactly. And | look forward to maybe being in one of your listeners'
meetings in the future, which will have good hygiene, nobody will be stressed,

we'll hit our goals.

And everyone will have a to-do list when they leave.
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Yes, exactly. Exactly.

So, if anyone wants to learn more about your work and how they can read this
book and work on their own scaffolding, how can they do this?

Sure. So the book is available on Amazon, but what | would also encourage you
is to go to your local library. The book is in quite a few libraries across the
country, including academic libraries and public libraries. So you can buy it —
yes, thank you. But also, | just really want this to help people. So, you can go to
your library. If your library doesn't have it, just request it. They'll get it. But yeah,
so, Amazon or your library.

Wonderful. Well, we will link to the book in the show notes. Natalie, what a gift
of your time today, and your systems, and your scaffolding, and your expertise.
Thank you so much. I look forward to trying some of these tricks out in my next
meetings.

Thank you. It's been a pleasure, truly. Thank you.

If you enjoyed this episode of the Law School Toolbox podcast, please take a
second to leave a review and rating on your favorite listening app. We'd really
appreciate it. And be sure to subscribe so you don't miss anything. If you have
any questions or comments, please don't hesitate to reach out to myself or
Alison at lee@lawschooltoolbox.com or alison@lawschooltoolbox.com. Or you
can always contact us via our website contact form at LawSchoolToolBox.com.
Thanks for listening, and we'll talk soon!

The Autistic Adult's Toolbox, by Natalie Diggins

Podcast Episode 470: Tips for Neurodivergent Law Students (w/Heather Varanini and Rebecca Petrilli)

FAQs for Law Students with ADHD (Part 1)

FAQs for Law Students with ADHD (Part 2)
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