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An account of presen ng a poster at the 16th Research Students’ 

Educa on Conference (RSEC) at the University of Leeds 

Clare Copley, School of Educa on, University of Leeds 

Personal Experience of a Research Topic - a Help or a Hindrance? 

This year’s Research Students’ EducaƟon Conference (RSEC) held at the University of Leeds on 

19th July 2023 focussed upon the theme of ‘messy research’.  Considering my own PhD research 

challenges and ‘messy research’, I chose to reflect upon my personal connecƟon with my chosen 

area of study. My PhD is concerned with exploring sex and gender differences in growing up with 

Developmental CoordinaƟon Disorder (DCD) with specific consideraƟon of mental health issues 

experienced by females with DCD and the impact of this as they transiƟon into higher educaƟon. 

TradiƟonally, there has been male bias within neurodevelopmental research (Santos et al., 2022). 

This has implicaƟons for missed or misdiagnosis for women and girls, who tend to present with 

complex co-occurring condiƟons, which can hinder diagnosƟc processes and limit access to 

support within health and educaƟon seƫngs (Young et al., 2018). 

As an occupaƟonal therapist by profession, I work with young adults within higher educaƟon, 

many of whom are neurodivergent and some experience difficulƟes specifically relaƟng to DCD.  

In addiƟon to my professional experience, I have always been vocal about being the proud parent 

of a child with DCD and how, like many mothers before me, this led to some self-realisaƟon about 

lifelong difficulƟes I have had, resulƟng in my own diagnosis of DCD in recent years. Both my 

clinical pracƟce and personal experiences have undoubtedly driven me professionally and 

insƟlled a passion and determinaƟon to contribute to making posiƟve change – which ulƟmately 

is why I began on my PhD journey. However, I have someƟmes considered if there is a negaƟve 

aspect to these experiences. I have quesƟoned if I am at risk of jeopardising my own research 

with a personal bias relaƟng to DCD, which could blur boundaries within my professional 

relaƟonships. When exploring the conference theme of ‘messy research’, I began to consider if I 

am conscious enough of how my own experience of DCD differs from that of others due to the 

heterogeneous nature of the condiƟon. It is important to ensure that my personal connecƟon 

with DCD does not limit my knowledge and understanding of how diversely the condiƟon can 

present.   

I am well versed with the concept of self-reflecƟon, it forms a crucial aspect of my working 

pracƟce and guides much of my clinical judgment (Krueger et al., 2020).  However, compleƟng 

this poster enabled discussions with my academic supervisors who encouraged a process of 

reflexivity. Unlike reflecƟon, which is largely completed retrospecƟvely to consider what could be 

done differently to enhance pracƟce, reflexivity encourages consideraƟon of your posiƟonality. 

PosiƟonality within research requires an acknowledgment of the posiƟon that an individual 

adopts within their research based upon personal idenƟty and world views (Holmes, 2020). 

Within research, reflexivity can be used to consider beliefs, judgements, and bias throughout the 

whole process, guiding a theory of knowledge and approaches (Jamieson et al., 2023). This was  
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helpful in reframing my concerns and to consider how using my knowledge and lived experience 

can potenƟally help rather than hinder my research pracƟce. I am reassured that transparency 

about my personal experiences could enrich my study design through a process of thoughƞul 

engagement (Jamieson et al., 2023). Open and honest discussions with myself, my academic 

supervisors, peers, and stakeholders at different stages of my research could help me to gain a 

deeper understanding of my posiƟon, enriching my study and therapeuƟc relaƟonships. 

PresenƟng my poster resulted in an unexpected and welcome development within my research. 

The overall reacƟon of peers and conference delegates to my poster seemed to echo much of the 

findings about the importance of lived experiences when considering neurodivergence (Tougaw, 

2023). There was a general acknowledgement that with personal experience can come passion, 

drive, and determinaƟon, which many felt was an essenƟal component of postgraduate study. It 

was encouraging to hear from other researchers with a personal experience or connecƟon to 

their own research. This once again demonstrated the moƟvaƟon and undeniable insight that can 

be gained from lived experience.  

Biography 

 Clare Copley is an occupaƟonal therapist and a second year PGR.  Clare’s 

research is concerned with young women’s experiences of Developmental 

CoordinaƟon Disorder (DCD) and the impact upon mental health and 

academic outcomes.  Clare has lived experience of DCD and is keen to 

consider how this might make her research ‘messy’.  
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