Lessons Learned: Personal Stories of Learning Disabilities,
Resilience and Mental Health (Transcript)

[Dr. Marjory Phillips] Hello, my name is Dr. Marjory Phillips and I’'m a psychologist and director at
Integra. Integra is a children's mental health agency in Toronto. We provide mental health services to
children and youth with learning disabilities and mental health issues. We are pleased today to
introduce a twenty five minute video called “Lessons Learned: Personal stories of learning disabilities,
resilience and mental health”. We created this video in partnership with the Toronto Catholic District
School Board'’s psychology department, and it was funded by the Student Support Leadership Initiative,
Toronto Region. The purpose of the video is to capture the voices and experiences of students with
learning disabilities and mental issues, and the experiences of their families and educators, in order that
we can all create better learning environments for these kids. We thank these students and their
families and educators for their courage and generosity in sharing their stories.

[Dr. Maria Kokai] Hello, my name is Dr. Maria Kokai and I'm chief psychologist at the Toronto Catholic
District School Board. Before viewing the video, it would be helpful to have a quick overview of what
learning disabilities, or in short LDs, are and how they can be recognized and identified. Learning
disabilities are considered to be neurobiologically based disorders that affect how a person receives,
takes in, understands, remembers, or expresses information. Individuals with LDs have average to above
average intelligence, but they also have the impairments in one or more areas of psychological
processing, such as phonological processing, perceptual-motor processing, memory or processing speed,
for example, that interfere with learning and may cause some significant difficulties in any of the areas
of academic achievement, social functioning or behaviour functioning. Depending on the nature of
impairments, there are many different types of learning disabilities and they may affect different areas
of functioning. The most common being specific reading disabilities, also called dyslexia. In order to
determine whether a person in fact has a learning disability a psychological assessment is completed
and a diagnosis of a learning disability can be made by psychologists or a psychological associate. The
assessment findings, describing the individual’s strengths and weaknesses and the nature of the learning
disability are also used to create that individual education plan and to implement the appropriate
programming and intervention. With the appropriate supports and at the appropriate interventions,
individuals with learning disabilities can learn. They can be very successful. Overall, one in ten
individuals has a learning disability and according to Statistics Canada, LDs are the most common form
of disability in children between the ages of five and fourteen years. In our Ontario schools, over forty
percent of students identified with special education needs also have a learning disability. So it's very
important that parents and teachers have a good understanding of learning disabilities and that we can
all work together to make sure that our students get the appropriate supports.

[Dr. Marjory Phillips] The relationship between learning disabilities and mental health issues is a
complex one; most students who experience learning disabilities experience stress and distress. It can
be hard when you can’t show what you know. Forty percent of students with learning disabilities also
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experience mental health issues and a recent study in 2009 by a Canadian researcher, Wilson and then
colleagues. He found that students with LDs were two to three times more likely to experience anxiety,
depression, and suicidal ideation. Lots of kids struggle with social competence. We know that seventy
five percent of students with learning disabilities find it hard to navigate social relationships. We can’t
imagine what life is like for those kids and their families. It's hard enough when you can’t show what you
know and school is frustrating and it's difficult. You have to work harder than everybody else. But if you
also have an anxiety disorder, it can make it really hard to get school. We see lots of school avoidance
with this population and what can look like noncompliance or inattentive behaviour. And our hope for
this video is to get you a sense of understanding these kids experiences as an educator so that you have
a better sense of really what they're going through and how hard it is to get to school and how hard it is
to put the time and effort in.

[Dr. Maria Kokai] Thank you for watching this video and we hope that each of you will find a lesson or
two to learn from our young people and their parents and teachers that you can use with your students.

[Miriam] Sometimes a learning disability’s a completely invisible thing.

[Harry] I think the most important, thing is teaching, helping kids have a better understanding of
acceptance.

[Valerie] | want to share my voice. | want to share my experiences because | think they're important for
teachers, for administrators to understand.

[Courtney] | had to learn how to speak up for what | needed; how to self-advocate for myself at such a
younger age.

[Victor] Everybody should be encouraging other people.

[Chandler] Even in university it takes me five times as long to get through a textbook or even an article
than it would anyone else in my class.

[Courtney] My learning disability has just become such a big part of my life. It’s also become my passion.
| like to say it as | could have walked into school with a neon sign over my head because | was not only
the new kid, but | had a learning disability which meant that | was getting pulled out of class all the time
to go to the special education classes. And so, | was automatically different and so bullying definitely
became a prominent thing in my life for a couple of years. | remember hating reading because it took so
much time and it required so much effort and it was so exhausting. To get to university was having
multiple math tutors and it was working long hours at night to get things done. It was incredibly hard. |
had to learn how to speak up for what | needed. | had to self-advocate for myself at such a younger age.
| needed to be able to do it from the day | was diagnosed essentially. | couldn’t do it then, but getting
into grade seven and grade eight | got a lot better at saying this is not what | need and being able to
stand up for what | knew | needed. | had one teacher in high school really recognized my ability to be
engaged and not be engaged and that’s a really big thing for me, and so, when | was really disengaged
she would tell me to go for walks and take a break. Camp Towhee, | went to when | was twelve and
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made this book, when | got back it literally changed my life. | think it gave me all the self-confidence that
| needed. It normalized learning disabilities for me. It gave me people to relate to, people just to listen to
what | had to say, to kind of find new coping mechanisms for me, like help me to deal with social
situations that were harder for me to deal with and giving me somebody to talk to, which was
phenomenal.

[Courtney and Chandler’s Mom] You have two children who both got identified early, one earlier than
the other, with learning disabilities in what | would call classic communication, and for Courtney, our
daughter, sounds and letters didn't match up and she would have trouble reading and pronouncing or
sounding out words and because it would slow her down, it would interrupt her processing and her
understanding. Our son didn’t have that problem. His was more around short term memory and the
ability to retain the thought down his arm to get it out of a pen or a pencil.

[Chandler] I struggle significantly with reading and reading comprehension. So it's not so much that |
don't understand the material, it’s that | have difficulty getting the material from the page. Once it’s
explained to me or once someone reads it to me or if | take longer myself to read it, than | can grasp full
understanding of it, but it's getting that initial understanding. Also generally when things are said to me |
tend to drift off and lose focus on it if I'm not actually writing it down. So lectures, if I'm not actually
actively taking notes, I'll completely miss what they’re saying. Currently I’'m transitioning to my role for
next year, so I’'m an executive our orientation committee. There's about fifteen of us and we manage a
group of about six hundred volunteers and four thousand new students. So we run all of orientation
week in the fall.

[Courtney] We're so different. | mean there’s always a lot of friction | would say in the way we
communicated because we didn't really know how to essentially until we got a lot older. | think the only
time we got along was when we travelled and that’s because we were stuck in the back of a van
together.

[Courtney and Chandler’s Mom] | think because | said this is where we are and we need to find a way to
work with this, once | accepted it and opened myself up to, resources seem to pop up. People came into
my life who could help me navigate and understand and know how to work well with the school to make
them partners. This is about how do they learn and how does their mind work? How do they need to
take in information? How do they process it? And when they understand those things, than we can work
with them to make sure that they get the best learning, that they’re tooled and equipped to process
information and use it. When | think about the best practices from the teachers that they had, teachers
who paid attention to their IEP right from the get-go, their individual education plan spelled out...I mean
somebody took a lot of time and effort to do the testing and the assessments and to analyze what
would work with each child, and it’s fully documented in their IEP. When the IEP is read and we would
sit and meet, and | always went into the school at the beginning of the school year and invite that
meeting so we could figure out how to partner. The teacher would read the IEP and | would have it with
me and we would talk about what strategies worked. When teachers got off on that right foot, their
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[Kathryn Kubota-Zarivnij] Good for all, necessary for some. That is such a very kind of pointed phrase
that reminds us that it’s necessary and what | really appreciate, you know recently at our board, is the
use of the individual education plan, the IEP, that | believe that at least at my school and my colleagues,
we take it seriously. It is our plan, it’s our marching orders of what we’re going to focus on, our targeted
instruction and the strategies we are going to use and that it's not just a requirement, it's a belief that
it's a flexible plan and we just don’t write it once. We revisit it, revisit it, revisit it. And that way, we can
always make sure that we're somewhat in line with the grade level, a specific teacher and that
curriculum is matching and that when there’s an opportunity where they actually kind of meet together,
we can actually work together. And last but not least, | think to have that conversation with the parent
as where the student is at, where we’re trying to have them move, that IEP becomes much more
important than it used to be because it’s a discussion piece that’s ongoing that is flexible, and | think
that’s something that has changed on our board. That we take very seriously. We use it for planning.

[Valerie] | was so anxious you know when the teacher asked you to read. | was a ball of anxiety. | would
cry in a corner rocking myself. It...| would rather be dead than go to school. It was that bad not which
was very scary because suicide does run in my mom's side family and that made me at much higher risk
for it. Especially when | was sixteen-fifteen-sixteen, it was really bad. It hurt, it hurt a lot to be separated
from my classmates on a regular basis...and you know why?

12:59

[Valerie’s mother] | spent most of the evenings from about eight-thirty on trying to calm Valerie down
sufficiently so that | knew she would be able to sleep at all. She was basically an insomniac. Her wide
awake point was late but on top of that the anxiety she was feeling was just overwhelming. Grade four
she had a six week assessment and was given more resource room time. it still wasn't enough though
because we weren’t somehow pinpointing the emotional end of it for her was the difficult thing to do
that her experience here at home; her expression at home — the crying and tantrums would go on
almost every evening and that wasn't being addressed by making adjustments with her resource room
time.

[Valerie] One of the turning points for me was Integra and Camp Towhee. At camp, | finally realized that
| was not alone. That | wasn’t one of the few kids, or even the only kid in my class who had these
problems and | went there two summers in a row, ninety- two and ninety-three and they were the two
best summers of my life. The feeling of community there was really important and really vital to me
getting a lot of stuff and also taught me social skills that | didn't necessarily know. | couldn’t have
verbalize this when | was a child. It was only in my twenties when | could totally verbalize, after years of
therapy, what | was feeling and why.

‘Lazy’ and ‘if she just tried harder’ were the two that got me the most growing up. | heard a lot of ‘if she
only tried harder, if she only was just here it would be fine’ because my absenteeism was extensive; |
would miss up to sixty days of school a year from being sick with sinus infections and it's really
discouraging to hear ‘if you just tried harder’ when you're already putting in a hundred and ten percent.
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[Valerie’s mother]: | knew she was depressed from the age of nine on, but how do you prove that with a
child of that age?

[Valerie]: Growing up and being depressed, undiagnosed for so long, it had a major impact on my life. It
stopped me from doing a lot of things. | would've never thought | would get this far if you'd asked me
when | was, you know, fifteen sixteen if | would graduate high school an Ontario scholar and the art
student of the year, if you had asked me that | would've said you're crazy. If you'd asked me if | had
applied for university and actually gotten in with a partial extant scholarship | would've said you’re nuts.
But it happened.

[Paola Baldassarra] The buy-in has to be in with all parties. The child, the teacher in the regular
classroom, yourself as the special ed teacher and working collaboratively together to make sure that
that goal is reached because you can't to an isolation. You, the teacher can set the goal, the special ed
teacher and that child is not bought into it, or the classroom teacher is not bought into it. My experience
here has been great as well. All the teachers work cooperatively with me to help me to develop plans or
strategies that they can use regular classroom and the children actually see that communication going
back and forth.

[Miriam]: Sometimes a learning disability is a completely invisible thing and it's hard for teachers to
cater to that if they can’t see it. We have to kind of learn to be advocates for ourselves. | think everyone
learns differently. Wheat | have is non-verbal learning disability which affects visual spatial reasoning. So
there’s the social aspect and then there’s the effect on things like doing math or imagining things in
space. | went to an arts high school and we had lots of different arts classes we could choose from and
you didn’t necessarily have to take them, and | was taking a drama class and we had to draw a set but |
couldn’t —first of all I'm a horrible visual artist. And second of all, | couldn't really imagine where things
would go in space.

I’'m a teaching assistant now. | just finished helping undergraduate students at the University. | write
poetry, I've performed my poetry, and many of my family members write poetry. | have a cousin who's a
published poet. | guess that’s where | feel most comfortable though. It kind of seemed natural for me to
get into that area. I’'m studying German right now because for my Masters, I’'ve been researching the
anti-nuclear power movement in Germany. In order to get the diploma, your German has to be at a
certain level, so I'm studying German. | studied Spanish in high school. Two-thousand-and-eight to two-
thousand-and-then | was living in Japan and | picked up Japanese.

In the school system, there needs to be some sort of sensitivity training almost so teachers can be — they
can sense certain cues and think ‘okay, maybe this student needs something extra’.

[Denis Murphy]: Sometimes | think we really need to get down to level of the kids and what they're
feeling is it's just like ‘I have to leave my regular classroom. My buddies are in the regular classroom’.
And there buddies don’t know what goes on in the special ed classroom.
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We're going to review some of our sounds. We're going to review some of our key words. We're going
to review some of our beginnings and endings and then you’re going to do challenge words. And then
we’ll play the challenge word game. First sound

[class]: I.

[Denis Murphy]: Second sound.
[class]: E.

[Denis Murphy]: First sound.
[class]: oo.

[Denis Murphy]: Second sound.
[class]: O.

[Denis Murphy]: First sound.
[class]:y.

[Denis Murphy]: So, it's kind of incumbent on us to demystify that as special ed teachers to be part of
the larger school. Everything from coaching to, to actually team teaching with the regular classroom
teachers so that those kids get to know us.

[Victor]: Everybody, they learn in different ways. And there are people who learn faster than others. And
other people, they learn slower. And sometimes they are born the way they are but they just have to
continue to try their best and one day they could be able to do it.

Victor’s accomplishment is ‘Il got my full driver’s license, in February’. To be successful, in the things you
do, keep trying and just find other ways that will help you succeed.

[Victor’s father]: You roll the punch and you just figure out the strength that Victor has, which | found
out he has a lot of strength, and you build up on the strengths. He has very good physical skills, like he
plays ping pong really well, but it takes Victor longer to get his license or it takes him longer to learn
skating, but he did it. So he has developed a strength instead of looking at the challenges, the strength
that Victor has. He is very diligent and very hard working and his determination is really a positive thing
for Victor. He has come his far because of determination.

[Victor]: At school, there were some people that were not so nice, but fortunately there are more
positive people than negative people so far. Their criticism | would always get upset and discouraged.
And if | get praises, | like them and | will be encouraged to do a good job the next time. | like to help
people in any way | can, try to make other people feel good.

[Victor’s father]: Oh, he is good at that. He'll say ‘oh, good job dad!’. He likes to do that.
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[Victor]: Everybody should be encouraging other people regardless of other people’s ability. People who
have encouraged me have made a lot of difference.

[Victor’s father]: A suggestion to new teachers would be, just be very encouraging. Doesn’t matter if the
student has disability or not, or if they’re a genius or whatever, just you have to be encouraging and be
supportive in whatever they do and it goes a long way. It goes a long way.

[Jannette Harrietha]: As a classroom teacher, | was able to get the other kids on board and sort of say
like ‘this is so-and-so’s strength and this is so-and-so’s strength’ and it’s really important that we share
our strengths with other people.

[Nancy Palarchio]: We’ve been doing a lot of co-teaching and we get to see, everyone gets to see all the
students. And how they even react differently. Like some of mine go in there and they just shrivel up
and then they come back here and they open up. So trying to go in there and encourage them to open

up.

[Kathryn Kubota-Zarivnij]: Sometimes it takes longer than what we expect. But our goal is always to
integrate with, when appropriate and useful.

[Harry]: I was in in standard class up until grade six, and | was doing fine. Before that, | was also kind of
like an anxious kid, the kid who didn’t want to be far from their parents, you know, gravitated more
towards their teachers than their classmates. You know, always like to know what time it was. Just
didn’t like the unknown, but it wasn't until grade six that my marks became affected and that’s when |
started failing math tests because | couldn’t function mathematically anymore. And then | got tested
and was told that | have a learning disability, which was very very anxiety provoking for me.

| still recall quite well, it was the first day of grade seven, my first time being in the special education
class —same school. None of my friends knew | was going to be changing, kind of programs you could
say. | still remember | woke up that morning and | was terrified, | was refusing to get out of bed. | was
refusing to go to school. | was absolutely petrified of what they would think of me, and what | would be
like. The social fallout and the all that because of the stigma that surrounds, well ‘sped kids’. And | finally
got the courage to go to class and it was going fine, | made a few friends. It was a very small class then
we went to a morning recess, a fifteen minute break mid-morning, and out of people, all the guys, all
the girls that I've been classmates with for the last six, five/six years they saw me coming out of the
building with all the other kids from special ed, who’d been in special ed for all their grades at my school
and they just, they did not look at me in the same way. Like it was a mixture of, you could say
apprehension or fear or like they just, you know, they nodded or waved. They didn’t come say ‘hi’; they
usually would. They didn’t socially interact like they usually would. Only one of my best friends that |
met in grade five walked up to me like nothing had changed, briefly commented on the fact that I've
changed classes and we caught up on our summers. Just that one guy that’s still one of my closest
friends to this day. Everyone else took about a week or so to even treat me close to how they used to
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A non-verbal learning disability or NLD very simply put close can mean difficultly with anything that isn’t
verbal, as the name suggests. Examples would be | have trouble gaging social interactions, trouble
reading facial queues and expressions, mathematics, graphing, puzzles. I’'m a slower reader, and | often
have to re-read sentences once or twice just to make sure that | can understand their meaning. |
generally have very good comprehension and in terms of writing, | have a lot of trouble with
punctuation, when to use commas, when to use different grammatical devices. | had a, it took me years
to get the whole there, their, and they're and two, to and too thing. | usually study hard because I've
learned, especially having an LD, that if things don't come easy for you the best way to ensure your
success is to work your butt off at everything and it will pay off, which it has for me.

I've been inspired by Integra through Mindful Martial Arts program. I'm able to do things, in fact people
explore in ways | couldn’t due to my anxiety. It’s learning how to be present with thoughts, with
feelings, with anything.

| think the meditation practice is absolutely crucial. It is a formal way of practicing that can be done at
any time, at any place. It just gives you an opportunity to silence your mind, focus on the present and to
hone in on your skills of becoming aware.

| think the most important thing is teaching, helping kids have a better understanding of acceptance
from a young age, not always needing to be juggling everything they see other peers labeling everything
they see. If kids can be taught and observe from a young age that people can just be the way they are
and that being different or learning differently or occasionally acting differently isn't necessarily bad or
needs to be frowned upon. If kids can take that and own that, and apply that to their peers, then
learning the actual ins and outs of learning disabilities will just be a bonus. All that you need is to just
accept those people for who they are and how they are.

Shown on screen:
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