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By Diane Walsh

I am someone who struggled in elementary; did only moderately well in high school 
but excelled in university and grad school. I never received any individualized tutoring 
as a youngster, as in the 1970’s and 80’s only “the stupid kids did that” and certainly no 
one ever spoke openly of things like ADHD, ODD, childhood trauma or related issues, or 
anything of the like. Sink or swim; that was it. No second chances.  Everyone was rolled 
up into one dough ball and pumped through a teaching blender, where it was a case of 
top fruit wins the flavour-of-the-year education award.  Any notion of social alienation or 
bullying at school wasn’t something anyone ever brought up in conversation, in school or 
at home.

When I was a little girl I went to a French school called, école primaire Marie de France, 
in Montreal. It was designed on the Parisian model (Paris, France) and claimed to offer the 
best multicultural system of education any parent could dream of, for their precious child. 
Translation: not free, and not public. It was private but to give it its due, a decent school 
in the mid 1970’s.  

Actually Marie de France was probably what saved me. At the blissful age of 10, I was 
made visible (if only to myself) – or I should say – I got lucky.  I was helped socio-emo-
tionally and ultimately scholastically in a way that I needed to be helped – lucky enough 
to encounter a sensitive teacher with an intelligent understanding of non-discriminatory in-
clusionary approaches that every child has value and potential even if – at a disadvantage 
– linguistically. Allowances were made without making me feel stupid.  I was not alienated; 
on the contrary, I brought, even closer, into the heart.  Anyone who’s had exposure to a 
teacher who really “got you” will know what I am talking about. And doubtless, like me, 
cherishes the memory of him or her.

Merci bien, ange, vous m’avez sauvé!  This is my tribute to my grade 5 (septième) 
teacher, Madame Paoli, 1981. 

In 1981, Madame Paoli adapted her instruction room to consider kids from mixed lin-
guistic heritage. She modified her approach to the curriculum for her partly-Anglophone 
pupils attending this fully French-speaking school, respecting the fact that, she knew, 
someone in the family quite possibly couldn’t speak French well at all. And therefore it was 
a courageous thing for such kids to be attending Marie de France since the law allowed an 
English-educated parent to send their child to English elementary. It might also have been 
assumed by any principal in Québec that French would have to have technically been the 
mother-tongue of a mother or father of any child in the classroom, at Marie de France, if a 
French school, was sought out and chosen, to educate their child. 

However the smart Madame Paoli aptly identified that French was not necessarily, the 
mother tongue of all the parents, even if one of their mothers or fathers had Francophone 
heritage!  Nor French the mother-tongue of all the children thus present in Madame’s 
classroom; certainly confirmed in my case, when it was discovered that, in actuality; we 
spoke only English in the home and French only in school – a kind of invisible gap or 
disadvantage which Madame Paoli recognized. Someone like me wouldn’t get the same 
practice with speaking French at home. This teacher realized this! 

The nuanced point I am making here is the crucial need to distinguish between dis-
ability and disadvantage. 

Did Madame Paoli have a depth understanding of Québec politics, colonialism, and the 
English/French divide and a willingness to do something about it on an individual level? Or 
was it chance? Was it luck she liked me and wanted to empower me? Remember I said 
Marie de France was based on the Parisian system and a private school to boot. Hence; 
the irony of the (above) anecdotal meme is our family were living in Québec – not France. 

In later years, when I moved West, I had to critically examine with 20/20 hindsight, why 
there existed a three tier system in that province – Francophone schools, Parisian-based 
model French schools and English school-board schools. 

Would Madame Paoli have been allowed to modify in the way she did for anglophiles 
and allophones, in the public school system? Did the comparable class (middle-class so-
cial status) of any given student at école privé Marie de France trump his or her linguistic 
disadvantage and make him or her still worthy of special attention? Had I been an anglo-
phile in a Francophone public elementary would I have been allowed to slip through the 
cracks? Would I have sunk? 

When becoming adult, I thought briefly about writing a whole book about classism 
reflected in the institutional relations of ruling that bear out in educational practices in 
Québec.(and elsewhere, of course).but quickly realized no one would notice or even care 
about the English exodus out of Québec, the poor sods who weren’t able to learn French 
(fast enough) already too old by then; even though they had sent their children to French 
schools to give them, a leg up in life. 

This exposé of mine isn’t intended to highlight the merit of one private French school 
in Montreal; which it may unwittingly do. Rather to point out that opportunity-for-education 
shouldn’t be a case of luck of the draw – just simply being lucky enough to encounter an 
adaptive-minded teacher who happens to teach in a private school.  

Good education shouldn’t come down to mere chance. It should be protocol and it 
should be mandate to help kids in a way I was helped.  See Part II. 

Part I

Mixed blood
A tribute to Madame Paoli, 1981, école primaire Marie de France — Merci bien, vous m’avez sauvé! 

By Diane Walsh

A cookie-cutter education would have failed me and that’s what’s going on now in the 
public schools in BC. Kids are not cultural robots despite every effort to make them so. In 
telling my story I’ve tried to demonstrate a real-life example of how not all children learn 
the same way, can learn at the same speed, or have access to the same linguistic tools. 
There are sometimes socio-emotional issues which come into play which can be referred 
to as learning-deficit but are more honestly characterized as cultural-variables or disad-
vantages affecting a child’s learning speed.

Recently I met up with Starla Anderson, a life-long teacher with a Doctorate of Educa-
tion from UBC in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction, who is an expert on the 
concept of the Adaptive Classroom. In Part 1, I tried to gently introduce the concept, talk-
ing predominantly about what an adaptive-minded teacher looked like to me, based on 
my own evidentiary experience. Anderson has a doctorial thesis available for loan from 
UVIC Library entitled “The Discourse Performance of Native Indian students: A case study 
with implications for academic instruction” (1987), which was frankly ground-breaking at 
the time she wrote it in 1987. As an adaptive-minded teacher herself, (not unlike my Ma-
dame Paoli from Part I); Anderson knows that kids learn differently when they come from 
different places and spaces. Over her career her emphasis has been on improving the 
scholastic results of students by introducing them to something she calls, “the talk-write 
process”, found to be immensely successful with her First Nations students over the years.  

What does an adaptive class offer?
Adaptive class is a sliding-door classroom, created in each grade, which gives any 

student the option to join it. With parent/guardian approval, an adaptive classroom is avail-
able to any student who feels they are slipping or have slipped entirely in the regular 
curriculum. It’s not solely a catch-up class per se but an environment where the pace of 
learning and the way the teacher speaks and expresses information is addressed in the 
context of how students feel they are receiving the information. Specifically – it’s a class 
that looks at not just what it being taught in general curriculum but how it is being taught. 

What does adaptive mean? 
The emphasis becomes getting students to talk, to narrate their lives, thus bringing 

them to writing, to the written word, gently. Drawing on her thesis and years of develop-
ing teaching methods, Anderson explains that “the scaffolding technique used throughout 
the interactive talk-write process appeared to have a positive effect in this direction” – to 
help build confidence in student’s ability to learn. “These [interactive talk-write sessions] 
also revealed direction for improving methods of academic instruction.” It’s about building 
confidence in student ability to grow in the academic setting, help them find their voice and 
then be able to move from there to acquiring additional information and expressing, with 
more confidence, an understanding of new-found knowledge, thus achieving the general 
academic genre required by the curriculum: “The subject’s oral and written discourse op-
tions were extended from personal narrative to general academic genre.”

Her case-study ultimately demonstrated time and time again by the success rates in 
her own adaptive classrooms and through the years, that the following held true: “While 
the subject’s independent writing processes were inhibited by concern for spelling and 
other surface errors, the exploratory talk freed the student to concentrate on conceptual 
matters. While their writing voice remained personalized, the thinking expressed by this 
voice became more generalized”. 

Anderson was successful in implementing an adaptive classroom in Churchill, Mani-
toba which employed this technique and she then went on to incorporate similar teaching 
methods when teaching in Vancouver for many years. Today she is a strong advocate for 

increasing funding to public education and empowering teachers to be able to solve the 
crisis in the schools through implementation of adaptive classrooms. 

In looking to see how such an adaptive classroom fits in with current BC government’s 
standards for education, let us briefly match the concept of the adaptive classroom with 
some of the Standards for the Education, Competence and Professional Conduct of 
Educators in BC, established by the British Columbia Teachers’ Council for individuals 
who hold a certificate of qualification – which were last updated in January 2006, accord-
ing to the Ministry of Education website K -12.

Schools have a mandate to offer opportunities to students who feel “stuck”. This match-
es, the Standard: Educators understand and apply knowledge of student growth 
and development. MOE website goes on to say, “Educators are knowledgeable about 
how children develop as learners and as social beings, and demonstrate an understand-
ing of individual learning differences and special needs. This knowledge is used to assist 
educators in making decisions about curriculum, instruction, assessment and classroom 
management.” 

Would BC parents be willing to “give consent” to something new, something creative, 
to revamp, re-activate the spirit of learning? To touch youngster’s lives in some small way, 
by offering students a classroom where it’s recognized and admitted that “talking things 
out helps”, identifying where the problems lie and in turn getting student feedback – and 
then integrating knowledge of the deficits of current educational methods and practices 
into curriculum development. This would be a step in the right direction, at the very least. 
In addition, it fits in, as well, with the Standard — Educators value the involvement and 
support of parents, guardians, families and communities in schools 

Teachers are able create adaptive classrooms if given the freedom to address what 
they feel is wrong, based on their experience and expertise.

And, also, this matches the Standard – Educators implement effective practices in 
areas of planning, instruction, assessment, evaluation and reporting.

We need money from the BC Government for teacher’s professional development. In 
other words, perhaps, an adaptive class initiative - something to bring to the negotiation 
table? It clearly matches the Standard: Educators implement effective practices in 
areas of planning, instruction, assessment, evaluation and reporting. 

Teachers can make the change in student lives for the better but the Ministry needs 
to back them and provide more money for public education. Plainly and simply, it needs 
to unequivocally fund the changes that need to happen. Trust teachers and school board 
trustees, especially the ones who have the courage to say things are not okay as they 
presently stand – reflected in the Standard: Educators contribute to the profession. 
Even the Ministry website adds, “Educators support, mentor or encourage other educators 
and those preparing to enter the profession.”

Finally, raise your hand to bring awareness for BC ADHD Awareness Week 2014 is 
October 13-19 focusing on ADHD, mental health and stigma and its impact on learning 
and education.  

Part II

What is an adaptive classroom and could it offer something of 
value to struggling students in BC in the public school system?

Longtime writer G.E. Mortimore dies at 94
Lower Island News readers will be saddened to learn of the death July 29 of long-

time correspondent George E. Mortimore in Victoria General Hospital. He was 94.
Mortimore started his journalism career as a teenager, writing for the Cowichan 

Leader. After a stint with the air force during World War 2, he joined the Victoria Daily 
Colonist, moving to the Globe and Mail in 1962, before becoming a professor of anthro-
pology and teaching in Guelph, Edmonton, UBC and UVic. Until last year, he was still 
writing his regular and eclecic columns for  the Goldstream Gazette and LIN.


