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CHAPTER ONE
DREAD OF SCHOOL
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Invisible

When you know, you can learn
But just not the same way 

When working quickly and perfectly 
Defines what group you are in 

Or where you can stay 
When you’re corrected

Almost every day
You have no option 
But to be invisible 

And hide away 

When your confidence is blown 
Not for what you know

But in how you say 
The words on paper 

 when reading out loud again
Eyes will glare 

Comments are made
You have no option 

But to be invisible again
 

And you are left believing 
you cannot win

There’s no one here
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That really understands 
So hide and run
From everyone

Be invisible and wonder
What you will ever become. 

 
Susan Schenk ©2015
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Dread of School

Kindergarten was great.   Play centres and nap 
time.  Half a day and I was soon home with my 

mom.   I remember kindergarten.   I remember my 
teacher’s name and face.   I liked school; learning 
was OK, but playing, creating and imagining was 
more fun.   When I returned home from school, 
I could make a world of adventures that no one 
could see. The stories in my head were of outdoor 
adventures. Riding my bike down the road towards 
the race of my life or running uphill to take on the 
next challenge that I, of course, would conquer with 
all my abilities. But I no longer had as much time for 
my adventures as I soon had to return to a school 
room, where adventures were minimal. Rules were 
many. And why I was there was not clear. 

After kindergarten, school started to blur...
the details of school aren’t there.  I can’t remember 
a lot of specifics about these grades.  I know I was 
slowly falling behind.  I’m not sure if my peers gave 
me funny looks or told me that I wasn’t doing things 
right. Somehow I knew I wasn’t doing things the 
same way as they were, or “the right way”.   I can’t 
remember having friends--maybe because I didn’t 
want to be around kids that made me feel bad.   I 
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don’t remember them.   I don’t remember faces, 
names or what I was working on during the day. 
My days were a blur as each activity appeared to be 
the same to me.  A puzzle of words and numbers 
with no connection to me and my world.  

The demands to sit and listen increased. The 
need to manipulate sounds, words and numbers 
flooded my mind. I could remember whole words 
on sight if I saw and heard the word over and 
over -- if only I had the chance to hear the word 
over and over.  But the unusual sounds each letter 
made were odd to say the least, and the sounds 
did not match the letter names.   It was the world 
of ‘gobbledygook’.   Putting the sounds together 
never made a word to me, but when asked, I would 
try to recall these odd sounds and match them to 
the letters in front of me. Recalling what I learned 
in class was difficult when I had to remember so 
quickly, and the anxiety grew when all eyes were 
on me as I inevitably failed the tasks.  Even if I could 
have completed some of the work, soon my anxiety 
and fear of failure were stopping any progress from 
being made.  The school was not a safe place to be 
or learn. 

If I did work up the courage to ask for help, 
it was usually met with a hand gesture to “get to 
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work”. Or I was told that I should have been listening 
better. Or another session of questions I could not 
answer, leaving me feeling overwhelmed and not 
able to recall anything that the teacher said the 
second time.  These gestures repeated questions, 
and comments soon closed me down into a world 
of shame and quiet despair. At this point, I became 
invisible, hoping no one would see me or ask 
anything of me.  I slowly started to reject myself, as 
no one (including myself ) understood what I was 
feeling.      

I began to develop strategies to survive 
this world of “perform as we want, and you can go 
home soon”.   I had to survive in a world I couldn’t 
leave, and that requested so much of me each day. 

I became quiet and withdrawn to minimize 
the chance of being asked to read or answer 
questions. I recall looking at others’ papers to try 
to figure out what they were doing. Asking them 
what they had put down for a response and then 
completing the task through trial and error. If I 
could get half of the questions down, I could figure 
out the rest. Or I could just write down random 
answers to make it look like I was finished so that 
I could get outside of these prison walls. It made 
me look careless, instead of looking like I did not 
understand what I was doing.  
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My peers would usually complete their 
work before me and, for this reason, they were my 
ticket to survival. If they left their work on their 
desk,  I could copy it.  They would move on to the 
next activity that was usually a fun activity.  I never 
had time to do these fun activities. If I wasn’t able 
to copy their work, I wrote down random answers 
so I could run as fast as possible to the fun activity 
station. This way I could feel like I was the same as 
everyone else.  

I’m sure it was difficult for my teachers to 
figure out what I was doing. However, I had no 
choice as I tried to survive a world I didn’t fit in.  I 
was getting good at this survival game. 
 Where I was, I didn’t understand because 
things were muddy, unclear, and no one knew this 
but me. I was able to learn and understand, and I 
could complete some tasks very quickly when I 
knew them. But most of the time, this world didn’t 
seem safe, and the repetition I needed to help me 
remember and learn the skills was not there.   

Developing a plan to survive, smoke-
screening adults into thinking I had skills I did not, 
and looking for any opportunity to escape school 
required a lot of skill. I was developing skillfulness 
in the area of survival as others were developing 
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proficiency with language -- but in the meantime, 
my self-worth and confidence was taking a beating. 
I really can’t remember what my peers said or did 
when I wasn’t doing things “right”.  However, based 
on my gut response when I now see this happening 
to other young people, I’m pretty sure that I was 
enduring silent bullying throughout my school 
years.  Perhaps, this is likely why I can’t remember 
half of my elementary school days. 

I only remember one part of grade three, 
when my teacher identified the best printer in the 
class.  It was me.  Wow, I thought.  How could that 
be? Everyone was better than me at everything.  But 
that acknowledgment of what I could do well 
and even better than my peers offered me hope 
and allowed me to ask for help with my math the 
next day.   My teacher reviewed the math and I 
was able to go back and complete my sheet while 
others sat there.   I know this didn’t often happen 
in my school life, as I can remember that moment 
as if it was yesterday.  One math activity in grade 
three.  Another first, but this feeling of being able 
to learn and succeed didn’t last.  

Although I don’t remember letting my 
parents know about my dread of school, I’m sure 
they knew to some extent.  I loved any reason not 
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to be at school and even being sick was better than 
being there.  You might wonder how that could be, 
but being at home was safe. Even if you felt horrible, 
it was better than what you felt at school every day 
when you couldn’t understand or complete the 
tasks that were given to you. 

An awful feeling never left me. It was 
dread.  A silent and prolonged fear that consumed 
my day, from the moment I woke up until I stepped 
off the bus at home at the end of the day. But I 
soon found out that this dread continued into my 
after school activities, as I couldn’t learn as quickly 
as others. When I was asked to identify left and 
right quickly during sports. When I had to follow 
directions that were new, and I needed to see 
what to do before I could follow through. My world 
seemed exhausting at times. 

I was left feeling “ill”, due to the daily amount 
of “fight and flight” responses I had to manage 
every day. I recall feeling sick and wanting to lie 
down. I believe my blood sugar was low as I would 
feel light-headed, dizzy and nauseated. Was this 
due to my body’s response to daily stress? 

I seemed to feel physically better when I 
was home without the demands of school. How 
could that be? Was the panic of “having to perform” 
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in school making me ill? Was the stress of school--
that for me seemed like an unforgiving place where 
peers and adults spent the day telling me what I 
couldn’t do--leading to physical symptoms?  These 
symptoms were real at school, but they left when 
I got home, making it appear as if I was “faking it”.

So I pushed through this physical state 
of nausea and tried to learn.   Feeling sick was 
yet another part of me I didn’t understand and 
couldn’t seem to communicate to others.     What 
was happening to my body? Why did I not feel 
well at school?   My body did not feel this way in 
the summer, only during my school days. It was 
incredible how one breath of ‘fresh air’ outside 
would make me feel free.   It felt good to be 
outside and away from the rules and demands of 
the classroom.   Most of the time, recess was fun, 
but I recall times of play with no friends. I don’t 
remember being sad about this...I felt free, away 
from everyone and everything.  Outside offered a 
sense of freedom that I couldn’t describe. It made 
me feel better, but outside time seemed to slip by 
so fast.

When I was nine, there was a change in 
my life.   My parents decided to move to another 
town.   Of course, I was mad and wanted to stay 
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where I was (why, I don’t know).  But with the move 
came a shift in my life and an awakening of my 
abilities and strengths.  
 I was going into grade five, and this meant 
I would be going into a middle school type of 
setting.  So not only was I nervous about moving 
up to a school with students older than me, but  I 
was also dreading school even more because I 
didn’t know anyone.  
 I remember the details of grade five.   I 
remember my teacher and the people in my 
class.   I sat close to another boy that struggled to 
complete his work.  Somehow I knew we were the 
same, and that was why we sat together.  But in a 
way it was comforting to have someone close that 
didn’t threaten me or comment on what I could or 
couldn’t do. The transition to finding friends was 
not easy, but neither was any other part of my 
school days, so I continued.   

Although my academic struggles didn’t 
change in grade five, one thing did: my ability to 
excel in the gym.   The teacher encouraged my 
capability, and I soon excelled in track and field and 
cross-country running.  

My friends grew as a result of this ability, 
and so did my confidence in my strengths. But the 
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dread of everyday class activities never left. The 
anxiety of being asked to read or write when others 
were watching haunted me. I couldn’t do things 
like others.  I did understand that I couldn’t be like 
others...yet how could I tell others who I was?   I 
couldn’t. I didn’t fully understand it myself.   How 
could I tell them I knew but couldn’t read the same 
as them?  How could I tell them I could spell a word 
one day and not the next?  It didn’t make sense to 
me.  So I hid it, but the shame that came with this 
“secret” continued to eat away at my self-esteem 
and how I viewed myself and my abilities. 

My grade six teacher was strict, but he cared 
about his students.   He placed me with another 
student that had skills I did not have.   He didn’t 
request that I work with this student, which would 
have made me feel even worse about myself.  But 
he allowed me to observe what she did, and I 
could learn from her. And how she organized her 
workbooks. How she used color to highlight her 
titles and how she dated her pages.   I remember 
these details.  

He also was the only teacher that was able 
to see how I was struggling in silence, and he asked 
for some support for me outside of class.  I felt some 
relief from this...finally someone knew.   Someone 
got it. 
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I walked into a room where a teacher sat. 
She had a list of words in front of her. I read word 
families for the first time (that I remember). As soon 
as I saw the pattern in the language, I quickly moved 
through all the lists she provided. Now I could use 
this new strategy to help me to figure out some of 
the phonics that didn’t make sense to me.   I only 
visited her room twice, and then I was back in the 
classroom without support.  I only had support for 
two weeks. I had gained skills too quickly, and they 
must have felt I didn’t need any more help.  There 
was only support for those at the lowest learning 
levels and beyond that you returned to class to 
figure things out for yourself.  

My athletic skills continued to excel 
throughout my school years.  It was my strength.  I 
ran through much pain to achieve the best that I 
could give.  I remember tasting blood in my throat 
from running, but that was the taste of freedom 
and success.  This level of discomfort didn’t even 
compare to the dread I felt when I entered a 

classroom every day.  
 At school, thoughts flooded my mind. What 
requests would they make of me? When would 
I be left feeling less than adequate? What would 
others say or think of me?  I never understood the 
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purpose of having students read out loud, as this 
was my biggest fear. I would focus so much on 
what part I might be reading next and how to read 
each word correctly. By the time I had to read,  I had 
no idea what the others had read, or even what I 
was reading.  I was just getting this job done the 
best that I could. The result was not focusing on 
the real task of understanding the information, but 
again on surviving and completing the work with 
the least amount of shame possible. 

I also dodged any writing or reading that 
came about during group activities.  Yes, these “fun 
group activities” were right up there with “isn’t it 
fun to read out loud to everyone in the classroom”. 
This way of learning didn’t work for me then, and 
I know it doesn’t work for every child now. Group 
work only worked for me if I could do the drawing 
or find the images for the activity. To read and 
answer questions or--even worse--write as others 
told you what to put on paper, made me anxious. It 
still does today.  

Group work sets you up for one of three 
things. Shame for what you can’t do and the 
chance for your peers to make fun of you. Or acting 
like you “just don’t care”.  Or becoming “the clown” 
to make it look like you had this planned all along! 
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Group work was another dreaded time for me--an 
opportunity for peers to judge me--, and it left me 
with very low self-esteem.  

Art was my second escape from the world 
of words.  I could create, imagine and use the part 
of my brain that screamed out to be used every 
day.  I started to draw, to paint and eventually take 
photos. But reading and writing was not part of 
me--nor did I think it ever would be. Words only led 
to dread and feeling inadequate, insufficient, and 
“less than”. 

I stepped into my high school years with 
little planning or idea of how being there would set 
me up for other options in my life. I was happy to 
sign up for courses that allowed me to tap into my 
strengths, and that minimized the focus on reading 
and writing. I was able to take gym and fitness 
classes. My next love was art. I could draw but 
not exceptionally. I could paint, but it seemed to 
take too long. I felt safe in my gym and art classes, 
and I could develop skills that others could see 
and identify as strengths. Eventually, I recognized 
photography as “my art”, but this was not part of 
my high school courses, just something I started 
wanting to do.
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At the beginning of high school,  I 
remember taking all advanced courses in grade 
nine which, in hindsight, I had the ability to do. But 
I had no understanding of what I needed to have in 
place so I could learn. Grade nine English was not 
fun. Reading was not easy, and writing responses 
to questions were not possible without being 
able to read what was in front of me. The topic of 
Greek gods and myths was so far from my world 
that I couldn’t understand why anyone would even 
consider reading about it.  As a result, my teacher 
didn’t care for me, and I decided that English and 
school, in general, was no place for me.  Any reading 
and writing subjects were considered “not part of 
me”. Education for me was coming to an end soon. 
The language-based activities, in a way, were my 
enemy. Education seemed to hate me, and soon, I 
hated every part of it.   

I was able to tolerate high school enough 
to get through the days. I had good friends, and 
others may have said “I was popular” or so they 
have told me.   I don’t remember that as, in my 
world, I was just making it! Overall, my grades were 
not low, but for me the marks I received didn’t 
matter, as this didn’t mean I was smart. The report 
cards meant little or nothing to me.  I had used so 
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many strategies to “get by” and “survive” in school 
life that it wasn’t clear to me what I had truly done 
to deserve the marks.  Any good marks were pure 
luck as I saw it, as no one knew what I did not know 
(or so I thought). 

I already knew that school was not much of 
an option for me, so any detour out was perfect.  I 
came to see that alcohol and parties helped me 
feel more accepted by peers.  I could be funny.   I 
could be someone.   I could be someone I truly 
wasn’t. Even while I was at parties and dances, 
there was a part of me that knew this was a total 
waste of my time, but I didn’t have any options, or 
so it seemed.  I didn’t know what else to do, and the 
results seemed positive--I guess. 

So my feelings of inadequacy and low self-
esteem quickly led me down a destructive road that 
is sadly familiar to many teens that seek something 
to fill an empty gap in their being. 

It was very common in my town to turn 
to alcohol for social activity.   Alcohol was a way 
to feel great about yourself for a short period. 
Alcohol, parties, dances and dating were all socially 
acceptable ways of passing the time. The behaviour 
was quickly becoming a destructive lifestyle for 
me. But looking back at the misunderstanding and 
pain, I can see how this happened. 
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These were years of shame and not much 
focus on my future. Years of walking into a place 
that continued to insist on showing me what I 
could not do well. A place where I was not getting 
the right answers and not reading words right, they 
labeled me as “lazy” or “not caring” when I couldn’t 
follow through as asked. Using alcohol took all this 
away for a while, and I could regain control, or so I 
thought. This drive for the right answer, the right 
spelling, the correct punctuation, and the proper 
sentence structure. The right…the right…the 
right! Sometimes I wondered if the right answer is, 
in some cases, only defined by the person marking 
it? I wondered because the sky doesn’t have to be 
blue, and spelling is important but not as important 
as the message in the words. If only I knew that 
then. There was no room to blossom under these 
conditions--I was always wrong.  So where did I go 
from high school?
 I completed my grade 12 diploma 
with honors (not knowing what that was). The 
principal told me that I   would not be going 
to a university. I didn’t need to listen to what 
he had to say to the other students, the ones 
going to university — the smart students.  
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I knew he was right. I wasn’t going to 
university, so I agreed with him — and that was 
a problem.   It wasn’t looking good. I had no idea 
what I wanted to do. Education was not something 
I wanted to continue with, but I knew a high school 
diploma alone did not offer me much. 
And then, through the grace of God, some 
wisdom hit me. I asked myself: What was I good at 
doing?  The answer was: “running”. That was it. No 
other answer. So I selected a college course that 
would allow me to run. And it did!
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CHAPTER 2
 LEARNING TO MASTER
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My Strengths

When I didn’t know where to turn
I asked myself, What could I do?
My strengths were always there 

But at times I had to wait
for them to appear

My strengths guided me 
When I didn’t know what to do

They guided me 
Through all the twists and turns 

And each time I found
I was where I needed to be. 

Susan Schenk © 2001
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Learning to Master

Did I like elementary school? No!  Did I complete 
seven years of post-secondary education? 

Yes!  That doesn’t make sense.   How could I hate 
or dread school, yet end up taking seven more 
years of learning?  What happened? What changed 
in my journey?   Well, the dread was not every 
day.  Education was more in my control. Teachers 
taught, and I could learn.  

I could study after class to understand.   I 
didn’t have to read out loud to others, and I had 
time to complete my writing. My tests were 
multiple choice--the answers were there.  I just had 
to select them.  I was free.  I could now show what 
I knew.  I could learn at my pace.  I was getting the 
grades I never thought I could get.  I could learn.  I 
could understand.  I could become what I wanted.  

Not only that, I was studying something 
I wanted to learn.   The human body. The way it 
worked.   What it needed and how to keep the 
human body in shape. I was using my strengths to 
become a fitness instructor. Learning with meaning 
is powerful stuff that can bring you to another level. 

So I was finally free to learn my way and 
to apply myself to subjects linked to what I was 
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aiming to be--a fitness instructor. After one year in 
college, I knew my learning experiences would not 
stop with a fitness diploma.   I had started to love 
learning and the door I thought was closed, by 
others and myself, was now open.  

Now I wanted to see what university was and this 
world I had never seen.  The world, I was informed, 
I could not enter.  A world based on language skills, 
the skills I struggled with every day...but now I had 
some ways to master these skills.  I had a method to 
learn.  A method that took longer and that required 
a lot of repetition and effort, but a method.   It 
worked for me, and I was ready to move on to the 
next level. 

I remember traveling from my school to the 
local university by bus and stepping off the bus 
in awe.   The campus was like a small city where 
learning was the focus. It felt like another world--I 
guess because it was.   I had never seen anything 
like this before. I didn’t know this world existed for 
most of my childhood and the first time anyone 
in my family had visited a place like this, let alone, 
thought they could maybe attend some day.  The 
buildings were grand. The roads were small and 
curved as they moved around the various academic 
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buildings.   I scheduled a time to meet with a 
university counselor. After our meeting, I knew this 
impossible dream could be a possibility -- it was up 
to me.  But it wasn’t going to be easy.  

I had to decide what type of program I 
would place my focus. I wasn’t sure what to do.  So 
again some “wisdom” came to me and led me to 
the University bookstore where I looked at different 
books on the shelves to see what I would like to 
focus on as my profession.   As I walked through 
the store, I was interested in all the books under 
one section: Occupational Therapy (O.T.). This 
vocation covered all the areas of my interest. That 
was it!  Now I had to figure out what I needed to do 
next.  

I found out what I needed to apply to O.T. and 
that I needed to complete one year of university in 
general science.  I would first complete my Fitness 
diploma--I would have this diploma in my hands 
as a bonus--and then I would apply to enter the 
University as a mature student.    

After I had received my diploma, I 
applied to three universities and waited for their 
responses.   The envelopes arrived.   Holding my 
breath, I opened the envelope to the school I 
wanted to attend.  In that envelope came a letter of 
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acceptance and a world of new opportunities--and 
challenges. 

I arrived at university with grade 12 level 
skills, a college diploma and unprepared for what 
was coming my way. But, when was I ever ready 
for the academic world?   I guess the one thing I 
did have from all my learning experiences was the 
determination and perseverance to keep going, 
even when repeatedly knocked down. Now I realize 
the gift given through my negative experiences 
with learning--the gift of NEVER GIVING UP!  

I started university. I was the underdog.  The 
one that shouldn’t be there.  The one that people 
(and me) had not viewed as “school material”.  But 
they were wrong-- and I had been wrong too--I 
could do this!  

My first university year in general sciences 
was hard.   I had little to base my learning on, but 
there I was, learning university chemistry with no 
high school chemistry to support me.   Math and 
chemistry extra-help clinics were there but my skills 
were not.  Amazingly enough, I passed chemistry, 
but this low mark would cost me big time!  It would 
cost me an additional year of time. 
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The Occupational Therapy program did not accept 
me after my first year. So, after a long afternoon of 
feeling like I wanted to be sick to my stomach,   I 
created another plan.   Again, I returned to my 
strengths.   I loved to run.   I loved to learn about 
the human body.  I decided to apply to the second-
year physical education degree program and then, 
after that, apply again to the O.T. program.  

This second-year physical education 
program turned out to be a review of many of the 
subjects I had learned in my Fitness diploma.  My 
marks were good, and I was gaining in this academic 
battle to get into the program I wanted.  
Now don’t get me wrong.   Learning was not 
easy.  And I continued to work very hard to achieve 
what I did. After this second year of university,   I 
applied again to O.T.--and this time I was accepted.  I 
still remember where I was when I got the news, 
and the feeling of victory to be part of this very 
select group of students.   

So I did it, I made it into the program for 
Occupational Therapists--but you may be asking 
HOW did I do it?   How did I make it through 
university when I struggled with words?  

Here’s  how I did it.  I read everything twice: 
first to decode and second to comprehend.  When 
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I heard a word I could not pronounce, I would try to 
remember it so I could practice reading it out loud 
to myself when I had the chance. Usually, even that 
did not offer enough repetition for me, so I would 
attempt to pronounce it the best that I could and 
then carry on.   

 The moment that showed me my true 
learning ability was during my university anatomy 
course.  I received the highest grade for a pre-med 
anatomy course test that was called a “bell ringer.” 
For this exam, I had a few minutes to identify and 
write down the name of the body part tagged on 
a human cadaver. Then a bell would ring, and I 
would move on to another station where I would 
have a few minutes to identify and write down the 
name of another labeled part.  This action would 
continue for an hour or more.  I remember the day 
when I went to look for my mark on the list posted 
on the wall.   My eyes scanned from the bottom 
of the page to the top, looking for my student 
number.  I couldn’t believe I was at the top, and my 
mark was 90% for this test.  It was a mind-blowing 
experience for this student that struggled with 
words all her life.  

I had completed the same course as medical 
students, and I achieved 90% in the test.  My mind 
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shifted and almost couldn’t grasp this possibility.  I 
was smart.   It was not luck anymore.   I was doing 
this, and it was real.  

I continued to push my learning. I was able 
to read information outside of the courses to gain a 
better understanding of information presented in 
class.  As much as I had methods to “get by”, I knew 
there had to be better ways to learn that would 
help me.   I just didn’t know what they were or if 
they even existed. 

I first started using a computer in university that 
was available in the labs.  It was scary, but I could 
finally edit my work without retyping the whole 
document.  Doing this was helpful after I understood 
how to use the computer, but learning how to use 
a computer took a lot of trial and error--and some 
lost work.   I think many of us can remember first 
using a computer and not understanding how to 
save, or locate a document. We can identify with 
the feeling that it would be better to return to the 
“old ways” as these were safer and at times easier. 
You didn’t have to go through the painful process 
of learning something new at the cost of losing 
everything. But I had already lost many times, so 
this was nothing new; I could do this if it would 
help me.
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I would get up early to study, and head to 
class for a full day of courses. I usually didn’t have 
time to write down everything I heard in lectures, 
so textbooks and any handouts provided saved 
me. There were still times of shame when people 
would question why I couldn›t say a word correctly 
or complete any task that required somebody 
standing there watching. But most of the time I was 
given time to prepare, and that›s all that I needed. 
With time and preparation, I could bring forth what 
I knew--and that›s how university served me well. 
I still remember the day I graduated from the 
University because it was a day I thought I would 
never experience in my life. Completing what I 
thought was the highest degree of education 
seemed impossible in my past. But I had done it. 
I had proof of my abilities, and I no longer had to 
“face” the shame of my past. I didn›t have to tell 
anybody. The shame would go away, and I could 
move on with my life. Or so I thought. 


