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History 
repeating 
itself:            
a true 
story

It was 1960 and Mikey was 19 years old.  He 
was a youth with Down ’s syndrome, and as 
such was particularly vulnerable.  He lived 
directly across the road from my school, but 
he was bussed out someplace every day, I 
didn’t know where, I was only 9 myself.  
     Every day when I walked to school and 
home again, I would see Mikey standing on 
the sidewalk in front of his house, rocking 
from one foot to the other, grinning from ear 
to ear whether or not it was sunny.
     “Hi Mikey” I’d call,
     “Hi There” he’d reply, without a break 
in his perpetual movement.  He often held 
a folded newspaper in his hand, which he 
waved to and fro as he rocked.
     Mikey was friends with everyone, he didn’t 
know how not to be friends.  He loved talking 
to other kids, especially if we stopped for a 
few moments, but he was just as happy to 
see the kids who hated him – not knowing 
the difference until they threw stones at 
him.  They threw stones at him regularly.  
They would walk by, laughing and mimicking 
him, he would laugh too, and turn to greet 
them, isn’t that what you do when you meet 
someone?  
     He never learned to go inside to avoid 
them until they actually hurt him.  I would 
sometimes be close enough to see the bullies 
coming, and to tell him: “Go inside, Mikey, 
your mum wants you.”, 
but I was too often too 
far away and he would 
watch their approach 
with the same grin that 
he always displayed.  
From the distance, my 
heart would sink as he 
wouldn’t realize anything 
was wrong until the first 
stone landed.
     I felt so sad for Mikey, I didn’t understand 
why he let nasty people hurt him again and 
again.  Is it human nature ?  Is it something 
we all do?  I felt bad, too, that I didn’t come 
up with a plan until years later.  I could 
have made a note of who was in that gang.  
I’m sure I could have found a way to meet 
up with a couple of them one on one.  If 
I had had the courage to approach even 
two of them, introduce them quietly to 
Mikey, educate them as to how naive and 
affectionate he was – then perhaps I could 
have made a difference.  And I didn’t.  
     By the time I turned 19, Mikey had been 
put into a residential institution and was no 
longer a part of my life, but the effect his 
short presence had already had on me, was 
quite considerable.  I decided to work with 
similarly vulnerable young people.  I was 
looking out for jobs in special homes.  The 
staff that I met in these places were all caring 
and of a mind set similar to my own.  We 
could change the wet sheets and diaper of 
a crying twenty-something year old child at 
four in the morning and then stand still for a 

glorious moment to share the enjoyment of 
staring out the window at the most beautiful 
dawn of a new day.  We’d exchange smiles 
before trudging down to the laundry with 
the soiled linen.
     My father was angry and upset:  “Why 
would you want to work there?!”  He didn’t 
understand.  He was scared that these big 
clumsy young oafs might turn around and 
hurt me or even rape me.  
     I tried to explain: “They’re not like that.  
They need friendship.”, but he was set 
against my ambitions.  I loved my father, and 
so to please him, I finally agreed to qualify 
as a teacher, that way I would always have 
the choice : I could work with the “mentally 
handicapped”, as people like Mikey were 
then referred to in my part of the world, or 
I could teach in a regular school. 
     My father was proud when I made 
that decision, but he remained confused 
when I volunteered to spend my vacation 
time working respite in a home for the 
handicapped.  The hours were long, the 
work was sometimes challenging but always 
heaps of fun.  I wanted my dad to come and 
see it for himself, to experience the sense 
of community there was.  Unfortunately 
he died before that could happen.  So I had 
not helped Mikey, and I had not helped 
my own father.  I couldn’t figure out what 

was wrong.  Here were 
vulnerable members of 
my community in need 
of a little understanding, 
and ordinary people just 
like my own family, in 
need of that awareness-
raising to be able to 
understand.
     Well that was a long 
time ago now.  Things 

have changed, haven’t they?  I think that the 
general public is more aware these days of 
different types of learning differences, and 
that is not such a major concern for me any 
more.  But  . . . . .  I can’t help wondering.  I 
think I see history repeating itself, maybe my 
observations of and interactions with Mikey 
were just a practice run for what’s ahead.  
     This time the victim isn’t Mikey, or Edward, 
or Alan, or any of the other kids I looked after 
in those days . . . it’s the kids with special 
needs in my class.  It’s the children with 
special needs in your class, too.  The victims 
are all students because they’re all special, 
and they all have needs, and as educators 
we know that those needs are not currently 
being met.  So I’m asking every teacher who 
reads this, to speak to just a couple of people 
that you would not normally discuss school 
matters with.  Let’s get the word out.  Let’s 
make a difference.

Dorothy Smith
VESTA Executive Committee Member-at-
Large

• A report from the BC As-
sociation of School Business 
Officials, speaking for school 
district secretary treasurers, 
states that the K-12 system 
needs an extra $300 million 
in the coming school year 
just to maintain current lev-
els of service.
• A new roof for BC Place 
cost $500 million.
(BCTF website February 9, 
2010)

• “. . . until 1995, this coun-
try enjoyed the world’s 
highest level of per capita 
public investment in educa-
tion, higher even than the 
amount spent by our much 
richer neighbours to the 
south. 
• . . .  by 2002 Canadian 
education spending had 
fallen a full 17.5 percent 
behind that of the United 
States.
• . . .  Those who graduated 
from Canadian universities 
before 1995 simply don’t 
know what the university 
experience is like today.
• . . . Over the two fiscal 
years between 1995-96 
and 1997-98, (Paul) Martin 
achieved an impressive 
$33-billion turnaround in 
Ottawa’s fiscal position, 
moving from a $30-billion 
deficit to a $3-billion sur-
plus.  . . .  The biggest roll-
back was in transfers to the 
provinces, money used to 
fund education and health 
care . . . “
• . . . It would take an 
increased annual educa-
tion expenditure of over 
$21 billion across all levels 
of government in Canada 
to return to the per capita 
spending position we en-
joyed relative to the US in 
1995.”
(Rodger Martin in The Wal-
rus, November 2009) 

The “Stop Education Cuts” Facebook groups and 
webpage. Visit www.stopeducationcuts.org

I’m asking every teacher who 
reads this, to speak to just 
a couple of people that you 
would not normally discuss 
school matters with.  Let’s get 
the word out.  Let’s make a 
difference.
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Highest funding 
ever! Highest 
funding ever! 
Highest funding 
ever! 
Translation: 
We continue to download costs to school districts without funding them. We cancel grants 
like the Annual Facilities Grants. We fail to fully fund collective agreements we’ve been party 
to. We’ve forced implementation of new curriculum, new initiatives, and full-day kindergarten 
without providing sufficient resources to do so. We’ve used declining enrolment as a 
smokescreen so that the public and media don’t catch on that the funding to school districts 
hasn’t kept pace with fixed costs. We’re constantly changing our minds on formulas so that 
school districts can’t adequately plan in advance. We really don’t mind giving millions of $$$ 
to private schools. If we keep repeating the same thing over and over again, maybe they’ll believe 
us.  And really, it’s school boards’ fault if schools are closed, teachers are laid off, students 
needs are unmet, teacher-librarians disappear, and inner city funding is cut. 

“All together now!”: The Premier 
and recent education ministers are 
really good at repeating the same 
thing. 








