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I am very grateful for the opportunity to share my experience with you today. I sincerely 
hope it might represent a small contribution, however tiny.

But actually, that’s the most important thing I’ve learned helping my daughter with her 
rehabilitation after a childhood stroke—the importance of the tiniest things. 

For example,

• the difference between a finger that has never moved and a finger that, one day, 
after months of effort, moves even just a fraction of a millimeter. That fraction of a 
millimeter, in our context, is always something to be appreciated. 

• But the tiny things to be appreciated, can also be intangible. For example, I’ve seen 
the impact that a single smile can have on a child’s motivation. And therefore, on 
their perseverance and ultimately, obviously, their progress.

• I’ve seen the lasting impact that a single conversation of only a few minutes can 
have on a someone’s future. 

These few minutes, these tiny things, can make the difference between, 

• despair and perseverance, 

• frustration and hope. 

That’s the most important thing I’ve learned as a mother helping my daughter. 

But, I am not just a mother. I also have a professional life. And, in my professional life, I 
have spend many years working in the field of policy development. Through my work, I 
have learned that changes to large systems can come from different sources. It could be, 
for example, 

• conferences like this one, 

• research results, 

• unanticipated situations like accidents, and sometimes even, 

• the actions of one individual.

We often underestimate the impact that a single individual can have on something, even 
within a large system. But in my opinion, its the interactions between us, our 
perspectives and our individual actions that can, collectively, have a significant impact 
on a large number of people.
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Knowing that, when my daughter was 10 years old, I tried to bridge my professional 
knowledge and my personal experience helping my daughter. I wrote a book to create a 
“snapshot” of my experience—a description to show what the experience can look like 
from the other side.

In our case, from the beginning of this journey, the messages, collectively, have been 
mostly negative. To start with, with the specialist who diagnosed my daughter went on 
to explain that because of the stroke, 

• my daughter would likely never walk, and

• she would probably be developmentally delayed.

I asked him what I could do to help her given that she was at the very beginning of her 
life and he answered that there was nothing to be done. I couldn’t accept that answer so 
I asked him again for other options. He said only that I should simply learn to live with 
it.

But I continued to insist so finally, he said that if I really wanted to, I could try 
physiotherapy but in his opinion, it wouldn’t be worth the trouble.

Those few minutes transformed my life. And, the period that followed was extremely 
difficult as I tried to learn what could be done to help my daughter and what I could do 
to encourage her to achieve her full potential—whatever that might mean for her.

Eventually, I learned that it was absolutely worth the trouble of helping her. And, with 
physiotherapy and occupational therapy she could absolutely progress, despite the 
specialist’s very negative opinion.

In the years that followed, across two provinces and three rehabilitation centres, as 
helpful as it was, the advice I received was almost always accompanied by something 
negative.

Instead of leaving open the possibility that there was at least some small hope that an 
improvement might be possible, however tiny, the conversations often started with the 
list of limitations my daughter had because of the stroke.

But, I am very stubborn so each time someone said that my daughter couldn’t do 
something, I asked,

• What if? What if it were possible, what could I do then?

If I didn’t get an answer that I could work with then I asked, 

• What is it specifically that is preventing her from progressing? 

If the answer was that her muscles were too tight, then I spent time in-between the 
appointments stretching the muscles and moving her limbs as they might have moved 
had she been able to use them.
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If the answer was that the problem was the connection between her brain and her limbs, 
then I found other ways to encourage her just the same.

They say that the brain is plastic and that it can rewire itself after an injury.  My 
question to myself then was...If that’s true, then why does it not also apply to my 
daughter?

Today, my daughter is 14. She is a vibrant young girl. She is perfectly bilingual, more 
bilingual than I could ever hope to be. She goes to school with her peers, has learned to 
play the violin and has the same dreams and interests as other girls her age. She knows, 
obviously, that she has certain challenges that others don’t, but she does not define 
herself in terms of the stroke she suffered. She knows she is capable and she knows that 
there is hope, even for her.

We now find ourselves at the intersection of the two sides of the continuum—between a 
pediatric rehabilitation centre and one for adults. And, I ask myself...What if? What if I 
hadn’t questioned the professionals each time, year after year, when they told me that 
my daughter could progress no further? Would she be as accomplished as she is now?

From my professional life, I know that as a society, we need as many people in the 
workforce as possible. Even those with a diagnosis of some kind. Besides the most 
obvious reasons, my pension depends on it and so does yours...!

In the next phase, will my daughter and I find a greater openness to what might be 
possible? Even an openness of a fraction of a millimeter would, for us, be something to 
be appreciated.

It’s the tiny things that, for us, will make the difference between, 

• despair and perseverance, 

• frustration and hope.

***
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