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R e b u i l d i n g C o m m u n i c at i o n

The other side of the gurney…a journey from 
teacher and clinician to stroke survivor
Dr. Donald Meeks dedicated his life to helping people with addictions, building a 
distinguished reputation as a Professor at the University of Toronto and the 
Associate Director of the Clinical Institute at the Centre for Mental Health and 
Addiction (CAMH). His work took him around the world as a special consultant to 
the United Nations and the World Health Organization. 

In 2006, he was awarded one of the country’s highest distinctions – the Order of 
Canada – for his outstanding contribution to the Addiction field in Canada. No one could have 
predicted that just two short years after this high point, Don would experience two strokes that would forever change his life.

After the second stroke, Don was left with lingering weakness on his right side, permanent damage to his memory, and aphasia. 

For an academic man who had built his career on his ability to read, write and express himself verbally, aphasia was an 
unexpected blow. “I suffered the most from a lack of self confidence in pubic situations – I feared that I would be inarticulate 
or lose my train of thought,” says Don. “Being referred to the Aphasia Institute was a ‘stroke of luck’!”

Don and his wife Sherrill entered the Aphasia Institute’s Introductory 
Program with great hope… and the program delivered. Don’s confidence 
began to build and Sherrill connected with fellow caregivers and built a 
network of support for herself. Together, they learned about aphasia and some 
of the supportive communication techniques.

Don quickly graduated to the Aphasia Institute’s Toastmasters Club, where 
he continues today. Sherrill remains connected to the Family group. Both 
are looking ahead with optimism although they appreciate that the journey 
has been very different for each of them. 

Looking back, there’s an irony to having spent decades helping others only 
to find themselves, as Don refers to it, ‘on the other side of the gurney.’ 

Both know that the Aphasia Institute will be a key part of their lives for some 
time to come. “This is a best practice demonstration of everything I taught 
for years,” says Don. “The community at AI is astounding – we feel so 
welcomed and very much a part of this wonderful, wonderful community.

Building Bridges is the quarterly newsletter of the Aphasia Institute (AI) 
- a community-based centre of excellence that helps people with aphasia express themselves to the world around 
them. Aphasia affects more than 100,000 Canadians, depriving them of the ability to speak, read, write and 
understand the speech of others. Aphasia affects a person’s language skills, not their inherent competence, but all 
too often people with aphasia are discounted as incompetent because people lack the skills necessary to help them 
be understood. With ongoing support from donors, the Aphasia Institute’s direct service and community outreach 
programs help people with aphasia and their families find new ways to re-join life’s conversations. 
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Getting more than we give  

When Ronnie Brannigan retired in 1993, she knew immediately that she wanted to become a part of the Aphasia Institute. 
“I wanted to give my time to something meaningful and I knew that I could make a difference at the Aphasia Institute.”

Ronnie’s certainty came from her brief interaction with the Aphasia Institute more than 30 years ago when her husband had 
a stroke in his 40’s. It was then that Ronnie first learned about the Aphasia Institute, and knew that someday she would give 
back to the organization that helped her family through a difficult time.

Today, Ronnie is one of the longest-serving members of the volunteer team. She volunteers two days every week, working with 
the Introductory Program and with Conversation Tables. She says her greatest joy is being able to witness the change that 
happens through the Introductory Program. “At first, people are shy and withdrawn but by the third or fourth week, you see 
the group coming together to support each other, and you see confidence building in each member as they learn new skills.” 

Providing support to spouses is particularly fulfilling for her. “Often this is the first time that they have the opportunity to meet 
others in the same situation. They can say whatever they want without fear of judgment and they can hear from others who 
have had similar experiences. Having lived it first-hand, I can appreciate what they go through.”
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The Aphasia Institute relies on the generosity of individual donors and 
volunteers to deliver life-changing programs. For more information about 
the Aphasia Institute, please visit our website at www.aphasia.ca.

TRAIN THE TRAINER PROGRAM 

AI took to the road in January to deliver a three-day 
training session in Alberta for 20 speech-language 
pathologists. The session featured two days of 
Supported Conversation for Adults with Aphasia or SCA™ 
and one day of train-the-trainer. This was the first time AI 
broadened its reach outside of Ontario. 

We received very positive feedback from participants.     
“I have always thought that I was empathetic, supportive 
and helpful for my clients. This week I realized that I can 
truly impact their lives. The tools that I learned this past 
weekend empowered me to be successful in helping this 
client and his partner and as well renewed my passion for 
my profession,” said one speech language pathologist.

SHARING BEST PRACTICE

In November 2010, The Aphasia Institute showcased 
its innovative Quantifying the “Difficult to Quantify: A 
New Assessment Tool for Aphasia” among more than 
120 exhibitors at the Celebrating Innovations in 
Health Care Expo 2010 in Toronto. “This unique 
measure, designed to obtain an authentic portrayal of 
living with aphasia from the person’s perspective, makes 
a significant contribution to the portfolio of available 
aphasia examination tools,” says Dr. Martha Taylor, 
Research Professor at NYU School of Medicine. 

We were pleased to welcome Ontario Health Minister, 
Deb Matthews, to the AI booth. She was interested in 
learning about aphasia and AI’s work in helping 
families with aphasia live successful and expressive 
lives. The Minister has since committed to visiting the 
Aphasia Institute in March 2011 to learn more first-hand.
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