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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The over-arching goal of this project is to instill hope for activists and social 

workers, while simultaneously exploring the narrative of my Great-Grandmother, 

Mrs. Marguerite Emily Cartwright, whose activist story has never truly been told.  

Through the use of storytelling and thematic analysis, this research will present the 

reader with an opportunity to explore the tools and strategies that one woman used 

to make a profound and lasting influence on disability services, the study of 

disability and persons with disabilities throughout Ontario in the 1940’s and 

onwards.  

 

The Study of Disability, Disability Studies and Social Justice Studies, along 

with storytelling literature, are both broad albeit unique areas of knowledge. This 

unique thesis is based on the analysis of my family’s archives of Mrs. Cartwright’s 

activism, through original journal entries and newspaper clippings, along with 

letters and personal correspondences Mrs. Cartwright wrote to prominent North 

American politicians, offering a window into the mind of the activist herself. Through 

the use of storytelling and thematic analysis, this paper explores how the themes 

of wielding personal power, inheriting a moral sense of justice, and the history of 

disability services in Ontario contributed to the telling of Mrs. Cartwright’s untold 

story. An analysis of Mrs. Cartwright’s activist strategies demonstrated the 
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intersectionality of disability, critical theory, feminism and justice studies, and the 

use of self in advocacy. Lastly, I discuss how my own sense of social justice, 

epistemology and practice of social work has been impacted by the telling of this 

story.   
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DISCLAIMER 
 
The language and terms used throughout this paper may be offensive to readers 

and do not reflect the author’s own views. Please know, these terms are a historical 

reflection of the atmosphere and knowledge of disabilities during this period of time 

(1800’s – 1960’s). I have chosen to keep the terms and language in their original 

presentation to highlight the story, and how Marguerite Cartwright would have 

communicated. I have also italicized these terms in an effort to give notice to 

readers.  Tremendous work has specifically been dedicated to change the 

language surrounding persons with disabilities, as it has been recognized how 

harmful and oppressive this language has and continues to be towards persons 

with disabilities.  “People with intellectual disabilities” is currently the language 

preferred by self advocates labelled with intellectual disabilities and People First 

Canada. The preferred language is important to honour, as people with disabilities 

are disabled less by the disability label/condition than they are by how the world 

responds to them as people with those labels.  



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 Mrs. Marguerite Emily Cartwright was one of the original founding members 

of services for children with disabilities in Ontario. As a woman, she was naturally 

appointed to the position of secretary to the board of the ‘London Parents’ Council 

for Retarded Children’, 1951. A board she created. She was a self-identified 

housewife with great ambitions and intellect, and a fierce sense of social justice. 

She dedicated decades of her life to advocating for the social and educational 

needs of children with physical and intellectual disabilities, and for education and 

supports for parents, caregivers and service providers. With a handful of 

supporters, she physically and literally built a pseudo-governmental organization 

from her living room and church basement.  This has left me asking two questions: 

how could one person make so much change, and how could they not be known? 

 

Motivation to make change is hard, especially when faced with what seems 

like insurmountable bureaucracy. Yet every day, people in our world find ways to 

make change, to advocate for justice and overcome adversity. They work 

independently or collectively, passionately, bonded over a cause greater than them. 

Have you ever stopped to wonder – what is it that motivated that individual or group 

to make change? What was it that made them care so much to get involved, was 

it out of passion, maybe fear or just complete frustration?  And really what is 

change?  Change could be simply defined as an act of making or becoming 
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something different – but it is so much more than that, it is a process, a long one 

at that, which involves heaps of effort, commitment and perseverance.  There are 

many approaches to looking at change, from a medical model, to sociology and 

social work to activism work – and ultimately in this paper I explore how individual 

change starts from within one person wanting to make changes to their own life as 

a result of social inequalities. Kenneth Manton (2008) defines social change as a 

combination of groups of individuals working together for the purpose of 

empowerment. This change can be achieved through social movements and 

organizations, citizen mobilization, civic engagement, education and emotional 

healing. Further, social change can and does occurs on multiple individual and 

systemic levels when society educates youth, fosters resiliency among adults and 

encourages citizen engagement towards a common goal of social equality.  

 

When individuals and groups do persevere to make change, once that 

change has occurred, the story that is commonly heard or taught about in the public 

education system and public awareness campaigns are often about the dominant 

and visible community members within society. This has left me wondering if many 

Canadians have ever stopped to think about the behind the scenes folks, who 

contributed to these changes. I often hear about the leaders, the celebrities, the 

eloquently spoken and polished spokes model– the dominant culture that the public 

would expect to hear from.  But more often than not the average person does not 

get to hear about the everyday individuals who typed up thousands of pamphlets, 
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who bore their hearts and souls into emotional labour, and stapled and stuffed 

envelopes…the ones who took notes in meetings and gathered information, and 

told their raw, vulnerable stories to heaps of strangers. Unfortunately, these 

individuals are not often spoken or written about in our history books.   

  

Social workers often know about these people given that social work and 

change are often found in tandem. The profession has a strong history of 

commitment to social justice and advocacy work, frequently advocating for the 

stories of the unheard, marginalized people of our world, and as a social worker, 

and researcher, I am interested in these stories (Fook, 2012). The process of 

reflecting upon what motivates people to make change and whose story gets told 

has led me to reflect upon my own experience with change and where my desire 

to advocate for social justice derives from.  This thesis has in part been an exercise 

in reading and writing myself through my own family history of social justice. 

Consequently, as a result of this process, I began to draw on my own life 

experiences and my personal and professional connection to advocacy.  

 

Since infancy, I have been surrounded by incredibly fierce and passionate 

women.  Women who taught me to be kind and conscientious of others. The irony 

about my childhood experience of being exposed to an incredible lineage of 

conscientious feminist thinkers, is that I was also frequently exposed to vile 

displays of toxic masculinity.  Though, from a young age I did not know what these 
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concepts where but what I did know, was that women were safe, and men were 

scary. That gender divide was quite stark for me from a very young age, vivid at 

that.  Reflecting upon the women of my immediate and extended family I inherently 

and unknowingly had a community, one in which I felt safe and shielded from the 

wrath of toxic masculinity.  I never had the awareness to truly grasp these concepts 

at play in my developing years, but what I did intuitively know was that misogyny 

did not produce positive outcomes; probably before I could ride a bike I knew that 

I was a feminist, an advocate for social justice and choosing a path of supporting 

women and the underdog.   

 

 Choosing to support women did not really seem like an option to me, it was 

more of an instinct, a behaviour that just seemed to make sense.  Through the 

experiences I witnessed and the stories that were told to me growing up, I knew I 

wanted to be more like the women in my family than the men.  In my mother’s 

barrage of childhood home videos there are multiple clips of me as a child being 

asked “Jeffrey, what do you want to be when you grow up”, and I would politely 

smile and confidently reply “a mom” (to my mother’s adornment and my father’s 

chagrin).  Wanting to both reflect and explore my connection to feminism and 

advocacy led me on a journey to further explore my personal connection to these 

concepts in my immediate life, and specifically led me to one particular woman, 

Mrs. Marguerite Emily Cartwright.  

 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 5 

Mrs. Marguerite Emily Cartwright, was my maternal Great-Grandmother. 

Her story was one that was often spoken about in my family, and among extended 

family members and community service providers – but as a child I did not have 

the maturity or context to truly appreciate the significance of who this woman was. 

She had affectionately been known as Nana Cartwright to me and my immediate 

family, Mother to my late maternal Grandmother and Aunt, and either Mrs. 

Cartwright or Masie in professional or social situations. Needless to say, I was 

fortunate enough to have had the opportunity to know her until I was eleven years 

old; I have a series of memories of her, that I hold dear to my heart – but, 

unfortunately, by the time I truly got to know her – she was quite elderly, blind and 

residing alongside her beloved daughter, Carole Elaine, in a long-term care facility 

in London, Ontario.  

 

Masie was one of those persons who was passively “erased” from history, 

whose efforts were not truly acknowledged, and yet her story lives on to this day 

through her work, multiple national organizations, the generations of people she 

supported, and in our family stories and ancestry. She had two daughters, Carole 

Elaine, her second born, who was the spark which ignited her cause, and her first 

born daughter, Lorna Frances, who went on to become an advocate for mental 

health, poverty and women’s rights. Her grand-daughter, my mother, who became 

an advocate for the marginalized, and me her great-grandson, chose the 

profession of social work, specifically mental health. This leaves me to ask – where 
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does my sense of justice derive from and why is this story important to tell? 

Perhaps because this is an opportunity to engage in a rigorous academic exercise 

to create justice for my Great-Grandmother, specifically in the form of creating a 

new narrative about the history of disability services in London, Ontario and the 

ability of one woman to positively impact millions of disabled youth and their 

families for generations to come, in Ontario, through the process of storytelling.  

 

A little about Masie’s story: she was an immigrant, a wife, a devoutly 

religious woman, a survivor of two world wars and an individual with a ferocious 

passion for knowledge and justice, presumably in part because of her own 

experiences of intersectional trauma.  She loved children, literature and poetry and 

had many hopes and dreams for a good life for her and her family in Canada. She 

had difficulty conceiving children, and had lost some children, so later on in her life 

at the age of 36 she planned to try to have one more child, and with success their 

holiday miracle baby was born on Dec 15th, 1946, Carol Elaine.  It has been told 

that Carol was a perfectly healthy baby and was developing within ‘normal’ limits 

until she was approximately two years old. Given the era of medicine at this time, 

there was not much available to help Masie understand what was happening, so 

she did what she knew best and began reading and writing. She started to meet 

with physicians and was eventually told that Carol Elaine had a diagnosis of mental 

retardation and would likely require institutionalization.  She began this not knowing 

much about the institutions for persons with intellectual disabilities in Canada, other 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 7 

that her experience and awareness of what happened during Nazi occupied 

Europe to persons with disabilities. Largely in part of this and then with her own 

research she was terrified of what could potentially happen to her vulnerable and 

beloved daughter if she was to be institutionalized. Thus, Masie in an effort to better 

understand what she could do, started to tour institutions for the mentally insane in 

Ontario. She toured numerous facilities and after touring these facilities she 

decided that her child was never going to be institutionalized and she would commit 

the rest of her life to building supports and services for children and parents so that 

they would never have to be institutionalized.  

 

The stories I heard throughout my life and the research I conducted 

confirmed that Masie was the founding member for the establishment of disability 

services for children and families in London, Ontario and across Canada, which 

would later go on to be developed into provincial and national organizations such 

as Community Living, Disability Services Ontario, and The Child and Parent 

Institute.  To many, she was referred to as a true card-carrying advocate, a staunch 

feminist; to me she is my blood, my personal connection to social justice and the 

main area of my research.  

 

As a person I value everyone’s story and as a social worker I uphold a value 

that it is our job to advocate for those who cannot tell their stories. Masie’s story 

has never truly been told - sure, it has been told in our family and to community 
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members within London – but to do her justice, and her life’s work justice, I believe 

it is important to tell her full story.  At a time of great unrest in the world, I believe 

that storytelling or the act of telling of people’s stories can help to inspire and instill 

hope.  As a practicing social worker, it can easily become overwhelming to hear 

individual stories of turmoil and defeat repeatedly, and it can seem like you are 

often the only one advocating for a client, cause or issue. But when we look at one 

person’s ability to make change, and this story does exactly that, it reinforces the 

fact that one person’s story truly has the ability to influence and make change, 

profound and lasting change at that. Thus, dually as a person and a social worker, 

I believe in the meaning of this story and its ability to dually instill hope and 

education for the practice of social work. Through Masie’s work she was able to 

mobilize citizen engagement, and create social change on a massive scale, which 

to me is one of the most important aspects of this story for the profession of social 

work. How one women’s ability to influence social change can instill hope and 

support other social workers and individuals and knowing that change is possible, 

at both the individual and societal level. Further, it reinforces the story within a story, 

and how her ability to influence social change has trickled down into my own belief 

that I can make social change, and support those that I work with to also make 

individual and social change. Ultimately, through the telling of Masie’s story and 

sharing this with the public, we can learn from her and those she cared for and see 

how she impacted thousands of people and continues to do so this day, and will 

continue to for generations to come.  
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Generally speaking, the act of practicing social work is for many is an 

opportunity to expand on their own lived experience and to draw upon their own 

stories in life to help contribute to others.  These stories are often rich in knowledge, 

and life lessons, which can often only be achieved through years of life experience.  

This can be said to be true for individual stories as well, and the beauty of 

storytelling can be to provide an opportunity to create and hold space for these 

stories to be told, but whose stories do we benefit from hearing about? (Dorozenko, 

Ridley, Martin, & Mahboub, 2016).  

 

Through my experience, I have observed the benefit of hearing stories and 

narratives from people who have had similar experiences as I. There can be 

merit though, in having a celebrity speak about an issue, such as poverty to 

provide some authenticity to connect people through storytelling. However, I 

would argue that to some it would be difficult to imagine someone with as much 

privilege as a celebrity to have much lived experience about oppression or 

poverty – thus this need for collaborative, community approaches to creating new 

narratives and multiple truths in storytelling (Calhoun & Gold, 2020; Ridley, 

Martin, & Mahboub, 2017).  Though a celebrity spokes-person and an individual 

with lived experience both play important roles in fighting a cause, they both 

serve a need – you need the celebrity and their status to deliver the message and 

elicit a captive audience, but you also need the individuals with lived experienced 
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to execute the real-life message. Storytelling provides an opportunity to create 

new truths by capitalizing on social capital.  And after all, the current world we live 

in is founded on the principles of capitalism, and literally encourages the 

exploitation of others for the benefit of your own cause.  Social Capital can be 

simply described as a productive act where one member of a community who 

may have a lower social economic status draws upon another member within a 

community, with higher social status to work together to achieve a common goal 

(Coleman, 1988).  Throughout this paper I will demonstrate on how Masie used 

strategies such social capital, storytelling, feminism and different forms of 

advocacy, such the exploitation of women in power to draw attention to her 

cause, one which she had much lived experience about.
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LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORTICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

Disability in general along with social justice and advocacy are social issues 

which require thoughtful and unique responses to each. The process of trying to 

provide inclusive and appropriate supports to individuals with disabilities are riddled 

with intersecting levels of oppression: social stigma, classism, gender, race and 

other such systemic barriers (Erevelles & Minear,2010).  As a result of the many 

themes that intersect in this research topic, the literature reviewed in order to 

conceptualize this story was generated from a variety of different disciplines and 

sources, which included academic journals in medicine, philosophy, women’s 

studies and disability studies to historical text books and news print, and through 

the original and personal correspondences and collection of data belonging to the 

late Mrs. Cartwright, which offered a window into the mind of the activist herself 

(Garland-Thomson, 2005; Smith  & Sparkes, 2008). My hope is that these relevant 

areas of literature will remain consistent with my research topic, all the while 

exemplifying the strategies which contributed to one women’s ability to make social 

change.  

 

Through the research of critical disability studies , intersectionality, feminism 

and neoliberalism – I was better able to situate myself in a multidisciplinary 

approach to research, while utilizing storytelling as my primary source of 

methodology.  Combined, the literature and methodologies reviewed contributed 

to a more fulsome appreciation of the barriers Masie encountered throughout her 
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work.  Further, this multidisciplinary approach to research provided an opportunity 

to contribute to a new piece of social work knowledge:  being able to tell the story 

of a mid-century feminist activist through the use of her first-hand data, and 

secondly through the lense of her great-grandson, a social work clinician and 

researcher. Lastly, the literature reviewed reinforces the oral and print stories that 

I was exposed to both as a family member and researcher, and further confirmed 

the tremendous role Masie played in the establishment of disability services in 

Ontario today.  

 
WHO WAS MARGUERITE “MASIE” CARTWRIGHT? 

 
It is important to provide a brief glimpse into the life of my late Great-

Grandmother to give contexts and situate my literature review. Marguerite Emily 

Pearson was born on February 3rd, 1910, to working class parents in Canterbury, 

England. Shortly after the First World War, her family decided to move to Canada 

to start a new life, a life that they hoped would be filled with new opportunities. 

Masie, was reported to be committed to social justice causes from a very young 

age as she was often found to be standing up for causes she felt to be worthy and 

unjust, which resulted in her challenging dominant ideologies and people of power 

at a time when this was unheard of, especially for a young woman (L. Oakley, 

personal communication, April 26, 2017).  Masie was a ferocious reader, and loved 

to read historical pieces, philosophy and English literature. Her passion for social 

justice started after the First World War, as she had witnessed the aftermath of 

mental illness, poverty, addiction and domestic violence that plagued families, 
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including her own, after her own father returned home from the war. Masie once 

wrote in her memoirs “… my father was a changed man after the war, after he was 

gassed. He is no longer happy, he is often just sad and angry for no apparent 

reason, and after everything he did in the name of this country there are no 

supports for him. It just isn’t right” (M. Cartwright, personal communication, Sept 

23, 1924). Masie had ambitions to become an attorney; however, a woman of 

limited social status and wealth in the 1920’s encountered many obstacles in 

achieving this goal. She subsequently found employment as an administrator in 

the legal department of The Huron and Erie Savings and Loan Company, where 

she worked until she married her husband, Jack Cartwright on September 30th, 

1933. Her job at The Huron and Erie Savings and Loan Company would prove to 

be a valuable decision for her later on in her life, as this was one of her first 

introductions to the prominent Cronyn Family. Masie and Jack had their first 

daughter, Lorna, born in April of 1937 and then out of her strong sense of moral 

and social responsibility, she postponed any additional children until after the 

Second World War. Shortly after the Second World War, Masie and Jack 

welcomed their second child, Carol Elaine, born on December 15th, 1946; their lives 

would be forever changed after the birth of Carol. Masie often said “Carol was the 

spark which ignited her cause”.  
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WHAT DID IT LOOK LIKE TO HAVE A CHILD WITH A DISABILITY IN 

CANADA DURING THE NINETEETH AND TWENTIETH CENTURY? 

 
Researching the History of the study of disability, along with the culture and 

attitudes towards individuals with disabilities living in Ontario – was not for the faint 

of heart. The literature was often offensive and conservative to say the least.  

Community Living Ontario was kind enough to provide me with an original and 

physical copy of their own colourful timeline of disability services in Canadian 

history, which echoed many of Masie’s stories and concerns. The historical timeline 

of the lives of individuals’ living with disabilities outlined and reinforced the horrific 

conditions individuals faced in Canada from the mid eighteenth century to present 

day.  In their book “25 years of growing together a history of the Ontario Association 

of the mentally retarded”, Betty Anglin and June Bratten (1978),  referenced how 

the vast majority of Canadians had encountered individuals with intellectual 

disabilities, often referred to as the Village Idiot, and because these individuals 

were viewed as an unproductive burden on society,  they were often left to roam 

the streets as long as they caused no disruption to local residents, and if they did 

cause any disruptions they would often be placed as cheaply as possible, in 

custodial care under the authority of the local county jail.  

 

One of the first known National Parents’ Association was created in England, 

but was unsuccessful in broadcasting their message internationally, and thus by 

the 1950’s smaller, community-based parent councils were popping up across 
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North America (Davis,1985). Children had a nominal, if any, chance of obtaining 

an education or being provided with an opportunity to live a meaningful life or 

become an active participant of society (Davis, 1985; Winzer, 2007). The attitudes 

of society during this time were particularly oppressive and offensive towards 

persons with intellectual disabilities; children were often seen as dispossessed, 

and considered to be a sub-species of humanity, with no rights and no hope. It was 

apparent that the government had little interest in providing financial support to 

those with disabilities, and there were a limited number of professionals who had 

expertise or reliable knowledge of persons with intellectual disabilities (Cartwright, 

personal communication, September 17th, 1975; Davis, 1985; Wolfensberger, 

1972).  As a result of the lack of services and supports, the only viable and 

encouraged option for parents of children with disabilities in the 1950’s was to 

institutionalize them.   

 

Masie’s daughter, Carol Elaine was born with an intellectual disability, and 

during this time, the birth of a child with a disability was shrouded with shame, 

stigma, embarrassment and secrecy, often resulting in the immediate placement 

of the child. These children and parents often had no information, formal training 

or supports in place to help them learn to understand or support their children, 

resulting in further shame and blaming of themselves. Parents truly had nowhere 

to turn, physicians were often uneducated in the area of persons with intellectual 

disabilities and just recommended institutionalization. One parent, Alice Mulvey 
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recalled the atmosphere of society during the time of her disabled daughter’s 

adolescence with profound trauma, stating: “Doctors short changed parents of 

mentally handicapped children by saying: why should we prescribe glasses for your 

mongoloid daughter when she will never be able to read or write” (Davis,1985). 

This quote further illustrates the levels oppression, abuse and ignorance so many 

parents and children faced.  

 

Some of the first unimaginable institutions for personals living with 

intellectual disabilities in Ontario opened in the mid nineteenth century. Starting in 

1842 with 999 Queen Street, Toronto, followed by Fort Melvin in Elmer’s Bird. By 

1867 more derelict buildings across the province were being approved to provide 

housing for the mentally ill: an Idiot Asylum opened in 1872 beside the Asylum for 

Lunatics in London, Ontario; in 1876 a state of the art Institution was opened in 

Orillia; and by 1970 there were a total of 16 residential institutions in Ontario, 

providing care to an estimated 10,000 individuals with a myriad of disabilities and 

social deviancies (Anglin & Bratten, 1978; Martin & Ashworth, 2010). These 

institutions were often referred to as the Ontario Psychiatric Hospitals, Insane 

Asylums, Asylums for lunatics, and other offensive and derogatory terms.  Persons 

with intellectual disabilities were grouped together with other individuals with 

mental illness, regardless of diagnosis; along with sex trade workers, criminals and 

others who were perceived to be deviant of societal norms and left to spend the 

remainder of their lives within the confinements of these derelict institutions.  
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Unfortunately, because of the lack of community supports and services, the 

demand for institutional care increased during the majority of the twentieth century; 

and subsequently, these institutions were often filled beyond capacity, 

inadequately staffed and dilapidated (Brockely, 1999; Lemay, 2009).  

 

Many parents lost their children involuntarily to institutions because of 

varying provincial and local laws; while other parents actively sought admission to 

institutional care because of limited supports and fear of social stigma. These 

requests were often approved by families with significant social status and financial 

wealth within their communities, leaving less affluent families to fend for 

themselves (Brockely, 1999; Lemay, 2009).  Institutions often chose to focus their 

attention on deviant and violent children, along with severely stigmatized and 

rejected children with visible deformities and poor social skills, leaving the non-

violent, “village idiot” to roam the streets of their town, as long as they caused no 

disruption to local residents (Anglin && Bratten, 1978). 

 
CANADIAN DISABILITY HISTORY 

 
Let us take a moment and allow the literature to speak to what was 

happening at the provincial level, and review the literature produced by Betty Anglin 

and June Bratten (1978), from Community Living Ontario. Their story line precedes 

the work of Masie; however, ironically all their hard work seemed to seamlessly 

come together later on in the 1950’s.  In 1871, an Inspector of Asylums prisons for 

Ontario, Mr. W. Langemuir was the first recorded elected official to address the 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 18 

need for special and or separate educational training for children with intellectual 

disabilities, but this was a problem because it would be a mere forty years till the 

“Special Classes Act” was created in Ontario, granting municipal school boards the 

authority and discretion to permit children who were normally slow in learning and 

backwards, but had an IQ over 50 the option to attend auxiliary classes (Anglin & 

Bratten, 1978). Following this fundamental shift in policy, in October of 1912, the 

Toronto Board of Education created spaces for 800 children with an intellectual 

disability, with an IQ of over 50, in approximately 21 schools, though there 

continued to be a strong belief among the Government and public that “feeble 

minded” people were best cared for across their lifespan in government run 

institutions. After much published work from leading experts in the field, coupled 

with lobbying efforts from organizations such as the Association for the Help of 

Retarded Children – Institutional Committee, it was with mixed emotions that the 

Ontario Provincial Government opened a state of the art institution for persons with 

intellectual disabilities in Smith Falls, Ontario in the 1951. This institution was 

named The Ontario Hospital School and on opening day, had the capacity to 

accommodate 2400 residents (Anglin & Bratten, 1978). 

 

It took a further forty-six years to 1958, when the experimental work of a 

teacher in Kirkland Lake fostered the creation of a special provincial delegation to 

successfully amend the oppressive and archaic Public School Act, because 

municipal school boards were not supporting any persons with a hint of an 
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intellectual disability, as they were being informed by the Department of Education 

that it was illegal for them to teach a child with an IQ of less than 50. Then the 

forces aligned on April 27th, 1953, when the Toronto Parents’ Council for the 

Retarded Children, aligned themselves with the Councils in Windsor, Kirkland Lake, 

Brant Norfolk, London and Hamilton to form the Ontario Association for Retarded 

Children. Further promising news arose when the Department of Education 

announced a $25.00 per student, per month grant to support educational 

environments operating under the Ontario Association for Retarded Children.  The 

purpose of this association was to have local chapters which would expand on 

existing local organizations supporting the needs of children with intellectual 

disabilities, through a variety of vocational skills, living skills and social and 

recreational programs, in addition to creating a sense of community.  

 
CRITICAL THEORY & INTERSECTIONALITY 

  
I utilized critical theory and Intersectionality as a guide to analyze the 

intersecting levels of systemic oppression which contributed to difficulties faced by 

Masie Cartwright. These theories provided a framework for me to develop a greater 

appreciation for the systemic barriers faced for those involved in the early years of 

disability activism work, and provided insight into the ways in which different 

communities can and do make systemic change. In Devon Carbado, Kimberlé 

Williams Crenshaw, Vickie Mays and Barbara Tomlinson’s (2013) article 

“Intersectionality: Mapping the Movements of a Theory” and Tonntte Rocco’s (2005) 

article "From Disability Studies to Critical Race Theory: Working Towards Critical 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 20 

Disability Theory" provided an opportunity to look at the existing literature about 

Critical Theory broadly, along with specifics about the methodological approaches 

and applications for practice from a Critical Theory and Critical Disability 

Theoretical perspective, which ultimately impacted my own epistemological views.  

In Devon et al’s (2013), article I was able to better appreciate and analyze the 

intersectional levels of oppression which Masie faced, such as her gender, socio-

economic status, citizenship, and own disabilities.  

 

Critical theory, and Intersectionality look at a progressive group of committed 

individuals that offers a transformative response to varying issues of oppression. 

The goal of intersectional research is to expose the ways in which power and 

oppression are co-existing within the academic institutions while acknowledging 

the multiple layers of oppression and discrimination that are met with multiple forms 

of resistance. Critical theory and Intersectionality further recognizes the lived 

experience and knowledge of people, and utilizing their multiple truths as teaching 

methods, including storytelling, family histories, biographies and new narratives 

(Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomilson, 2013; Matsuda, 1991; Matsuda & 

Lawrence, 1997; Rocco, 2005; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  

 
Those that hear their own stories by other voices in their community, sharing 

commonalities allows for unity, and the empowerment of participants to step 

forward and create new counter-truths to storytelling to strengthen their movement.  

Intersectionality and Critical Theory reviews that the majoritarian methodology 
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relies on upholding the hegemonic discourses in society, and that it implicitly 

makes assumptions and stereotypes of people that are ‘less than’. How this 

becomes a societal pattern of oppression is that those same people make 

decisions in relation to public policy and funding, which further marginalizes the 

disabled communities, and creates more barriers to equal opportunities. Furthering 

the necessity of providing a legitimate space for storytelling as a valid contribution 

to research, counter-storytelling can be seen as a way of creating meaning and 

inclusion for those stories which have never been told, and providing more 

opportunity to challenge biases of the dominant discourse, replacing it with one 

person’s factual recount in efforts to achieve equality. It continues to enforce that 

much of the knowledge has been written by those outside the community of study, 

which often misses the complexity. The value of telling someone’s individual story 

can create space to identify intersecting levels of oppression through a third person 

party, and this type of resistance often involves biographical knowledge of that 

person’s experiences of oppression (Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomilson, 2013; 

Matsuda, 1991; Matsuda & Lawrence, 1997; Rocco, 2005; Solorzano & Yosso, 

2002). 

 
By using these theories, it serves to build a community of those who would 

otherwise struggle alone, gives permission to challenge the current discourse 

which has been created by those in a position of privilege, and can open new 

opportunities and possibilities for personal and collective growth. Finally, it can also 
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disseminate knowledge by first enriching existing research by including voices of 

the community and share out to a wider network to provide more support and in 

turn, receive strength in educated numbers. All these theories start from the point 

of view that social movements arise when social groups are polarized around 

conflict, with clearly identified opponents, and that they occur in both authoritarian 

and democratic societies. But they are differently pitched. (Carbado, Crenshaw, 

Mays, & Tomilson, 2013; Matsuda,1991; Matsuda & Lawrence, 1997; Rocco, 2005; 

Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). 

 

Further, William Neuman’s (1997), literature outlines the purpose of Critical 

Social Science research in the realm of critical theory as a means to investigate, 

critique and challenge dominant discourses within society. A critical researcher 

asks questions with the intention of improving the lives of less dominant 

communities within society by using their research to expose power imbalances 

and social inequalities within society. Williams (2001) and Carter & Little (2007) 

highlighted the importance of qualitative research. They identified the personal 

benefits for communities and individuals when qualitative research is enacted to 

analyze human meaning through narrative text data, rather than through an 

impersonal, abstract analysis of numerical data (Maina-Ahlberg, Nordberg & 

Tomsom(1997); Trostle,1992; (as cited in Williams, 2001). 
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ACTIVIST STORIES and FEMININSM 
 
 

The existing literature on feminism is broad, coupled with dozens of sub- 

themes and theories of feminism, from structuralism feminism to Marxist feminism. 

In the interest of this specific research and time, I chose to look at feminist activist 

life stories, through the work of Magaretta Jolly (2011). This literature highlighted 

the richness and diversity of women’s activism work during the 1950’s, and how 

one activist could be expected to balance numerous roles; highlighting the flexibility 

needed for an individual activist to simultaneously shift between social obedience 

and social justice activism as a direct response to the roles that were expected of 

them at the time.  Her work further expands on this concept of the diversity of roles 

required of women – illustrated through Social Movement Theory.  

 

Social Movement Theory has been designed as a grass roots platform 

which identifies gaps in service, which directly result in different acts of advocacy, 

specifically in the interest in policy and funding (Jolly, 2011). This theory further 

stresses how the dissenting voices are often on the margins of society, but through 

time, we often learn that the life stories of these activists are both paramount and 

forgotten, and who someone needs to say “no, hold on – something needs to be 

done here”: which perfectly speaks to the untold story of Masie Cartwright, the self- 

described “simple housewife”, who could  be seen as a leader, who said no, stood 

up and took action – all-the-while performing her gendered responsibilities.  
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In Jolly’s (2011) writings, she highlighted the work of Carol Hanisch, 

founding member of the New York Radical Women and originator of the Miss 

America Protest, who noted how it is not uncommon to find experienced activists 

who have settled for academic, legal and consulting positions with less time 

dedicated to activism because of the demand of family obligations and being forced 

to choose their priorities. The literature further discussed Life Course Theory, which 

explains an individual’s engagement or distance from a movement in relation to life 

events that either further their passion for advocacy, or pulls away with a focus on 

individual family needs.  Common threads among these theories discussed are 

that social change arises when a large enough group can identify disparities 

amongst their personal communities, and collectively commit to action towards 

change.  

 

Charles Tilly (2002), a leading researcher on resource mobilization, “defines 

a big social movement as a series of contentious performances, displays and 

campaigns by which ordinary people make collective claims to others” (Jolly, 2011). 

Tools of change could be identified as strategies or tactics such as mobilization, 

civil disobedience, and going against the current state in society. As noted, the 

literature refers to the initiation of these movements as often a single catalyst, led 

by curiosity to investigate the event(s) which sparked a passion to fuel the 

beginnings of a social movement. These movements are driven by a lack of 

equality across life spans, further compounded by varying levels of systemic 
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oppression. Later in life, elderly or retired activists offer resistance with a different 

perspective; they have much lived and learned experience that can provide 

meaningful input to evolving movements. The tragedy in this is that societal barriers 

often prevent this, which sadly results in lost contributions to the activist body of 

knowledge (Jolly, 2011).  

 

Staying true to her feminist lens, Jolly shines light on the patterned behavior 

that those who are brave enough to live an activist lifestyle often experience 

personal consequences to their personal goals and desires, with time being 

allocated to the cause instead of families, careers, higher education or other 

personal ambitions. Life course theory further provides insight that burnout, 

competing priorities or unsupportive family environments can show varying levels 

of interest and effort into a movement over the course of one’s life, regardless of 

how important it may be (Jolly, 2011).  

 
 

CONDUCTING DISABILITY RESEARCH 
 
 

So how do disability researchers challenge the same institutions and 

discourses that legitimize their research?  In Dan Goodley & Michelle Moore’s 

(2002) paper, ‘Doing Disability Research: Activist Lives and the Academy’, they 

explored the processes in which the field of disability studies in part has to be its’ 

own advocate, and part of a fluid, evolving process which is regularly reflecting 

upon the researched and researcher, in a more inclusive approach to the 
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production and dissemination of knowledge.  

 

Education was a cornerstone of Masie’s activist strategies, and her interest 

in self education produced learning opportunities for other community members 

with limited access. The field of disability studies has progressed significantly since 

those days, and it is now recognized that the epistemological approach of the 

researcher matters in relation to the story that is told, and that doing disability 

research can be both empowering and oppressive. With an anti-oppressive 

practice lens there is a responsibility to challenge the current discourses of the 

academy, and encourage more accessible and collaborative ways of both creating 

knowledge, and disseminating information to the communities who it represents 

most.  With more knowledge in the study of disability realm than ever, a variety of 

definitions can be offered to examine what a diagnosis means for access and 

quality of life, and is often examined in relation to the medical model, as well as 

societal participation valuing intellectual and physical contributions to society over 

all else. Historically, a disability has been seen as problematic and reason for being 

ostracized (Goodley & Moore, 2002).  
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NEOLIBERLISM 
 

In the context of how I have come to view the impact of neoliberalism on my 

research, I find it helpful to provide a brief description of neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalism can be understood as not merely one ideology or economic agenda, 

but as a complex realm of institutional, economic and political restructuring, 

reinforced by hegemonic and the dominant ideologies of the Western elite (Coulter, 

2009). These dominant ideologies of the Western elite have been a major 

contributor to the restructuring of governmental organizations, resulting in the 

centralization, then decentralization and privatization of many social services and 

government organizations. Through the privatization of social services, 

governments are shifting responsibility out of the public realm and into the private, 

exactly against what Masie was trying to achieve. Consequently, like all other 

government organizations, disability organizations have been impacted by such 

reforms. In one sense, organizations are now under more public scrutiny, thus 

requiring more transparency, accountability, measurable outcomes and increased 

management, which can be seen as in the best interest of the public – or can be 

seen as going too far. The individualization of neoliberalism is meticulously woven 

into new social policies, legislature and government restructuring, as individual and 

societal problems are becoming the responsibility of the individual, with little or no 

acknowledgement of the societal and systematic factors influencing these 

problems. This shift from community responsibility to individual blame has resulted 

in: an increased demand for services; increased work-loads; and little time to 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 28 

address the direct causes of these issues at the micro, meso or macro level 

(Schram & Silverman, 2012). Ironically, it is as if the advocacy work of Masie 

Cartwright has completed a full 360 degree turn –a fight for who is accountable.  

 

Consequently, a significant portion of the research that has been 

undertaken on the study of disability, has been conducted from a positivist 

approach – as Neuman stated: “Positivism research adopts such an approach that 

produces technocratic knowledge – a form of knowledge best suited for use by the 

people in power to dominate or control other people” (Neuman,1997).  In focusing 

on neoliberalism’s impact on research, it could be argued that positivism research, 

through the production of technocratic knowledge provides a platform for neoliberal 

hegemony and dominance to be reinforced throughout practices such as 

‘evidenced based practice’. Encouraging the development and use of more 

‘evidenced based practice’ often removes the voice(s) of the communities be 

researched, relying on the ‘expert’ researcher’s opinions, with a focus on the use 

of standardized tests, assessments and practices, ultimately with a goal of finding 

a ‘one size fits all’ approach, habitually guided by financial undertones (Carter & 

Little, 2007; Schram & Silverman, 2012).
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METHODOLOGY 
 

 
Engaging in historical research, and relying primarily on first hand personal 

data, mostly which I inherited, such as boxes of newspaper clippings, scrap books, 

diaries, journals, and an assortment of other documents, fostered a need for an 

adaptive, creative and curious methodology. As a result of these inherited materials 

and my topic of research, I reflected and agonized over which methodology or 

methodologies would best serve my research. After much refection and internal 

dialogue with all of my data, I realized that I would require a methodology which 

would allow an evolving, interactive process, incorporating multiple narratives and 

truths. As a result, I chose to blend Storytelling, Phenomenology and a Narrative 

Approach as my main methodologies, as they afforded me the capacity to provide 

space for me to create meaning out of stories, original data, all the while providing 

me with an opportunity to evaluate and explore my own relationship and 

experience with this data. Further, it was imperative that I be provided with an 

opportunity to highlight themes and comparisons between the research, the 

researched and the researcher where I could create meaning, and give life to an 

untold story, create a different narrative and contribute to social work education. 
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STORYTELLING 
 
 

Storytelling was first used to detail the life story of Masie Cartwright, as told 

through my personal collection of family artifacts. This was the first of three 

methodological approaches used in the analysis of this thesis. As Gallagher (2011) 

noted the process of storytelling positions the research story as a place to begin 

the inquiry. This method was chosen as a fundamental tool we use to make sense 

of our lives. This tool fit well with the first objective of my thesis: to first and foremost 

tell the story of Masie Cartwright and to understand her activism. Personal journal 

entries and written correspondence from her were used to analyze her untold story 

through the eyes of her great-grandson.  As Wilkins, notes “Because [the ordinary 

language of ordinary people] are a natural form of expression, it makes sense to 

use them in any investigation of human experience” (Wilkins, 2000). This 

storytelling method allowed for the incorporation of Masie’s personal words with 

the accompanying collection of newspaper clippings and journal article as truths 

and facts.  As Gallagher (2011) notes, facts alone cannot determine a historical 

narrative, and so this diverse collection of artifacts was used to paint the narrative 

of Masie Cartwright.  
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PHENOMENOLOGY 
 
 

Thomas Conklin (2007) speaks to the power of qualitative research, and the 

limitations of quantitative research, in his paper “Method or Madness – 

Phenomenology as Knowledge Creator”. Drawing on the literature of philosopher 

Edmund Husserl, Conklin speaks to the power of interpretation in practice, where 

researchers are about to create meaning as a form of knowledge through personal 

experiences and interactions. Further, this methodology provides the researcher 

with an opportunity to evaluate their own biases about the data they are working 

with. This approach to qualitative research affords researchers with an opportunity 

rich of thoughtfulness, inquiry and complexities – replying more on interpretation 

than fact checking, or verification of already known data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; 

Husserl, 1931).  

 

The phenomenological researcher aims to go past the surface and into the 

data, the personal, the vulnerable, providing insight and life to the individual, all the 

while creating meaning through lived experiences. This can be done through the 

process or action of making meaning out of experiences, by finding patterns and 

themes throughout the research and ultimately with a goal of supporting the 

research participants in giving their stories meaning, taking them from the text and 

into the world, and lastly through the researchers own reflexivity (Conklin, 2007).  

 

 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 32 

NARRATIVE INQUIRY 

 

Lastly, in borrowing from a multi-disciplinary approach to methodology, the 

literature consulted highlighted the significant contributions a narrative approach to 

methodology can have on knowledge creation. The relationship between the 

researcher and the researched affords the researcher with an opportunity to 

explore power relations, varying levels of oppression and total vulnerability – all the 

while reviewing the data. Further, this methodology is regarded as feminist in 

theory, meaning that it fosters a platform in which women’s voices can and will be 

heard, where as other research methodologies may not regard women’s voices in 

the same light. This research is a unique opportunity to turn oral stories into data, 

further empowering often marginalized and silenced voices, such as Masie’s 

(Essers, 2009). 
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METHOD 
 

 
As you have read earlier on in this paper, I was fortunate enough to have 

had the privilege of knowing my Great-Grandmother, and to have heard some of 

her stories – first hand, but sadly, by the age of 87 she was not very interested in 

talking about her advocacy or the study of disability, and was mostly concerned 

with what my brother and I were up to in our developing years. 

 

The majority of the data reviewed for this thesis came in two forms: existing 

data and oral stories – from a few family members, extended relatives and service 

providers. 

 

I started to approach this story with my, now late Grandmother, Lorna F. 

Oakley, who was tremendously proud of her mother’s achievements, and often 

shared these stories with family members and strangers alike. However, she often 

stressed a strong sense of injustice that her mother’s story was not more widely 

known or recognized – as she felt that her mother truly was the back bone of 

disability services in Ontario.  While I was in graduate school, my Grandmother 

became ill and I thought to myself “if someone does not take an interest in this 

story now, it will be gone forever” – and thus, I started my journey to discover more 

about what it was that Masie did. 

 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 34 

I spent thousands of hours over the course of my life span, talking to my late 

Grandmother about her mother, and learning all of the stories that I later went on 

to read about. My late Grandmother and I would talk for hours; she would recall the 

endless letters her Mother was always writing, and the tasks she was expected to 

do for the Parents’ Council for Retarded Children. She would speak of her mother’s 

stoic demeanor, and her fierce passion for justice. I really wish I had taken more of 

an interest in this at a younger age but better late than never. My late Grandmother 

would show me photos and documents, all relative to community living London and 

speak so highly of all the important and prominent members of society her mother 

interfaced with. Sadly, my Grandmother died in April 2018 and I was left to finish 

the story on my own accord – but I also believe that was part of the journey, part 

of our shared experiences of vulnerability. 

 

While my late Grandmother was alive, she introduced me to a variety of 

folks who knew Masie, some of the staff and volunteers at Community Living 

London, along with some other folks within the disability community, as she too 

had a son with an intellectually disability. The current executive director of 

Community Living London was well aware of Masie – as were many of the staff 

members, and their volunteers, and many of them knew of her story, but reluctantly 

acknowledged that they really did not know the whole story, and mostly had known 

about the achievements of Katherine Harley (which enraged my late Grandmother).  

While exploring Community Living London’s Public Archives last summer, I was 
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approached by a teacher who was hired by Masie, back in the very beginning of 

the Association for the Help of Retarded Children days.  They were kind enough to 

share some personal details with me about Masie: 

 
talking about how she was a stern upright kind of woman, 

who you would not want to be in conflict with. A woman who was 

committed, stood behind her attitudes and upheld very strong 

convictions and values. She was known for holding folks 

accountable, and seeing the world in a different way. She was 

someone who you could not convince her to change her mind on 

something – and was incredibly decisive. Her mind was like 

nothing we had seen before, her brain was like a rolodex – you 

could ask her anything and she would remember, sharp as a tack. 

She may not have been a warm or friendly person, but she surely 

was devoted and action oriented – if you wanted something done, 

you went directly to Mrs. Cartwright. She was always referred to 

as Mrs. Cartwright, only Masie to a select few (J. Corrin, personal 

communication, July 30, 2019). 

 
 

After speaking with staff at Community Living London, there are not really many 

folks alive to date that knew of my Great-Grandmother, other than her 100 year old 

sister in law, as she would be 110 years old now, which directed me to find other 

ways of connecting with her. 
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On numerous occasions over the last few years I would drive to London, 

park my car on her street, princess avenue, and explore her neighborhood in an 

effort to feel more connected to her. I would stop by her garden and smell her roses, 

touch the porch steps she sat on and explore the streets her and her family would 

walk on. I explored her places of worship, and toured all the existing and non- 

existing sites that were part of her history. I attempted to unsuccessfully tour The 

Child and Parent Institute, and would always end my visit to at her gravestone at 

Woodland Cemetery, where I would recite the same prayer my late Grandmother 

did.  

 

I really tried to trace my journey through hers, to explore the sights and 

sounds that she would have experienced. In September 2018, my mother and I 

even visited her childhood home in Canterbury, England, and further explored her 

favourite childhood places – in yet another effort to experience my connection to 

her.  

 

I created the Marguerite Emily Cartwright Project – an online social media 

account repository for archival records, in an effort to create awareness about her 

story and share the fascinating original documents I hold.  
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I collaborated with Community Living London, and their Development & 

Communication Coordinator and Author, Mr. Lee Simpson – to publish an article 

about the untold story of Masie’s work.  

 

I watched 50 hours of home videos, in search of any clips of her talking. To 

my disappointment, after watching these videos there were only approximately two 

hours of video footage of her, mostly making small talk about pirates with my 

brother and I – but nonetheless heart-warming to see the video footage of her that 

exists today.  

 

I contacted provincial and private organizations and accessed the public 

archives, in hopes of finding any connection or reference to her.  

 

Then I started the painstaking process of gathering all of the documents I 

inherited and acquired from my late grandmother. Within this collection there were 

15 boxes and Rubbermaid containers of raw data and artifacts. I did my best to 

create some sense of organization, and develop categories and themes among 

these artifacts. It would be impossible to catalogue every single item that I have 

inherited that belonged to my Great Grandmother; however, I will illustrate a 

summary of the volume and diversity of materials reviewed in order to complete 

this work. I spent 450 hours, over the course of four years reading through her 

journals, letters, news articles and most prized book collections to establish some 
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themes in order in catalog these artifacts. Some of the artifacts and documents 

included in these archives reviewed are the following:  

 

- Fifteen books, varying in topics from religion, to historical medical 

textbooks on “Mongoloidism and Cretinism”, books of prayer, poetry, 

and other inspirational mementos.  

- One hundred and forty-three personal letters, combined representing 

over twenty-five hundred pages, with some letters consisting of over 

forty-seven pages in length. Some letters were directed towards 

government officials, physicians, family members, authors, and friends.   

- I reviewed twenty-two personal journals/diaries dating back to 1915. 

These journals encapsulate profound moments of vulnerability, despair, 

and courage throughout her lifespan.  

- One hundred and twenty-two correspondences to organizations, locally, 

provincially, and nationally.  

- Documents: it was difficult to categorize all the documents under 

subheadings. However, I hold and reviewed the original incorporation 

documents (one) from the London Council for Retarded Children (1952); 

original transaction receipts (seven), financial records (twenty-three), 

meeting minutes (fifty-seven), project proposals (twelve), program 

developments (nine), notices (seventy-two), propaganda (nine), plans of 

care (four), membership cards (six), and numerous other types of unique 
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institutional documents that substantiates her involvement in the 

establishment of Ontario disability services.  

-  Fourteen scrapbooks consisting of four hundred and three newspaper 

articles covering every aspect of community Living London’s history from 

conception to the late 1980s, along with all varying topics pertaining to 

disabilities nation-wide.  

- Photo albums: there were thirty-seven photo albums containing two 

thousand, three hundred and twelve photographs of both Masie’s 

personal and professional life with tremendous photographic 

documentation of the establishment of disability services in London and 

across Ontario. These photos include first meetings and events, and 

many are the original copies of the photographs which were published 

in newspapers and magazine articles across the country,  

- Personal Artifacts: I also explored numerous items such as fifteen pieces 

of jewelry, two sets of china, seven pieces of clothing, fifty-seven family 

heirlooms, and nine historical pieces of furniture that Maisie had with her 

throughout her lifespan.  

 

 I tried my best to demonstrate the sheer volume of artifacts and documents 

that I now hold in my possession and I am not sure what to do with such valuable 

Canadian history, but it pains me to think of where these documents will end up. 

Throughout this process of reviewing, cataloguing, and exploring her personal 
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archives, I found myself more connected to her and able to better appreciate the 

woman she was and the struggles she faced throughout her life. Reviewing these 

possessions and researching the materials that I could, I developed such a strong 

visceral connection to a woman I barely knew, and found so many parallels 

between her journey and mine. Though she lacked the ability to access traditional 

lines of education, something that I have not experienced, I grew tremendous 

respect and a capacity to appreciate the gravity and difficulty of her circumstances, 

and the irony of all of this information is that for the last thirty years of her life, she 

did not speak of the work she did, and her unique contributions to disability and 

social work knowledge sat in a closet.  

 

Through the act of reviewing these documents and the records I inherited 

from my late Grandmother, it was difficult to truly consolidate the volume of data 

into a few terms. I experienced great difficulty in synthesizing the sheer volume of 

rich materials in front of me. However, using a thematic analysis I was able to 

visualize her strategy by identifying numerous, intersectional themes that I use to 

illustrate how she succeed in making change. Each theme starts with a series of 

original documents, which I analyzed in an effort to demonstrate how these 

documents supported Masie in championing her cause for advocacy.  
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The themes identified are as follows: 

 

1. LEARNING FROM MASIE’S STORY AND STRATEGY 

2. HUMANIZING DISABILITIES: STORYTELLING AND VULNERBILITY 

3. EDUCATION:  ACQUIRING AND DISSEMMINATING 

4. COLLECTIVE MOBILIZATION: SOCIAL CAPITAL & NEW 

COMMUNITIES (PEER SUPPORT) 

5. PARTNERSHIPS: LIFELINES 

6. ACCOUNTABILITY AND REGULATION: BUILDING SUSTAINABILITY 

7. LETTER WRITING: HER ART 

8. INFLUENCE 

9. FEMINIST: WHO ME? 

10. INTERSECTIONALITY: POVERTY & DISABILITY 
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ANALYSIS: 
LEARNING FROM MASIE’S STORY AND STRATEGY 

 

 

 
 

(Figure ii. Poem from journal: Courage: Douglas) 

Maloch) 
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THE STORY 

 

This quote, by Douglas Malloch (unknown) is on the first page of one of her 

journals. Her love of poetry and literature were seemingly all consuming to her.  

Through her journals, new paper clippings, scrap books and other official papers I 

found notes, comments and commentary among everything. She was selective in 

her authors and artists, and would take the time to transcribe these beautiful pieces 

of art into her journals. I was left to identify these as acts of self-care and resiliency. 

When reviewing her journals, it was obvious that she had numerous poems and 

pieces of literature that reflect her own values and experiences. This quote about 

courage illustrates to me the ways in which she found her own advocacy through 

poetry, and about the courage and strength it must have taken her to persevere 

through all her intersecting levels of oppression. 

 
 

After seeking help in an effort to learn more about disabilities, Masie was 

appalled at the idea of institutionalizing her beloved daughter, and began to 

investigate the institutions in Ontario. Masie toured the London Insane Asylum in 

1950, which had approximately 1,500 occupied beds, and of those 500 were 

persons with intellectual disabilities (Cartwright, unknown; Davis,1985). These 

tours traumatized Masie, and in the beginning stages of her advocacy work she 

took it upon herself to meet with the parents of children with disabilities who had 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 44 

be institutionalized.  One mother who placed her disabled four-year daughter, 

Gretchen, in the Orillia institution reported heartache:  

 

“Sending a child to an institution is a common occurrence. 

Thousands of sorrowing parents do it, yet few people can speak of 

it, except the parents themselves…we loved our child as much as 

we would love a normal child...may Gretchen be given more 

opportunities for pleasure, even more love and much more medical 

research needed to help them, than they are getting now” (Strong-

Boag, 2007).  

 
 

As a result of interviews such as this one, and investigating multiple institutions, 

Masie had tremendous empathy towards all parents and children who had to be 

removed from their homes, and because of stories such as Gretchen’s, she 

adamantly disputed the need to ever institutionalize her daughter and this further 

cemented her advocacy in creating social and educational supports for children 

with disabilities and their parents.  

 

The first step in her mission was to obtain as much information as she could 

about children with intellectual disabilities, which she did through the writing of 

thousands of letters to doctors, psychologists, community activists, social workers, 

academics, parents, politicians and clergy across Canada, The United Kingdom 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 45 

and the United States of America. In addition to letter writing, Masie read every 

book, and journal article she could get her hands on, and participated in anything 

associated with children with intellectual disabilities. Apparently, her motto was 

“any information was information”, and “we’ve come this long so why stop now” – 

which just further supported her advocacy in championing for social and 

educational supports, along with gaining any publicity she could for these children 

and parents (Cartwright, unknown; Davis, 1985).    

  

 One of the first prominent people Masie contacted was Mrs. Katherine 

Harley, a “woman of local influence” in London, Ontario, where she resided (Davis, 

1985). Her letter reportedly had an immediate impact on Mrs. Katherine Harley, 

who then used her position as an affluent member of the wealthy Cronyn family to 

contact media, and invited parents of disabled children to meeting room 209 at the 

Elsie Perrins Williams Memorial Library, London, Ontario, on Friday March 2nd, 

1951. Seven parents showed up that evening: Mrs. Katherine Harley, Mr. & Mrs. 

Jack and Masie Cartwright, Mrs. Margaret Sharpe, Mr. Neil Pocock and Mr. & Mrs. 

Peter and Doris Nobes de Burgh, and a reporter from the Housewives Colum of 

the London Free Press, Miss. Jean Cross (Cartwright, unknown; Davis, 1985). 

From that day on these parents devoted all their spare time and money to 

establishing the new London Parents’ Council for Retarded Children.  The council’s 

coffers initially had a balance of zero, but fortunately Mrs. Jamie Lambie was 

gracious enough to donate the first five dollars, which was subsequently used up 
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before their next meeting in April (Cartwright, unknown; Davis, 1985). From then 

on they started a series of monthly Friday night meetings, and the initial members, 

including Masie’s husband, Jack, dedicated any waking moment they had to the 

newly established council.  Masie typed out thousands of letters to England, 

Canada and the United States of America – in search of any information that would 

help her in her quest to advocate for her beloved daughter, Carol, and for all 

disabled children (Cartwright, unknown; Davis, 1985).  This image below 

encapsulates the exhaustion and dedication Masie had to the cause, indicative of 

her own personal burnout.  

 
 

 
 

Masie literally wrote so many letters between 1951-1954 that she went 

through dozens of type writers, and she was frequently writing to her brother in law, 

Atholl Ryder, who was a Branch Manager with the Bank of Montreal, requesting 

more free type writers (L. Oakley, personal communication, June 3, 2017). To 

Masie and her strategy of advocacy, communication was seen as the most 

effective way of disseminating knowledge, and as a means of creating awareness 

(Figure iii. Letter to Walt & Betty) 
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within the local London community and throughout the country.  This was achieved 

not only through written communication in the form of letters, but also through 

public meetings, newspapers, public education services, meetings with politicians 

and professionals and in-house training with experts. These meetings with 

politicians, and local government leaders were first observed as “a meeting with a 

stone wall” (Davis,1985); however, the early pioneers rallied on with their campaign 

of  “Don’t Let a Retarded Children Become a Discarded Child” (Davis, 1985), and 

further applied strategic political pressure to local, provincial and federal 

government officials, which finally resulted in a meeting with a fellow Londonder, 

and then Minister of Education, and Member of Provincial Parliament, The 

Honourable John Robarts, who went on to become the Premier of Ontario in 1961.  

 

Pressuring government was a tactic new to Masie, and she needed all the 

information she could get to support her cause, and thus she continued to write 

more letters and publish more articles.  Masie and Katherine Harley were able to 

be regular contributors to the London Free Press and made headlines in both 

Readers Digest and Chatelaine Magazine, which allowed their new council to gain 

record setting levels of publicity (Davis, 1985; L. Oakley, personal communication, 

May 19, 2017;).   

 

At their second meeting on April 6th, 1951 the Council clarified their mission 

of establishing a community of like-minded individuals, to foster an environment to 
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help children with intellectual disabilities become happier, productive members of 

society through friendship and education. At this same meeting Peter Nobes de 

Burgh was appointed Present, Alison King as Vice President, and the two 

housewives, Florance Worrall as Treasurer and Marguerite Cartwright as 

Secretary (Davis, 1985). They further established new community partnerships 

and outlined their framework of providing education. These meetings often doubled 

as education series for parents and community members, making a lasting and 

profound impact on disability education across Canada. One great event that 

quickly arose from their initial meetings, was when nine mothers’ including Masie 

and her daughter Carol met on April 20th, 1951 at St. Paul’s Cathedral, London for 

an afternoon tea party, which made headlines in the London Free Press (Cartwright, 

unknown; Davis, 1985). The event was reported to be a great success, and 

reinforced their agenda of humanizing their cause, and creating a new community 

among isolated children and parents.  

 

In Marguerite’s memoirs she had cited four individuals as her ‘mentors’ or 

individuals who helped to inspire her and provide fuel for her fire. She first spoke 

of Leonard March, regularly citing the ‘Marsh Report’, titled ‘the Report on Social 

Security for Canada in 1943’. Although this report did not directly highlight disability 

awareness, his work brought profound influence into social policy changes in 

Canada, indirectly helping disabled citizens. His report provided a template for a 

vision of a better, more inclusive Canada, providing insight and awareness into 
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issues that had not previously gained the attention of the government (Maioni, 

2004). Masie found his report and his research to be particularly powerful in her 

advocacy for education and adequate healthcare for children with disabilities. 

Masie liked to be thoroughly up-to-date on the most current literature on intellectual 

disabilities, and took great pride and confidence in any opportunity she had to 

remind the acting government of his work and their initial interest in his vision for 

Canada.  She also had a strong interest in the work of Wolf Wolfensberger and his 

Theory of Normalization, who has been cited as one of the knowledge leaders for 

persons with intellectual disabilities in North America. Wolfensberger’s theory 

provided insight into the hierarchy of society, and how individuals are valued and 

devalued within society based on social status, which helped to initiate the 

deinstitutionalization movement within North America (Wolfensberger,1972).  

Masie regularly referenced this particular section of Wolfensberger’s (1972) theory 

well before it was famous, during his early years as a visiting scholar: 

 
How a person is perceived and treated by others will in turn strongly 

determine how that person subsequently behaves. The more consistently a 

person is perceived as deviant, therefore, the more likely it will be that he or 

she will conform to that expectation and emit the kinds of behavior that are 

socially expected, often behaviors that are not valued by society. On the 

other hand, the more social value is accorded to a person, the more he or 

she will be encouraged to assume roles and behaviors that are appropriate 
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and desirable, the more that will be expected of him or her, and the more he 

or she is apt to achieve (p.134) 

 
Her memoirs reference the excitement her and the council experienced when he 

started to publish their work, as these were concepts and ideas familiar to their 

council and values that she upheld; however, these views did not yet hold much 

weight within the Canadian political agenda. Dr. Abraham Levinson, Director of the 

Dr. Julian Levinson Research Foundation in Chicago and author of the book ‘The 

Mentally Retarded Child’ was a regular contributor to Masie’s work and one of her 

most supportive advocates. There are dozens of correspondences between the 

two of them, starting from the late 1940’s. In one of her letters to him she states: 

 …yet in spite of one’s own enthusiasms and mental 

adjustment to one’s own heartache, working with other human 

beings often less well-adjusted and enthusiastic on behalf of all 

retardates, one feels so resentful to being beholden to other 

parents, and wish for the day when the governmental Departments 

of Health, Welfare and Education take a larger share in this work. 

That to-date is my hope and aim (M. Cartwright, personal 

communication, June 19, 1954).  
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Her honestly and passion for helping children was apparent through these 

numerous correspondences, her strive for social justice was present; however, she 

was tired of the difficulties encountered by ignorance and lack of governmental 

supports. Fortunately for the London Parents’ Council for Retarded Children, The 

Association for the Help of Retarded Children in New York City, proved to be pivotal 

in supporting Masie, and ensuring the movement in Ontario developed and 

maintained political creditability. Masie and Katherine regularly visited and worked 

with this organization to gain information, insight and direction on how to achieve 

the same outcomes in Canada as they were securing in the United States of 

America.   

 
After much resistance and comments from government officials saying that 

“mentally retarded children are excluded from attending public schools and any 

suggestions that they be educated at a school made up of their peers is considered 

ridiculous” (Davis, 1985), they persevered and on January 31st, 1952 Masie 

Cartwright and the other three members of the council became legally recognized 

as the corporation of the Association for the Help of Retarded Children, London 

(A.H.R.C.). A.H.R.C. incorporated in isolation, as there were no other such 

organizations registered in Ontario at that time, and they became one of the 

pioneering social service agencies holding the government accountable to children 

and parents. This council thus began to demonstrate their leading edge and 

revolutionary approach to social service policy reform (Davis, 1985).  
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In the spring of 1952 the A.H.R.C. lobbied the Department of Education to 

make changes to support children with disabilities and in June 1952 the 

Department of Education (London, Ontario) announced changes that would 

facilitate the growth and development of schools for children with disabilities (Davis, 

1985; Winzer, 2007).  Through Katherine Harley’s connections, they were able to 

secure a temporary classroom in the basement of St. Paul’s Cathedral, Cronyn 

Hall, where they were able to educate approximately twenty-two children between 

1952-1953 (Davis, 1985).  Then in 1953, through volunteers and the council, the 

local department of education approved the use of the abandoned ‘Gore Road 

School’ to be used as an alternative school for children with disabilities for a 

nominal cost of one dollar per year. The school was so dilapidated, and the council 

members had no money, so they had to use a lot of elbow grease. Masie’s husband, 

Jack, had Wednesday afternoons off and worked as hard as he could to make the 

environment as school like as he could for their daughter, Carol (Cartwright, 

unknown). They subsequently received funding from the department of Education 

in the sum of $250.00 per child, per year and were able to hire two full-time special 

education teachers. And by the end of 1956 there were 43 associations for the help 

of the mentally retarded in Ontario.  By 1959, The A.H.R.C. was quickly 

overwhelmed by parents looking for help and after much political pressure, and the 

hard work and dedication of the Council, the provincial government committed 

funding to the establishment of a specialized academic research and treatment 

facility in London. This facility would open in 1960, and be known as The Child and 
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Parent Research Institute (CPRI). In 1958, The Kinsman School for Retarded 

Children opened, and then in 1966 The Katherine Harley School for Special 

Education opened, and finally after decades of work, between 1965-1969 the 

Department of Education assumed full financial responsibility of the education for 

children with intellectual disabilities (Anglin & Bratten, 1978; Davis, 1985; Owen et 

al. 2003; Smith, 2005). 

 

It is apparent the Masie Cartwright was committed to social justice from a 

young age, and her dedication to helping her disabled daughter, Carol was pivotal 

in the establishment of the disability movement of Canada. Through strategic 

planning, such as contacting individuals with higher social status in Canada, 

persistence and years of hard work, her and her council were able to establish 

what Is now known as ‘Community Living’. In partnership with numerous other 

A.H.R.C. and scholars such as Dr. Levinson and Dr. Wolfensbeger, these 

individuals and organizations were able to help spear head the push for the 

deinstitutionalization of persons with intellectual disabilities and pressure the 

government to develop and fund education and social services for children with 

disabilities.  

 

On the next page you’ll see two photographs. The first, figure iv – are the 

founding members of the London Parent’s Council for Retarded Children, Masie 

Cartwright second from the left, and the second picture, figure v - is of the first 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 54 

group of children to attend school together at Cronyn Hall at St. Paul’s Cathedral. 

This was the first day of classes, February 6th, 1952. Masie’s daughter, Carol 

Elaine, can be seen front row right, with her head turned. This was monumental 

day for all. 
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(Figure iv. Parent’s Council for Retarded Children) 

        (Figure v. First Class February 6, 1952) 
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HUMANIZING DISABILITIES: STORYTELLING AND VULNERBILITY 
 

 
 
 

(Figure vi. Tiny Tim Cratchet)                         (Figure vii. Council Formed to Aid Retarded) 
Chi Retldren) 
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(Figure viii. Poem: The Odd Child Out) 
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Through all of Masie’s artifacts the most common theme that was expressed 

in almost all aspects of her personal and professional life was that of humanizing 

the disabled child and their parent(s), in an effort to resist the dominant ideologies 

and stigmatization of these youth. Her goal was to humanize their disabilities 

through storytelling in the newspaper, and other public campaigns, using the power 

of vulnerability to capture the attention of the public. This was a provocative and 

risky endeavor to undertake as an introduction to encouraging society to think 

differently about disabled children, and the beginning of a collective group that was 

moving forward, attempting to create access to services and reducing stigma, 

which has been so widely accepted now.  

 

In Figure vi: “Tiny Tim Cratchet”, this article demonstrates the personal 

power she wielded, the risks she took and how much shame there was in society, 

that she felt she had to use the pen name and pseudonym, Mary Rudge out of fear, 

because it was too risky to potentially expose her family’s name to the prejudice 

within society and her own community. She further strategically utilized 

comparisons to classical literature to draw parallels for compassion and 

understanding in an effort to change the way people saw those with disabilities.  

Further, by just simply drawing attention to the cause was a simple act of 

disobedience, trying to shed light on a cause that was known, but hidden and 

unacceptable and her strong sense of social justice wanting to connect and share 

in that burden with other parents.   
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In Figure vii: Council Formed to Aid Retarded, again this article emphasises 

the power of vulnerability and the benefits of humanizing stories, creating meaning 

through community, embodying compassion and recognizing the value in all 

individuals, and the power of a story. She was strategic in everything she did, every 

reference, every audience and every word choice. She knew how to tailor her 

writings to appeal to all classes of society. Her ferocious quest for literature truly 

served her well.  

 

 She literally used the power within her to wield social change and bring 

about change through gentle albeit persuasive writings, as her writing was both a 

use of art as an expression, such as in Figure viii: The Odd Child Out. This use of 

poetry can we seen as a way of her bringing attention to a cause with humanity 

and highlights her struggling with being ostracized and discounted by society. By 

using personal narratives, she took a stance, an artful expression of resistance and 

kindness, and creativity, and even bravely optimistic that something positive will 

happen with continued acts of resistance to society being uncomfortable with 

disability. 

  

 It is important to speak about how strategic Masie was in her use of 

vulnerability, especially in the context of children with disabilities, as Masie never 

intended to exploit or further marginalize any child or parent of a child with a 

disability. Masie generally wrote under her pseudonym, Mary Rudge for this exact 
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reason. She was aware of the risks to parents, caregivers and children and would 

never want to risk further harm. In many of her published articles, she spoke openly 

about this and often noted that she never wanted any parent or child to be exposed 

for the purpose of advocating for this cause. She took privacy seriously, and was 

known to approach wealthy families known to have children with disabilities, in an 

effort to gain social capital. However, her own ethical and moral values of exposing 

a child or adult was not something Masie was interested in doing. She truly 

respected every parent and child’s autonomy.  

 

In saying this, it is important to highlight the ways in which her strategic use of 

vulnerability in her writings and activism, also contributed to further oppression and 

“othering” of persons with intellectual disabilities, though likely not her intention 

none-the-less it happened.  Through her portrayal of children with intellectual 

disabilities as unable, more vulnerable and fragile, and dependent on able bodied 

folks for all aspects of their care. This contributed to a dangerous narrative that 

persons with intellectual disabilities were less than their peers, that they were to be 

deserving of pity. These views were often reinforced through medical research and 

could be used by folks in positions of power to justify and deny persons with 

disabilities opportunities to improve their lives, and their rights, such as access to 

education and numerous other social, health and employment opportunities. 

Opportunities that non-disabled folks often take for granted (O'Byrne & Muldoon, 

2009; Simpson, 2012; Stainton, 2001).   
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Ultimately it is evident that being vulnerable allowed her to tap into more 

personal motivation and utilize that for perseverance. Through reading these 

articles, I feel connected to her – I feel her emotionality and this sense of moral 

injustice that she is trying, so eloquently to express across varying platforms. 

These materials resonate deeply with me, and foster a sense of curiosity within me. 

I too, utilize journaling and letter writing as an expression of art when feeling 

vulnerable, and often as a tool of advocacy when in the role of a social worker. I 

also discovered we have similar writing styles, and her approach to documentation 

and writing resonated with the way I approach my own written clinical work. 
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EDUCATION:  ACQUIRING AND DISSEMMATING 
 
 
 

 
       
 

(Figure ix, Understanding First Prerequisite 
for Training of the Retarded Child) 

(Figure x Association for the HELP of 
Retarded Children, London) 
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(Figure xi. Care of Retarded Children Explained in Booth at Fair) 
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Through the strategic use of education, to both parents, community 

members and children, Masie was able to greatly influence policy on numerous 

levels and ultimately contributed to securing funding for the educational needs of 

children with intellectual disabilities. 

 

In Figures ix, x, and xi, these articles demonstrate some of the many ways 

in which Masie strategically utilized education to wield social influence. She was 

able to round up large groups of specialized experts in the developing industry, 

and was able to disseminate information to parents who were then better prepared 

to care and advocate for their children. She could utilize education as a way to 

work with individuals in the field to gain credibility. By her learning education first- 

hand through these people, she was aware of who she could connect to, to trickle 

down the information to the individual level, which translated into improved access 

to education and services, such as health care and social service providers.  

 

Her own education, not being university educated, but being self taught, 

allowed her to be well informed and regarded as an industry expert, and to hold a 

position of authority among stakeholders in the community which then increased 

her social capital and gave her the ability to demand things from people and 

government. She was also able to ask questions, make people nervous, shake 
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things up, which also requires a particular skill set and personality trait -some traits 

that I also possess.  
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COLLECTIVE MOBILIZABTION: SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 

 
These three quotes from Tom Davis’ (1985) book about the History of 

Community Living London illustrate the strategic way in which Masie focused in on 

utilizing social capital: 

 

One of the first prominent people Masie contacted was a Mrs. 

Katherine Harley, a “woman of local influence” in London, Ontario, where 

she resided. Her letter reportedly had an immediate impact on Mrs. 

Katherine Harley, who then used her position as an affluent member of the 

wealthy Cronyn family to contact media, and invite parents of disabled 

children to a meeting at the London Public Library in March of 1951 (Davis, 

1985,p. 5-6) 

 

There seems to be little ordinary parents of retarded children can do 

to help their handicapped children wrote a bewildered Marguerite Cartwright 

to Katherine Harley in January 1951. Lacking in both the influence and the 

ability to lead or organize, and knowing this is no light subject to deal with, I 

am wondering if there would be any hope of influencing other people more 

influential to back up such a plan to organize. Then too, I have been unable 

to locate anyone with such a child or willing to admit it (Davis, 1985, p.5)  

 

  
 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 67 

In one of Masie’s journals she wrote this excerpt:  
 

January 11th, 1951 – Mrs. Harley spoke at a panel discussion re: 

retarded children at Aberdeen school and she said: if I can help any mother 

& do for her well I will. So I wrote to her on January 11th, 1951. Richard 

Cronyn, Mrs. Harley’s brother (deceased, 1948) was interested in mental 

retardation and had been my boss 1926-34 at The Huron & Erie Mortgage 

Company M.(M. Cartwright, personal communication, 1951).  

 
 

These words draw attention to the themes of vulnerability, humanism and 

need for social capital.  This overarching theme of intersectionality is ever present 

because the reality is that she was expressing her own vulnerability. She (Masie) 

recognized and accepted that she did not have the social capital she needed, or 

self-esteem to believe she had the ability to do this, but yet she pushed forward 

because no one else would, and then ended up creating social services from one 

letter.  In her journals, she often wrote about issues such as wealth, social influence, 

and her own shame of not being able to influence enough folks to make social 

changes.  

 

Masie regularly drew upon social capital by connecting with the doctors, 

academics and other regarded member of society. She was part of an education 

committee early on, that invited experts to speak for educational nights.  By the 

virtue of their reputations, social status or wealth, her initiative was able to gain 
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more social acceptance and more support would become possible as a result of 

these connections. Her advocacy strategies often included a variety of tactics in 

order to gain support for her cause, including attending social events that would 

place her in an opportunity to learn more about other wealthy London families, 

especially families which included having a child with an intellectual disability, who 

was institutionalized – as she liked to keep that one in her back pocket and utilize 

that as leverage, when and if needed.  

 

Storytelling means that there are multiple truths – given that post-modern 

definition, there will be other interpretations of this sequence of events, but I have 

inherited this as my family history, and understand the variety of tactics she needed 

to use in order to quell her fear, and help others in the meantime.  
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Collective Mobilization: Creation of New Communities & Peer Support 

 

 

(Figure xii, London’s Parents’ Council for Retarded Children) 
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(Figure xiii. London Parent’s Council for Retarded Children) 
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(Figure xiv, fHousewive) 
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(Figure xv. Retarded Children, Mothers, Entertained at Tea Party) 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 73 

 
 

 

 
(Figure xvi. Handicapped Youngers Willing to Help-A-Pal) 
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All these documents emulate the creative ways Masie advocated for change, 

and tie together into the different strategies that she used. Social capital – she 

reached out to Katherine Harley, who had the ability to round the troops because 

of her status. Because of that, she could capitalize on that status, and she was the 

workhorse to start these services that were not available to children like hers.  

 

She created these programs and activities in efforts to create normalcy for 

youth and to lessen the burden on parents who were otherwise prisoners in their 

own home and not able to provide for their children. By the creation of these groups 

and services, they were able to combine these to create a strong case to the 

government for sustainable funding based on community need.  

 

There is power in numbers, and it took bravery to be willing to put herself 

out there and also be the leader in encouraging others to do the same.  By starting 

a small group of seven, the second meeting turned to 30. She did not know at the 

time that it would grow to the size that it is now, but it is clear that her initiative is 

responsible for the betterment of children’s lives for decades to come.  
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PARTNERSHIPS: LIFELINES 

 (Figure xvii. A.H.R.C – Institution Committee Parents Meeting) 
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(Figure xviii. A.H.R.C – Don’t let a retarded child become a discarded child) 
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(Figure xix. A.H.R.C – Institution Committee Parents Meeting) 
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These documents emphasize her compassion for taking care of other 

children, and she championed causes with other hospitals where kids were 

removed from their homes and placed into care. Her motivation was to secure 

financial stability, but also for humanizing in order to create secure relationships 

for children. There was little funding from the government before 1965, and they 

were reliant on self-sustaining methods and charity, and she recognized the 

necessity of lobbying to government in order to sustain services. By establishing 

partnerships this was about survival, legitimacy. She needed to be well informed 

on fiscal responsibility so that she could come to the same tables as men and 

others of influence and be able to leverage Katherine’s social status, and use her 

passion and self attained education to bring the combination of humanity and 

pressure in order to secure funding for her various projects. 
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ACCOUNTABILITY AND REGULATION: BUILDING SUSTAINABILITY 
 

Delegate to the American Association for Mental Deficiency, held 
earlier this month at Orillia, Mrs. J.F. Cartwright announced that Canadian 
division will be formed. “One percent of the population is mentally afflicted 
and institutions can accommodate only 10 percent”, Mrs. Cartwright 
reported, and since the remaining 90 percent is dependent upon the 
community for help, a constructive program must be undertaken (Cartwright, 
unknown) 
 
 
                 

 (Figure xx. Special Training Urged For Retarded Children) 
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(Figure xxi. Letter to daughter Lorna part a) 
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(Figure xxii. Letter to daughter Lorna part b) 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 82 

WHAT IS AN ASSESSMENT? 
 
“Am very curious as to what “assessment” means for carol Elaine and what 
involves  

1. Encephlagraph? Visual testing? Aprasia testing? Psychological testing? 
Physical exams? What else? Where? By whom? Who will accompany her? 
What means by “deterioration”?  very ambiguous term 

2. Where will she actually live during the two weeks? Who will escort her to dr. 
office- testing? 

3. Who can make sure she can take her medication 
4. How can anyone communicate properly with carol when she doesn’t 

understand everything spoken to her in a quick way – nor read any signs 
nor can say name 

5. If carol Elaine breaks down from bring in such a strange situation – who will 
be available to her out – if those in charge so request 

6. Who will see to her bathroom needs 
7. How many pants, slips, should I pack. Being cold in march would winter coat 

and hat be best 
8. Should she have (crayons and colouring books/ playing cards to keep her 

busy in leisure time – a Bed animal to hug? 
9. What about the long week-ends – and staff changes? (always found that 

upsetting in hospital) 
10. Does Karen fully realize what an invalid I really am…I cannot walk and 

merely creep slowly from bed to chair and no further. And always in danger 
of a fall. The arthritis hurts knees and hips, ribs…. Also meals are very plan 
and life very dull here – very dull and even boring at #573!!! I am a queer 
old turtle you know. Do not disturb.” (Cartwright, 1982) 
 
 

This letter on “What is an assessment” showed the detail in which she needed to 

hold institutions accountable in order to ensure that during a short assessment 

period, her daughter would be cared for with dignity, respect and compassion. 

 

 Accountability was through fact checking and being current and another 

common theme in my thematic analysis. By being able to draw on her social capital 

from experts all over the world, she was able to put pressure on Ontario legislation, 

and was then able to compare and other them, and demonstrate that there was 
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complete neglect for these people, and that the province needed to follow suit with 

other jurisdictions that were reviewing cost analysis and dignified services to 

produce better care. This was also evident in her projects of providing skills and 

resources to clients. She also used her own story to hold herself accountable to 

her own daughter, and to never forget the beginnings of this cause. She wanted to 

be able to afford these to other families, and then extended that accountability to 

an obligation to the government to provide these services to all children, regardless 

of cognitive function.  

 

Accountability about the quality of care for institutions was paramount, and 

something that previously had not been cared much about by citizens, as many of 

the children who resided there were abandoned by their family members or 

removed for lack of ability to care or afford their children. 

 

Unfortunately, today, these fears and questions are still held by many 

parents of children with disabilities.  
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LETTER WRITING: HER ART 
 

 
 
 

(Figure xxiii. Letter to Dr. Abraham Levinson) 
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(Figure xxiv. Letter to Mrs. Cartwright) 
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(Figure xxv. Letter to Dr. Israel Zwerling) 
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    (Figure xxvi. Letter to Mrs. Cartwright) 
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(Figure xxvii. Draft Letter to London Free Press) 
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(Figure xxviii. Facing the Facts & Unashamed Parent) 
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She was seen as incredibly intelligent, had an ability to communicate in a 

way that was informative, assertive and yet inviting. She wrote these letters as a 

way of balancing catharsis and necessity of advocacy.  She wrote thousands of 

letters to hundreds of people, organizations and government in efforts to champion 

her cause. She had frequent communications with various academics as a way of 

her knowledge seeking and expanding on social capital. She also called out people 

in newspapers (accountability) and she used her strong literacy and love for 

language to be able to learn, question, and build her own self-esteem and 

confidence. She also struggled with depression and self doubt, and often wrote 

letters and poems as an outlet for herself, and writing was a way for her to self 

express and achieve outcomes simultaneously.  

 

In her personal life, she used letter writing as a way of keeping carol in the 

forefront of the lives of her family and friends which helped on an individual level 

to bring her out of the shadows and into a space that was carved out by her mother 

in a society that is quick to shroud.  
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INFLUENCE 

 
 

 
 
 
 

(Figure xxix. Speaker to Bring Message of Hope for Handicapped) 
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While she was influenced by many, in turn, she influenced others. Found 

throughout her journals, notebooks and documents are many acknowledgements 

to the individuals who influenced her along the way, especially – Mrs. Bowman, as 

you can see Masie’s hand-written comment on the bottom of figure ix. Masie was 

inspired and influenced by the everyday heroes, by the children that learned to tie 

their shoes, to the mothers’ who had the courage to reach out and by so many 

ordinary and extraordinary people. 

 

In her barrage of notes, she referenced to a little boy who made a Christmas 

tree for her in one of their first classrooms, this decoration stayed with her until she 

had to move into long term care, some 40 years later. 

 

The irony, is though she turned to so many for influence, she herself 

influenced thousands of people, on a micro and macro level – including me and 

other members of our family. 
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FEMINIST: WHO ME? 
 

 
 

 

(Figure xxx. Advocacy Letter to Unknown) 
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In this small excerpt taken from a letter Masie wrote to her daughter, Lorna 

in 1972, we can see and hear her frustrations with now being burdened with sole 

emotional labour and responsibility of her daughter:  

 
  she has put Fred into Pyron RCF but then him being male he might 

FIT in – where as females need special care! Like me, she can’t understand 

WHY other parents are not concerned re: the future care of the retarded 

ones. Yet I tell her I can’t WORRY anymore – Dad refuses to take any 

responsibility re having Carol placed even in Woodstock ON – though he 

resents me paying Kay Warder to care for her. See how SMALL his mind is. 

He thinks minding carol is enough – as if a 26 year infant is normal!!! Ugh!!! 

Ugh!!! As if I should never expect anything more of life but to be Carol’s 

babysitter (Cartwright, Personal Communication, 1972)  

 
 

 In her advocacy for a better life for her daughter, unbeknownst to her she 

was engaged in her own feminist revolution. In pursuing services that would allow 

for her daughter’s independence she would be able to eventualize her own 

independence and be able to find a role for herself in society different from strictly 

the maternal. Steward of activism, and her goal was inclusivity and a better life for 

persons  with an intellectual disability – in parallel she was an activist for the female 

voice because she defied gender roles during the course of that activism and I 

think case in point the above quote :“am I not supposed to more than a baby sitter” 

– she was engaging with institutions, and heads of institutions who were 
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predominately men when she was supposed to be a house wife, and she busted 

through those walls – and though her crusade was about her child it was also about 

defining new roles and space for women.  

 

She had to be vulnerable yet stoic. She had to balance a fine line of the 

juxtaposition of being a woman of this time, having to be aggressive enough to get 

her needs met and also still be feminine. She had to wear multiple hats as a wife, 

mother, advocate, leader, caretaker to child and husband, conservative etc., and 

had to build the skill of determining which hat to use in order to achieve her goals. 

As figure xx illustrates, she had to write a letter as her husband that he had to sign 

in order for it to be taken seriously.  
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INTERSECTIONALITY: POVERY & DISABILITY 
 
 

“Retarded Children” 
 

To the Editor, London Free Press: Our children are all back to 

school, ready for another year’s term of reading writing and ‘arithmetic, 

etc., but in a number of London homes there is a child who is left out 

and asks why? Unfortunately, due to some brain damage (caused by 

various reasons all beyond normal human control) there children are 

only limited learners for whom no education facilities have yet been set 

up in Canada, and only in a few places in the United States. True, there 

are private schools but far too expensive for the average family budget; 

and the Ontario Hospital School at Orillia is so overcrowded that It is 

impossible to gain admittance there for training without much red tape: 

nor do all of us wish to part with our child. At best only 10 percent of all 

known cases of retardation can be accommodated at this Hospital 

School at Orillia, whilst the remaining 90 per cent live quietly at home 

with the family or other guardians. Se we parents much become our 

children’s voice in this Christian democracy and try to find a brighter 

place for our afflicted children in the social setup of our local 

communities. For this reason, the ‘Parents’ Council for Retarded 

Children’ has been organized, and any parent in London or vicinity who 

has a child facing disappointment of no schooling will be welcomed to 

attend our meeting in Room 208, Public Library, at 8pm, Friday 
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September 21st, where the sympathetic bond of a retarded and beloved 

child is our main subject. Our children’s voice, Mrs. Cartwright 

(Cartwright, “Retarded Children”, 1951).  

 
  

The above quote illustrates how acutely aware she was of the disadvantage 

before her in not having financial means to access private schools or in-home care 

for her daughter. She quickly recognized that this was the case for many, and often 

resulted in children being removed from their natural families, and with no one to 

advocate for them. For those families who have a child with a disability and have 

limited means, their opportunities to develop skills in a dignified and standardized 

way were non-existent. Those of financial status had fewer worries, and those with 

children of typical development were able to go to school; those with both were 

ostracised and pushed to the edges of society, denied the same opportunity that 

is now listed as a human right.  
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DISCUSSION 
 
 

All this researching left a burning question in my mind:  how is it that I also 

always continue to persevere though adversity and advocate for justice, not only 

for myself but for those around me. My lived experience as a social worker has 

taught me that there is not just one way to do something. I know, for a fact that we 

can often find a way to work around a problem – and I have a had a problem (well 

it seemed like a major problem to me). I could not seem to complete my thesis in 

the form that was required of me, and I had been trying for almost five years and 

never gave up.  Let me back that up a little, and share a bit of my journey, like most 

problems I tackle in life, I develop a plan of action and so I did just that– I was 

working at McMaster and thought it would be a good idea to do my Masters of 

Social Work there.   

 

So why did it take me so long to complete my thesis? Well I had a series of 

major life altering events happen along the way, the kind of events that 

permanently change your life forever.  Let me give you some context to the events 

which impeded my ability to complete my thesis on time, the “right way”. During the 

first block of my writing period I had a cycling accident on route to campus, and 

sustained some major injuries –like breaking my right hand and rendering me 

incapable of writing during my writing block.  Then my father figure and friend, John, 

was tragically killed – leaving me and my family with shattered souls, and a strong 

sense of injustice.  In an effort to deal with my sadness I decided to go sky diving 
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as a cathartic outlet - and this resulted in a botched landing with a few more breaks.  

Somewhere along this timeline my fiancé, made a unilateral decision to end our 

engagement, which threw me for a major loop and uprooted my entire life. Then in 

the midst of my recovery, I made a very difficult decision to change my research 

topic and re-start my thesis, specifically in an effort to tell my late Great-

Grandmother’s story with the help of my now – late Grandmother. The true piece 

de resistance was on September 25th, 2017 when I was in a horrific motor vehicle 

accident, which left me with permanent disabilities, and forever altered the course 

of my life trajectory.  Then to just add to my experience of being a human, my 

beloved Grandmother, my oral storyteller and partner in crime who had been 

supporting me in telling this story died, holding my hand on April 26th, 2018. Lastly, 

and some may see as ironic or beautiful – my late Grandmother, appointed me the 

Power of Attorney for her son, my loving and sweet Uncle Brian, who lives with 

physical and intellectual disabilities. I now have an even greater appreciation for 

the obstacles she faced in accessing services, and the oppression my uncle faces 

on a daily basis, along with the caregiver burnout caregivers experience.  

 

Due to all of these experiences, I have been diagnosed with a myriad of 

visible and invisible disabilities. Disabilities with medical labels, mere words used 

to describe some of the trauma I have lived - words necessary in order to advocate 

for myself – and language to give my story meaning – but I ask, meaning by who? 

Not by me, but by the appointed experts who insist I must have these labels in 
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order to access the services I need to advocate for myself.  This is where I believe 

my research ties in – through reflecting upon my lived experience, and researching 

my Great Grandmother - I have identified parallels through our journeys. Firstly, I 

acknowledge that I hold significantly more privilege and opportunity than she ever 

would have experienced; through my gender, my education, my social location, my 

citizenship etc. However, we share a connection, perhaps an inherited sense of 

belonging fostered though our humanity, personal experiences and genetics. We 

are connected through the trauma we have experienced, the resiliency that helps 

us persevere, we both value the power of emotionality and vulnerability (her long 

before me) and our unwavering determination and commitment to social justice – 

all this discovered, through a lot of research. The lens I took to approach this work, 

was one of kindness, curiosity and empathy towards her story, her experiences 

and her sense of truth. I did not truly want to tell every stranger my most intimate 

story, but it became apparent that it was required of me to meet the eligibly criteria 

for services. To date, I am regularly required to tell excruciatingly vulnerable details 

of my story in order to access supports, or advocate for help. I have learned that 

that if you cannot perform to the standard or productively contribute to the level 

that is required of the status quo, you are then painstakingly required to explicitly 

share documented evidence of your disabilities to order to be provided with some 

degree of flexibility or accommodation. 
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I cannot fathom the fear, shame and embarrassment my Great-

Grandmother must have felt when she had to publicly announce her vulnerabilities 

to the world, at the time when the risk of sharing such a secret could result in 

horrendous social isolation. In the year 2020, I still have difficulty sharing my 

vulnerabilities – thus I can only empathize with how greatly she felt her daughter, 

and other children with disabilities needed those supports that she took a strategic 

effort and went for it. Let us not forget that she did this under the pseudonym, Mary 

Rudge for nearly a decade. Because of this neo-liberal ideology about 

documentation and accountability, we are forced to share our most intimate details 

in order to advocate or fight for services we need, and because these folks who 

wield the power over our institutions need to know why we cannot perform the tasks 

exactly as our peers – we must comply within reason in order to access the 

services we deserve.  

 

Through this reflection and analysis, I have come to accept that I cannot 

perform academically the ways in which my peers have, and I can no longer live 

my everyday life the way I envisioned, or the way I was told I was supposed to. I 

just cannot anymore, after everything I have been through.  This begs me to ask, 

who decides this anyway, this way we are supposed to live our lives – who gets to 

decide what is right or wrong and why are we so concerned about living the right 

way, and fixated on absolute truths – what is so wrong with uncertainty? I suppose 

from an evolutionary biology perspective we do want to fit in, we do not want to be 
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othered from our communities in an effort to survive – but this is not 800BC, it is 

2020 and there are a lot of ways folks can live their lives and complete their tasks. 

This is what social work teaches us about, how to challenge the dominant 

discourses within society, how to advocate in order to better support individuality 

and the vulnerable, marginalized folks of our communities – because this is what 

my Great Grandmother did, what my Grandmother did and what I am doing.  

 

I have learned to radically accept that life is unjust, and that I can no longer 

live my life and fulfill my obligations in the ways which are expected of me. I have 

learned to advocate for myself, both from a personal and professional level, and 

from the narratives and stories I hear and feel in my body. Through this self-

advocacy, I have reflected a lot upon my privilege and even though I have the 

language and tools to self-advocate, it does not get easier – if anything it has 

become more frustrating, having to be repetitively vulnerable with strangers, which 

begs me to ask – is this what service users experience? 

 

Well, like my Great Grandmother.  I have advocated for myself in every way 

I know how. I can no longer sit in front of a computer for more than a few hours 

without getting a migraine (something else we share in common), something she 

experienced from typing letters on her type writer, without losing focus and it has 

taken four years to entertain the idea of writing my thesis without almost inducing 

a panic attack.  And is it not ironic that my health care providers and I have 



MSW	Thesis	–	Jeffrey	Corrin;	McMaster	University	–	School	of	Social	Work	

 103 

identified my thesis as one of my biggest triggers for my post-traumatic stress 

disorder - as it is a big overarching project that reminds me of everything that has 

gone wrong in my life over the last 5 years.   But that is okay - we are told there is 

medication for that, a quick fix - but what options do you have when you do not like 

your options, you have limited financial means, and your health care provider 

informs you that your neurological system will not respond to psychiatric 

medication.  I guess you do what I do a lot, and from what I researched my Great 

Grandmother did – you take a step back, you take a lot of deep breathes, you ask 

hard questions and put your advocate face on. But hey, is this not the personal 

experience of human life - suffering? That is what I learned in a mental health 

training workshop somewhere along my clinical training: the noble truths of 

Buddhism – that life is about suffering. So if we are meant to suffer – how to do we 

advocate for ourselves and learn to cope in an effort to lessen the burden of our 

suffering, all-the-while supporting our clients and communities?  

 

Maybe this is how my Great Grandmother felt, she did not want to have a 

child with an intellectual disability in 1946 – but she did. She did not want to have 

her life uprooted by two major world wars, her family members killed, her 

communities desecrated by evil - but it happened and she did not have a choice, 

she had to solider on with a stiff upper lip.  She wanted to be an attorney, but she 

was an Immigrant woman, living in poverty in the mid- 20th century - so I mean 

those were three really big strikes against her.  Yet, she was always responsible, 
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she tried to do everything the right way, but what I know of her –she did not feel 

that it was the right way, she was her own biggest critic and she lived with terrible 

physical and mental health problems.  This woman, whom I am genetically related 

too seems to really understand me – even though we did not really know each 

other.  As I read her journals, replay stories my Grandmother told me, review 

archival documents from our family and public collections – I feel connected to her; 

I feel her vulnerabilities, I feel her frustrations and I just feel her.  We have a lot in 

common not only genetically, but spiritually – she struggled, I struggled – we 

struggle together and we both found ways to advocate for ourselves and others to 

lessen the suffering, to cope with the pain and support our communities.  

 

Masie was a rule follower until she could no longer afford to be one. She 

waited till the Second World War was over, when the economy and the political 

climate were calmer, to have her second child. She planned this child, she followed 

the rule book but because guess what, things happen and Carol was diagnosed 

with what is now known as a person with an intellectual disability. So, yet again, 

Masie had to take a step back, probably a lot of steps back, take some deep 

breathes, and ask hard questions with her advocate face on. In 1946, my Great-

Grandmother did not know what to do for a child with a disability, but what she did 

know though – was that this was not a fight she was going to back down from.  

Though the obstacles I have faced in completing my thesis do not remotely 

compare to the oppression she and those with other disabilities faced, her strength 
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and wisdom is with me, how, I do not know. As I continue on my road of resiliency, 

and face an all together different set of obstacles in completing my thesis - I refused 

to give up, because I knew in my heart there is a way to solve the problem. The 

institutions may not like it, the academics may not think it is academic enough but 

‘God willing and the creek don’t rise’, I will and I am finding a way to get this done 

and tell this story – just like my Great Grandmother did.  

 

She had to stop, step outside the box and advocate for her daughter’s needs, 

her needs and the needs for others.  All day I advocate for others, I am Registered 

and practicing social worker, here in Hamilton, who specifically practices in 

psychotherapy and emergency care, and every day I tell folks that it will be okay 

and that we will find a solution to fix whatever problem it is they are having. Well I 

had been having a major problem, and I seem to I have experienced a lot of them 

in the last couple years and they just kept on coming. Perhaps through this process 

of writing myself through my family history, I have learned that I am capable of 

making changes, I am capable of completing my thesis, and that I, too as a social 

worker I am capable of advocating for my own needs, and those of my clients. This 

is also where my thesis supervisor comes in, Ameil Joseph. He is a true social 

worker and very academic– but he is incredible at helping me think outside the box, 

and he has supported me every step of the way and told me dozens of times that 

“it will be okay”, “you got this”, “let the story tells itself” and I guess in these 

moments of pure vulnerability and what seems like psychological torture, I can 
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sometimes see that glimmer of hope and I can see that things are okay. Heck, I 

sent him an e-mail earlier this year telling him I was overwhelmed and I needed 

help with my direction – that resulted in me taking a break, going outside to shovel 

snow and repeatedly telling myself to quote Russell Harris “your brain is doing what 

it is supposed to be doing, it’s trying to problem solve, it’s trying to find a way out”- 

and that is what social work is all about – trying to find solutions to problems.  So 

what? I have great difficulty sitting and writing a technocratic thesis – I know how 

to write, I just have great difficulty writing a particular way, just like maybe folks 

have a hard time communicating or expressing their feelings and yet we do not 

shame them for this – or maybe some do. Publicly announcing my disabilities feels 

incredibly raw, embarrassing and vulnerable, it makes me feel less than others, it 

makes me feel as if  I am less deserving than other graduate students and maybe 

I do not deserve my degree like other students because they are able to do it the 

“right way” but this begs me to imagine how my Great Grandmother felt – she often 

felt less than, she felt less than other mother’s and people because she struggled, 

and felt “othered” because of her own issues with mental illness both in the context 

of her own trauma and her experience of having a child with a disability. She was 

different, her child was different and there was no one there to support her – so 

she had to create her own community, she had to advocate for herself and she had 

to make some big changes, so she did, and so can I.  
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LIMITATIONS 
 

Well, with so much data to be reviewed it was impossible to truly analyze all 

of the information presented to me, and with all of the original members deceased 

– there were not any individuals I could accurately fact check with. But, that is part 

of the process of storytelling – these facts or truths belong to my narrative, and the 

narrative of my family. 

 

Grand theories fail, and we cannot explain everything, and we do not 

necessary want to do that – but what we were able to do is tell one story, inside 

another story and find multiple truths which can co-exist.  

 

Another limitation was the fact that this is a Master’s level dissertation, and 

though it may have taken me longer than some to complete, it did not afford me 

the room to tell the entire story at length. 

 

My relation to Masie is inherently biased, and could potential influence the 

way in which I told the story; however, with holding multiple truths as a value of 

mine, I do not fully see this as a possibility as I would welcome another family’s 

narrative or story and value this more than an absolute truth.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

Fook stated “social workers on the one hand represent the ‘conscience’ of 

the state, but on the other like to see themselves as representing the interests of 

the individual” (Fook, 2005). Fook’s words emulate my own beliefs’ as a social 

worker and how I have come to view the many faces of social work.  Social workers, 

as professionals, frequently interact with individuals and communities through 

some of the most intimate and personal moments of their lives. The delicateness 

of such intimate work is a difficult and cumbersome balancing act, especially when 

required to represent the State, appropriately and at a very personal level, while 

simultaneously trying to address the needs of an individual and/or community. 

During these intimate moments I am often besieged in trying to formulate a 

synthesis of these intricate interactions, requiring the use of more reflective 

practice by asking myself questions about my own epistemologies. Reflecting on 

my own epistemologies and of those whom I work with, I have found myself 

repeatedly wondering and questioning how it is that I and/or we have come to 

understand and develop these syntheses or conclusions of such intricate and 

personal work. Stacey Carter and Miles Little noted that: “Epistemology contains 

values, in that epistemology is normative. It is the basis for explaining the rightness 

or wrongness, the admissibility or inadmissibility, of types of knowledge and 

sources of justification of that knowledge” (2007), thus understanding one’s own 

epistemological position is imperative before undertaking interactions with people 

in a professional capacity, let alone undertaking research. Learning to question and 
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understand how I have come to understand my own epistemological position(s) 

around social justice has been an enlightening albeit difficult component of my 

education, while completing my thesis. My epistemological journey of self- 

discovery through telling the untold story of Marguerite Cartwright has been 

undertaken as a person first, and as a social worker last. This journey has left me 

with many questions about knowledge: longing to know more about what is 

knowledge, who determines what is ‘acceptable’ knowledge, and what knowledge 

is accessible and worthy of being taught, publicly.  

 

My strong belief in this research, and critical theories in general, along with 

my desire to understand my own epistemological positions has been reinforced 

through Carter and Little’s (2007) argument that epistemology does in fact contain 

values. Through this reflective research journey of trying to understand and 

appreciate my own sense of justice, along with that of my own Great-

Grandmothers, I am now able to sit with the truth as I know it and remain 

comfortable. I have come to some sense of resolution within myself, grounded in 

the fact that though this has been a difficult journey, often rattled with unsettling 

facts and uncertainty about what I previously knew as the ‘truth’; I take comfort in 

knowing that many people are not provided with an opportunity to learn about 

themselves or their family.  Connecting this journey to Jan Fook’s work, I believe 

that as a social worker and now researcher, I am now better equipped to appreciate 

peoples differences in opinions and truly understand the intimacy of such work. I 
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can now better recognize my privilege and observe the experts, instructing me on 

best practices and defining the work I do, recognizing that we have different values 

and have been provided with very different educations. I have learned that asking 

questions is okay and very important, and only by asking difficult questions, can 

we learn about the injustices within our society. This leaves me with a heavy task 

not only as a social worker, but as a person first, to appreciate this knowledge and 

utilize it in a way to share stories of injustices within our system and hope that 

through this research I can shed light into how one simple house wife found her 

own epistemology and voice to create massive change in the lives of those with 

disabilities.  
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