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by Penny Banfield

ecently I told my friend about a grade
Rschool memory of the smell and
feel of the art paste. It was smooth, thick,
wintergreen-scented paste. When wet, it
wrinkled the page, and dry, it flaked off.
Science tells us that we retain olfactory
memories.

In this memory I return to the art
class, where I sit alone at a table for four.
The windows facing the gray outside are
decorated with red, orange, and brown maple
leaf cutouts; water-color pictures hang on
walls; papier-méaché sculptures hang from
heavy, white cotton strings; paint spattered
shelves hold containers of paint and brushes,
and open boxes of crayon stubs.

Any student’s actions and movements
are obvious—for everyone sees. We are told,
“Don’t eat the art paste.” I had to know:
dragging my finger across my paper and
coating it with paste, I stuck my finger in
my mouth. This was my secret challenge, an
insignificant rebellion against the rule: “Do
not eat the art paste.”

Contrary to what some believe, my
behavior was unique but common to my type.
I was born with a biological uniqueness,
a kind of gift: Attention Deficit Disorder
(ADD). As a result, I lived then and now
with heightened senses; always fully aware
of the material world. I live with a gift that

promotes self-actuated learning, an insatiable
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desire to understand and know.

In childhood, the overload of
environmental messages usurped book and
classroom learning. I was immature and didn’
t know how to sort out details and organize
essentials. I could feel my brain. The influx
of sensory information resulted in mental
chaos. My visual, tactile, auditory, olfactory,
gustatory, thermic, baric, sterognostic, and
chromatic senses simultaneously screamed
into my brain. Everything demanded
attention: lights, texture, sound, odors, and
flavors, the stimulation from the temperature
of the room, air pressure, and even the weight
of particles floating in the air distracted me.
All that attending left little mental energy
for academics. And the silent schoolbooks
and lessons could not compete with all that
noise. Even worse, required learning did not
address my sense-world, and I didn’t know
how to ask for help.

The commotion and my deafness to
classroom learning frustrated my parents,
teachers, and me. Life and school were
a partitioned dichotomy, with a wall of
confusion between. Text was an endless
line of letters that if they joined into words
and phrases, did not make sense to me. The
order of numbers was a mystery, additions,
subtraction, and multiplication tables an even
greater mystery. I could not unravel them.
Until grade ten, I still used the dot method
to calculate. Groups of dots represented
numbers to be calculated, but I still counted
each individual dot. This method gave me a
meaningful representation of the numbers on
the page.

Textbooks presented many abstract bits
and pieces. I could see the words, but they

never congealed into meaning and nobody
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explained. In the concrete world, I could
not see the invisible line that differentiates
objects in space. I saw disjunctive parts.
In geometry, three-dimensional drawings
entered my mind as strange two-dimensional
shapes. In middle school, I finally began to
see three-dimensional figures, but it was too
late. Still, I couldn’t imagine the back or
inside of any shape.

Most printed objects —shapes, words,
numbers —were random groupings without
definition or general purpose. Nothing
congealed. Rules were introduced with
exceptions, which left me wondering why
there were rules. Even worse there was never
time to understand. I was “a late bloomer”
and so required learning shot out forward
and left me behind and frightened.

Children with ADD feel many degrees
and types of fear. Different kinds of danger
produce different kinds of fear. I felt the
fear that is twin sister to awe during every
timed test; I felt the fear that is twin sister
to disgust whenever I approached a math
problem. This kind of fear is equal to what
we have if we find a live snake in our bed.
I felt a taut and quivering fear when a test
determined my semester grade; I felt a dead,
squashed, flattened and numbing fear when
in my senior year I nearly failed to graduate,
similar to the kind of fear you feel when you
hear you have cancer. The worst fear was not
of danger but of rejection. Although I had
always felt that fear, I felt it most strongly
the day my counselor met me in the door of
her office and presumptuously stated, “They
don’t want people like you in university.”
These fears habitually rose to abject terror
because I could not discharge them.

My fears and confusion were not
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the only problems teachers and learning
promoted, hands-on learning activities
designed to ease learning tension encouraged
inferiority. If I should have felt success, I
didn’t. I lacked grace, agility, and rhythm, so
that the products of my hands were less than
beautiful. Poor workmanship was present in
my work, and creativity was missing. I knew
this because of the high quality work of
others. My hands were shaky, and my small
muscles weak. My work was messy: letters
were never pretty, lines were never straight
whether drawn or cut. This was also evident
in physical education where my movements
were awkward and unrefined. I lacked
coordination, agility and symmetry. Never
picked by any team, my classmates groaned
when I was assigned to theirs. Always the
outsider, I felt like a walrus among dolphins.

My parents and teachers did not stand
by idly and watch, but I resisted their efforts.
It was nobody’s fault. They believed in their
methods, but they lacked understanding of
my learning needs. Their well-intended help
was impotent. Help led to frustration, and I
was not articulate to tell them what I needed.
Groping at the obvious, I invented my own
knowledge. Although I knew nothing, I knew
everything. I insisted on my answers, right or
wrong.

I imagine my learning would have been
different if someone had showed me how to
observe, and how to organize observations. It
might have settled my mind and eliminated
my fear of failure. Only as a mature learner
did I realize that meaning and answers are
the result of correct process, the process I
never had time for as a child.

Time was never allotted for process

when I was in school. Information was given
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for the sake of information. The computer
was coming of age and children were in a
race to produce as quickly as a computer.
Parsing, synthesizing and extending are
instantaneous computer processes, and
we children were expected to meet these
demands. This thinking puts the emphasis
on answers and process is ignored. There
is no mystery to how I finally arrived in the
Promised Land. The process of learning
arrived me, as well as the enjoyment of the
process and my willingness to let it happen.
I will discuss the principle of process in
another article; its treatment is too lengthy to
do justice to the topic.

If T had been taught with process in
mind, I could have ignored nonessentials —
the sense messages I was receiving; and
I would have focused on essentials —the
process of arriving at an answer. I’'m sure
that I would have enjoyed and developed
a love of mathematics and science, like I
experience today. I probably would have
even striven to understand. The value I place
on process has changed the way I do things
and has improved my outlook while learning
anything. Now I read with the zest for life
that I was born with. I entered university as a
mature student and earned a Master Degree,
I wrote and published a literacy program
to assist young children without English
to achieve full literacy, I teach AP and IB
reading and writing, and I am a polyglot of
sorts. I have lived in three countries and on
two continents and feel at home everywhere.
I have moved from a state of immaturity
to the enlivened state of maturity and I
understand what it means to be fully human

and fully aware.
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