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CHRISTINA VASILEVSKI ‘03

the first thing that you notice about 
Professor Deborah Berrill ’69 
when you talk to her is her warmth 

and vivacity—i felt it across the distance 
of wires and cables that separated us as 
we spoke together on skype. seeing her 
face and voice light up with passion about 
a topic is a pleasure that many of her 
students have shared and appreciated—
it’s no wonder that she has won so many 
awards related to the quality of her 
teaching. this quality has been one of her 
greatest assets throughout her career, as 
she moved from being a teacher in the 
public system to becoming a professor of 
education. she is that rare but essential 
element in the education system: a teacher 
who teaches others how to teach. 
 her dedication to her students and to 
the principles of teaching has resulted in 
her receiving several awards, including the 
symons Award for excellence in teaching 
from trent, the inaugural educator of the 
year Award from the learning Disabilities 
Association of Canada, the Golden Apple 
Award for teaching excellence from 
Queen’s university’s Faculty of education, 
and the leadership in Faculty teaching 
(liFt) Award from the Government of 
ontario. she is also receiving the eminent 
service Award at trent’s spring Convocation 
this year.

COVER STORY

Deborah Berrill: 
           A Passionate Mentor
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 Berrill’s career in education started 
in 1974 when she taught at Adam scott 
CVi in Peterborough. After spending 
seven years there, she became a 
lecturer for the Faculty of education at 
Queen’s university, and progressed to 
being an associate professor at both 
Queen’s and trent. since 2004, she has 
been fully involved in trent’s school 
of education—resulting in a career in 
educating others that has spanned 
nearly four decades.
 her philosophy of teaching focuses 
on the value of building relationships. 
she makes it a particular goal to 
understand her students’ backgrounds, 
needs, and methods of learning, so 
that she can better question and 
evaluate her own teaching practices. 
this attitude to bridge-building 
has also been evident throughout 
her leadership of trent’s school of 
education.
 Berrill is particularly proud of 
her involvement in building trent’s 
education program and distinguishing 
it over time from other teaching 
programs in the province. to help 
determine the school’s focus, she 
formed a working group with several 
representatives from school boards, 
provincial bodies, teacher federations, 
and superintendents. 

 they recommended that trent’s 
teaching program include a learning 
disabilities tutoring program and focus 
on literacy tutoring, and she heeded 
their advice.     
 this learning disabilities program, 
along with the inclusion of a 10-week 
teaching placement, makes trent’s 
school of education unique in ontario, 
as no other education program in the 
province offers a placement of that 
length. 
 trent’s uniqueness among 
schools of education is reinforced by 
the integration of indigenous studies 
materials into the school’s curricula. 
such an accomplishment, Berrill feels, 
stays true to trent’s interdisciplinary 
nature—the coming together of 
multiple backgrounds and perspectives 
to work toward a common goal.
trent’s one-year education program 
is intense, Berrill admits, but she 
admires her students all the more for 
participating and thriving. in particular, 
she credits her students for making her 
realize how much effort it takes to learn, 
especially if learning disabilities are in 
play. Before having such students, she 
recalled, she never understood how 
truly precious a commodity time was, 
and how attempting to learn things in 

different ways left some of her students 
with no time to focus on other activities.
 When we spoke, she recalled with 
wonder the example of one student 
of hers who had multiple learning 
disabilities. this student is now a 
special education teacher in her own 
right, and Berrill feels that her innate 
understanding of her students’ needs 
will make her an extremely effective 
and empathetic teacher. 
 Berrill’s philosophy of teaching is 
focused on building relationships and 
finding new ways to help her students. 
She credits her first Grade 7/ 8 class 
for her focus on fostering an engaging 
classroom environment, as they were 
open and honest (sometimes painfully 
so) in displaying their boredom with a 
classroom topic. in particular, she’s fond 
of students in that age group because 
she understands their idealism yet 
recognizes that they’re still learning the 
social rules of the world around them.
 now when she’s in a classroom, she 
relies on group dynamics to reinforce 
teaching, instead of just lectures and 
PowerPoint presentations. While those 
education tools are still present in her 
classes, she instead focuses on getting 

Continued on page 10.

Berrill’s philosophy of teaching is focused on building 
relationships and finding new ways to help her students. 
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“Teaching has always been so mentally stimulating 

 for me, and so gratifying.”

her students working and discussing the 
material in small groups. here she’s in 
her element—when she’s in a classroom, 
she says, she becomes all eyes and ears, 
learning and absorbing as much as she 
can about her students. 
 her classroom is also distinguished 
by its use of new technology, such as 
using Clickers to answer questions on 
tests, as she feels that digital literacy is 
a necessary element of contemporary 
teaching. this willingness to use
technology has made an impact on
her students. one student, for instance, 
integrated Qr codes into a test 
about art, and turned the test 
into a scavenger hunt. she was 
ecstatic when she learned about 
this idea: “i love it! this is one of 
the many ways my students teach 
me not only about contemporary 
culture but also about how to be 
a better teacher. i’d love to try this 
myself!”
 Despite this personal and 
professional success, changes lurk 
on the horizon, as 2012 marks 
the end of Berrill’s role as leader 
of trent’s school of education. 
After several years with trent’s 
education program, she feels that she’s 
laid the groundwork for a thriving future. 
As she says of her final year with the 
program, “teaching has always been 
so mentally stimulating for me, and so 
gratifying; to indulge myself in that has 
been the most wonderful gift, and the 
most wonderful way to end a 38-year 
teaching career.”
 she admits that the change will be 
hard to adjust to, as the feeling of being 
on an extended sabbatical will soon 
fade, but her departure does not signal 
an end to being involved in academe 
and engaging with others, as she will be 

continuing to work on several projects. 
one is a longitudinal study following a 
cohort of students who received one-on-
one tutoring for two years; the study’s 
goal is to determine the long-term 
effects of such tutoring on academic 
success and to see how long those 
effects last.
 the other project is quite close to 
heart: the establishment of a literacy 
program with the Curve lake First 
nation. For the past two years, she’s 
been providing literacy instruction 
so that those at Curve lake could 

become literacy teachers in their own 
communities—and she’s delighted 
with the speed of their progress. she 
hopes that, over time, the program at 
Curve lake will serve as a model for 
literacy instruction for other First nations 
communities, especially those in remote 
locations.
 in addition to this, she’s also started 
to reach out to organizations that focus 
on providing education to refugees, and 
feels that this would be a fertile field of 
inquiry in light of Canada’s history 

of accepting refugees. Although this 
outreach is in its infancy, Berrill feels 
that it upholds trent’s emphasis on, and 
reputation for, social justice.
 All of these projects, as well as her 
attempts to maintain contact with her 
students outside of the classroom, speak 
to a deep and abiding respect for others, 
and an understanding of the value of 
building bridges and relationships. 
throughout our conversations, her 
hands were constantly animated as 
we talked about subjects ranging from 
classroom management to social justice. 

When describing the hardships and 
successes of her students, her voice 
was filled with passion—so much so 
that i almost wished to be a student 
of hers myself!
      this passion reflects perhaps the 
greatest truth of being a teacher: 
to make a topic truly engaging, you 
have to show why it is meaningful. 
And if there is one thing that 
Professor Deborah Berrill can do 
wholeheartedly, it is to imbue 
everyday concepts—the fact that 
some people learn differently, the 
fact that relationships matter, the 
fact that real education means more 

than just sitting behind a desk—with 
urgency.
       Perhaps all of the awards that 
Deborah Berrill has received over the 
years can be distilled into the idea that 
teaching is not a one-way street—it 
is a mirror through which we also 
understand ourselves. And it is a mirror 
that she shines most brightly on her 
students, as she helps them understand 
their own skills: “this is my mirror, and 
i’m going to show you what i see in you 
that you don’t see in yourself.” ❖
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