Episode 31 | Teri Thorson Pt. 2

Sponsor Message 0:00

Get help discovering your career path in customer service, electronic assembly, retail food
services and more with adult education programs at Douglas College. Ourinstructors work
directly with you so you get the attention you need to succeed. Through work placements
and one on onetraining, you'll graduate with the knowledge and skills needed fortoday's
workplace. Learn more at Douglas college.ca/vest that's Douglas college.ca/V E, S, T.

Sean Burdette 0:37

Transitioning from your athletics more towards your advocacy work. How did you really get
started as an advocate?

Teri Thorson 0:46

Well, yeah, Imean, | probably don'treally consider myself a great advocate, either, but,
you know, I don't know, like, | guess maybe because, you know, I'm pretty opinionated, and
| speak up and, you know, forthe most part. | mean, sometimes | let things go, so, and |
love to bring people together for ideas and sharing of ideas. And that's how, you know, |
think ideas get started is by having, like, a thought exchange with people that are
experiencing the same thing. So, um, you know, | don't know if I've like, contributed to any,
like, major changes, butI've always been very open about my disability, and | allow myself
to be vulnerable and honest about it. And so | think it really helps in the advocacy field. And
| don't want to advocate negatively, like I'm a positive, happy person, so | think that also
really helps as well. And it just started with really, you know, recognizing some things and
saying, "l think there needs to be some changes here," and, you know, and I'm oneto, I'm a
solutions person, right? Let me help you find the solution, right? Like, let's, you know, bring
who we need to bring to the table to figure this out together. Like, | don't want someoneto
try to figure it out on their own. | want to be part of that solution. So | think that really helps.

Sean Burdette 2:18
Okay, you're currently with SCIBC, Spinal Cord Injury BC. Who are you, who is SCIBC?
TeriThorson 2:27

So, Imean, SCIBC has, their main focus is information services and peer support. So
they're a community organization that has many locations across BC, throughout the
province, and even more peers. So we have people with all sorts of different disabilities of



allkinds thatare doingamazing, amazing things, and theidea is to be able to connect them
together, right, to share their experiences. But also, you know, we have an amazing
resource library of tools, basically, and connections. So we have a info line. It's likea 1800
line. So if anyone has, like, questions about anything, you know, | need accommodation
and so and so, orin this place, or I'm looking for an accessible dentist office, and this is
where | live, you know, | mean, all these questions have been asked. So we have this huge
database of information on our website, but also this info line, where they can direct you to
the to the right place. So those are sort of our key areas. And we're called spinal cord
injury, BC, we do have other work with other disabilities as well, mostly spinal cord. So
most of the resources thatwe do provide, like, you know, we connect people to maybe
some interesting research that might be happening in the spinal cord world, orwe'll do a
workshop. So some of those may be spinal cord injury specific, but there usually is quite a
lot of crossover with other disabilities as well. And we have like members with, you know,
MS, CP, you know, amputation, different, all across the board. We have welcome family
members, you know, obviously, in the ideal non COVID world, we have a lot of events, in
person, events thatwe put on, and specifically my area of focus is on the virtual world,
because not everybody can get out. And that's what we found when we were doing some
calling a number of years ago. Was around to our members, was, you know, there are
some people thatyou know have a pressure sore and they could be in bed for two years.
And, you know, wow, like, this is a whole group of people that we're not even reaching by
asking people to come to events. So, you know, six, | guess, six years ago, we started the
Virtual Peer Program. And, yeah, and that's obviously, we transitioned very fast when
COVID happened, because we already had the program in place. And now, you know, we'll
continue that now, even thatourin person events are starting to happen again. But there's
definitely a real need for, you know, online activities that are happening, workouts, you
know, workshops. We just did a writer's workshop, you know, looking to do a painting one,
or a photography one, you know, and just peer and peer support groups, all sorts of
different things that anyone doesn't matter where you live, doesn't matter whatyou know,
what situation you're in. You can always, yeah, you can always come right, so there's no
barrier.

Sean Burdette 6:06
Absolutely, and what's your position?
TeriThorson 6:10

So my position is a virtual peer coordinator. So basically | kind of coordinate all of the
virtual events, so to speak.



Sean Burdette 6:19

Yeah okay, so more like organizing the events, getting everything together, and then when
it's actually in play, you're sort of facilitating it.

Teri Thorson 6:27

Sometimes | facilitate. We have an amazing group of peer leaders that run a lot of the
groups now, which was great. You know, way back in the day, | was the only one who was
kind of running everything. But yeah, like all you know, someone can give me anidea, and
my, you know, my job is to make it happen, right, or to come up with otherideas, right? But,
you know, just, just give me an idea, and | usually try to reach out to our community and
say, "Hey, is anyone a photographer and wants to run a photography class?" You know, is,
you know, we, you know, obviously, there's technology for living. We have a smarthome
class coming up in a couple weeks. And, you know, you want to go to the experts, right? So
I'm not the expert. I'm just the person who gets the stuff done, | guess.

Sean Burdette 7:22

Right, right. And of course, you do more work beyond SCI BC, namely the BC Wheelchair
Sports. How did you get started with that?

TeriThorson 7:37

Well, BC wheelchair sports. | mean, I'm a board member of BC Wheelchair Sports, and
they are who | started with racing. So they have three sports thatthey focus on, athletics,
tennis and rugby. So, you know, that's how | kind of got introduced, was through them to
athletics, and then eventually, when | retired from athletics, and then | gotinto rugby, tried
tennis. Itwasn't, I'm not very coordinated, so it wasn't the easiest thing for meto do. | have
a, ldon'tknow, a real appreciation for people that can wheel, hold a racket and smash a
ball. Idon'tknow how one does that, but anyways, | guess it takes lots of practice. So yeah,
I've been involved with them since, you know, probably, | guess, likein early 2000 and then
joined as a board member probably half a dozen years ago, | guess.

Sean Burdette 8:45
Okay, tell me more about the rugby. How did you getinto that?
Teri Thorson 8:50

Well, | tried rugby, like even, actually, when | was doing racing or athletics, and it's, | mean,
it's fun, don't get me wrong. It's a little, you know, especially way long ago, it was very male
centric. It probably still is very much more male dominated. But as far as the the athletes
go, which is fine, nothing wrong with that, but Ilwasn't, don't know if lwas as much of a



team sport player I'd love. I didn't like the idea of being responsible for my whole team, in
caseyou messed up. So | was very so, Imean, I did itand | tried itout and | enjoyed it, but
yeah, | was much more like an individual sport person, and then | felt, you know, like |
wasn't letting a whole team down. But as |, like, gotolder, I really learned, like, really
enjoyed it, like it brought something out. You know, the team aspect of it really brought
something new out for me. And now, actually, | can'timagine doing an individual sport,
which is really funny, right? So, and you know, it's pretty cool smashing into people. |
mean, literally, | think I've had 200 pound guys smash into me, and it's kind of terrifying a
little bit, butit's also very cleansing for this soul. So, yeah, | don't know, and it's, you know,
obviously a very competitive person, which | never thought | was, either, but| have to
probably be a little bit. So | enjoy that aspect. | enjoy like working hard and learning new
things, and it doesn't matter what that looks like. So as long as | feel like I'm kind of
advancing and learning and growing as an individual in whatever aspect | you know that
that's filling me up, right? So, yeah, love it.

Sean Burdette 11:05
What are some of the challenges faced by disabled athletes?

Teri Thorson 11:09

Oh, money is always the number one. Itis so expensive. | mean, not only just for
equipment, butyou know, if you wantto compete, you have to travel, and it's like, unless
you're really recognized as being a top athlete, there's no funding for you. So it's that's
really, really, really challenging, and it takes a number of years to start being, becoming
recognized, | think also, just like, where you live, like, I'm lucky. | live in Vancouver, so |
have, like, access to pretty much everything at my doorstep. You know, | gotta drive a little
bit. But for someone that lives in, you know, maybe a remote area of northern BC, you
know, where are they going to get the equipment? Where are they going to get, you know,
where's their support, where's their group that they can connect with to learn and mentor
and try things out and, you know? So | think those are probably the most challenging
aspects.

Sean Burdette 12:16
What are some of the ways that we can, | guess, break down these barriers?
TeriThorson 12:21

Hmm, well, obviouslyit's all about awareness, but it's really, | mean, we always say that,
butit's, | think It's really the non-disabled community, like, really, truly recognizing that it
doesn't matter if you're disabled athlete or an able bodied athlete, it's allthe same work



and process that's involved, right? It's the same effort. It's the same so to me, you know, |
think able bodied athletes have more sponsorship opportunities. | mean, here in Canada,
as far as, like the Paralympics and the or the Canadian Paralympic Committee and then
the able bodied counterpart, | think they're actually paved pretty much the same. Butit's
the sponsorships that are make a big difference, and that's really just the community like
finally coming to recognize that, you know, people with disabilities are the same, right? We
justdo things differently, right?

Sean Burdette 13:37
Um, what has motivated you to be so actively, actively involved in your advocacy work?
TeriThorson 13:48

Well, Ithink | mentioned it before. | justam someone who doesn't like to complain without
being part of the solution. So if | feel like something needs to be changed, and | feel really
passionate aboutit. Then, I mean, | feel passionate aboutit, so | wantto be part of of the
solution to making that that change. And | like being able to see the results of that as well.
You know, I'm very results driven, very outcome driven. So, you know, |, you know, | pretty
always appreciate, like feedback and knowing that you've helped someone, even if it's just
one person, it doesn't matter. So that's what motivates me.

Sean Burdette 14:40
What would you say is the most challenging aspect of your work?
Teri Thorson 14:43

I think what the most challenging partis that, you know, well, | think there's some
individual aspects and then some sort of like larger aspects, but it comes down to really
not wanting the help. So when | am working with like an individual, and it's hard for me
because, like | like change, and | know it's really hard for some people to make changes but
really, that's what it takes. If you're, you know, not happy with something, right, like, you
have to make some changes. So thatis hard for me, because | don'tlike | understand it
mentally, butit's hard to work with people and in the community as well. You know, when
either they don't care orit's just they can't get over like that hump, and you're trying
everything thatyou can possibly do to help and, you know, create this awareness, but
somehow that message is just not getting through and so that the most challenging part.

Sean Burdette 16:07

No, I canimagine. Contrasting that, though, what would you say is most rewarding aspect
of your work?



TeriThorson 16:18

Definitely when | feel like I've made like a difference, right? Whether you either see it oryou
hearit, when you know that thatimpact thatyou've been involved with has has impact on
others. And it's not just, you know, selfish. | mean, usually that's mostly why | get involved
in stuff, because it's just selfish reasons more than anything, right? Because if it's not
working for me, it's probably not working for anybody else, yeah, so | think, but when you
start hearing from other people that, "Oh, yeah, wow. | really appreciate this, or, "This is
really, you know, this advice, or listening to your story, or whatever has really helped me
and made me think differently.”" Then | think that's probably the most rewarding.

Sean Burdette 17:19

As a disabled individual and someone who works deeply with the disabled community,
what have you really learned about the disabled community as a whole?

Teri Thorson 17:32

Oh, what have | learned about the disability community? Well, | think probably the biggest
learning that I've had is how we truly are all really the same but different, which I don't think
| appreciated early on in myinjury. Like, | always felt there were these, you know, here's the
spinal cord injury group over here, here's the EMS group over here, here's the CP group, you
know, over here, here's a Spina Bifida group. And, you know, it just felt like everybody was
siloed in their own little groups. And | put myself in that as well. And I think the biggest thing
thatl learned, which really helps to be an advocate as well is to really be able to see the
commonalities that we all have and appreciate that, you know, so | really like value
everybody's contribution and experience and even in the spinal cord injury world, you
know, when | connect with others, we all have, we're not the same either. So you know, we
need to work together and that we're a larger voice together.

Sean Burdette 18:51

Absolutely. Is there anything that you've learned about yourself or maybe about society as
a whole, from your experience?

Teri Thorson 19:01

Well, I've learned thatI'm an extraordinarily patient person. | am also very, very open, and |
think I mentioned earlier to like, allow myself to sort of be vulnerable, which | think really
helps build trust within our society and community, for others to be able to be the same
way, at least, that's what | hope, butthat's whatI've learned of myself, and also value that,
you know, as well. And the other thing is that | valued my expertise as a person with lived



experience and really would advocate for others, because | don't know for how many years
we have done things for free and volunteer our time. Everybody else atthe table is getting
paid, and thatis, like the most wrong thing, butyou just want to get yourself heard, and
sometimes that's really great, but there comes to be a pointin time when you have to value
the work and the expertise thatyou're bringing to the table. And that's what I've also
learned, is | used to kind of, you know, be surrounded by executives, right? And I'm the only
non executive person with a, you know, in a wheelchair that's at the table, and the only
volunteer and everybody else is getting paid. Well, thatis just so wrong. And usually I'm the
person who has the mostto say, right? Because they're all talking about us, right?

Anyways.
Sean Burdette 20:47

Yeah, um, | guess it transitions fall well this next question, what was your advice to
someone who's looking to get involved in working with the disabled community?

Teri Thorson 21:00

You know, | think probably, um, my advice, | mean getting back to like, be really confident
in whatyou know, right? And focus more on the solution and not the problem. That's what |
would say, because it changes it from being adversarial to more positive of an experience,
right? You know, I'm not saying that not everything needs to, you know, you need to, like,
you know, I don'tknow, be up in arms about certain issues, because I'm sure, in some
cases, you have to be probably a little bit more aggressive about things, but, you know, for
the most part, you know, I try to, | think that would be, the advice is, try to be, you know, a
little more focused on the solution and knowing what you bring to the table, and valuing
that.

Sean Burdette 21:47
Well said. What's next foryou?
Teri Thorson 22:03

Oh, what? | don't know. I'm always, there's always something. I'm always looking for
something, believe me, | don'tknow. I'm not sure | don't have anything like I'm, you know,
working a little bit on this adaptive fashion stuff right now. So that's just kind of getting
started, and | have some colleagues that I'm working with. I'm developing some patterns
and some clothes and a guide to be able to help people, you know, with disabilities, be
able to, like, choose and adapt, you know, clothing. So that's something that's, you know,
going to probably be a couple years in the process. I'm really a strong advocate for, like,
self managementtools. So | see, sort of myself possibly getting into into that. I've really



enjoyed working in the SCl research world as well, and kind of being involved with, you
know, cutting edge technologies and breakthroughs, and being able to, like, share my
expertise from that side of things. So I've enjoyed that. And, yeah, and just keep keeping,
you know, trying to keep my son off video games would be really good getting him involved
in something else. That's probably what | should be doing next. [Laughs]

Sean Burdette 23:33

So we're winding down on ourtime here, but justto close out our conversation, | was
hoping we could have you participate in our word association segment of our podcast. So
the way this works is, I'm just going to give you a word, and I'd like you to tell me how you
feel itrelates, | guess, to the disability community as a whole, just the first thing that
comes to your mind, and then we can have a small discussion with that.

Teri Thorson 23:57

Sounds good.

Sean Burdette 23:58

Thefirstone | have for you here is peer support.
Teri Thorson 24:03

| would say sharing experiences. Yeah, | feel like peer support, it kind of goes both ways,
and it's really just about sharing each other's experiences. And, you know, learning from
that and hoping to get, you know, | feel like, whenever I'm a peer mentor, supporting
someone, oftentimes I'm getting other ideas from the person that's supposed to be the
peer. Butl'm like, "Oh, wow, that's a really greatidea. Yeah, | haven't tried, | haven't tried
that before," right? So | feel like it's kind of a two-way street, where you're both sharing
things, together, experiences, ideas, issues, whateveritis. And you know, it's like a
conversation like we're having right now, essentially.

Sean Burdette 24:56
Absolutely, next word | have for you here. Stigma.
Teri Thorson 25:02

Oh, it's the first thing that comes to my mind, stigma. | think | would have to say fight. And
the reason why | say thatis because | always feel like you're havingto, like, fight against the
stigma of a person with a disability, | feel like I'm always, constantly trying to prove myself
and myvalue and my worth. And, you know, it's exhausting. It's exhausting for us, allright,



to have to always be proving what you can do and that you have can do things so much
better than this other person, right?

Sean Burdette 25:41
Yeah, okay, next one here is sports.
Teri Thorson 25:47

So | would say for me, you know, connection, and it's like a connection about mental
health, physical health, social support, all of those things. So it's a great way to be able to
build all of that into your life, even if you're not athletic.

Sean Burdette 26:20

Yeah, absolutely. This oneisn'tin the script. | want throw it in here just keep you on your
toes, but, fashion.

Teri Thorson 26:29

Fashion, oh, fashion is my passion. | very, | mean, ever since, you know, because I've
always loved clothes, and then when | became initin a wheelchair, you know, I'm,5'11 and
I think, you know, | don't think, | mean, I'm way more now than I'm older. But back then,
when | was 24, you know, | was like 5'11, like 100 pounds, right? 110 pounds, maybe. And it
was, it's impossible to find clothe. Like | couldn't find, you know, and on top of that, you
know, | have certain, you know, | have to go to the bathroom. And if | wear pants like, how
do you pull them down and pull them back up again when you're sitting and there is just so
many issues looking into adaptive clothing, and it seemed like they were just made of not
very nice fabrics that| wanted to like be in, and they were, most of the time, really ugly,
either that or they're so expensive it's completely not affordable. So we're affordable fora
very small market of people. Yeah. So anyways, it's, | feel very passionate aboutit. | don't, |
don'tlike, in my opinion, it's not a business model, or a very good business model, but
something thatI'd really like to be able to help people with.

Sean Burdette 27:54

No, and I'm really curious to see more of that, and especially the work that you will come
up with in the future.

Teri Thorson 28:03

Yeah, I'll let you know, absolutely send out our survey when it comes out. You can
distribute it.

Sean Burdette 28:08



Please do. Lastword | have foryou here is adversity.
TeriThorson 28:13

Adversity. So | would say like overcome, and | do, | mean, similar to stigma. | do always feel
like you're trying to overcome adversity, similar, similarly to stigma as well. But adversity, |
feel like is, is something that can be easily overcome, right? It just takes a little bit of work,
and it's not so, not so difficult, usually, butyou know, yeah, anyways, all right, | don't know
if  have anything else to say on that.

Sean Burdette 28:49
Well, Teri, thank you so much for coming on today. Our conversation was really insightful.
Teri Thorson 28:54

I hope so, Sean, and it was great to meet you and chat with you. And thanks so much for
the opportunity.

Sean Burdette 29:01
Thankyou. And to all ourviewers out there, you guys have yourselves a good night tonight.
Sponsor Message 29:05

Are you a person with a disability in BC looking for career opportunities, whether your
disability is visible or not? BC Partners and Workforce Innovation can help. We streamline
the process to connect you to the right opportunity with Inclusive employers we recruit for
and our referral process helps take away the fear, discomfort and stigma of disclosure. We
collaborate with you, your employer and other supports to identify ways to remove
barriers, to setyou up foremployment success. Visit findmycareer.bcpartnerswin.org, and
begin to explore your career options.



