Dr. Gillian’s Bio
I was born in England, where I was educated in the public school system until eighteen. Thanks to the European Community, I was able to attend the University of Duesseldorf, Germany, where I completed a Master of Arts in English and German literature.  My thesis was on characterization in Charles Dickens, whom I love to this day.

Throughout my university experience, I worked to support myself.  Perhaps the most unusual job I had was translating from Pidgin English to German for an Arabian oil sheik who was building mosques in the desert.  I also ironed fashion collections for dress designers at the Dusseldorf Hilton and handed out English candies at a local German supermarket. That last job was abruptly cut short one morning because terrorists had planted two bombs in the supermarket, and we had to evacuate in a hurry!

I returned to England for a brief year where I taught High School English to students who were not expected to graduate. It did not convince me that teaching was for me. It did convince me, however, that to hold students’ interest you have to have material relevant to their lives.  No way did Mark Twain’s “Huck Finn” inspire these London skinheads!
I moved to Augsburg, near Munich, in beautiful Southern Germany, where I worked for the American Army in their Energy Conservation and Environmental Protection Office. One day, I visited the local American Elementary School to talk to the children about helping “Energy Ant” save energy. I was dressed as a large ant, complete with long antenna.  I caught the attention of the principal who offered me a position teaching American children the German language. Dressed as a bug, that’s when I got the “bug” for teaching!

In 1985, I met my American Army husband, Patrick Saucier.  In 1989, soon after the Berlin Wall fell, we came to America. Patrick, now a civilian, had family in Baltimore.
My introduction to the American education system was eye opening.

While my credentials were being translated and verified, I taught pregnant teens for Catholic Charities in the cockroach-infested basement of a local hospital, along the hall from the crematorium.  Many of my students had learning issues. In the evening, I taught murderers and arsonists at a local men’s prison. Many of my students there had learning issues, too. I did not know then what I know now: a high percentage of people with undiagnosed learning differences fill our prisons. 
With my new teacher certification, we moved to Savannah, Georgia.  I taught German at a magnet school. The methodology I learned changed me as a teacher.  First, as a FLES (Foreign Language at the Elementary School), I spoke only German and used no textbooks. All my teaching was hands-on and experiential.  My classroom was alive and “doing” from the moment the students walked in.

Second, I learned how to positively redirect the children by attending a “Fred Jones: Positive Discipline” class, and I needed this skill because I had large classes of vibrant inner city kids!

When the University of South Carolina drew Patrick to Columbia, I taught at a local private school, both as a classroom teacher and as a tutor for students with learning issues.  It was there that my passion for creative children who learn differently grew, along with my aversion to “cookie cutter” learning. One size does not fit all. Nor should it.

A small progressive private school became the focus of my dissertation. The school introduced me to non-coercive education, where children and their opinions were respected, where “developmentally appropriate education” was not an empty phrase, and where the atmosphere was one of mutual caring and mutual learning.

I found going back to university a challenge, however. Not because of the content, but because of the dominant belief system.  Standardized testing was being considered the panacea for failing schools.  Hours were spent discussing the best way to reduce children’s work to easily crunchable numbers.  To suggest alternative ways of authentic assessment fell on deaf ears.
After graduating, I became an administrator in two private schools. Both were for children with learning issues and attentional problems.

At one of the schools, I faced three major challenges. First, when I arrived at the school, I was confronted with angry students.  It did not take me long to understand why.  This school was “upside down.”  It was teacher and not student focused. The students knew this and were trying to articulate this in the only way they knew how: by acting out.  Every school, but particularly a school for students with learning issues, has to have students at the center of every decision that is made.  Once I “adjusted the focus,” the kids took a deep, collective breath and settled down.  

The second thing followed from the first. I focused energy back onto all the strengths the students had by introducing Howard Gardner’s “Multiple intelligences” into the school.

Third, I put into place a remediatory reading program to help those students with reading and writing issues.  You cannot help students who cannot read simply by increasing their reading load.  At some point, the language has broken down for them and no longer makes sense.  You have to find that point and work up from there, at the child’s own pace.

Now I am very excited to be going back into the classroom and working with a small group of creative children in my own school.

We will celebrate strengths and strengthen weaknesses. We will learn, explore, grow, and have fun!  And I will use my own hands-on, experiential teaching methodology that is tried, tested, and transformational.
