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George Pearson Centre, located in the south Marpole 
neighbourhood of Vancouver, opened 70 years ago 

as a Tuberculosis hospital. As the prevalence of tuberculosis 
waned and polio epidemics surged in the mid 1950’s, the 
Centre pivoted to house polio survivors many of whom 
lived in iron lungs. By the mid 1960’s, residents living with 
the effects of polio were joined by people with other 
disabilities like spinal cord injury, muscular dystrophy and 
cystic fibrosis who were transferred from care facilities or 
directly from their homes to institutional care. Institutions 
used to be considered the best place for people with dis-
abilities to live because the medical model predominated 
and disability was considered to be a disease that had to 
be managed by health care professionals. That opinion 
has changed. The medical model does not reflect the lived 
experience or the aspirations of people with disabilities 
and some research shows us that institutions are not 
necessarily safe places. For example, the pandemic has 
illustrated that institutions can be hazardous places.

Technology for Living (TFL) has a long history with the 
residents of George Pearson Centre. Its Technology for 
Independent Living (TIL) program was involved in the  
creation of Creekview and Noble House, both early examples  
of independent living that were havens for Pearson 
residents who wanted to resettle in the community. The 
Provincial Respiratory Outreach Program (PROP) was the 
replacement for the Pearson respiratory outreach program, 
which was a poorly funded, exclusive program. 

TFL’s pioneer leaders all had their 
beginning at Pearson including Walt 
Lawrence, Jeanette Andersen, Mary 
Williams and Heather Morrison, all 

Pearson alumni. 

They were instrumental in saving TIL at a very difficult 
moment in its history and then merging it with the newly 
created Provincial Respiratory Outreach Program in 2000.

TFL has always kept the faith with Pearson residents, striving  
whenever possible to assist them to refashion their lives 
and never forgetting that most people don’t chose institu-
tional living – it is chosen for them by a society that is slow 
to recognize the human rights of people with disabilities.

In keeping with this history, TFL has been collaborating with 
a number of community partners to create new housing 
for Pearson residents as part of a phased in closure of the 
facility. Two years ago, one of TIL’s technicians, Benson Au, 
went to work at Pearson Centre to respond to the urgent 
need for technology that could ease the brutal isolation of 
the Covid lockdowns and to act as a bridge for residents 
who were slated to move into 44 new units in the neigh-
bouring condominium tower, Cambie Gardens. 

TIL’s work has been invaluable in building trust and iden-
tifying how to adapt personal technology to the individual 
needs of residents. TIL has also provided expert advice to 
the Health Authority, condominium developer, architects 
and engineers on how to incorporate SMART technology 
and environmental controls into the building. The PROP 
team has created new protocols and is providing training 
to the service provider as well as making plans to be on 
the ground in the building when the first residents who 
need PROP services move in. 

TFL’s peer support team is echoing the past by assuming 
responsibility for providing emotional support, information 

A new chapter is beginning
Moving into Cambie Gardens
By Christine Gordon

Heather Morrison 
enjoying a sunny 
day in her garden.
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and education to the group of 44 people who will move 
into the new units this summer. Any change is challenging  
but moving from an institutional life, where few if any 
choices are possible, to a more independent life that will 
involve both more risk and more responsibility is especially  
difficult. Pearson residents are, by turns, excited and anxious  
about what their new lives will be. TFL peers understand 
that and will play a crucial role in helping people to adapt 
to their new world.

The members of our peer support team Ean Price, Taylor 
Danielson and Nicole Whitford have been visiting Pearson  
residents and touring the new units over the last few weeks.  
They have reported that the new units are awesome in their 
accessibility, design and quality. All the 44 people who will 
move out of Pearson in 2022 will become TFL members, 
some of them may even become leaders in our organization  
as other Pearson alumni have. Our peer support team is 
working in concert with TIL technicians and bio-meds and 
PROP respiratory therapists to provide as much assistance  
as possible during the period of transition and after.

It will remove a threat that many people in our community 
live with on an ongoing basis. Whenever people have not 
been able to manage in the community the possibility of 
having to move into Pearson is a great fear. Institution-
alization can often be linked to a failure to provide the 
supports that people need to live in the community. It is 
an easy out for governments and, often, can be looked 
at as a violation of the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, to which Canada and 
British Columbia are signatories.  

Over the last 30 years, TFL has always supported people 
who want to leave George Pearson Centre to do so. We 
will redouble our efforts in the next few years until every-
one who is currently housed there will have been able to 
leave, and the doors close forever. 

Our peer support team visiting Cambie Gardens. 

What will the eventual closure of  
George Pearson Centre  

mean for people with disabilities? 
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COMPRESS-ARROWS-ALT                       COMPRESS-ARROWS-ALT
Subscribe to our 

YouTube Channel and 
never miss another 
informational video 

hosted by Wayne 
Pogue & Ean Price

https://tinyurl.com/
m29m48pa

 Thursday, September 15	    6:00-7:00pm

2022
Join us on Zoom for our 2022 online AGM. 

Register in advance for this meeting: 

https://tinyurl.com/367pe4ju

After registering, you will receive a  

confirmation email containing  

information about joining the meeting. 

For any technical support before or  
during the meeting please contact: 

paper-plane tiltechs@technologyforliving.org 

phone 604.326.0175

Special performance by  
renowned �local musician  
Jeff Standfield 


