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June, 2016, I was in Halifax, Nova Scotia, for an academic conference about speech pathology. Following 

a disastrous and so-called graduate program in speech pathology, I wasn’t sure such a thing as academic 

speech pathology was possible. The main ideas I had been forced to swallow during the program were 

as follows: do the process, even if not appropriate or workable for an individual; don’t ask questions, 

particularly ‘why’ questions; critical thinking is nearly a capital crime—it would be, if the people in 

charge of the program were given that kind of power. It’s no wonder that I had some intellectual 

indigestion. Basically, speech pathology was foisted on me as if it were a religion that had to be 

accepted, not an intellectual field of inquiry. So I walked into Halifax with some significant trepidation. I 

was about to immerse myself in the worst of the worst, I thought, while walking around in one of the 

best of the best places. 

 

 



Revisiting: Halifax, 2016; Marla Perkins, Ph.D. 
 

The conference included people who were asking questions, thinking critically, and suggesting and 

evaluating alternative processes. It was enlightening and encouraging; it was possible to breathe and 

think deeply as a speech pathologist. The conference introduced a sliver of light in my own intellectual 

fortifications against the field. These are the fortifications overlooking the harbor. 
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Rather than relying on ideas that had been inspired by the earliest practitioners of speech therapy, the 

people I met and the presentations I attended at the conference recognized the work that had been 

done but weren’t afraid of, or punished for, introducing ideas from other fields or from more recent 

inquiries. The architecture in Halifax integrates the old and the new in ways that are less jarring than in 

many cities, showing concretely that the possibilities of the past and the present and the ongoing can be 

integrated productively. 
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Many of the participants of the conference were ready and willing to discuss questions I had held on to 

for years because I could not ask them of the people whose job it should have been to answer them. In 

three-and-a-half days, I filled in gaps in my knowledge that had existed for a long time and learned how 

to ask more productive questions. I caught up with the front edge of the field, rather than being tied to 

information that had been discredited seventy years prior to the conference. The generosity of a few 

people with knowledge made it possible to move forward. 
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I have no doubts about Halifax. It is one of the best cities on earth. The first time I was there, drivers 

would stop if I looked like I might want to cross the road. They are still among the most relaxed, polite 

drivers I’ve ever seen, and everyone still gets where they’re going in a timely manner. It is beautiful; it is 

clean; it is interesting. It is Canada. The one down side is that the bus drivers don’t make change, so 

when one leaves the airport with a pile of twenties from the ATM, one pays more than one should, but 

on the other hand, the bus driver had no difficulty letting me cover the next seven people’s bus tickets, 

which created lots of goodwill on my way downtown. 

I remain conflicted about speech pathology, largely because the field itself is conflicted: those who 

refuse to work with questions or consider the possibility that there might be questions are as much a 

part of the field as those who are moving forward with questions and new ideas. What faction 

determines the direction that the field takes remains to be seen. 

 

 

 

 

 


