
like mosT new grads, laura  
davison is busy learning the 
ropes at her first job. in June 
2011, the 23-year-old graduated 
from McMaster University’s 
nursing program with a 90 per 
cent average. today, she works 
in the cardiac unit at Lon-
don health sciences centre 
(Lhsc). With two university 
degrees under her belt, you’d 
never guess davison 
has the reading skills of 
a 10-year-old. 

Growing up in Peter-
borough, davison always 
knew she was different 
from her classmates. but 
it wasn’t until her sec-
ond year at the Univer-
sity of Guelph, where 
she completed her first 
undergraduate degree, 
that davison was finally 
diagnosed with a learn-
ing disability. during 
a summer job at a pro-
vincial park, her man-
ager, who is dyslexic, 
noticed davison strug-
gling with some of the 
same problems he had, 
like jumbling letters. he 
urged her to get tested. 
A psychological assessment 
four weeks later confirmed an 
extreme reading disorder that 
puts her reading level below the 
10th percentile, although her 
general intelligence is above the 
91st percentile. 

the diagnosis was a shock 
for her parents but was a relief 
for davison. she finally knew 
why she had to study so much 
harder than her friends. 

determined not to give up, 
davison began to consider a 
degree in nursing. she spent 
time shadowing her mom, a 
labour and delivery nurse, and 
was encouraged by the co-oper-
ative spirit and teamwork nurs-
ing offered. she also knew the 
hands-on learning and one- 
on-one interaction with 
patients suited her learning 

style. “i enjoy the complexity  
of the heart,” she says of 
her role on the cardiac unit.  
“i really enjoy the thrill of it.”

but the journey to Lhsc 
hasn’t been easy, she admits. 

to keep up with course 
work, davison started each day 
at 6 a.m. she studied between 
all her classes and into the eve-
ning, heading to bed at mid-
night. instead of catching up 

with friends during frosh week, 
davison hit the books and 
planned her entire semester, 
including deadlines for papers 
and exams. 

Writing an essay involved 
four drafts and plenty of  
support from her boyfriend 
and mom, who edited her  
backward sentences. she  
struggled to read textbooks and 

take lecture notes. 
After the diagnosis, 

davison enrolled with 

the centre for stu-
dents with disabilities 
(csd) and was given 
permission to tape 

lectures and use the professor’s 
notes. however, before becom-
ing eligible for these accom-
modations, she had to sign a 
contract stipulating she would 
not sell the lectures to anyone. 
Government bursaries also 
helped davison pay for com-
puter software that scanned text 
and read it out loud. this helped 
her retain knowledge faster than 
if she were to read it on her own. 

the accommodations helped, 
she says, but they were not 
an unfair advantage. davison 
had to apprise every professor 
of her situation. she was per-
mitted to write exams in the 
csd office on campus and was 
given extra time to finish, but 
for each exam, she had to work 
with csd and her professors to 
hammer out the details. 

during her valuable – albeit 
limited – spare time, davison 
volunteered with the McMas-

ter Undergraduate Nurs-
ing students’ society 
(MUNss). she wel-
comed first-year students 
and provided support 
to those with learning 
disabilities. she also 
helped create a website 
to raise awareness  
of extracurricular  
nursing activities,  
and helped give the 
group’s campus lounge 
a facelift. “McMaster 
taught me that you really 
have to be a voice  

for change,” she says. 
back on the cardiac floor, 

davison analyzes heart 
rhythms, performs medication 
rounds and monitors patients 
for signs of instability. her  
biggest challenge: learning 
the complicated names of new 
medications. One day, she 
hopes to go back to school to 
become a nurse practitioner. 

“there’s still some drive in 
me to learn.” RN

sTacey hale is an ediTorial 
assisTanT aT rnao.

Defying the odds 
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Three things you 
don’t know about 
Laura Davison: 
1.  She was born in northern 

ontario, in a town called 

manitouwadge. 

2.  She has an undergrad 

degree in biological 

sciences. 

3.  She enjoys water  

skiing, wakeboarding,  

and snow skiing. 
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