


pinklarkin.com

For over thirty years Pink Larkin has been dedicated 
to excellence in the practice of Public Law with an 
emphasis on labour law, professional regulation, pension 
and benefits, and complementary areas of environmental 
and municipal law. In serving the Teachers’ Union, our 
dedication, attention and responsiveness are personified 
primarily in three of our talented lawyers.

Gail Gatchalian, a partner with Pink Larkin, 
has extensive experience providing legal advice and 
representation to trade unions in grievance arbitration, 
collective agreement negotiation, interest arbitration, 
human rights matters, and pension litigation. Gail speaks 
regularly on issues important to trade unions, and provides 
training to employee representatives.

David Roberts, a partner with Pink Larkin, has 
represented a full range of clients before labour boards,  
in grievance arbitrations, and in the courts. David has  

also represented union clients before two significant public  
inquiries into occupational health and safety – the Westray 
Mine and Englishtown Ferry Inquiries.  

David Wallbridge has a keen interest in legislative  
issues and in working to ensure progressive legislative 
change for workers in Nova Scotia. As an associate, he 
represents both public sector and private sector clients  
in grievance arbitration and proceedings before the  
Nova Scotia Labour Relations Board. 

At Pink Larkin we strive to provide our clients with 
unequalled excellence in legal work shaped by a desire to 
make a positive difference in people’s lives. We are pleased 
that these three lawyers, backed by the entire firm, are able 
to continue making a real difference in the life of every 
member of the Nova Scotia Teachers Union. 

TRAMPOLINE BRANDING 
Contact: Larry Bootland  902 405 4809 

Project: 7162PL Teachers’ Union Ad-AVISO 

Client: Pink Larkin 

Publication: Aviso Magazine 

Size: 7” x 10” 

Insertion Date: Feb, 2009 

Photos/Logos: Hi res

NOTE: All trapping is the responsibility of prepress

C M Y K

ProCess seParations

Left to right: David Roberts, Gail Gatchalian, David Wallbridge.

We are proud of the partnership we  
enjoy with the Nova Scotia Teachers Union.

We are putting our expertise in representing trade unions  
throughout Canada to work for you.



1AVISO Winter/spring 2009

columns
 in my classroom Yoga in Physical Education – A New Approach | Blair aBBass ............................................3

 innovative teaching practices Math in the Workplace | Darryl Breen ................................................................................5

 community college focus Festival of Learning | DeBorah McVeigh ..............................................................................7

 the pedagogue Whose Face? Whose Book? | Terri roBin Vernon ..............................................................28

 so there i was … Mindful of a Mantra | sTeVen Van ZoosT ............................................................................30

 the back page Because I care, I teach and I’m making a difference! | greg o’Keefe ................................32 

theme
 challenges From Decades of Experience | DaViD riTchie......................................................................9

 in today's But... he just sits there! | ToM gaVin ...................................................................................13

 classrooms Discipline: New Approaches to an Old Problem | BeTTy-Jean aucoin ..............................16

  Food For Thought: Understanding Eating Disorders | KaThy sTocKMan ..........................18

  How to Incorporate Enrichment into a Busy Classroom | chrissi lynch .........................20

  Reaching Students Who “Can’t Do” Math | Joanne richarDson-lanDry ............................22

  Creative Approaches to Meeting Science Curriculum Outcomes | DaViD & Kelly ZincK .....24

  Identifying and Responding to Parental Harassment | Janine Kerr .................................26

contents
AVISO (a.v i.zo) [—L.] a collection of thoughtful ideas and advice. AVisO | Winter/spring 2009



2 AVISO Winter/spring 2009

 Editor Monica Maloney

 Assistant Editor Ken Langille

 Copy Editors Hope Lemoine

  Maggie McFarlane

 Secretary Lillian Pottie

 Cover Design Lawrence Maberley

 Graphic Design Paul Hamer

 Advisory Board Betty-Jean Aucoin

  Darleen Bereta

  Angela Gillis

  Tony Kelly

  Cindy Mackinnon

  Bonnie Mahaney

  Susan Noiles 

  Duncan Smith

 Advertising Sales Ken Langille (902) 477-5621

AVISO is published three times per year by the 

Nova Scotia Teachers Union

3106 Joseph Howe Drive

Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada, B3L 4L7

Copyright © 2009 by Nova Scotia Teachers Union. All rights 

reserved. Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the 

Nova Scotia Teachers Union. AVISO is not responsible for 

unsolicited material.

Reproduction of AVISO content requires the written permission 

of the Editor.

AVISO is a trademark of the Nova Scotia Teachers Union.

AVISO is a member of the Canadian Educational Press Association.

ISSN 0830-0011

TEL: 1-800-565-6788 or 902-477-5621

FAX: 902-477-3517

E-mail: aviso@nstu.ca

Look for AVISO on the NSTU Web site:

www.nstu.ca

Winter/spring 2009 Volume 24 number 2

Initiated in 1994, the Canadian Education-
al Press Association is the sponsor of the 
Golden Leaf Awards.

Award winners are selected annually in the 
following categories: writing and editing; 
graphics and design; and, public and media 
relations advertising.

Betty-Jean aucoin

Margie Beck

Scott Bennett

Sherry caldwell

John B. cody

terry doucette

david FernS

Meredith greene

JiM hagell

Sandra haley

larry kelly

harold kyte

ken langille

lawrence MaBerley

Monica Maloney

roByn Mckenzie

Paul Mcneil

ivan Millen

Sylvia Moore

hoMer noBle

greg o'keeFe

diane Plourde- 
Brennick

Janet Porter

Paul SyMe

Steven van zooSt



3AVISO Winter/spring 2009

in MY CLAssrOOM

Yoga in Physical Education  
— A New Approach

Blair Abbass

Who would have thought that one day there 
would be a black president of the United 
States? Similarly, in my 32 years of teaching 

I would never have imagined that there would be Phys. 
Ed Yoga 11 offered in high school! Both situations are 
reflective of our changing times and our expanding 
perspectives on the world. Thinking outside the box is 
allowing us to explore ways that will reach the disen-
gaged, physically inactive student.

Last year, with the close of the Career Life Manage-
ment (CLM) program, I was in need of an interesting 
subject to teach. I decided to call upon another part of 
my life where I am a teacher of yoga and meditation.  
Both the administration and I were surprised when 125 
students signed up to fill five classes and we ended up 
with a waiting list.

What was the attraction? It was the non-competitive, 
all-embracing nature of this practice. In yoga — a dis-
cipline that encompasses the physical, mental and emo-
tional aspects of a person — it does not matter if you 
can touch your toes or balance on your hands. Even the 
size or shape of your body does not matter. The aim is 
simply to be aware of the variety of sensations you feel 
and the quality of your breathing. Besides, the practice 
is complex enough to draw your attention entirely to 
the posture you’re filling out, not to how your neigh-
bour or best friend is ‘performing.’ There is no one next 
to you scrutinizing your movements or judging you for 
missing a shot. In a yoga class we are all on a level play-
ing field, stretching to achieve one goal—the union of 
body, mind and soul.

We begin each class by forming an intention or fo-
cus. This is sometimes by the students’ choosing, and 
sometimes with my direction. Class themes range from 
mastering a specific posture, pursuing your highest 
potential, and developing a positive support network. 
Throughout the class, as we breathe through the pos-
ture sequence, we reflect on positive affirmations that 

encourage healthy life choices, such as nutrition and 
relationships.

 The Healthy Living Consultant with the Depart-
ment of Education is a strong supporter of yoga in 
the schools. She understands the impact that yoga has 
on school climate and attitude. When a quarter of a 
school’s population is discussing values like kindness, 
honesty, and personal accountability, there is an obvi-
ous elevation in students’ self-esteem and cooperation 
as a whole.

At Millwood High we are experiencing our own 
transformations as a result of the yoga program. One 
day as I was leaving the school, I overheard a girl tell-
ing her friends, “It’s amazing, I just love it.” I inquired 
about the topic of conversation and her friends said, 
“She’s talking about yoga again, that’s all she ever talks 
about!” Last fall, the mother of a boy with severe sco-
liosis (a lateral curvature of spine) approached me and 
asked if he could attend yoga the following semester. 
She had noticed dramatic improvements in his posture 
and wanted him to continue his growth. Another girl 
admitted to me her inclination toward confrontation. 
She told me that she can now sit and listen to people 
instead of picking a fight, which had been her typical 
pattern in the past.

Yoga, being a holistic practice by nature, not only 
develops physical strength and flexibility (addressing 
the current obesity epidemic), but also creates lasting 
changes in the mind. Yoga and meditation have been 
defined as effective tools for improving mental focus 
and helping students with attention disorders and test 
anxiety. The motto in my classroom is, “Do everything 
with a mind that lets go.”

The PSP Yoga curriculum for the province describes 
yoga as a practice of radical transformation.  This pro-
gram, when introduced to the schools, will help to shift 
our communities from violence-oriented to compas-
sion-based. This shift will allow us to live in better har-
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mony surrounded by the diversity with which we are 
blessed.

Last summer, ten teachers from across the province 
attended the summer institute program for yoga in the 
schools. They will be graduating this May and many in-
tend to implement the new yoga curriculum into their 
schools. There is another four-day workshop as part of 
the Department of Education Summer Institutes for 
2009 which feeds into the 200 hour yoga certification 
program.

Teaching yoga has given me a tremendous sense of 
personal and professional satisfaction. Each day I look 

at my students, put my hands to my heart, and thank 
them for being here. Yoga provides a rare opportu-
nity to share a heart-felt connection with one another, 
leaving us all in anticipation for the next session we’ll 
experience together. This connectedness is, for many 
teachers, the true inspiration behind choosing this 
profession.

Blair Abbass is a teacher at Millwood High School, 
Halifax Regional School Board.

What was the attraction?  
It was the non-competitive,  

all-embracing nature of this practice.
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Math in the Workplace
Darryl Breen

innOVAtiVe teAChing prACtiCes

About eight years ago, while shingling a roof with 
some high school students and a local carpenter 
in our community, I dropped my hammer. As 

the hammer slid down the roof, I said, “inertia – an 
object in motion tends to stay in motion.” The students 
found it amusing to have their math and science teacher 
talking about school topics on a jobsite.  The carpenter 
pointed out to them that “school things,” like many 
concepts taught in a math class, are commonly used 
every day on jobsites.

The students asked the carpenter for some examples 
and the list that followed included measurement, slope, 
area, and fractions, to mention a few. I was struck with 
the high interest level of these students when discussing 
math concepts with a tradesperson. This was a contrast 
to discussions on the same topics in my math class. The 
power of real world examples and on the job experience 
was starting to hit home.

Five years ago, representatives of the Department of 
Education and school boards met with instructors at 
the Nova Scotia Community College and identified 
areas that needed improvement in terms of the math-
ematical knowledge base of students entering various 
skilled trades. One major concern was why students 
were entering community college with noticeable gaps 
in their mathematical knowledge. Of particular con-
cern was how some students were being accepted into 
certain skilled-trades courses without having Grade 12 
Math. As a result some students may have gone almost 
two years without doing any math courses; upon enter-
ing the Community College, these students would have 
the added challenge of keeping up with other students 
who had more recent exposure to math.

Part of the solution to this problem was to offer a course 
that would give students the opportunity to practice basic 
math skills every day and prepare students for the types 
of problems that they would face in community college. 
This course was first called Applied Math & Science 12, 
then Trades and Technology 12, but finally Math for the 

Workplace 12. The course is modular-based and project-
oriented to reflect the type of learning that will occur 
when students move to the Community College.

The intent was to have both the strategies and the 
delivery of Math for the Workplace 12 involve hands-
on activities. For instance, within the second lesson of 
Module 1 on Measurement we have Fractions found on 
a Measuring Tape. Here the students find themselves out 
of their seats, measuring items around the classroom or 
school using measuring tapes with Imperial measure. In 
another lesson, students venture outdoors to calculate 
the distance of their walking pace to simulate forestry 
activities. Students have commented on how this course 
is different from most math courses that they have ex-
perienced due to the hands-on activity that takes place 
in most lessons.

The course is not restricted to just one textbook. In-
stead, there is a series of books called Practical Problems 
in Mathematics. Each text in the series focuses on a dif-
ferent profession such as the skilled trades: carpentry, 
electrical, and welding. There are also texts written for 
health occupations, emergency services, and for heating 
and cooling technicians. While the teacher is covering 
adding fractions, for example, the students could be us-
ing one of many texts, depending on their career inter-
est. If you want to be a carpenter, you would be adding 
fractions related to a carpentry problem; if your interest 
is in emergency services then you add fractions related 
to an emergency services situation. The mathematical 
concept being taught is the same but students have the 
opportunity to do problems from a practical area of in-
terest and to take advantage of learning basic terminol-
ogy of their career interest.

CBC Radio interviewed several students 
during the pilot, as well as the pilot teacher.  It 
was interesting to note the students’ observa-
tions of the course. Several of these stu-
dents noted in the CBC inter-
view that the hands-on 
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component and freedom to explore the mathematics of 
a specific career interest made this unique in contrast to 
many other mathematics courses they had taken. There 
were several students who took the course during the pi-
lot year who succeeded at the Community College and 
are now working in their trades. These students all speak 
highly of how the course helped them prepare for the 
mathematics they encountered while at community col-
lege. Other positive reactions come from teachers and 
administrators in the school who share the philosophy of 
the power of hands on activities in conjunction with ap-
propriate programming for all students in our school.

East Antigonish Education Centre/Academy is a P-3 
school that was built nine years ago. When originally 
constructed it had minimal shop facilities and there-
fore, limited opportunities for trades-oriented students. 
In the past several years, with the addition of Math for 
the Workplace 12, several Options and Opportunities 
courses, and a new shop, things have changed consider-

ably. Trades-oriented students now have the advantage 
of gaining shop experience as well as learning about the 
mathematics behind it in Math for the Workplace 12. 
This example is one small part of what is known to our 
staff and alumni as “Experiencing the East Advantage.”

As you can see from this example, innovative teach-
ing practice in mathematics does not always take place 
within the walls of a classroom. Sometimes it can be 
found in the corridors, on the soccer field, in the near-
by woodland, and even while shingling a roof.  In all 
classrooms learning relevant concepts in areas related 
to the student interest serves as great motivation. Like 
every good carpenter knows, a solid foundation has to 
be built before the roof.

Darryl G. Breen is the Vice-Principal at East 
Antigonish Education Centre/Academy, Strait 
Regional School Board.

...innovative teaching practice in mathematics does not always 
take place within the walls of a classroom.
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Festival of Learning
Deborah McVeigh

COMMunitY COLLege FOCus

The Festival of Learning is a professional develop-
ment initiative started in 2007 and sponsored 
by NSCC Organizational Learning. Held an-

nually in August at the Truro Campus of the NSCC, 
faculty from 13 college campuses spend the day brows-
ing displays, sampling exotic food, attending showcase 
sessions, and participating in roundtable discussions to 
learn about innovative practices, new technologies im-
plementation, and international learning experiences.

Libby LeVatte, Manager, Learning Initiatives, NSCC 
Organizational Learning, describes the rationale for the 
Festival of Learning and the professional development 
learning resulting from this initiative.

Why does the Festival of Learning take place in Au-
gust?

Libby: It coincides with the week of Foundations in 
Adult Education (orientation for new faculty), and 
the Community College Education Diploma Program 
(CCEDP) convocation that brings together members 
of our college community to celebrate in their col-
leagues’ successes. The Festival enhances this time of 
celebration and serves as another networking opportu-
nity for faculty new to the college who are beginning 
their own learning journeys into portfolio education in 
a learning-centered college.

Why was there a need for a professional development 
opportunity like this?

Libby: At NSCC, we are all learners — students, staff, 
faculty and leaders. Our President, Dr. Joan MacArthur-
Blair, has coined the phrase “A community of learners 
who support a community of learners.” Organizational 
Learning is about learning for all in the college and the 
Festival of Learning is another avenue of enhancing our 
professional development.

You mentioned that you work in Organizational 
Learning at NSCC. Please tell us more about Organi-
zational Learning.

Libby: The mission of Organizational Learning (OL) is 
to be a catalyst for enhancing the capacity of NSCC as 
a portfolio learning organization. Our vision is: “OL 
will develop and support strategic, innovative learn-
ing initiatives that are responsive to NSCC priorities 
by engaging our communities in authentic dialogue 
about learning. We will recognize and celebrate the es-
sential contribution of individuals and groups to the 
fulfillment of NSCC’s mission.” With this as our mis-
sion statement and vision, you can see why planning 
for any type of professional development activity must 
incorporate all of our values in Organizational Learning 
— integrity, respect, courage, relationship, stewardship, 
creativity, and fun!

Who presents at the Festival?

Libby: Everyone and anyone in the college who is a 
staff member can present. It provides an opportunity 
for staff of NSCC to celebrate and share their learning 
with colleagues from across the college community. The 
Festival provides a unique venue to showcase this learn-
ing. As well, staff are given the opportunity to:

•	 celebrate	and	grow	the	strengths	of	our	college	
community;

•	 cultivate	change	through	an	exciting	venue	for	
sharing new learning, innovation and great prac-
tices;

•	 engage	in	significant	learning;	and,

•	 appreciate	and	build	capacity	on	our	substantial	
investment in professional development.

How can an NSCC employee present at the Festival 
of Learning?

Libby: In May/June of the year of the Festival there is a 
call inviting any NSCC colleague to submit a proposal 
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for the Festival. The following are the three ways of pre-
senting:

1. Spotlight Sessions — This is a presentation piece 
and is offered as a concurrent session.  Spotlight 
sessions showcase learning and implementation 
of that learning which speaks to the strategic di-
rections of NSCC.

2. Chat Sessions — This is a round table experi-
ential learning dialogue session. These dialogue 
sessions are hosted by participants who have 
engaged in learning, research or teaching in-
novations and wish to engage colleagues in con-
versation about areas in which they have a keen 
interest.

3. Learning Market — Setting up a booth in the 
gym showcasing your work allows you to par-
ticipate in the Learning Market.  Participants 
have the opportunity throughout the Festival 
to browse the displays and exhibits of their 
colleagues’ learning at the central Festival area 
(Truro Campus gym).  This tradeshow environ-
ment provides an opportunity for learners to 
share their learning through a “static” display.

Can you give some examples of chat sessions and spot-
light sessions that have taken place in previous Festi-
vals of Learning?

Libby: Some Chat Sessions from the 2008 Festival of 
Learning were: Math Refresher for Incoming Students; 
Teacher as Student; Is Teaching Online for Me; The 
Virtues and Wonders of a Professional Development 
Leave, to name a few.

In the Spotlight Sessions, some titles of workshops 
were: It’s not a Trivial Pursuit: Helping Learners Devel-
op Interview Skills in a Non-threatening Environment; 
How Today’s Students Learn — Computer Mediated 
Learning for All of us; and Library 2.0:  Cool Tools 
to Engage Learners. These topics were all generated by 
NSCC employees who wished to participate and share 
their knowledge with their colleagues by filling out a 
proposal form.

How many participants have taken part to date?

Libby: In 2007 there were 180 participants including 
presenters, and in 2008 there were a total of 240 partic-
ipants. This is an extremely committed representation 

from the college community since it is vacation time 
for most NSCC employees.

Who can attend?

Libby: The Festival is open to anyone in the college 
community who would like to attend the mid-August 
event.  Guests are also welcome. We ask that partici-
pants pre-register so presenters can plan for adequate 
materials.

How did you arrive at the format for the Festival of 
Learning?

Libby: It was felt that the title was a celebration of our 
learning and after some research and consultation, the 
title Festival of Learning suited our purpose. Also differ-
ent spotlights, chats, and learning markets were seen as 
venues for both presenters and participants attending 
the Festival of Learning. By having a variety of formats, 
we are able to appeal to all learners.

What type of feedback have you received regarding 
the Festival?

Libby: Feedback has been incredible. The results of 
the Festival have faculty implementing new teaching 
strategies and ideas into their teaching; campuses are 
beginning to build learning centres; staff is employing 
new and great practices; and research results have been 
used to improve services to students. These are all ideas 
shared during this celebration of learning event. Also, 
it creates an opportunity for colleagues who work at a 
multi-campus college to meet and dialogue with other 
members of the college community — fostering col-
laboration and mentoring relationships. When a com-
munity of learners comes together to interact and learn 
from each other, new possibilities emerge for personal 
growth!

In 2009, the Festival of Learning is scheduled for Au-
gust 13th in Truro. For registration and information 
please visit: http://www.nscc.ca/Organizational_Learn-
ing/Online_Forms/Festival_of_learning/

Deborah McVeigh is a faculty member at the Nova 
Scotia Community College, Marconi Campus.
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David Ritchie

Thirty years ago the challenges we faced in the class-
room were very different from those that we face to-
day. For instance, the daily, monthly, and worst of 

all, June balancing of the dreaded attendance register. We 
knew it was a legal document. We knew our reputations de-
pended on its accuracy. We knew the school inspector from 
the Department of Education could drop in at any time and 
ask to see our classroom register. We knew it was the most 
important thing we did. As well, the provincial exams at the 
Grade 11 and 12 levels tested the students, the teachers, and 
the schools. We knew performance on the provincials were 
important. We knew finding a way to balance the whole ed-
ucational experience of curricular, co-curricular, and extra-
curricular was vital to our success as teachers and as schools.

From DecaDes oF experienceFrom DecaDes oF experience
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Was it so different than today? No, not really. Yes, 
most of us understood the reality of the attendance reg-
ister. Yes, we knew the expectations of provincial exams.  
Yes, we knew how important it was to find a balance.  
We all knew, though, that what was really important 
was meeting the educational needs of the students.  
Making sure that students were attending class daily, 
learning foundation skills like reading and math, and 
keeping up with the curriculum were just as important 
then as they are now.

Attendance continues to haunt us. We may need to 
look at attendance today as a symptom of the problems 
that we face in public education. Gone are the days 
when a student could force his family to lose its fam-
ily benefit cheque (family allowance) through truancy. 
Gone are the community truancy officers who patrolled 
pool halls, barber shops and jukebox cafés, rounding 
up absent students and bringing them to school. Gone 
are the days when many students didn’t make it to high 
school, and even then most did not graduate. Many 
fell victim to the restricted curriculum of the day and 
the lockstep nature of school. Students failed, were held 
back, repeated, and often dropped out.

Today we insist that students have the opportunity 
to graduate with or close to their peer groups. Often 
students are pushed along even though they have not 
acquired and/or retained the necessary skills. Often 
such promotions do irreparable harm by leaving them 
ill equipped and exposing them to work and concepts 
beyond their preparation level, often resulting in a sense 
of negative self worth.

Special individual educational programs must be de-
veloped for students so that they can continue to prog-
ress. This is wonderful when schools are able to provide 
the needed remedial support for students and teachers; 
however, when they are not able to provide this support 
the system begins to fall apart very quickly. Students, 
teachers, and parents become very unhappy and dis-
tressed by the obvious lack of support required to meet 

ever-expanding needs. The damage mounts. Collateral 
damage is subsequently felt in the system as stress and 
discontent builds. Often students will choose non-
participation over the humiliation of not meeting the 
challenges they face.

It could be suggested that poor attendance is one of 
the most obvious ways that students make their dis-
satisfaction with schools known. Most high schools 
and many middle schools would admit that attendance 
is one of their major challenges. If students are not in 
school then they are more than likely not acquiring the 
approved Department of Education curriculum.  For 
instance, there are over 150 such outcomes in the Se-
nior High Language Arts programs alone. Now, given 
the restrictions of the semester timetable, along with 
the expectations of the defined curriculum, attendance 
is critical.

A student not attending class is losing out at every 
step in the process. The impact is cumulative and results 
in the student falling further behind. After a numbers 
of years of this pattern the outcome (of the outcomes) 
is disaster.

There are many good things happening in educa-
tion around this province.  Dedicated teachers, support 
staff, and administrators strive to meet the needs of 
struggling students. The best way to enable students is 
to insist that they attempt to stay on task. Skills require 
practice and practice leads to eventual mastery. The 
worst thing that can be done to students is to cripple 
their educational and life careers by not encouraging at-
tendance and by not encouraging them to stay on task 
until they achieve mastery.

The maxim “nothing succeeds like success” is as true in 
the classroom as it is in the hockey rink, on the baseball 
diamond or the soccer pitch or in the swimming pool. 
Successful performance is dependent on the acquisi-
tion of a set of skills. If you’re going to do the butterfly 
you’re going to have to invest hours of practice to create 

Attendance impacts most on an individual’s education.
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the muscle memory, the physical stamina, and the cor-
rect stroke. The same is true of literacy, numeracy, and 
study skills.

Attendance impacts most on an individual’s educa-
tion.  As well, it places a corresponding stress on teach-
ers and fellow students. Some of the school boards are 
actually insisting that teachers provide “work packages,” 
make-up or substitute tests and assignments for stu-
dents who are absent because of their own bad judge-
ment. Some school boards are insisting that no “0” be 
assigned for a missing assignment or test. There seems 
to be a serious disconnect to such a provision if we are 
trying to keep students in school.

Most of us enjoy helping students learn. None of us 
would willingly see disadvantaged students suffer un-
necessary educational hurdles. Most of us go the extra 
mile. However, most of us are not necessarily gifted 
at writing self-directed curriculum. Textbooks exist in 
today’s classroom as a resource and not as the prime 
educational imperative. For a student to be successful 
in public school it is expected that he/she must attend 
regularly.

There needs to be more vigilance on the part of 
students, teachers, administrators, support staff, and 
parents to ensure that the educational needs of all stu-
dents are being met. For example, literacy is a central 
curriculum expectation, both in terms of continuous 
acquisition and development. Successful adult readers 
result from an ever improving level of complex reading 
skills. We never stop learning to read. Some students 
find that the skill of reading presents a problem. They 
would much rather use other strategies to acquire the 
information they need.

This was made abundantly clear in my art class where 
I teach watercolour. Watercolour painting is completely 
unlike other painting activities in terms of preparation 
and execution.  You are literally painting with water.  
Part of the teaching process involves demonstrations of 

the basics and then very 
specific instructions so 
students can proceed to 
learn through a series of very clearly 
written exercises at their own speed.

Some students will ignore the very specific step-by-
step development of a basic technique and try to mus-
cle their way through the exercises based on the general 
demonstration, their own determination, and the hope 
that things might work out by accident or serendipity.

When this occurs a one-on-one session takes place 
during which the student sometimes admits that he 
either prefers not to read or finds reading difficult. He 
confesses to learning by watching other students, by try-
ing to generalize the instructor’s demonstration to the 
specific task, and to just “hope” that it will all work out. 
Most often this strategy fails. The skill and joy of read-
ing has not been instilled in the student. Spoon feeding 
leads to problems. It is so much easier for the child if 
and when he learns to feed himself. Independence and 
joy are the rewards.

Reading is so vital and yet it is frightening when many 
students are not comfortable learning things through 
the printed word. One becomes a better reader by read-
ing. Children should never spend a whole day in or out 
of school where they haven’t read, either for the purpose 
of learning or for the purpose of entertainment.

This attention to reading should not be left to the 
classroom or as an isolated part of the school day. It is 
a life issue that needs to be supported at home and at 
school. Greater attention to testing individuals to see 
where their strengths and weaknesses lie would be an 
obvious way to help them meet their educational po-
tential. Once a strength or weakness has been identi-
fied then any deficiencies should be addressed. Support 
should be given to ensure that real continued progress 
occurs. Where possible this support should be clustered 
or group driven.
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In my school we have a fantastic group of teachers 
who work closely with students, teachers, support staff, 
and the administration to ensure that realistic individ-
ual educational plans are developed and opportunities 
are made to see that they can be achieved. All students 
need to be in school and be on task. As teachers we of-
ten see these “new” expectations as increased burdens; 
however, these so-called “burdens” are the solid blocks 
in the school system and form the firmest of founda-
tions for developing good education.

We should never stop trying to improve education in 
Nova Scotia. When we see a deficiency we should strive 
to correct it. This task requires that public education 
be one of the most important concerns of our govern-
ment. Any improvements in society are all dependent 
on a successful education system. We are obliged to 
keep meeting the challenges. To do otherwise is to fail 
ourselves.

David Ritchie is a teacher at Avon View High School, 
Annapolis Valley Regional School Board.
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But... he just sits there!
Tom Gavin

So, what do you do when Monday morn-
ing arrives and a new student appears at 
your door just before class begins? This 

can be a daunting task. There is no ready-made 
plan that one can magically conjure to engage 
a student at that very moment. There are 25 
or more students who await your attention and 
the lesson you’ve planned for that class.

The student stands there frozen, a look of 
helplessness etched on her face. It is their first 
day in school, she does not understand the 
routine, and she does not have any idea what 
is being said. Language is the hurdle she must 
conquer if she is to participate in this new en-
vironment. What she hears is white noise for 
the most part. The giggles and body language 
of the students might in her mind seem hostile. 
She might be a refugee who’s lived her entire 
life in a refugee camp or an International stu-
dent from an affluent family. Regardless of her 
background, her first day in her new classroom 
will invariably be unnerving and even trau-
matic. There is nothing better at this moment 
than a smile from you, the teacher, that says 
“welcome” in any language.

The new student is undergoing the Culture 
Shock Syndrome. This can be temporary or 
last for years and its severity can affect how well 
students will progress in their assimilation into 
the new culture. Initially these students are ex-
cited and everything seems wonderful. They 
become enamoured with everything Canadian. 
This lasts a few months and suddenly the hon-
eymoon period is over and their perception of 
the new culture pales in comparison to back 
home. They begin to see everything through a 
darkened lens. Now a phase begins where they 
complain about the smallest thing that might 
irritate them. They begin to criticize their new 
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home. School was better in the old country. People 
were nicer, friends were kinder.

It is at this stage that students may experience physi-
cal problems such as fatigue and headaches or  emo-
tional problems such as anxiety and even cases of de-
pression. It is necessary for teachers to be observant so 
that proper intervention may be employed to help the 
student. It is at this point that the guidance counsellor 
should be apprised of the situation and the program 
planning team contacted.

Fortunately, our students are very resilient and over-
come most of what bothers them. They begin to ac-
cept their new culture while maintaining much of 
what they cherish about their former home. For some 
ESL students there is a lingering doubt that if they 
embrace this new culture they are somehow rejecting 
their own. This presents some anxiety and might take 
years to resolve.

The final phase in the students assimilation is accep-
tance of his adopted culture. It is here that the student 
has decided that he is going to remain in Canada and 
that he must make the best of his situation. He is re-
signed to a new life and there is no turning back. As 

one of the first adults in his new life, the teacher exerts 
a powerful influence on the student’s present and plays 
a huge role in how his future will be shaped. I would 
suggest that those teachers with ESL students in their 
classroom reflect on that role.

I teach English differently than the classroom teacher. 
My mantra is “MODIFY” everything! I use visual aids 
that help students learn new vocabulary and under-
stand concepts. I use repetition so that students will 
retain sight words and progress to functional words in 
which they build further vocabulary to communicate. 
There is a word wall in my classroom that my students 
have constructed and is used to reinforce ideas during 
writing activities. My students write in journals which 
they enjoy reading aloud to classmates. Their entries are 
richly illustrated to complement their stories. At the 
elementary level I am teaching literature circles. The 
students read aloud, and when a chapter is completed, 
create a storyboard. Each student reads what he or she 
has written, and this is followed by a question and an-
swer period.

Through this process they comprehend what they 
have read and recall events that “tell” the story. My stu-
dents enjoy creating posters; they integrate elements of 
reading and writing and through this process make the 
connection between the two.

I am not doing anything unique or revolutionary in 
my teaching. My voice is modulated so that students 
hear the sounds of English with clarity and proper in-
tonation. I slow my reading delivery and take care to 
repeat reading so that all students are given time to pro-
cess language and read for meaning.

My grade four/five class is reading collectively at a 
Grade Two level from the Magic Tree House series. The 
narrative is somewhat formulaic and repetitious, but 
my students adore these books. It will take about six 
weeks for them to read the book. This may seem like 
a long time; patience and caring are needed. The ESL 

Suddenly the honeymoon period is over and their perception 
of the new culture pales in comparison to back home.
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students will struggle and plod through their reading 
not fully understanding the story. They will, however, 
persist and finish the book, and when their poster as-
signment is hung on the wall in proximity to their flag 
outside the ESL classroom they will beam with pride. 
The ultimate praise given to the group of students 
with the “best” project is having their work laminat-
ed and placed on the wall of the principal’s office. I 
am most proud when students are heard commenting 
on the work of ESL students that adorn walls outside 
our classroom: “Wow! That is so cool! Who did that?” 
When my students hear those comments their faces 
light up, and I know that I am doing something good, 
something positive.

If you wonder what can be done to engage ESL stu-
dents in learning, I strongly suggest that you designate a 
buddy to mentor them. Not only does this help the ESL 
student learn concepts and acquire more vocabulary in 
the academic context, it has the potential to build social 
skills and possible friendships. The mentor benefits by 
learning leadership skills such as cooperation, respon-
sibility, and empathy. It is wise to alternate the buddy 
system so that the mentor is not taken away for lengthy 
periods where they fall behind in their work. By rotat-
ing mentors you are not overloading one student with 
too much responsibility that they are not yet ready to 
handle. You avoid any potential conflict since it is not a 
certainty that all classmates will bond.

Over the years I have brought poetry and 
music in to my classroom and my students 
relish these moments. Long ago a teacher told 
me that it was not always prudent to “drag” 
your favourite artists into class, as students 
will not readily identify with their work

So, ask them who they want to hear and 
allow them to share their music with you. 
Students enjoy listening to the rhythm and 
the words aid them in reading. There is value 
to this and singing as a group lessens self-

consciousness. Students respond to songs and poetry 
that is relevant and speaks to them.

There are a wealth of ESL specific sites online such as 
ESL Genie, Side by Side, ESL Café, and many more. Use 
your favourite programs and modify the content to fit 
the needs of ESL students.

Teachers are creative and energetic; we teach lan-
guage in a multitude of settings. I try to inject humour 
into my lessons and enjoy getting my students out of 
their seats. One day in my junior high class, when I 
was trying to convey the concept of prepositions of 
location, I found myself clutching the top of the door, 
my feet firmly atop the doorknob. My objective was 
making the distinction between “in” the door and “on” 
the door, as in “there is a calendar on the classroom 
door.” My students thought this was hilarious, as did 
a fellow teacher who inquired as to what I was doing. 
What could I say? This was a brief glimpse in to the 
world of teaching ESL.

Tom Gavin is a teacher at Fairview Heights and École 
Fairview Junior High School, Halifax Regional School 
Board.

As one of the first adults in his new life, the teacher exerts a 
powerful influence on the student’s present plays and a huge 

role in how his future will be shaped.
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Discipline...  
New Approaches to an Old Problem

Betty-Jean Aucoin

Many of our schools and classrooms have in-
corporated Positive Effective Behaviour Sup-
ports (PEBS) to provide consistency among 

staff and systems within their school community. We 
have all had a teacher in our past who understood the 
importance of establishing positive discipline to assist 
in developing social competence (which in turn aides 
academic competence. There are essentials of posi-
tive classroom management; foundation, prevention 
and intervention. PEBS is secondary to the 
primary need of having teachers and staff 
who have the wisdom and knowledge 
to develop social competence in our 
students. Programs are important 
in providing a framework, but 
the beliefs and actions of teachers 
is always the cornerstone of any 
positive classroom.

For starters, “Inner Authority” 
is a must for teachers to have in 
developing a strong foundation. 
“Inner Authority” can be defined as 
a teacher’s ability to provide clear pur-
pose and strong guidelines regarding both 
academics and social behaviour. Teachers 
with well-defined expectations of social and academ-
ic competence let students know what is expected of 
them. They also agree to provide support to students 
in following through on expectations. Teachers are aid-
ed in their professional wisdom and knowledge with 
public school program guides forcurriculum and code 
of conduct in developing expectations and guidelines. 
Students want strong teacher guidance and control over the 
design of academic and social competence.

Teachers with a strong foundation assume the best of 
their students. They create relationships with their stu-
dents and outline the journey of learning that they will 
undertake. Should a student get off track, teachers as-
sume the student wants to get back on track. They take 

a deep breath, respect themselves, respect the student, 
and move forward. Think about this in your own life. 
How many individuals would you maintain a relation-
ship with at work, at home or in your community who 
assumed the worst of you? When students go off track, 
this is noted, and consequences are employed, but the 
question always asked is, “What can YOU do and what 
can I do to assist you in getting back on track for learn-
ing?” The student is encouraged and welcomed to get 

back on track and maintain behaviours that 
assist in developing social competence.

Confident teachers who employ 
positive discipline do not apolo-

gize for asking for help and as-
sistance.  Many teachers make 
the assumption, or fall for the 
myth, that it was their responsi-
bility —  and only their respon-
sibility — to support a child in 
changing socially incompetent 
behaviour. The makeup of our 

classrooms has changed drastically 
over the past 20 years and some stu-

dent behaviours require the support of 
multi-systems. There are individual students 

in our classrooms who need the support of their school 
staff, community agencies, and home to ensure that 
they achieve social competence. Education is a partner-
ship among student, staff, home and community. No one 
has the option of opting out.

Prevention is paramount in providing successful 
classroom management. It relies on the premise that 
teachers hold their ground, reflect on their actions, and 
make adjustments. At many program-planning tables 
there are many veteran teachers who have established 
strong positive reputations and who very seldom have 
problems with discipline. This is often attributed to the 
fact that they: established guidelines; followed through; 
reflected on what worked and what did not; and made 

If teachers 
are conscious 

about preventing 
off track behaviour 

what usually follows 
are sound teaching 

and assessment 
procedures
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changes. Students entering their classrooms are aware 
of the reputations of teachers who design, model, and 
follow through on positive discipline. Share your experi-
ences and what works with our new career teachers.

If teachers are conscious about preventing off track 
behaviour what usually follows are sound teaching and 
assessment procedures. Students know what to expect 
when they enter the classrooms of these teachers. The 
teacher has developed and communicated learning 
goals at the beginning of a unit and subsequently pro-
vides feedback on these goals. Teachers are aware that 
students learn differently and at different rates. They 
provide students with appropriate expectations and 
consistent support to achieve in their classrooms.

Being prepared for our students is another way to 
support your inner authority. Teachers who are pre-
pared are relaxed in welcoming students into their 
classrooms. They take the lead in setting the tone that 
they want for the class. Teachers who are not prepared 
are less confident. They are not afforded the lead and 
often leave it up to the students to set the tone.

Teachers who employ interventions in their class-
rooms have always known that in order to support so-
cial competence they must have expectations and con-
sequences, both positive and corrective. These must be 
made known to all, and must be followed consistently 
for all.  Expectations do not change; however, the sup-
ports to follow through on the social expectations do in 
relation to the needs of the students. Socially compe-
tent people are empowered in making choices and they 
know that they have control over their choices. Having 
expectations/consequences assists us in teaching stu-
dents to know what it looks like, sounds like, and feels 
like to be socially competent and allows them to take 
responsibility for their choices moving forward, recog-
nizing their successes and changing their mistakes. As 
Deborah Stipek notes in her 2006 Educational Leader-
ship article: “Being a caring and supportive teacher does 
not mean coddling; rather, it means holding students ac-

countable while providing the support they need to succeed 
both academically and socially.”

Teachers also know that some interventions involve 
support outside the classroom in order to break the 
cycle of disruptive behaviour. They seek the support of 
administration and parents with the hope that the stu-
dent will return to their classroom better than when they 
left. Students need to trust that, once consequences are 
served, the staff will support and recognize their return 
to on-track learning. We have an increased number of 
students who need the support of parents, teacher (s), 
guidance, and administration in achieving social com-
petence. It takes a larger group to support the student 
in breaking the cycle. Today did end today; tomorrow is a 
new day with new opportunity to learn and achieve.

Finally, teachers with a strong foundation know that 
they need to keep stress at bay. They know the impor-
tance of starting each day well rested, confident, and 
in esteem. They give a great deal to their classrooms, 
but give to themselves in achieving emotional, physi-
cal, and social health. It takes incredible stamina to be a 
classroom teacher. To maintain that stamina and strong 
foundation, teachers need to make a conscientious ef-
fort to care for themselves. Students recognize when 
teachers are happy and grounded. They know when 
they are in control of themselves. It is difficult to bring 
down a happy, grounded person. Be willing to stand up 
for yourself, your needs and your life balance. No one else 
will do this for you.

Teachers need to be able to incorporate these often 
invisible characteristics of successful teaching into any 
framework that their school, board, or province takes 
on for social competence. Programs are important in 
providing a framework, but the beliefs and actions of 
teachers is the cornerstone of any positive classroom.

Betty-Jean Aucoin is an Executive Staff Officer, Nova 
Scotia Teachers Union.

To maintain that stamina and strong foundation, teachers need 
to make a conscientious effort to care for themselves.
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Food For Thought: Understanding 
Eating Disorders

Kathy Stockman

Adolescence is a time of physical and psycho-
logical change. Dramatic physical changes are 
often accompanied by mood swings, wavering 

self-esteem, and intense peer-pressure. As a teacher you 
see students with eating disorders and/or students who 
could fall victim to these horrible illnesses every day 
right in your own classroom. Do you know what to do? 
What not to do?

A Chinese proverb states: “The beginning of wisdom 
is to call things by their right names.” There are three 
main types of eating disorders, each one potentially 
devastating. Anorexia nervosa is usually characterized by 
extreme food restriction resulting in significant weight 
loss. With bulimia nervosa the sufferer may eat large 
amounts of food in a short period of time followed by 
some method of purging (vomiting, laxative use, exces-
sive exercising etc). A person with bulimia often appears 
to be at “normal” weight. Binge eating disorder (BED) is 
much more widespread than either bulimia or anorexia. 
This disorder is characterized by compulsive eating of 
huge amounts of food while employing no methods to 
purge. People who suffer from this disorder are typi-
cally overweight. These disorders affect the body, the 
mind, the psyche, and the soul. Eating disorders have 
become rampant in our society, afflicting children at 
increasingly younger ages. These disorders do not ma-
terialize overnight.

Disordered eating, which might be considered a 
precursor to eating disorders, exists along a continu-
um ranging from normal eating to disorder. We all 
display various degrees of disordered eating — when 
we overeat (or under eat) in times of stress, skip oc-
casional meals, or binge on a package of chocolate 
chips now and then. Teachers of all grade levels are 
well-situated to recognize and discourage disordered 
eating behaviours and to encourage normal, flexible 
eating — which includes eating for pleasure and for 
social reasons.

As a teacher there are some simple, powerful things 
you can do:

•	 First,	look	around	your	classroom.		Consider	
the posters you display, the seating arrangement, 
workspaces, etc. Have you created a culture 
where all can feel included and valued? Do you 
discourage gender stereotyping?

•	 Do	your	instructional	methods	encourage	op-
portunity for assertive communication skills and 
creative problem solving? Fostering these coping 
skills in students will help them to develop the 
armour they need to successfully navigate life.

•	 Evaluate	your	usual	personal	discourse	with	stu-
dents. How much do you contribute to the “diet 
mentality” so prevalent in our society? I have 
known well-meaning teachers who have graphed 
their own personal weight-loss for the class to 
see and discuss. Clearly no harm was intended, 
but for a youth wavering along the continuum 
between good health and disordered eating, this 
could have significant negative impact. The class-
room could and should be a “safe haven” from a 
world intent on the erosion of self-esteem.

•	 Carefully	choose	the	lessons	you	conduct	
around nutrition. The benefits of teaching stu-
dents to count calories are, of course, evident 
— until you consider the students in your class 
who may be susceptible to eating disorders. 
United States government statistics have shown 
that 1 out of 100 adolescent girls develops an-
orexia, while five in 100 develops bulimia. These 
students may already have a “hyper” awareness 
of calories or a latent interest may be accelerated 
by an innocent nutrition lesson. As a parent, 
I was dismayed when my child was asked by a 
well-meaning teacher if she had “any idea how 
many calories existed” in the granola bar she was 
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having for recess. She didn’t, made a point of 
finding out, and never ate another granola bar.

•	 Avoid	the	use	of	student	body	mass	as	data	for	
graphing, etc. Never expect a child to stand on a 
scale as part of their school experience.

•	 The	use	of	videos	or	DVDs	about	eating	disorders	
is not recommended. Many people report that 
they first learned about the “mechanics” of eating 
disorders (i.e. purging) from exposure to mov-
ies at school. The movies often attempt to shock 
with images of emaciated individuals. Healthy 
students, who have no eating disorders, only feel 
the intended positive impact. For those on the 
unhealthy end of the continuum, the images may 
seem morbidly fascinating and inspirational.

•	 Be	aware	of	the	dangers	of	pro-anorexic	and	
pro-bulimic websites. These sites can easily be 
accessed by googling ana mia. What you read 
there will shock you.

•	 Celebrate	diversity	in	your	classroom.	To	do	this	
successfully you will need to confront your own 
issues with body image.

•	 Avoid	making	comments	about	the	appearance	of	
students — even positive ones.  Complimenting 
a student on weight loss, for example, without 
knowing how the weight loss was achieved, may 
serve to perpetuate an unhealthy relationship 
with food.  Negative comments about appearance 
can be devastating and the effects can be lifelong.

•	 Do	not	tolerate	any	teasing	or	bullying	about	
appearance. Comments of this nature can, and 
often do, trigger a slide into disordered eating.

•	 Be	aware	of	the	signs	and	symptoms	of	eating	
disorders. Recognize that these horrific illnesses 
can strike anyone; males (one out of every 10 di-
agnosed cases of eating disorders occurs in males) 
and females and all socioeconomic, ethnic and cul-
tural groups are equally affected. Eating disorders 
have both mental and physical components with 
serious medical consequences. Twenty percent of 
those with full-blown eating disorders will die. I 
have personally attended the funerals of two bright 
young women who lost their battles with anorexia.

Teachers are not in the business of diagnosis. Instead 
we need to take careful notes of our observations and 
concerns. We need to listen and watch, being especially 
aware of cognitive and performance effects which may 
accompany malnutrition. Physical symptoms may, 
surprisingly, be harder to spot as the individual may 
take measures to hide the weight loss (multiple layers 
of clothing, etc). As the disorder intensifies, however, 
pallor, dry brittle hair, and blue lips and fingernails are 
commonly seen.

Armed with evidence, anecdotal and documented, 
you may speak to the afflicted student.  This often 
does not go well. Let the student know you care and 
that you must share your concerns with his or her par-
ents as well as the school counsellor. Listen carefully. 
Don’t lecture.  Encourage the student to seek medical 
assistance.

Often friends of the affected student will express 
their fears and might look to you for guidance as they 
witness the spiral into illness. Don’t encourage these 
friends to become “therapists.” The best advice you 
can give is to have them try to view the eating disorder 
separately from the person — to simply continue to 
be friends.

Schools are encouraged to establish a protocol for 
dealing with students with mental health disorders. 
One such excellent model is available at the British Co-
lumbia Ministry of Education site:  www.bced.gov.bc.ca/
specialed. Remember, each member of a school commu-
nity can help create an environment that discourages 
disordered eating and promotes the early detection of 
eating disorders.

It really does take a community to raise a child. 
We can’t protect them from the influences of media 
and the negativity they will face outside of school, 
but we can and should do everything possible to arm 
them and to help them find the necessary strength to 
survive.

Kathy Stockman is Literacy Consultant, Tri-County 
Regional School Board.
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How to Incorporate Enrichment 
into a Busy Classroom

Chrissi Lynch

In Nova Scotia and elsewhere, no single 
criterion determines giftedness, talent and 
the need for enrichment. Most students 

in these categories demonstrate above average 
ability, creativity, and/or task commitment. 
You often witness: rapid learning; someone 
who is easily bored by repetition; independent 
and/or abstract thinking; a desire to solve “real” 
problems; wide range of sophisticated interests; 
and other characteristics.

In talking about enrichment for students, 
there are three basic principles that you must 
to keep in mind:

•	 each	learner	is	unique;

•	 when	learners	enjoy	what	they	are	do-
ing, the learning will be more effective;

•	 students	get	more	meaning	and	enjoy-
ment from learning when the informa-
tion is learned within a real context.

If you’re feeling challenged as a teacher, you’re 
not alone. Many teachers report that meeting 
the needs of gifted/talented learners equals, and 
often exceeds, those of other students with spe-
cial needs. The gifted/talented learner is often 
difficult to manage because of impatience, sar-
casm, perfectionism, and the disruptions that result, to 
say nothing of the need to provide them with adequate 
instruction.

The main thing to keep in mind when approaching 
this task is that while these are very smart students you 
are older and wiser (know more about what you intend 
to teach) and you have a secret weapon.  These students 
had a teacher last year who will be your personal foun-
tain of information and suggestions!

The first thing is to identify the strengths and chal-
lenges of these learners. This can be achieved through a 
Learner Profile that includes:

•	 academic	achievement	—	various	measures	of	
student products, including previous report 
cards, informal and formal classroom assess-
ment, psychological-educational testing, per-
sonal learning logs, etc;

•	 learning	styles,	strengths,	interests,	special	abili-
ties, inventories, rating scales, conferencing, 
portfolios, co-curricular and extra-curricular in-
volvement, hobbies, information from parents, 
etc;

•	 visions	and	goals	for	the	future	—	journals,	ca-
reer inventories, community interests, secondary 
and post-secondary education planning, etc.

Higher Order Thinking Skills

Evaluation

Synthesis

Analysis

Application

Comprehension

Knowledge

Lower Order Thinking Skills
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As with all students with learning challenges, know-
ing the Learner Profile is just the tip of the iceberg.  
How do you program for the whole continuum of 
students in your classroom — from the gifted/talent-
ed learner to the average learners to the learner with 
learning disability to the learner with severe learning 
delays/deficits?

One way of addressing this issue is to use the method-
ologies from Multiple Intelligences Theory or Bloom’s 
Taxonomy. Multiple Intelligences purports eight areas 
of performance. Each learner has strengths and chal-
lenges in any of these areas. The idea is to identify or 
have the learner identify the areas of strength and use 
these areas for learning and assessment activities. For 
example, if a student is “music-smart,” writing a song 
about the War of 1812 may be more challenging and 
engaging for that learner. By the same token, if a learn-
er is “picture-smart,” making a comic book of Shake-
speare’s A Winter’s Tale might be a more effective way 
of learning than reading through the play with a group 
and doing a linguistic or temporal analysis.

You don’t have to teach every lesson or outcome in all 
eight ways. See what the possibilities are and then decide 
which particular pathways fit best with your program-
ming and/or seem to be the most effective teaching or 
learning tools for the learners in your classroom. You 
might have a classroom with no “body-smart” learners.  
Thus, you would not eliminate these tasks entirely but 
it may not be your first choice.

There are any number of ways to differentiate cur-
riculum and instruction and all depend on the profile 
of the learner and your teaching style and preferences. 
The objectives for programming for the gifted/talented 
learner are: to meet the learning capacity of the learner; 
to meet the students’ rapid rates of learning in all or 
some areas of study; and to provide time and resources 
so that students can pursue areas of special interest.

Teachers may employ accommodations and modifi-
cations for outcomes, assignments, or scheduling; they 
are key in challenging and engaging the gifted/talented 
learner. Some of these can include the following.

•	 Flexible	grouping	—	vary	the	membership	in	
the groups and how long the membership lasts.

•	 Curriculum	compacting	—	streamline	out-
comes to reduce repetition & provide time for 
individual projects.

•	 Using	broad-based	themes	and	multidisci-
plinary units.

•	 Acceleration	—	enabling	students	to	meet	cur-
riculum outcomes at a faster pace, per their 
abilities and your school board’s guidelines.

•	 Mentoring	—	have	the	learner	work	with	other	
professionals and experts who strengthen inter-
ests and level of understanding.

•	 Enrichment	clusters	—	groups	of	students,	
across grades, self-identified, similar interests, 
work together in a time block (6-8 weeks) to 
produce a product, performance, or service for 
an appropriate audience (e.g., drama produc-
tion, wetlands research paper, etc.).

•	 Total	talent	portfolios	—	variety,	gathering	&	
recording info about talents, interests, and pre-
ferred learning styles.

•	 Enrichment	events	and	activities	seminars,	school-
wide challenges, guest speakers, learning centres, 
workshops, science fairs, knowledge festivals.

One of my personal beliefs and part of my life philos-
ophy is that everyone should “learn something new ev-
eryday.” Gifted and talented learners, like all students, 
should have this opportunity.

Chrissi Lynch is Coordinator of Student Services, 
Strait Regional School Board.

These students had a teacher last year who will be your 
personal fountain of information and suggestions!
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Reaching Students Who “Can’t Do” Math
Joanne Richardson-Landry

Have you heard the one about the customer 
who gave the cashier a $20.00 bill for a $6.75 
purchase only to watch the cashier break 

down in tears because he couldn’t make change?  How 
many times have you heard someone say, “Oh I can’t do 
math,” often accompanied by a chuckle and a sheepish 
grin? I must admit, I have used that phrase more than 
once.

For some reason math and I never saw “eye to eye” 
and my inadequacies in the subject grew more apparent 
throughout high school. As a student I was embarrassed 
that I just couldn’t “get” math. As an adult and educa-
tor I have always been curious to discover why I found 
math more challenging than other subjects and, more 
importantly, what strategies would have been helped 
me to succeed in math.

There are two types of struggling math students: 
those who struggle in all subjects; and those who strug-
gle only in math but are quite capable in other subjects. 
The latter of the two types are those students who per-
haps puzzle math teachers the most.

As math teachers it is important to remember that 
the main priority in our classrooms should be those 
students who “don’t get” math. The high achieving stu-
dents in a class will often succeed regardless of who is 
in front of them.  For other students, the difference be-
tween them “getting” and “not getting” math lies with 
the teacher and the variety of teaching methods he or 
she uses in trying to reach those students.

In order to reach the struggling math student it is 
important to understand the reasons why students 
struggle in math more than any other subject. There is 
growing concern over the number of students who find 
math challenging. In both the United States and Cana-
da, school districts are reporting that a high percentage 

of students are not meeting expectations when it comes 
to standardized math tests — some as high as 50%. In 
fact, the term “math disability” is one being used more 
and more frequently among educators and educational 
researchers.  Their main question is: “Why is math so 
difficult to understand?” Although there are several rea-
sons, the primary reasons can be divided into two main 
categories: the inability to transfer knowledge and make 
meaningful connections; and the unique language of 
math that is rarely seen outside the classroom.

The ability to transfer knowledge and the ability 
to make meaningful connections are essential when 
learning any subject. Brain researchers use the phrase 
“connecting new to known.” Our brain is like a filing 
cabinet. When new information enters our brain, it is 
essentially trying to find a “file” that has similar infor-
mation in it to which to “connect.” It is easier to learn 
something new when you have already seen or heard of 
it or witnessed something similar to it. Once you know 
how to ice skate learning to in-line skate is that much 
easier since you already have most of the skill set needed 
to learn stored in that “file.”

Research has shown that students have difficulty in 
connecting what they learn inside the math classroom 
to the outside world. This is where a math teacher’s cre-
ative abilities come into play. Math teachers need to 
find ways to take the outcomes of a unit and to create 
lessons that are meaningful to their students by con-
stantly making connections to real life situations. Stu-
dents are often heard saying, “When am I ever going 
to use this?” This is a question teachers should keep in 
mind when trying to develop meaningful lessons.

The unique language of math is perhaps the greatest 
challenge for any math student. Not only do we use 
terms in math not frequently used outside the class-

+ – = < > $ ¢
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room, but many of the common words we use everyday 
have a different meaning when it comes to math. Math 
literacy challenges start with the most relied upon re-
source in the math classroom – the textbook. This text-
book is often treated the same as any other. However, 
the math text book is unique and causes difficulties in 
math students for the following reasons:

•	 Math	texts	contain	words	as	well	as	numeric	and	
non-numeric symbols.

•	 Math	texts	do	not	necessarily	follow	left	to	right	
pattern of reading.

•	 Graphics	often	must	be	understood	for	text	to	
make sense.

•	 Math	texts	are	often	written	above	the	grade	
level and contain more concepts per sentence 
and paragraph than any other type of text.

•	 There	is	a	great	deal	of	info	and	very	little	re-
dundancy throughout these texts.

•	 Sidebars	may	or	may	not	be	directly	linked	to	
information, confusing readers.

•	 “Common”	words	often	have	different	meanings	
when used in mathematics such as “similar, of, 
a, difference, operation.”

Aside from mental math and memorizing math facts, 
the most important tool a teacher can arm their stu-
dents with is the knowledge of how to “read” a math 
textbook. It is different than any other text and should 
be treated as such. Students will treat it as any other if 
they are not specifically instructed otherwise.

Math teachers have to understand why students find 
math difficult and how they can reach struggling math 
students. To better reach these students, teachers need 
to keep in mind how the brain learns. I encourage 

teachers to keep the following in mind when they are 
planning a lesson or unit.

•	 Provide	“real	life”	experiences	and	examples.

•	 Help	students	to	connect	“new”	to	“known.”

•	 Remember	the	motto	“Whoever	is	doing	the	
talking, is doing the learning.”

•	 Provide	an	enjoyable,	safe	environment.

•	 Allow	students	to	interact,	share	and	cooperate	
in group settings.

•	 Provide	choice	and	variety.

Teaching math with the brain in mind also means 
developing lessons with multiple intelligences in mind. 
Having students create “foldables” or use a Frayer Model 
when trying to learn math definitions is a great way for 
students to use words and pictures to develop meaning.  
Another idea is to encourage “Imagine Writing” in the 
math classroom: have students write a story of what life 
would be like if there were no measurements; create a 
math cartoon on how Freddie the fraction becomes Pe-
dro the percent; or create a math biography such as the 
Life of Pi or the Biography of the Radical.

A math consultant recently revealed that she is tired 
of constantly hearing the phrase “I can’t do math” as if it 
were “no big deal.” We rarely hear people confess, “Oh I 
can’t read,” as if it were of no consequence. Why is it that 
not being good at math has become acceptable? As teach-
ers we need to change the misconception that math is a 
skill separate from everything else. We need to empower 
students with the knowledge that math is applicable to 
their everyday lives and that everyone CAN do math.

Joanne Richardson-Landry is a teacher at Horton High 
School, Annapolis Valley Regional School Board.

...it is important to understand the reasons why students 
struggle in math more than any other subject.
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Creative Approaches to meeting 
Science Curriculum Outcomes

David & Kelly Zinck

Meeting course outcomes outlined in the Pub-
lic School Program and curriculum docu-
ments can at times be both liberating and 

frustrating; liberating because the documents are laid 
out in a way that allows teachers to develop different 
strategies to try and meet outcomes, based on resources, 
learners, and the teacher’s own teaching style; and frus-
trating because sometimes we can’t seem to find just 
the “right” way to teach a concept. Using arts-based 
approaches can be an effective and engaging tool for 
approaching material that the students struggle with or 
that you find challenging to teach.

Recently, a colleague asked that I present a poem as 
an introduction to issues of sustainability and the envi-
ronment to her Science 10 classes. The poem dealt with 
issues of sustainability and how humans as a species 
were in an abusive relationship with the earth. After my 
reading the students had all kinds of questions about 
the facts in the poem and there was a very engaging dis-
cussion. The event was unconventional for the class and 
they benefited from a different approach to the topic.

From this positive experience it was clear that excit-
ing lessons can be put together using arts-based ap-
proaches to teaching. For instance, in Grade 7 a group 
of students (who are also band students) composed a 
piece of music describing the changes in states of mat-
ter. The students had a great time doing this and it syn-
thesized the knowledge in a very complex manner for 
the students. They first had to understand the concept 
and then represent it through music as an art form with 
their particular instrument. There’s a great deal going 
on when students are both applying challenging science 
concepts with the challenge of composing and perform-
ing an original piece! The performances were informal 
and greatly enjoyed. The class discussion after the per-
formances showed the students’ deep understanding of 
this particular concept.

Engaging in an arts-based lesson is a leap of 
faith. Often it is not part of our background 
in education or previous schooling experi-
ences, so it is an “outside of the box” activ-
ity. There is no question that we are taking a 

risk in applying this approach.  The class dis-
cussions that take place after the lesson, how-

ever, more than justify this approach. This activity 
came straight out of the Science 7 curriculum guide. 
The “worthwhile tasks for instruction” section contains 
many other arts-based ideas for students to demon-
strate learning such as creative writing prompts. This 
is an area where a school-based literacy coach can be of 
assistance as well.
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We know students learn better when they are engaged 
and one of the benefits of arts-based approaches is that 
they tend to engage more students. If students aren’t en-
gaged in their work their lack of participation is easy to 
pick up on.  This allows teachers an opportunity to iden-
tify exactly who isn’t there yet, with regards to the key 
idea of the outcome, before it gets synthesized through 
arts-based activities.

There are many new ways for students to make con-
nections with the material. Hands-on learning is one 
of the best ways to learn. Take, for example, putting 
together tableaux, or frozen pictures, using our bodies 
for science concepts such as respiration and photosyn-
thesis. It will become very clear when working in small 
groups trying to make a frozen picture for each stage 
of respiration what information students are not fully 
comprehending. By being engaged visually, kinaestheti-
cally, socially, and artistically, students can gain a greater 
understanding during the process. By presenting their 
pictures to the other groups, more discussion will com-
mence around what the other groups chose to represent 
in their tableau. There is much benefit to the relatively 
short and low-tech drama activity.

How does such an activity begin in a normal sized sci-
ence classroom? One of the most important elements in 
doing arts-based activities with any class is creating an 
effective foundation for creative work. One should first 
create an environment that is safe, controlled, and where 
boundaries for play are clearly understood by all. One 
misconception about drama classrooms is that they are 
out of control. On the contrary, to be effective they must 
be the most controlled of environments. Simply pushing 
the desks out of the way, assigning the students groups, 
giving them a science concept to work on, and sending 
them on their way is a recipe for disaster.

The Drama 10 curriculum guide details the founda-
tion drama activities that work on focus, trust, and team 
building. It may seem like a waste of time to work on 
small games like Yes, Whiz Bang Whoosh Kerplunk, and 

other foundation drama games, but every second used 
will help to set the stage for student success and comfort 
when it comes to working on science outcomes. Simply 
playing such drama games during the last 15 minutes 
of class for three classes leading up to a longer class will 
create a higher level of student engagement and success 
in meeting those learning outcomes.

The Drama 10 curriculum document details all of the 
above games and presentation formats. As well, your 
drama teacher is an excellent resource for climate build-
ing and activities. Reading about the games and activi-
ties is a much harder way to prepare for teaching them 
when you have someone to show you how they work!

As educators, one of the biggest traps we often fall into 
is “carbon copy syndrome” where we teach the same les-
sons and give the same assignments year after year. This 
is a natural path for us to take; we’ve found what works 
and now we’re in a comfort zone. One of the interesting 
elements of arts-based education is the element of risk 
and exploration.

Teachers model lifestyles and attitudes to their stu-
dents. This makes it important that the teacher play 
games with the students, taking the same risks we’re ask-
ing them to take in class. If we take this concept fur-
ther, since much of the material we teach is unfamiliar 
to students, perhaps we should try new methodologies 
to keep it fresh for ourselves. We have our old method-
ologies to fall back on and the purpose of new ones is to 
also make things interesting and engaging for the adult 
in the room. The science curriculum document and the 
Drama 10 curriculum document are excellent resources 
to help classroom teachers explore arts-based approaches 
to science outcomes.

David Zinck is Fine Arts Department Head at 
Dartmouth High School, Halifax Regional School Board.

Kelly Zinck is a Math Coach, Halifax Regional School 
Board.

We know students learn better when they are engaged and 
one of the benefits of arts-based approaches is that they tend 

to engage more students.
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Identifying and Responding 
to Parental Harassment

Janine Kerr

What is parental harassment?

Establishing a precise definition for parental 
harassment is challenging, but teachers know 

it when they see it. In his paper, “Parental Harassment: 
When Reasonableness Fails,” Daniel Carroll defines paren-
tal harassment as the use by parents of confrontational 
tactics which attack a teacher or which have the conse-
quence of reducing a teacher’s ability to conduct himself 
or herself effectively within the school and which harm the 
teacher’s well-being or professional reputation. Examples 
of parental harassment include abusive, intimidating or 
aggressive comments or behaviours and various forms of 
threats. “Bullying” is defined as an attempt to undermine 
an individual through cruel or humiliating behaviour. 
“Mobbing” is defined as a collective effort to intimidate a 
teacher. Criticism made in good faith is not synonymous 
with harassment. In most cases a parent who asks hard 
questions or challenges a teacher or school is not harassing 
if his or her concerns are delivered in a respectful way.

While physical assault and threat of physical violence 
could reasonably be included in the definition of pa-
rental harassment, these behaviours are crimes subject 
to prosecution under the Criminal Code. In such cir-
cumstances the police should be called immediately 
and teachers and administrators should not attempt to 
handle the matter in-house.  However, even in these 
(thankfully rare) situations, the parent-school relation-
ship continues after the incident and a plan must be 
established for future communication.

How should teachers and principals respond to pa-
rental harassment?

Early intervention is the best defence against parental 
harassment. Inappropriate or harassing behaviour rare-
ly goes away on its own and often increases in severity 
if left unaddressed.

•	 Document, document, document! Teachers 
should keep detailed, factual, and up to date 
notes of all meetings and conversations with a 

harassing or potentially harassing parent. Copies 
of all emails should be retained. Notes should 
include the date and time of the incident, names 
of witnesses present, and a precise description 
of what took place (including verbatim quotes). 
Where appropriate, witnesses should be asked 
to prepare notes describing what they observed 
and heard. Teachers should complete the School 
Insurance Plan (SIP) reporting form where ap-
propriate and the NSTU Incident Reporting 
form. The most useful documentation is made 
immediately following an incident. While princi-
pals bear the ultimate responsibility to deal with 
parental harassment at the school level, teachers 
can facilitate this task by keeping specific and 
accurate notes.

•	 Ask for help. A teacher should address all sig-
nificant concerns, including one of parental 
harassment, directly with his or her principal. 
Administrators have a duty to intervene in in-
stances of parental harassment, to tell the parent 
how his or her behaviour is inappropriate, to 
confirm that the behaviour will not be allowed 
to continue, and to set parameters for future 
communication. It is good practice for teach-
ers to confirm their concerns in writing to their 
principals and to include copies of all evidence 
(documentation) of parental harassment.

Sometimes circumstances arise that are beyond a 
principal’s ability to control or scope of authority. Prin-
cipals should follow the chain of command and seek 
help from their superiors when necessary.

•	 Contact the NSTU. Teachers with questions or 
concerns about parental harassment, including 
concerns about whether a principal is appropri-
ately responding to parental harassment, should 
contact a staff officer in member services of the 
NSTU for support, advice, and intervention 
where appropriate.
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•	 Meet with the parent. The school principal and 
the teacher, where appropriate, must talk to the 
parent about the problem. The parent needs to 
be told exactly what behaviour is objectionable, 
why that behaviour is inappropriate, and that it 
will not be tolerated. A teacher should not con-
duct this meeting on his or her own. The meet-
ing should be followed up with a letter from the 
principal confirming the discussion and the plan 
for future communication.

•	 Set out ground rules for future communica-
tion. All parents have a right to information 
about their child’s progress and an avenue to ad-
dress concerns. After a principal has informed a 
parent that his or her behaviour is inappropriate 
and will not be permitted to continue, rules for 
future communication should be set out in writ-
ing. These ground rules may include:

•	 The	parent	(like	all	visitors)	must	
immediately report to the main office upon 
entering the school.

•	 All	interaction	with	the	school	must	be	
as a result of an appointment arranged in 
advance.

•	 All	meetings	will	have	a	pre-established	
agenda, including a start and end time.

•	 All	meetings	and	communications	will	relate	
solely to the education of the parent’s child.

•	 No	harassing	e-mails	or	contact	will	be	
tolerated.

•	 The	parent	will	have	no	contact	with	the	
child’s teacher unless accompanied by the 
principal/vice-principal.

•	 Aggressive/inappropriate	behaviour	in	future	
meetings will result in the meeting being 
immediately terminated.

•	 Do not meet a harassing parent alone. Neither 
teachers nor principals should ever meet 
a harassing parent alone. Aside from the 
obvious safety issues that could arise, it is 
important for documentation purposes 
to have a person available to witness the 
conversation and take notes.

•	 Do not hesitate to call the police. If a parent (or stu-
dent or other person) commits a physical assault, 
threatens physical harm or refuses to leave the 
school when requested the police should be called.

•	 Bring in a professional. Many School Boards have 
trained mediators on staff who can help with a 
formal conflict resolution process.

•	 Use the law. The Education Act sets out duties 
for teachers, principals, and parents. For ex-
ample, section 25 of the Education Act requires 
parents to ensure their children attend school 
regularly and support their children’s teachers 
in their efforts to provide an education for their 
children. These excerpts of the legislation can 
provide a good starting point to a meeting by 
identifying each party’s role and responsibilities.

The Protection of Property Act allows a principal (as 
“occupier”) to exclude any person from school property 
by providing him or her written notice. Should a parent 
who is subject to a Protection of Property notice attend 
the school, the police should be called and a criminal 
charge will likely result. The Education Act also allows 
teachers and principals to exclude from school property 
a non-student who disrupts the learning environment.

In very serious cases of parental harassment it is ap-
propriate for a school board to have its legal counsel 
write a “cease and desist” letter to the parent warning 
that his or her conduct is threatening or intimidating 
and that such action must cease to avoid legal action. 
The letter will normally include a summary of meetings 
and incidents and assurances that the school is prepared 
to facilitate a discussion of the parent’s concerns in a 
respectful and constructive way.

All school boards in Nova Scotia have a policy that 
addresses harassment.  These policies provide a proce-
dure for reporting harassment and investigation of al-
leged harassment.

Fortunately parental harassment does not occur fre-
quently. However, when it does teachers and adminis-
trators must work together to stop it, and put measures 
in place to compel respectful and civil communication.

Janine Kerr is an Executive Staff Officer with the 
Nova Scotia Teachers Union.
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Whose Face? Whose Book?
Terri Robin Vernon

One day in Illustration Class we were doing 
sumi-e painting where the students were 
practicing Chinese brush painting. As well, 

they were using some rubber stamps of Chinese char-
acters and a red stamp pad that they used to emulate 
authentic “chops” that are found on genuine Asian 
brush paintings. After the students finished their brush 
painting they applied the red inked stamps to complete 
the work. At the end of class one student picked up a 
stamp, inked it, and playfully stamped his friend on the 
back of his neck. My immediate response was to make 
it clear to the class that putting ink on each other was 
not acceptable. But the story doesn’t end there.

The recipient of the stamp, let’s call him Connor, im-
mediately walked over to the sink in the classroom and 
tried to see the back of his neck in the mirror. That didn’t 
work so without missing a beat he pulled his cell phone 
out of his pocket, positioned it behind his neck, and took 
a picture. He proudly showed everyone the picture of 
his new body art, which he was very pleased about. This 
story ended a few days later when Connor uploaded the 
cell phone picture to his Facebook account.

Connor and his peer group are digital natives. He and 
the rest of his generation were raised on a steady and 
plentiful diet of computers, video games, cell phones, 
MP3 players, and other electronic devices. For digital 
natives, using a wide array of technological gadgets is as 
natural as breathing. Digital natives don’t stop and think 
about the technology; it is there and they simply use it.

Most teachers are digital immigrants. Many did not use 
a computer until they were well into their thirties. I have 
never owned a video game and I can count the number 
of times I have played one on the fingers of one hand. 
I got my first cell phone two years ago and to this day 
I still haven’t mastered all the buttons and menu func-
tions, although I am proud to say I know how to take a 
photo with it. I bought an MP3 player last summer after 
my trusty old Sony walkman broke down. When I tried 
to purchase a new one I couldn’t find any portable CD 

players in the store. The teenaged salesperson informed 
me that she didn’t think they made them anymore and 
that everyone was using MP3 players now. In denial, and 
after checking out a number of stores, I finally bought an 
MP3 player because I walk every day and I really enjoy 
listening to music while I walk. This meant, however, 
that I had to learn how to transfer music from my CDs 
to the computer and then to the MP3 device. As a digi-
tal immigrant I am sometimes frustrated and annoyed 
by the amount of technological hoop jumping I am re-
quired to perform on a daily basis.

Marc Prensky, who invented the terms “digital native” 
and “digital immigrant,” claims that educators must 
embrace the diverse learning styles and preferences of 
young technology consumers. Many share his opinion. 
Back in 1998 Don Tapscott wrote in his book Growing 
up digital: The rise of the net generation that not only 
do we need to understand this generation, we must be 
willing to learn from them: “… these kids are learning, 
playing, communicating, working, and creating com-
munities very differently than their parents. They are a 
force for social transformation.”

Tapscott makes it very clear that baby boomers born 
from 1946 to 1964 who were brought up with pas-
sive broadcast media (such as television) have a hard 
time accepting the dynamic, interactive nature of the 
networked computers of today. Unlike television, you 
can talk back to your computer. You can decide what 
to look at, what to participate in, and you can pub-
lish your opinions and feedback for the world to see 
with a lightning speed. The young of today are part of a 
fast-paced world wide electronic conversation and they 
bring those habits and practices into our classrooms.

In 2006 I realized my students were spending a great 
deal of their free time on a site called Facebook. I de-
cided to join Facebook because I felt that if it were im-
portant to my students it was worth my while to learn 
about it. Since establishing my Facebook profile last 
May I have developed a deeper understanding and ap-

the peDAgOgue
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preciation of how digital immigrants think, work, and 
learn. Many teachers don’t like social networking sites 
like Facebook which are very popular with the young 
and increasingly popular with the not so young. Others 
mistrust the Internet and point to serious problems and 
issues attached to use of sites like Facebook. Some don’t 
understand the intensely immediate and interactive na-
ture of social networking sites. Teachers have said to me 
“I don’t need Facebook friends, I’ve got real friends” and 
“Why do your students need to contact you through 
Facebook when they can just send you an email?”

While it is true that students can, and do, send emails, 
there are many who prefer to send messages through 
Facebook. In the year that I have been on Facebook I 
have reconnected with many of my former students 
who are now working as graphic designers all over the 

country. I have received immediate and genuine feed-
back about my classes in real time. I have learned more 
about the lives, interests, and concerns of my students. 
By doing these things I believe I have sent a message to 
my students that I respect and value their digital culture 
by participating in it.

While enthusiastic about the educational possibilities of 
digital culture, I am aware that sites like Facebook raise se-
rious concerns about privacy and I am very careful about 
what I put on my profile page. Although I’m a digital im-
migrant I am trying very hard to learn to speak without 
an accent and my students are helping to educate me.

Terri Robin Vernon is a faculty member at the Nova 
Scotia Community College,  Middleton Campus.

the peDAgOgue

For digital natives, using a wide array of technological gadgets 
is as natural as breathing.
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Mindful of a Mantra
Steven Van Zoost

sO there i WAs...

So there I was in my first week of teaching, put-
ting my management skills to the test, when the 
mantra came to me. I was in the process of or-

ganizing the classroom library, creating 250 portfolio 
folders, making puppets for French class dramatiza-
tions, posting daily quotes on the bulletin board, and 
feeding Sushi — our classroom 
fish. Undeniably, these tasks 
demanded a great deal of my 
time. I recall one moment from 
that week when I was signing 
out a novel to a student from 
our classroom library when I 
was simultaneously needed at 
the door. The Grade 8 student 
offered to finish, printing her 
name on the sign-out sheet for 
the novel in her hands.

At the end of the day, as I 
looked at her neatly printed 
name and a smiley-face, I was 
inspired to re-vamp the sign-
out sheet. My time would only 
be needed to read and initial 
the sheet after the student com-
pleted the form that now in-
cluded additional information 
such as the genre and author 
of the novel and the student’s 
rationale for choosing that particular book. When the 
book was returned the student would finish the sheet 
by giving the book a ranking out of ten and a one-sen-
tence reason why someone else might like the book. 
That was the moment when the mantra came to me: 
don’t do anything that the students can do.

I must admit that at first my attraction to the mantra 
was purely pragmatic. Suddenly I had much more time: 
the students’ portfolios were up-to-date; the quotes were 
changed daily on the bulletin board; students were so 

enthusiastic about making the puppets that it became 
a lunch time activity; and David, who was always at 
school before me no matter how early I arrived, eagerly 
volunteered to care for Sushi.

As it turned out students were equally interested in 
solving classroom management concerns. They helped 

to determine the class bath-
room routines, how to run a 
classroom meeting, and how 
students should interact in 
their classroom conversations. I 
found ways for students to help 
record anecdotal notes about 
my conversations with stu-
dents in class; when I met with 
students to discuss their work, 
students made summary notes 
about our conversation that I 
would then review and initial. 
When it was time to commu-
nicate with parents about what 
had been going on in our class-
room students wrote a class 
newsletter. I kept thinking don’t 
do anything that the students can 
do and the mantra taught me 
that students can do plenty.

Then I felt a shift in my at-
traction to the mantra. The 

mantra began to appeal to me not only for its pragmatic 
charm, but also for its pedagogical possibilities.

The mantra led me to design ways for students to doc-
ument their classroom conversations when I could not 
listen to all of the students at once; I was surprised by 
how this simple level of student involvement impacted 
their learning experiences. For example, in the past sev-
eral years students in my classroom have documented 
their small group discussions digitally (using the free 
software Audacity) and revisited these conversations for 

The mantra helps me 
to refocus the ways 
in which I spend 
my energy in the 

classroom and it has 
a startling ability to 
solve problems about 

how I should be 
spending my time.
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further reflection. Because the mantra endorsed this 
direction, I learned that students’ involvement in class-
room record keeping increases their self-awareness as 
learners and their sense of responsibility for their school 
work; as well, it clarifies their understanding of what is 
expected of them in school.

It is not hard to imagine how my mantra accompa-
nied me on my journey of increased student involve-
ment in my classroom assessment practices. Students 
can make decisions 
about how they can 
best demonstrate 
their achievement of 
specific outcomes. 
After all, students 
can co-construct as-
sessment criteria and 
tools, design assess-
ment events, and as-
sist in record keeping 
and reporting to par-
ents. And through it 
all, I keep thinking: 
don’t do anything that 
the students can do.

It should be noted 
that this mantra has had a tendency to wander. I’ve 
noticed the mantra strolling from the classroom and 
into other parts of the school. Recently, to educate the 
school community about International Human Rights 
Day, students (rather than exclusively teachers) cre-
ated an awareness video to play for the entire school. 
The school’s administration might have been follow-
ing the mantra’s lead; students, not teachers or admin-
istrators, organized an assembly about what students 
in our school are doing to promote human rights lo-
cally, nationally, and internationally. Sometimes I’m 
not sure who the mantra provokes more — me or the 
students.

I want to be clear that the mantra does not absolve 
the teacher of responsibilities or diminish the role of 
the teacher in the classroom. Students can’t do every-
thing. Teachers have professional responsibilities that 
students cannot assume, such as making professional 
judgments about grading practices. The teacher’s role 
also involves modeling adult behaviours and ethi-
cal decision-making – something that cannot be as-
sumed to be automatically instilled in young people. 

The mantra helps me 
to refocus the ways in 
which I spend my en-
ergy in the classroom 
and it has a startling 
ability to solve prob-
lems about how I 
should be spending 
my time.

The mantra has been 
steadfast and contin-
ues to accompany me 
in my career. Over 
the years I have got-
ten used to the man-
tra’s constancy and I 
frequently turn to its 

guidance during my curriculum planning. Don’t do 
anything that the students can do has allowed me to keep 
students’ involvement in my classroom at the forefront 
of my mind. The mantra is like a close and silent friend 
that reminds me about what I believe is important in 
my daily work. I have been conscious to invite several 
such mantras into my classroom to help me keep focus 
and to learn about the craft of teaching. I hope you 
keep such company too.

Dr. Steven Van Zoost is a teacher at Avon View High 
School, Annapolis Valley Regional School Board.

sO there i WAs...

I kept thinking don’t do anything that the students can do and 
the mantra taught me that students can do plenty.

The mantra is like a 
close and silent friend that 
reminds me about what I 
believe is important in my 

daily work.
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Because I care, I teach and 
I’m making a difference!

Greg O’Keefe

the BACk pAge

Teachers know from their daily experiences that 
there is no shortage of challenges in their lives, 
classrooms, and schools. Winston Churchill 

discussed the meaning of a graduation: “It is not the 
end, and it is not the beginning, rather it is the end 
of the beginning.” Much as ‘love and marriage’ go to-
gether, so do ‘classrooms and challenges’; so it was in 
the beginning, so it is in the end.

We do not begin our classroom experience as teach-
ers. Most of us spend our first 12 years as students in 
the public school system. In 1962, the challenges faced 
in my first year of teaching in 
Port Hawkesbury were not 
the same as those faced by 
teachers today. In 1962, I had 
only twelve students in my 
homeroom Grade 12 class 
and eighteen in my Grade 11 
class.  My challenge, however, 
was preparing, teaching, and 
marking a total of eight differ-
ent subjects, combined with 
preparing all the students 
for Provincial Exams in all 
my subjects. By today’s stan-
dards, with large high schools 
and specialist teachers, this 
would be a nightmare assign-
ment!  Forty-seven years ago I 
was the one to consult on the 
proper usage of the spirit (alcohol) duplicators. As well, 
I must have been the media expert as my classroom was 
the only one in the entire school to have a television 
set.

Those were the days when the educational experts 
predicted that teachers would no longer be needed; they 
would soon be replaced by television sets. Our present 
day experts now agree that teachers will no longer be 

needed, not because of television, but due to the Inter-
net and all the stops on the information highway.

This prediction of the demise of teachers is in con-
trast to the actual increased calls of a society that sees 
teachers and the school system as the main solution to 
all of society’s problems. One has only to read the daily 
newspapers to learn of new requests for all (and I mean 
all) problems people wish cured through public educa-
tion.

As more and more is added to the ‘to do’ lists of 
schools the demands on teachers are increasing daily; it 

is an understatement to assert 
that teachers are faced with 
challenges too great to solve. 
Teachers respond by taking 
on these expectations.  They 
know that those demanding 
solutions to their problems 
are often part of the problem 
and that the teaching pro-
fession is often part of the 
solution. They willingly act 
in their classrooms, in their 
professional organizations, 
and in partnership with many 
other unions and associations 
of similar intent to seek solu-
tions and to take actions on 
this increasing array of con-

cerns which land at the school’s front door.  Society 
today demands more and more from the schools.

In spite of all the challenges teachers face you have 
chosen the right profession; at the end of the day you 
can say, with much satisfaction, “Because I care, I teach, 
and I’m making a difference!”

Greg O’Keefe is a retired teacher and former 
President of the NSTU.
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