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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. 
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From the cover artist Nathan Orman:  I went with the look 
of an old piece of ragged parchment with actual information 
from Newton’s Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica 
(Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy), to represent 
an old and somewhat original way of “modern” thinking when 
it comes to interacting with the world around us (of course 
with a heavy physics, math, and philosophy theme). Filling the 
space from behind are ways on how the modern world, especial-
ly the education world, is evolving to 
deliver their content. HTML, circuits 
and binary code are there to represent 
the modern digital age in which we 
are in currently.

Nathan Orman is a teacher 
at Barrington Municipal High 
School, Tri-County Regional 
School Board.
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Over a year ago I was approached by the Race 
Relations Cross-Cultural Understanding and 
Human Rights (RCH) Coordinator in my 

school board who suggested that I take an educational 
leave to research the effects of homophobia on youth in 
schools and subsequently develop a resource book that 
might be available to students through their guidance 
counsellor. My feeling when I began the research was 
that I would not discover anything that I already did 
not know, considering that homophobia is something 
I have experienced for much of my young life growing 
up gay in rural Nova Scotia. I learned, however, that 
although I knew a great deal about myself there were 
some things I could not accurately describe about my 
life until I was given the words to do so. The following 
definition describes exactly how I felt about my sexual-
ity and myself during my youth and young adulthood:

Internalized Homophobia – if someone is re-
peatedly told over and over again that they 
are not good enough, if they are called names 
repeatedly, if they are told that they are devi-
ant, weird, or an aberration, if they cannot see 
other open and happy people like themselves 
in churches, schools or communities, then they 
can begin to internalize this and feel there is 
something wrong with them. (Ellen Bass and 
Kath Kaufmann. Free Your Mind: The Book for 
Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual Youth – and Their Al-
lies. HarperPerennial Publishers, 1996.)

As I read these words I realized that this was my story 
and I wondered how many GLBTQ (Gay, Lesbian, Bi-
sexual, Transgendered, Questioning) adults, youth and 
children had taken all the negative things that had been 
said about their sexuality and kept them inside; how 
many had heard terrible things said about themselves 
every day until they finally began to believe that they 
were “less than.” Part of the answer is found in a report 
released last year by EGALE Canada, which conducted 
the First National Climate Survey on Homophobia in 

Canadian Schools. Seventeen-hundred GLBTQ stu-
dents from across Canada were surveyed about their 
school climate. Some of the notable and disturbing sta-
tistics are as follows: three-quarters of all participating 
students reported hearing anti-LGBTQ expressions and 
over half heard anti-GLBTQ slurs every day in school; 
six out of ten students reported being verbally harassed 
about their sexual orientation; and three-quarters felt 
unsafe in at least one place at school, such as change 
rooms, washrooms, and hallways. When students are 
subjected to this every day it is not difficult to see how 
the idea that something is inherently “wrong” with them 
becomes internalized. Any study I have encountered 
suggests that GLBTQ youth are more at risk for mental 
health issues, such as low self-esteem, depression, stress 
and anxiety, as well as for engaging in dangerous behav-
iours such as excessive drinking and suicidal thinking. 
It is also well known that the suicide rate for GLBTQ 
youth is disproportionately high compared to that of 
students who identify as straight.

In many cases, teachers and administrators are not 
aware of the degree to which the GLBTQ student can 
feel like an outsider. Those students who are unsure of 
their sexuality or who are afraid to tell anyone because 
they have received messages all their lives that being 
who they are is deviant, often suffer in silence because 
they have no one they can confide in. They may not 
report abuse, name calling, or ridicule because they do 
not want to draw attention to themselves. Many will 
keep everything inside, not sharing with parents, teach-
ers, or friends about how alone, sad, angry, and rejected 
they feel. It can feel very hopeless. This too, was my 
story.

Then there are those students who bravely dare to be 
who they are: the “out” students. If they receive support 
from a network of friends, from parents who accept and 
love them for who they are, and a school staff who sup-
ports them, they have a better chance of developing a 
true sense of pride in who they are which will in turn 

IN MY CLASSROOM

Homosexuality Issues in 
Today’s Classrooms

Darren Cummings
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help them transition into adulthood. Without any of 
the above supports, students can become targets to un-
imaginable verbal and emotional abuse. As teachers, it 
is our job to foster within our students the ability to 
analyze, reflect on, and display their true “selves,” not 
to allow them to be punished for it.

This being said, what are our duties as educators or 
administrators to the GLBTQ students in our schools? 
The first is to acknowledge that GLBTQ students are in 
our schools and classrooms and they need our support. 
In many cases, we may not realize that they are there; 
these students need to hear from us, as their leaders and 
mentors, that they are wonderful individuals. They need 
us to be safe faces for them to see every day. This can be 
achieved in all classrooms by consistently addressing in 
class any stereotypical comments about GLBTQ people 
and by making it clear to all students that any form 
of name-calling will not be tolerated. Use curriculum 
outcomes to show historically how people who have 
been perceived as “different” or “less than” have been 
treated, along with open discussions asking the students 
how they would feel if they were part of a “disadvan-

taged” group, and lessons on celebrating everyone’s own 
uniqueness. These are all outcomes that can be easily 
covered in Health, Language Arts, and Social Studies.

I would also suggest that teachers begin teaching 
about same-sex relationships in elementary school. 
Many children realize that they have feelings for the 
same sex at a very young age and that they are “differ-
ent” from their peers. They soon become quite aware 
through messages from society that it is perfectly ac-
ceptable, and in fact necessary, to like someone of the 
opposite sex. There are certain expectations of them to 
one day grow up, find a nice member of the opposite 
sex, get married and have children. It is the common 
theme found in the majority of literature in our class-
rooms. The images we present of same-sex parents are 
few and far between. We have children’s picture books 
galore telling our students it’s okay to wear glasses, that 
it’s okay if they can’t play sports very well because they 
have other great talents, and books to help them boost 
their self-esteem; but where are the books telling John-
ny it is ok if he is gay or it’s terrific that Jane is question-
ing her gender?

IN MY CLASSROOM

Many will keep everything inside, not sharing with parents, 
teachers, or friends about how alone, sad, angry, and rejected 

they feel. It can feel very hopeless.  This too was my story.
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IN MY CLASSROOM

How often do we have GLBTQ discussions in the 
classroom setting? I fear not enough. I believe it is due 
to the fact that school communities are still reluctant 
to address these issues in the classroom. There is fear 
about a possible backlash from parents or community 
members who may feel that we should not be teach-
ing about GLBTQ issues because it goes against their 
values and/or belief systems. Perhaps, in some cases, 
it goes against the teacher’s particular belief system. I 
understand this completely, but this is not about per-
sonal beliefs or the dominant belief of a community; 
this is about the mental, emotional, and physical well 
being of an often voiceless population of the school 
community.

To end, I cannot help but reflect on my own difficult 
times as a teenager and young adult not so long ago. 
Although I had wonderful teachers in school and my 
own group of friends who loved me, I still felt like an 
outsider. I was still afraid to tell anyone that I was gay. 
All I knew, from the constant barrage of homophobic 
remarks flung my way by fellow students, was that be-
ing gay was unacceptable. I had no positive images of 

gay people presented to me throughout elementary 
school or high school. I had no other “out” gays or les-
bians in my school with whom to confide. We did not 
have any gay positive clubs, such as Gay-Straight alli-
ances. In short, I had no one to tell me that the way I 
was feeling was natural, but what I did hear everyday, 
either in words or in silence, was how “un-natural” I 
was. I stayed in the closet until I was 25 years old, al-
ways fearful that people would find out and reject me. 
The research that I conducted on GLBTQ youth today, 
along with the results from the study mentioned above, 
confirm for me that although we have come a long way 
in the last 15-20 years there are still too many children 
suffering daily, voiceless, because they are not accepted 
for being who they are. I implore you to help them find 
their voice!

Darren Cummings teaches Grades 3 and 4 at Central 
Elementary School, Tri-County Regional School Board.

…this is not about personal beliefs or the dominant belief of a 
community; this is about the mental, emotional, and physical well 

being of an often voiceless population of the school community.
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REFLECTIONS

Yoga and the Joy of Experiencing 
the Moment in Our Schools
Darlene Kyte

The word yoga means to yoke 
or to join. Philosophically, the 
joining is thought to involve 

the union of a person’s individual 
sense with a person’s universal sense. 
I have been practicing yoga for many 
years. I began in high school, prac-
ticed throughout my university stud-
ies, and continued while working. 
Several years later, I was diagnosed 
with cancer. I was a healthy 31 year-
old with a zest and desire for living 
life. It was a mind blowing and devas-
tating experience. Ironically, I stopped 
practicing yoga. Eventually, though, I 
found yoga again. It is only now that I 
can say yoga helps. Yoga is not a cure 
for cancer or for any other ailment or 
stressor. It does, however, help to ease 
the difficulties of everyday life. When 
I returned to practicing yoga I real-
ized how amazing yoga is in helping 
to cope with many of life’s difficulties. 
I knew it would make a difference in 
my students’ lives.

I use yoga each day in my personal 
life, as a teacher, and as a counsellor. 
Presently, I am a high school guid-
ance counsellor at Holy Angels High 
School, the only all girls public high 
school east of Montreal. Yoga has 
helped many of my students face the 
day to day pressures of surviving as a 
teenager in today’s ever changing and 
challenging world.

Yoga is gaining prominence in the 
mainstream for all ages, backgrounds, 
and physical ability levels. There are 
many ways to teach physically active 
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REFLECTIONS

living to students. One suggested alternative way of 
bringing physical activity courses to teenagers is through 
yoga and yogic movement. This is referred to as hatha 
(Ha-sun, Tha-moon, physical) yoga. Hatha yoga has 
become the preferred style of yoga in the western world. 
The Nova Scotia Department of Education has come 
to realize that the students in our province come from 
many different racial, cultural, and socioeconomic back-
grounds. Traditional types of physical activities do not 
work for everyone equally. Alternate forms of physical 
activities, one of those being yoga, have been examined 
as a result. Many students are not interested in taking 
the traditional mandatory physical education courses 
offered at school. This becomes problematic given that 
every high school student who enters grade 10 as of 
September 2008 is required to have a physical educa-
tion credit to graduate from high school. By studying 
the abundant research, one can see that yoga has many 
benefits for its practitioners, including the physical 
health benefits as well as the proven psychological bene-
fits. As Leah Kalish, the program director of Yoga Ed, 
an organization that prepares teachers to lead yoga in 
a school setting, states, “Teens are very soulful and are 
starting to get the big picture... They care about causes 
and self-expression and freedom. As a teacher, you help 
them connect to their own inner questioner” (Erica 
Rodefer, “Teaching Yoga to Teenagers” <http://www.
yogajournal.com/for_teachers/>). Yoga has helped my 
students develop a better sense of themselves in relation 
to their peers and to their families. Yoga is a self-esteem 
builder. The practice generates confidence by the very 
nature of its non-competitive spirit. Anyone can do 
yoga. Students know you don’t have to be an athlete. 
You don’t have to be popular. You don’t have to come 
to yoga knowing anything about the practice. You just 
have to be open to trying a new experience. The results 
are nothing short of amazing! Many students I have 
worked with tell me that yoga makes them feel com-
plete. One student in particular has told me that when 
she practices yoga it is the only time she feels calm. Her 

world spins around her and she often feels she has no 
control. While she is doing yoga, however, she feels in 
control of every moment of her practice. Her focus and 
energy are in the moment and she has said, “I feel like I 
can do almost anything.” Another student has disclosed 
that “Everything seems like it will be okay” when she 
practices yoga.

ATTENTION DEFICIT DISORDER AND YOGA

As well as physical and psychological benefits of yoga 
for children and teens, there is also documentation that 
suggests that yoga can help control the symptoms of 
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) as well as reduce 
long term medication dependency. There is no cure for 
ADD, therefore a more multi-disciplinary approach is 
to include lifestyle changes that help the physical and 
emotional stress of dealing with the disorder. Yoga has 
proven to help with the symptoms of ADD when com-
bined with appropriate medication and dietary changes. 
I frequently work with students who are experiencing 
problems with anger and attention. They find it hard 
to concentrate which causes frustration and even anger. 
Yoga works to calm the mind and body and provides 
students with a sense of calm, if even for a short period 
of time.

In yoga group work, students who have been diag-
nosed with ADD often begin by feeling frustrated. 
With patience on the instructor’s part, however, stu-
dents will come around to the possibilities yoga pro-
vides for them. Yoga helps them reduce anxiety and 
assists them in gaining focus by teaching strategies to 
recognize the signs of what is happening to their bod-
ies and knowing what they can do to better handle 
situations. Parents often say, “This child is a different 
child. She is getting along better at school and with her 
friends.” Yoga is not a miraculous cure, but it can help 
students become, with time and practice, less anxious 
and distracted.

Yoga is a self-esteem builder. The practice generates 
confidence by the very nature of its non-competitive spirit.
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STRESS ANG YOGA

 Teens are subjected to more stress now than ever before. 
Many students are stressed by the demands of their par-
ents, their peers, as well as the demands they place upon 
themselves. Yoga offers realistic solutions for teen stress. 
Yoga relaxation techniques such as body scanning, stage 
by stage relaxation, and progressive muscle relaxation can 
assist teens in dealing with stress. I use yoga daily as a tool 
for assisting my students to become more relaxed and 
helping them to deal with the day to day difficulties they 
are experiencing. I ask them to focus on their breath and 
their breathing techniques. The simplicity of the process 
of inhaling and exhaling can really help students to focus 
on the moment and separate themselves from whatever 
stresses they are experiencing in their lives. Sometimes a 
short stint of focused breathing is enough. My students 
tell me that they sleep better and feel better overall. This 
translates into less stress and anxiety and better func-
tioning within the school environment.

PHYSICAL AND MENTAL BENEFITS OF YOGA

Yoga has many benefits for teenagers, both physic-
al and mental. The physical benefits of yoga include, 
but are not limited to, strength, flexibility, improved 
posture, the ability to relax, breath awareness, stability 
and balance, and energy. The mental benefits include, 
but are not limited to, stress management, improved 
decision making, concentration, healthy body image, 
acceptance, and curiosity. It is clear that yoga can help 
teens stay healthy, both physically and mentally.

As a yoga mentor for teachers, I have gone into 
physical education classes and physical fitness classes 
to do yoga with the students. The most resounding re-
sponse is that it’s fun. We play music and they move 
with me fluidly through a series of postures. Boys will 
laugh at first but are eventually excited by the prospect 
of trying something new that requires focus, attention, 
and practice. The key is to challenge these students by 
making the class fun with an interesting series of pos-

tures as well as utilizing the idea of team work. Yoga 
can be offered as part of a class as a warm up or as a full 
class to engage in the experience of learning a new ser-
ies of postures. The great thing about yoga is that there 
are hundreds of postures that students can try. There is 
never a need for boredom. The key is to be creative. You 
don’t have to be an expert. If you are intimidated trying 
yoga in your classroom, start with a few uncomplicated 
poses. The students will appreciate the benefits. The 
focus can be as effortless as two or three basic postures, 
like mountain or boat, to something more complicated 
like the sequence of postures in sun salutation A. The 
resources are endless and it’s as simple as searching yoga 
for kids or yoga for teens on the Internet.

Younger children are excited and intrigued by the 
very idea of yoga. They are flexible and lack the self-
consciousness that older children and teens experience. 
They love to do yoga to storybooks; acting out the char-
acters and storyline with yoga poses. A children’s yoga 
class can be as easy as asking them how a snake looks on 
the ground or how a bird looks in the sky. The move-
ment is healthy and energizing.

My students engage in their learning and embrace the 
moment. There is no failure in yoga so everyone can 
be a success. It is not hard to tell that I love yoga and I 
do my best to share my love of yoga with students on a 
daily basis. It has improved my life and my students tell 
me every day that it improves their lives. There is noth-
ing more satisfying and fulfilling as an educator than 
to have students tell you that you have helped change 
their lives. Even just a little bit. Yoga is one way to help 
change students’ lives!

Darlene Kyte is a guidance counsellor at Holy Angels 
High School, Cape Breton-Victoria Regional School 
Board and a certified yoga teacher.

Yoga has helped many of my students face the 
day to day pressures of surviving as a teenager in 

today’s ever changing and challenging world.
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Peace: Live it. Teach it.
Deborah McVeigh

COMMUNITY COLLEgE FOCUS

The Green Street Program of the Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation (CTF) sponsored a 
poster contest open to all members of CTF. 

As members of CTF, NSTU members were invited to 
participate. The purpose of the contest was to create 
a poster that would illustrate the theme Peace: Live 
it. Teach it. For this year’s World Teachers’ Day, held 
on October 5, 2009, Heather MacIsaac, a Graphics 
Design faculty member at Marconi Campus of the 
NSCC, was the winner of the contest. In this col-
umn, Heather talks about her interest in participat-
ing in the project and also her prize which consisted 
of attending a public and private presentation with 
the Dalai Lama.

Q: Describe the particulars of the contest to us and 
also the selection process.

A: There were 58 entries from across Canada, judged by 
a selection committee comprised of communications 
specialists and graphic designers from CTF Member 
organizations. The committee carefully studied all 
the entries and proposed a list of six finalists to the 
CTF President and Secretary General for their final 
decision.

Q: What appealed to you, Heather, to make you 
want to enter the contest?

A: Well, I have to admit that I’m not a fan of contests 
in general – most are exploitive and it’s my policy to 
weigh the pros and cons before entering a skill-based 
contest (the last time I entered one was the fourth 
grade). Having said that... the prize was so amaz-
ing! A private meeting with His Holiness and my 
concept realized in poster form all over Canada was 
something I couldn’t pass up.

Q: Please explain the meaning behind your poster.

A: The design concept is simple but layered. There are 
two hands reaching out to one another representing 
the human touch/connections and with a simple dot 
on the thumb, the hand is turned into a dove, the 
global symbol of peace. I did the concept and their 
graphic designer put the poster together.

Q: I know that you were quite excited about win-
ning the contest, but were you more excited 
about your prize than the contest and why?

A: I had fun with this. Design is important in my 
life and I am thrilled when it’s recognized, but the 
trip to Montreal on October 3rd, 2009, meeting 
new people and meeting the Dalai Lama was life 
changing.
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COMMUNITY COLLEgE FOCUS

Q: Tell us about the prize 
and what it meant to 
you before and after you 
met the Dalai Lama.

A: Hmm... I don’t know if I 
can answer this... I think the 
anticipation of the trip and the 
research and readings I did about the 
Dalai Lama (I knew so little about him) 
was just as meaningful as the meeting itself. I look 
upon the whole experience as an unexpected gift. 
When he shook my hand and spoke, it was surreal!

Q: What did the winning of the contest provide to 
both you and your students?

A: Lots of excitement and the value of a well-written 
rationale which I think helped me win the prize.

Q: You have been very much sought after by the 
media after your trip to the Bell Centre in Mont-
real to meet His Holiness. What has this done for 
you as a person? And as faculty member at NSCC?

A: People seemed genuinely pleased for me and interested 
in my trip and it was fun to talk about this experience. 
A nice break from the ordinary day-to-day banter that 
we all take part in and it was such an uplifting honour.

Q: What do you think about how peace and educa-
tion interact?

A: It’s complicated but simple... I think the most effective 
route is to lead by example as best a person can, in 
the small things a person has control over.

Q: Are there any words of encouragement you can 
offer to others who would like to exhibit their 
work in this manner?

A: I think the more you “do” the better.

Q: Is there anything you 
would like to add or 
that you want to share 

with us?

A: As His Holiness said “be 
good to yourself and others.” 

Sounds so easy!

Q: Heather, you have been involved 
in quite a number of projects with your stu-

dents both on campus and in the community. 
As you know, one of your students designed 
the logo for the Association of Adult Educators 
and also your class designed the 2009/2010 
calendar for the Community College Local of 
the NSTU. Can you elaborate on other projects 
that your students will participate in under 
your direction?

A: The list is almost too long to mention, but I can 
tell you about two upcoming challenges. We’ve been 
asked to leave our comfort zone and design 46 
centrepieces for the East Coast Music Awards din-
ner in March... they’ll be auctioned off as a fund-
raiser. Also, we’ll be working towards an awareness 
campaign with the Heart and Lung Centre for 
women with heart disease. These projects reach 
into the community thanks to the generous works 
of our students’ time and talent. I just connect the 
dots to allow it to happen (then I do my best to 
stand back).

Deborah McVeigh is a Faculty member, Marconi 
Campus, Nova Scotia Community College.

…the most effective route is to lead by example as best a 
person can, in the small things a person has control over.
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FEATURE

Our Beliefs
It is the belief of the Nova Scotia Teachers Union that 

each individual has the capacity to learn. Learning is a 
personal, lifelong process vital to both the individual 
and social well-being of every citizen.

The NSTU believes that educators recognize and 
value the richness and complexity of each learner’s abil-
ities. Educators nourish the desire to learn and provide 
opportunity for each student to realize their learning 
potential.

The NSTU further believes that public education is 
a community-shared responsibility. Appropriately sup-
ported, public education through its diversity provides 
the optimal learning environment.

Our Mission
Public education cultivates in the learner the know-

ledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to be an effective 
citizen; to participate in the workplace; to be a lifelong 
learner; and to have a fulfilling life.

Our Vision
Public education values the multiple intelligences and 

complexity of each member of society. The NSTU’s 
perspective of public education is defined in terms of 
principles, program, participants, and parameters.

Principles
Learning Culture: There exists a responsible, 
reflective and interactive learning environment: a 
combination of beliefs, attitudes, and practices which 
recognizes the intrinsic value of learning and is 
shared by members of the community.

Equity: All students have fair and just access to a 
full range of quality programs and services needed to 
succeed in life.

Range of Voices: Recognizing the pluralism of our 
world, public education provides programs and 
activities that reflect the diversity of all students as 
well as the distinctiveness of each student.

Relevance: Public education offers a spectrum of 
relevant, meaningful programs and activities which 
respect individual values and reflect Canadian society.

Entrepreneurship and Artistry: Creativity, 
imagination, ingenuity, and risk-taking are valued and 
encouraged.

Quality Relationships: A caring and nurturing 
approach to education ensures that all participants are 
treated with respect and dignity.

Program
Breadth of Curriculum: All students have access to a 
multi-dimensional curriculum.
Curriculum includes program supports such as 
library, guidance, and other services including those 
for special needs students.
As well, curriculum is sufficiently flexible to support 
interdisciplinary linkages.

Global Perspective: Curriculum has a global 
perspective that recognizes interdependency, 

the NSTU Perspective on 
Quality Education

Compiled by Monica Maloney
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sustainability, tolerance, and understanding as crucial 
to the development of our world. Curriculum fosters 
culturally, economically, environmentally, politically, 
and socially responsible citizens.

Language of Delivery: Curriculum is available in 
either official language and addresses the needs of 
First Nation peoples and linguistic minorities where 
numbers warrant.

Variety of Resources: Curriculum is delivered using 
an appropriate selection of human, physical, and 
technological resources.

Career Preparation: Curriculum has exploration 
opportunities that allows the student to evaluate and 
choose an effective life path.

Participants
The Student: All students making an effort are 
assured of some success every day. Students who are 
unable or unwilling to take responsibility for their 
learning receive support and intervention. Public 
education provides each student the opportunity for 
the following.

•	 Intellectual	Development	–	The	student	is	able	
to develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
necessary for lifelong learning.

•	 Personal/Social	Development	–	The	student	
is able to develop the self-confidence to learn 
from success and failure, have respect for and 
understanding of others, and take responsibility 
for personal actions.

•	 Lifework	Planning	–	The	student	is	able	to	
develop an understanding of the relationship 
between an ongoing education and economic and 
personal well-being.

The Educator: Educators are integral components of 
the learning culture, have a sound philosophical base, 
and participate in ongoing professional development. 
Educators are designated as the following.

•	 Professionals	–	Educators	are	informed	
individuals who consistently improve their 
teaching within an atmosphere of collegiality. 
Educators adhere to their professional code of 

ethics and, as individuals, are principled, open-
minded, and reflective practitioners. Educators 
are enthusiastic lifelong learners committed to 
personal and professional growth. Educators 
value teaching and the student.

•	 Managers	of	Learning	Environment	–	Using	
appropriate technology and methodology, 
the educator is the primary manager of the 
learning environment. Program planning 
and implementation occur in collaborative, 
cooperative settings.

The Parent: The student’s home environment is 
critically	important.	Parents/guardians	are	responsible	
for providing a healthy environment supportive of 
teaching and learning.

The Community: Educators, students, board 
members and representatives of government agencies, 
business, labour and the general public value and 
support education and work together to assure the 
continual improvement of public education. Open 
dialogue ensures that the community is involved in 
and responsive to educational goals.

Parameters
Environment: Educational sites are safe, healthy and 
pleasing environments conducive to learning and 
teaching.

Time and Place: Educational sites are flexible with 
respect to time and place in order to capitalize on a 
variety of teaching and learning opportunities.

Leadership: Leadership	reflects	the	principles	of	
sound vision, shared decision making, and public 
accountability with a commitment to continuous 
improvement and ongoing professional development.

Funding: Education programs in Nova Scotia are free 
to students in levels Primary to Twelve and publicly 
funded. Affordable fees shall apply to students enrolled 
in the Nova Scotia Community College.

Monica Maloney is an Executive Staff Officer with the 
Nova Scotia Teachers Union.
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Six Straws That Might Break 
Teachers’ Backs in 2010

David Ritchie

Teaching is a tough job. The demands of the 
profession were extremely challenging when I 
joined the ranks more than thirty years ago. It 

has become and continues to become even more de-
manding and stressful. The stress has occurred in no 
small part because there has been a significant change in 
how responsibilities are distributed among the partners 
and participants in education. Teachers’ responsibilities 
have increased and become unrealistic. There are def-
inite limits to the increased burdens a teacher can and 
should be expected to carry.

The attraction to teaching has never been financial 
compensation but rather the positive reinforcements 
that come with meeting the needs of students in the 
classroom. There are many reasons why we teach: the 
love of it, the joy of sharing our passions for learning, 
the exhilaration of helping young minds grow, and the 
pleasure in shaping a positive future.

One of the most important 
responsibilities that admin-
istrators, school boards 
and the Department  

of Education share is making teachers’ jobs in the class-
room, gym, studio, laboratory or workshop easier. Un-
fortunately, this is not always the case. New expecta-
tions are all too often heaped upon teachers without 
adequate consultation, inservice, reflection, testing, or 
practical support.

Homework Packages

Homework has always been a part of the education 
process. When I taught history, English and geography, 
it was an essential element in most students’ success. It 
consisted of tasks that reinforced what had been taught 
and allowed students to acquire information prior to 
classroom lectures and activities; homework provided 
students with texts that augmented their knowledge, 
expanded their worlds, and sometimes developed into 
satisfying recreation. The Department has a policy on 
homework for the P-12 system. In recent years, how-
ever, a new word has crept into the teachers’ lexicon: 
homework packages. A homework package, in its sim-
plest terms, is a miniature correspondence course pro-

vided to a student to cover work, activities, practice, 
and content of learning accomplished in the school 
setting.
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I can and have supplied students with assistance 
when they were going to be absent from school. The 
assistance, however, was never equal to the educational 
experience a student received in school. Homework 
packages are, at best, a stop gap; at worst, they are a 
total failure. In the last number of years some boards 
have adopted policies where teachers must provide 
homework packages for students who are suspended 
or on vacation. We have all had some experience with 
these procedures. More often than not, after spending 
hours creating a meaningful out of school program, 
the designated student has either done nothing while 
absent or has been so lax that virtually nothing has 
been accomplished. Since education is incremental, 
gaps become critical.

Current educational practice has moved us away from 
textbooks, workbooks and other fixed prepackaged 
tasks; the teacher now creates a personal classroom cur-
riculum based on very specific requirements that use in-
struction, conversation, response, reaction, observation 
and interaction. These are very difficult to recreate in a 
homework package. There are no texts with designated 
pages, no DVDs with appropriate material to supple-
ment, and many students have not been acclimatized 
to work independently both in terms of content and 
time management.

Attendance, Promotion and Achievement

Attendance is probably the largest problem most 
high schools in Nova Scotia face. Aside from missing 
school for suspensions and vacations, students miss 
for a variety of other reasons. While there are no im-
mediate overt personal consequences for absenteeism, 
there are classroom consequences. Progress is slowed, 
activities must be repeated, group work flounders, class 
climate has to be rebuilt, and resentments develop. The 
absenteeism of a few can destroy the classroom com-
munity’s success. The expectation is developing that 
teachers rectify the situation. This is not always pos-

sible. The needs of the group sometimes supersede the 
needs of an individual. It is not unusual for the absent 
student to be unprepared to do anything to make up 
the missed work.

I currently teach Visual Art. The grade 11 and 12 cur-
riculum is largely composed of independent projects 
where I act as a facilitator. While there are exceptional 
students who can work totally without my assistance, 
most falter because of lack of knowledge, experience 
or independence. I am lucky because the nature of 
the studio setting allows a significant amount of one 
on one interaction. It would be very difficult for me to 
successfully write short term comprehensive packages. 
Art supplies, reference books, peer support and one on 
one interaction on my part would not be available. A 
homework package would read, “Continue with cur-
rent project and continue with set assignments.” The 
curriculum does not translate well beyond the art stu-
dio setting in the school.

Outcomes Based Curriculum

Attendance has a dramatic impact on a student’s suc-
cess in meeting the curriculum outcomes of a course. 
As a teacher, it does not matter if I agree or disagree 
with the tenets of outcomes based curriculum. I am 
obliged to match my curriculum to the expectations 
of the Department of Education (DOE). As a curricu-
lum writer for the DOE I have a good understanding 
of the visual arts curriculum and have made valiant 
attempts to tie the outcomes to practice and assess-
ment. Individual teachers, however, must match out-
comes based curriculum to the needs of their particu-
lar classes.

An excellent example of a successful inservice model 
is that of lead teams. The structure is simple. A lead 
team is created that brings a group of teachers from a 
particular discipline together for a number of days to 
plan. They plan meaningful inservice activities for the 
district. It works very well. The model, however, has 

There are definite limits to the increased burdens a 
teacher can and should be expected to carry.
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fallen victim to the financial constraints imposed on the 
school boards. If the DOE expects the outcomes to be 
implemented successfully, it must supply the appropri-
ate funds to see that lead teams and peer in service can 
happen. Through peer education the complex becomes 
simple. As we create outcomes based curriculum in 
our classrooms and as we report the success of our cur-
riculum delivery in terms of these outcomes, this will 
require a student report that explicitly reports success 
with each outcome.

Outcomes Based Reporting

The need for peer group lead teams, peer group in-
service and peer group support are necessary. Once 
teachers leave the classroom and take up positions at 
central office in a district, they do not seem to have the 
same immediate environmental experience as an active 
classroom teacher. Sometimes forced rotation works, 
but when it comes to peer leadership there is always 
strength in the group versus strength in the individual. 
A peer lead team would be a much better use of board 
funds than the maintenance of a single board repre-
sentative.

Numeracy and Literacy

There is no question that problems with numeracy 
and literacy exist. These problems create yet another 
burden for teachers trying to meet outcomes in all sub-
jects. This is not a new reality. Since mathematics and 
English are foundational courses it is not illogical to 
give them greater emphasis. Both these courses suffer 
from interruptions: summer losses occur from the end 
of June to the beginning of September. These losses re-
quire significant revision and review, often up to three 
weeks at the beginning of the academic year. Interrup-
tions in courses like mathematics, music, French and 
English caused by semestering have a dramatic impact. 
When semestering was first instituted in my high school 
the inservicing indicated that this new configuration 
cut approximately one third of the content in a course. 

An even greater loss occurred in terms of digestion and 
maturation time.

The You Deserve It Syndrome

One of the rewards of being a teacher is having a 
positive influence and assisting young people in becom-
ing successful, useful and happy people in the future. 
In order to fulfill this welcome burden we need to be 
aware of up-to-date studies and developments in edu-
cational theory. Recent research indicates that much of 
the self-esteem practice of the last twenty years or so 
has been futile and possibly negative. Self-esteem is a 
critical developmental function for all. We have used 
praise and have had praise directed to us as functions of 
building self-esteem. Research indicates that the use of 
false and unachieved praise builds a state of narcissism 
rather than self-worth. Our students apparently intui-
tively know the difference between earned praise and 
false praise. Unearned praise, though, leads to egotism. 
A modern advertising technique labelled You deserve 
it has developed from the egos created by a regimen 
of over praise and false praise that society has encour-
aged.

Teachers need support; however, it must be valid sup-
port, like praise, and not just the appearance of sup-
port. There are limits to the burdens we can each carry. 
For those who overload us, there are a few things they 
should consider. First, do not require more than a limit-
ed, reasonable number of new initiatives. Second, when 
a new program is initiated it must be accompanied by 
consultation and peer inservicing. Third, there should 
be adequate spacing between initiatives. Finally, critical 
analysis is essential and the importance and validity of 
each new initiative should be examined.

David Ritchie teaches Visual Arts at Avon View School, 
Annapolis Valley Regional School Board.

Teachers need support; however, it must be valid 
support… and not just the appearance of support.
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Technology Today:  
How It Enhances and Challenges
Wayne Hamilton

We love it. We hate it. We live with it. We try 
to ignore it. Just as we get used to it, it chan-
ges. Technology, whichever we look at it, is 

constantly enhancing and challenging our lives.

We all contend with the rapidly increasing pace of 
technological change – often on a daily basis. The life 
of some products can be as short as nine weeks. New 
options appear weekly. How does education cope with 
this light speed technological change? How do teach-
ers update instructional techniques to reflect these new 
technologies? How do teachers achieve the Information 
Communication Technology (ICT) outcomes expected 
across all grades and courses so that students have equal 
opportunities in the global village?

Reflecting on changing practices with core technologies 
and re-inventing and improving how technology enhan-
ces learning and instruction in our schools requires exam-
ination of our professional accountability and shared re-
sponsibility to graduate a literate and engaged citizen.

Technology does not only refer to computers. From 
science probeware used to enhance real data fieldwork 
collection, to GPS units for promoting daily active life-
styles with geocaching, to a teacher’s personal device 
to track his or her M.Ed. assignment due dates, these 
should all be common technology applications mod-
elled in our schools.

Society demands rapid change. Educators constantly 
examine how the teaching profession can remain cur-
rent and capitalize on new technologies to enhance stu-
dent learning. Essentially, educators need to reflect and 
understand the digital learner and worker.

Multitasking is an imperative in the work world and 
is often assisted by technology. With rapid informa-
tion inputs everywhere, flexible and timely updating 
of information is a given at most work sites. Students 
see no barriers to multiple inputs. For example, texting 
while watching a favourite TV show on-line while carry-
ing on a conversation with Mom about soccer pickup 

is the norm to this generation. Some view this type of 
behaviour as disrespectful or a case of not paying atten-
tion, while many students see it as completely normal. 
Students now use Internet based content more than any 
other medium. Students expect mobile communications 
all the time! “Just in time,” the norm in today’s fast paced 
business world, is their creed as well. Must we re-invent 
education to allow “just in time” knowledge skills? Gone 
are the days of chalk and talk or memorization of con-
tent. Critical thinking, problem solving, information ac-
cess skills, and project based learning are now demanded 
as core graduation requirements in all disciplines.

Education has been teaching these skills all along to a 
great extent. Curriculum is designed for teachers to im-
plement based upon age related cognitive development 
and prior skill acquisition. Teachers always expected to 
provide the skill or knowledge just as it was needed for 
our students to progress in their learning. Technology 
provides the added benefit of allowing teachers to up-
date course curriculum in a dynamic process that reflects 
today’s fast-pace environment. The shift in education to 
on-line curriculum portals and upcoming student in-
formation systems (SIS) is much more than another de-
mand upon our busy teaching day. These are the neces-
sary steps in the re-invention of our classrooms to “just 
in time” access. With content sites now available for 
any Nova Scotia teacher and with video conferencing 
and tech supported core technologies in our classrooms, 
Nova Scotia schools are already well positioned.

How, though, does the average teacher leverage tech-
nology to his or her advantage? How might one increase 
his or her personal technological capacity?

My frequent advice to teachers moving into a digital 
teaching environment in a newly constructed school flush 
with technology is to start with one small change at a time. 
This applies equally well in much older schools with some, 
but not all, of the learning spaces similarly equipped.
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Start by establishing both student and parent email 
contact lists. Did you know that you can highlight a list 
of email addresses in Microsoft Excel and place them 
into your email “To” address bar? Simple copy and 
paste allows you to create specific distribution lists (bulk 
emails) easily from a master list and then save them. 
Communicating with email rather than by phone elim-
inates many second or more call backs. Just add a “read 
receipt” if you want to be sure it was actually read.

Move ahead with a class webpage or content website by 
posting course information, due dates, and class distribut-
ed materials. Imagine this virtual file cabinet’s value when 
you forget paper copies at school. Imagine students com-
ing to class with today’s materials already on their personal 
device – it’s only a matter of time before this becomes the 
norm. You have now built a solid digital foundation on 
which to improve next semester. This moves you closer to 
the reporting and communication now expected by to-
day’s parents. All students have access to email and home 
Internet access is increasing rapidly. Students can now 
bring their own Internet to your class on a 3G stick. We 
cannot ignore technology; educators run the risk of being 
excluded and ignored if they do not come to terms with 
these emerging technologies.

Moving forward in your personal technology journey 
might best focus around an on-line Professional Learn-
ing Community (PLC). Imagine the teachers in your 
district who also teach your subject area course engaged 
in true collaborative lesson preparation. Educators will 
see various technologies enhancing student learning as 
the teachers themselves reflect upon their students ex-
periences as lifelong learners.

Do not ignore the wealth of a different type of PLC – 
your own students, who are often well prepared to help 
get you over a technological hurdle. The trick is not to 
simply let them fix the hurdle, but to teach you how to 
identify and overcome it for the future. As a result, you 
both progress and learn new skills. This engagement 
with our students as fellow learners allows us to explore 

the newest technologies without often increasing time 
commitments. In lieu of another term paper, use a dif-
ferent form of technology to identify the completeness 
of a student’s understanding. It will change your rela-
tionships with your students for the better.

Writing in the week of the iPad announcement, I would 
like to take a moment to reflect on the educator’s need to 
stay current and the core reality of any new innovation. 
How does it help advance student learning? What is an 
e-reader without publishers moving to e-texts? What’s 
e-text if all it becomes is a .pdf version of an old linear 
textbook, ignoring the complexity of truly rich interactive 
environments? What’s a student’s video report without a 
well written script first? What’s a GPS if all learning re-
mains inside the school and ignores the community be-
yond the classroom walls? What’s an LCD projector if all 
one employs it for is copying course notes during class?

Innovation forces educators to concentrate on an-
other fundamental question: Are our course pedago-
gies and our personal skills keeping up with the world 
that our students will graduate into? Can we person-
ally accomplish all the keystage ICT outcomes for the 
level our students have already graduated from? If not, 
then our personal professional learning plan to keeping 
technologically competent is well prescribed.

Feel enthusiastic trying out the latest technologies with 
your students while still reflecting on the core rationale 
of how they may enhance learning. Feel free to re-invent 
a tried and true lesson by altering the methodology with 
an appropriate use of technology. You just might find 
new joy in this digital generation’s responses and how 
much extra the students willingly put into their digital 
representation of their required understandings.

Wayne Hamilton is the Consultant, Information 
Technology, Learning Resources & Technology 
Services, Department of Education.

We cannot ignore technology; educators run the risk 
of being excluded and ignored if they do not come 

to terms with these emerging technologies.
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The Team Approach to Sorting 
Waste in the Classroom
Cindie Smith

Every day, in classrooms all over Nova Scotia, 
teachers reinforce messages encouraging respect-
ful friendships, peaceful co-existence, and good 

citizenship. What about good environmental steward-
ship in the classroom? Some days controlling the waste 
generated by a room full of students can be overwhelm-
ing. It is hard to know where to start, but there are 
several tools and resources available to help establish 
practices that take the stress out of waste management 
in your classroom.

Perhaps the best place to begin is to adopt the prin-
ciple “Everyone is responsible for sorting their own 
waste.” In schools, this applies to faculty, administra-
tion and students – even the very young. That is only 
where waste management begins. Most successful pro-
grams involve a team effort and classroom waste man-
agement is no exception. Here are some guidelines for a 
successful waste management program in your school:

•	 the	student	sorts	their	own	waste	in	the	class-
room or the cafeteria;

•	 the	teacher	monitors	the	student	and	offers	dir-
ection when required;

•	 the	custodian	collects	sorted	waste	and	places	it	
for disposal;

•	 the	administration	provides	the	necessary	tools	
and messaging; and

•	 other	organizations	support	the	effort	by	provid-
ing additional resources. 

The Resource Recovery Fund Board (RRFB Nova 
Scotia) is a non-profit corporation that was created 
in 1996. It works in partnership with Nova Scotians 
to improve the province’s environment, economy and 
quality of life by reducing, re-using, recycling and re-
covering resources. RRFB offers several free tools and 
resources to assist teachers in managing waste in their 
classrooms and inspiring students to adopt greener be-
haviours.

Of the many tools available to assist in greening the 
classroom, the most fundamental is our provincial 
waste sorting guide. Every classroom, staff lounge and 
common area in the school where waste is generated 
should have a sorting guide posted. RRFB Nova Scotia 
produces a one page document, Sorting it Right for 
Schools, which outlines what to do with items com-
monly found in schools. The reverse side of the sorting 
guide offers information on other resources available to 
classroom teachers to aide in diverting material away 
from the landfill and into recycling and composting 
streams.

Probably the best resource available is a team of Waste 
Reduction Educators across Nova Scotia who can assist 
you in creating or enhancing the waste sorting system 
in your school. These enthusiastic educators are hired 

by local municipalities and are funded in 
large part by RRFB Nova Scotia. They 

c a n 
provide 
valuable input 
on strategic 
approaches, such as 
where to place sort-
ing bins for max-
imum efficiency, to 
simple and pragmatic 
advice. For example, 
when a problematic 
item frequently turns 
up in the wrong sorting 
container, they may 
advise sticking one 
of the offending 
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items to the wall over the correct container. Along 
with signage over each bin directing what goes where, 
the student is provided an additional visual prompt. 
Waste reduction educators also provide support to 
green teams or can conduct an audit of the waste gen-
erated in the school or classroom to determine where 
material can be diverted away from the landfill.

Geared toward early to mid-elementary, RRFB 
Nova Scotia’s Moby the Recycling Robot often accom-
panies local educators as a means of punctuating the 
Sorting it Right message. Operated by remote control, 
Moby enjoys rock star status in many schools and 
made more than 170 appearances across the province 
last year.

The Nova Scotia Recycles Contest is launched each 
fall and challenges students in grades P-12 to be cre-
ative in promoting waste reduction. The purpose of the 
contest is to encourage participation in recycling and 
composting programs and to celebrate the ongoing 
role of Nova Scotian youth in making this province a 
recognized leader in waste reduction. There are more 
than $55,000 in cash, prizes and scholarships available 
each year, including a provincial essay contest where 
the top prize is a $5,000 scholarship.

The Community Sponsorship Fund makes available 
grants of up to $500 for events or initiatives with a 
focus on waste reduction, reuse, recycling and com-
posting. Petite Riviere Elementary School provides a 
great example of how those funds can be used. Using 
Community Sponsorship Funds and support from 
local businesses, they built a small greenhouse made 
from recycled material. Seedlings for their school gar-
den were started in the greenhouse, transplanted into 
the garden, fertilized with compost produced on site, 
and cared for by students. All this was accomplished 
by some hard work from dedicated teachers, parents 
and students, and a bit of seed money for their green-
house.

Annually, the Mobius Environmental Awards rec-
ognizes innovative organizations and individuals who 
have made Nova Scotia a leader in waste reduction. 
The 2009 winner in the School of the Year category 
was New Ross Consolidated School, recognized for its 
environmental education programs and approaches. 
The recycling programs at New Ross Consolidated 
are comprehensive both inside and outside the school. 

Sorting bins are highly visible and each year a waste 
reduction educator offers supporting presentations on 
Sorting it Right. New Ross Consolidated also offers ex-
periential lessons in food security. This includes oper-
ating its own hydroponics lab where lettuce is grown 
for use in the school cafeteria and practicing vermi-
composting, producing compost for the school garden. 
Vegetables and fruits grown in the garden are also used 
in the school cafeteria. Each year the school purchases 
ladybugs which are studied for two weeks before be-
ing turned out into the garden to provide chemical 
free pest control. New Ross Consolidated also raises 
butterflies and offers tours. All these activities involve 
students who learn the food loop first hand (how to 
grow and harvest food and compost leftovers), increas-
ing the likelihood that they will do so as adults. This is 
a school that not only preaches environmental aware-
ness, it practices it every day.

Perhaps the best news of all is that all of these en-
vironmental initiatives – sorting guides, Waste Reduc-
tion Educators, Moby visits, funding, and contest par-
ticipation – are available at no charge. To access any of 
these free resources, please call the RRFB Nova Scotia’s 
toll free hotline at 1-877-313-7732, email info@rrfb.
com, or visit the Teachers Resource Centre at http://
www.rrfb.com/teachers/index.html

Cindie Smith has served as the Acting Manager 
of Education for RRFB Nova Scotia and as Waste 
Reduction Educator for the Municipality of East 
Hants.
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The Developing Culture for 
Engagement in High Schools
Peter Smith & John Cochrane

High schools in Nova Scotia are changing. Op-
tions and Opportunities (O2), which began 
in 2006, is now offered in 46 schools. Co-

operative Education (Co-op) which was offered in 13 
schools in 2006, is now offered in 83 high schools. Stu-
dents, schools, parents, and communities are excited 
about the learning opportunities and delighted by the 
many individual success stories.

How have O2 and Co-op influenced student engage-
ment?

In our conversations with educators and our visits to 
classrooms and workplaces, we have seen the positive 
impact of these two programs.

Staff at Breton Education Centre in New Waterford 
described with pride the progress of one O2 student: 
“…after grade 9, nobody expected him to get through 
high school, but he experienced a complete turnaround 
at school and at home after he was accepted into the 
O2 program. During his co-op placement with an elec-
trician, he started to work harder in school, made new 
friends and had a social life. The academics were hard 
for him, but he was focussed on a career as an electri-
cian. He will graduate this year, the first in his family 
to do so, and will attend the Nova Scotia Community 
College.”

Many principals tell us similar stories of students who 
would probably not otherwise have completed high 
school. Patricia MacKinnon, principal at Hants North 
Rural High School, says, “We have seen a remarkable 
change in the attendance, achievement, and behaviour 
of our O2 students. With fewer disengaged students, 
the school has a more positive focus. We have now ex-
panded our co-op program to include a broad range of 
students seeking a variety of career experiences.” 

Dan Britten is an apprentice boat builder. As a co-op 
student who was not ready for workplace learning until 
grade 12, he found his education and career path after 
100 hours of work at Rosborough Boats and Marine. 

Dan said, “… my attendance improved, I was passing 
everything, because I knew I had found a career that 
was right for me and my skills. I think every high school 
student would benefit from a co-op opportunity.”

A student at Amherst Regional High School wrote 
about her co-op placement in a hospital: “I knew that I 
wanted to do this type of work for the rest of my life... 
because I find the inner workings of the human body 
fascinating and the opportunity to help fix any prob-
lems a great reason to take a job along these lines. This 
whole co-op experience has been one of the best ones 
I have ever had, but the time I spent in the operating 
room was the best part. It taught me some of the basics 
for patient care and reminded me that people can and 
do pull together.”

Communities benefit when students discover careers 
close to home. Emily, a volunteer at Chester Playhouse, 
was encouraged by Bob Elliott, a professional lighting 
designer, and now she is one of the many young people 
who has made a career out of her passion and con-
tinues to enrich her community. Employers recognize 
this potential of co-op and welcome students into their 
workplaces. This year, over 3,000 workplaces will host 
a co-op student.

What does O2 offer to students?

The O2 program offers an alternative opportunity 
for students who may not be meeting their academic 
potential because they are not engaged with the school 
program. Focusing on career development, the pro-
gram matches students with employers to give them 
opportunities to gain workplace experience and explore 
a career. Students have learning experiences which are 
project-based and differentiated through career-related 
courses and community-based learning. Students must 
meet all graduation requirements and also graduate 
with work-ready skills and a plan for the future.  O2 
graduates can be found in the workplace, universities, 
community college, apprenticeship, and the military.
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O2 offers, to students and their families who are will-
ing to commit, a fresh start and a chance to connect to 
the school in a positive, productive way. One parent of 
a Sackville High School student said, “We were arguing 
constantly, and didn’t know how to help our daughter. 
This program has saved our family.”

What do Co-operative Education courses offer to stu-
dents?

Co-operative education provides authentic and pur-
poseful learning outside the school/classroom setting. 
Students earn a full or half credit for learning in the 
community. Students can explore, acquire, and refine 
the skills of a specific career. Co-operative education 
gives students opportunities to understand the work-
place as well as the knowledge, skills, and attitudes they 
will need to succeed. Students get to see the relevance 
of their classroom learning in a work setting. Students 
participate in career and education planning and pre-
pare for next steps in a career path. More than one par-
ent has commented, “…I wish this had been available 
when I was in high school.”

How are school cultures changing?

Each spring, staff and students from all the O2 
schools come together at the O2 Showcase to exhibit 
their achievements and to share insights and ideas. It 
gives the O2 community the opportunity to talk with 
students, O2 teachers, and co-op teachers and see the 
many ways school cultures are changing. Teachers put 
students before programs and redefine their roles to in-
clude stronger advocacy for and advisement of students. 
There is a renewal of the relationships with families and 
communities. Barry Walsh, a mathematics teacher for 
many years and recently an O2 and Co-op teacher at 
Sir John A Macdonald High School, said, “I feel as 
though I have been waiting my entire career for an op-
portunity like this.”

Students see their learning in new ways: they learn in 
alternative settings, they have choice and control, their 
classes involve active, relevant activities, and they ex-
perience personal success. They can describe, with con-
fidence, a direction for their futures and are recognized 
as worthy individuals.

For example, Lynn Haughn’s work as a co-op teacher 
and as an O2 lead teacher goes beyond the classroom 
and beyond the school day. Lynn Haughn gives each 
student in J.L. Ilsley High School’s O2 program all 
the encouragement and support he or she needs. She 
ensures that each of her co-op students is ready for a 
successful learning experience in the right community 
setting.

What is next for O2 and Co-op?

•	 Both	programs	embody	three	elements	import-
ant to how we think of all high schools.

•	 Relationships	are	essential.	Students	need	to	
connect with their peers and with adults in a 
rich variety of meaningful ways.

•	 Ownership	is	shared	by	students,	families,	
schools, and communities; we need to recognize 
this and make it a strength.

•	 Efficacy	is	critical.	All	students	need	to	feel	that	
they are in the right place, at the right time, do-
ing the right things to succeed.

We continue to hear from schools and parents who 
want to see more students involved in an O2 or co-op 
program. We believe that the success of O2 and co-op 
make a compelling case for expansion.

Peter Smith is Coordinator of Youth Pathways and 
Transitions for the Department of Education and  
John Cochrane is Coordinator of Community-Based 
Learning for the Department of Education.

O2 offers, to students and their families who are willing 
to commit, a fresh start and a chance to connect 

to the school in a positive, productive way.
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Making 
PrograM 
SuPPort 
Work  
for You!
Janet Brand-Balignasay

The role of the Program Support Teacher (PST) 
in Nova Scotia has evolved primarily due to in-
clusion, but also as a result of the vast cultural 

and technological changes which have greatly impacted 
education. Essentially, a PST is responsible for providing 
support to teachers in order to ensure the development 
and delivery of an appropriate program to meet the needs 
of all students. Despite the fact that across the province, 
and perhaps within individual boards, the name and ex-
pectations of this role may differ, we as Program Support 
Teachers all strive to meet the resource teacher competen-
cies as defined by the Nova Scotia Department of Educa-
tion in the Special Education Policy Manual (2008).

The PST is an integral part of the school commun-
ity due to the fact that the “traditional” classroom and 
“traditional” student no longer exist. There remains, 
however, a disconnection for subject teachers between 
what we want or believe education and teaching should 
look like and what it actually looks like in the classroom 
today. Coupled with semestering in high schools, great-
er accountability with respect to instructional practices 
and assessment, and curriculum outcomes to achieve, it 
is understandable that teachers are struggling.

As teachers, we are well aware of the diversity within 
our classrooms in terms of readiness to learn and stu-
dents’ strengths, interests, and learning styles. We are 
also well aware that within our classrooms are students 
with identified learning and developmental disabilities, 
behaviour and emotional disorders, and sensory and 
physical impairments, as well as students who are gifted. 
Additionally, all classrooms contain students who may 
not have an identified problem but struggle academic-
ally. At the high school level many of our students need 
reading support because they cannot read well enough 
to access the curriculum and learn the material. These 
students may come from impoverished backgrounds and 
have little (or a perceived lack of) home support or they 
may have unidentified mental health issues, behavioral 
challenges, and substance abuse issues which override 
their ability to learn. What we often fail to appreciate is 
that many, if not all, of these students without adequate 
support in school have the potential to become students 
at risk. They are at risk for low academic expectations 
from home and school, higher rates of retention and sus-
pension, absenteeism, dropping out or feeling shut out, 
substance abuse and future societal and legal problems.
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As Program Support Teachers we find ourselves work-
ing with all of these students because their learning and 
success is hindered by a myriad of obstacles. These stu-
dents are sometimes perceived as not wanting to learn 
but often the other baggage is getting in the way. This 
needs to be addressed before any learning can begin. 
These students are not going away and we must find 
ways to work together to improve teaching and learn-
ing for all students. Part of the role of the PST is to 
provide support for all of these students.

We need to move away from a philosophy that inclu-
sion is only about disabilities towards a practice that all 
students belong and can contribute. With such class-
room diversity we need to recognize that all students 
should not be asked to do the same thing in the same 
way. Although most teachers 
recognize that this is the real-
ity, the implementation of this 
practice in the classroom often 
presents challenges for teachers. 
We need to create classrooms 
where students who need sup-
port are not the afterthought 
but rather are included in the 
pre-planning of the lessons. 
We need to change our focus 
from labels and behaviours to the strengths and chal-
lenges that our students bring to the classroom. Above 
all else, the students who receive support should never 
be considered the sole responsibility of an Educational 
Assistant or a Program Support Teacher in the room. In 
the same vein, no teacher should ever feel that he/she 
has to go it alone in programming for these students.

At Northumberland Regional High School we are 
very fortunate to have four full-time PSTs, with one 
designated at each grade level. We have the added bene-
fit of moving with our students throughout the grades. 
As a result we start with a group of students in grade 9 
and follow them through until grade 12. This allows 
the PST to build important and trusting relationships 
with students while being able to provide vital informa-
tion to teachers, parents, guidance, and administration. 
With this model, we are able to carry out the many 
responsibilities of the PST, track our students in an 
organized manner throughout high school, as well as 
make the appropriate community connections required 

for transition planning. Along the way we may be re-
quired to mediate amongst the many members of the 
school community in our role as advocates for the stu-
dents on our caseloads. Our approach is as varied as 
the students we teach and the teachers with whom we 
work. For some teachers and students it is valuable to 
have the PST in the classroom in a co-teaching model. 
Sometimes, a pull-out approach for test completion or 
remedial work is best because at times these students 
can get overwhelmed in the regular classroom, giving 
the impression that they do not care about learning. 
Although inclusion is about integrating our students in 
the classroom, there are times when students and teach-
ers benefit from working in smaller groups or one-on-
one. Sometimes the only form of support that PSTs 

provide is with instructional 
practices or other adaptations; 
this type of support can be a 
valuable use of our time.

Sometimes it seems that we 
have gotten so wrapped up in 
the demands of our profession 
that we have lost the essence of 
what it means to teach. Many 
teachers will profess that they 
wanted to become a teacher 

to make a difference in the lives of students but that 
they feel bound by a lack of time, money and resour-
ces. While this may be true to an extent, the difficul-
ties in meeting the needs of our students will never be 
ameliorated through the provision of the same. It will 
only be with a shift in thinking within our own class-
rooms and the realization that for many students, espe-
cially for students who need support, we are often the 
most important people in their lives and we can make 
a significant difference. The key to all of this is build-
ing connections and taking the time to foster meaning-
ful relationships with the students we teach. Although 
this is no easy task, Program Support Teachers can be a 
bridge between teachers and students.

Janet Brand-Balignasay is a Program Support Teacher 
at Northumberland Regional High School, Chignecto-
Central Regional School Board.

Sometimes it seems that 
we have gotten so wrapped 

up in the demands of 
our profession that we 

have lost the essence of 
what it means to teach.
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Team Building Rant
Sue Smiley

I am a fun person. Heck, I have to be – Smiley by 
name, smiley by nature. I belong to a community 
theatre troupe named Women of Wolfville (WOW). 

I love to perform. It has been suggested that I would 
perform at the opening of an envelope. I love to use 
props when teaching. So, what is it about team build-
ing exercises, games and activities that make me cringe? 
Even worse is seeing them on the agenda of a meet-
ing. When did being blindfolded and led through an 
obstacle course become a team building exercise? Who 
decided that building a tower of straws to support a 
raw egg would help me gain understanding of my col-
leagues who have opposing philosophical views? Scav-
enger hunts for a prize tend to focus on outcome, not 
process, and does the winning team reflect an internal 
change in the team members that will make the work-
place more positive? It has been my experience that 
people complete the activity as a team and then return 
to the workplace feeling patronized and further disen-
franchised.

Scott Adams, in The Dilbert Principle, says that “in 
your typical team building exercise the employees 
are subjected to a variety of unpleas-

ant situations until they 

become a cohesive team or a ring of carjackers.” In fact, 
team building exercises and cubicles can be traced back 
to the prison system: interestingly, cells in Canada are 
actually larger than most office cubicles and offer the 
additional features of a bathroom and a bed.

It is true I will not play pass the diaper at baby showers 
nor will I engage in Bridal Shower Bingo. That being 
said, I have an even deeper disdain for team build-
ing exercises as I feel they are a misplaced use of time 
and energy and a surface treatment of the issues that 
required such an intervention. What lies beneath the 
surface cannot be healed with a topical treatment that 
may temporarily reduce the “itch” only to have it return 
more angry and festering.

As a veteran workshop facilitator and post secondary 
educator, I know I’m not easily entertained. My office 
shelves buckle with binders filled with the latest and 
the lamest team building exercises. I have searched my 
psyche trying to get at the root of my intense scorn for 
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team building activities. I googled “team building exer-
cises” and got back 91,200,000 hits.

Recently, I was invited to facilitate a workshop on 
individual change within organizational change. I pur-
posely titled one of the activities “Not another team 
building exercise.” I couldn’t bear the thought of asking 
adults to pretend they were standing on a magic carpet 
or to tangle themselves into a human knot. As I sat in 
my home office contemplating how I might encourage 
team building I focused on the source(s) of conflict. 
It is my belief that so many of our misunderstandings 
about each other are based upon not enough informa-
tion. We make major assumptions based on very little 
discourse and think we know someone. The activity I 
created invited the participants to decide the level of 
self disclosure they wanted and to build upon that level 
as the game progressed. “I never knew that about you” 
could be heard around the room between colleagues 
who had worked together for over ten years.

Does “knowing stuff” about each other engender an 
understanding that fosters workplace harmony and job 
satisfaction? Thoughtful team building exercises at-
tempt to access and transform the relationships people 
have with each other within their organizations. Is it 
essential that I know my cubicle colleague has an alco-
holic father and raises hot house orchids? Maybe not. 
What is essential is that I know the style of communica-
tion my colleague prefers, how he/she functions under 
stress, and what as human beings we can offer each 
other.

To probe the impact of workplace relationships, the 
Gallup Management Journal surveyed 1,003 employees 
nationwide. Respondents were asked a variety of ques-
tions about their relationships at work. Gallup exam-
ined responses to see which questions differed most 
between engaged employees and those who were not 
engaged or actively disengaged. Among the findings: 
51 percent of employees who strongly agree that their 
organization encourages close friendships at work are 

extremely satisfied with their place of employment 
compared to just 19% of employees who disagree with 
that statement.

While some authors hold that friendships at work are 
to be avoided, others highlight the positive outcomes 
of these associations. Informal social relationships may 
offer significant and rewarding benefits to individuals: 
communication, support, trust, growth and security 
that in turn influence work related attitudes and behav-
iours. So if team building exercises – all 91,200,000 of 
them – are not the answer to creating cohesive, success-
ful workplace unions then what options exist?

Counsellor Michelle Glover says “people build co-
hesion for a myriad of reasons that can’t necessarily be 
intentionally created. I’m all for workplace friendships 
– we spend more hours with colleagues than outside 
friends each week. I like that my colleagues know bits 
of my life and that I can disclose to the extent that I feel 
comfortable but it MUST be on my initiative.”

I don’t respond well to contrived situations where 
personal autonomy and choice are replaced with forced 
interactions and a general mistrust that colleagues can-
not manage their discourse with each other but bring-
ing in an expert is going to magically ease the climate.

Maybe the answer lies in something simple, some-
thing free, or something pure. Maybe the answer lies in 
observing how children, naturally left to their own wis-
dom and honesty, are able to create meaningful connec-
tions with each other. “I like your bike, want to share 
my sandwich?” or “I can lick my elbow” need not be 
the basis of adult connections, however “I am sorry to 
hear about your loss” and “can I help you finish that 
project?” may be a beginning.

Sue Smiley is a faculty member, Kingstec Campus, 
Nova Scotia Community College.

It has been my experience that people complete the 

activity as a team and then return to the workplace 

feeling patronized and further disenfranchised.
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Face it! Most of us in the teaching profession are 
counsellors. In the classroom, on the playground, 
in the halls between classes, after school, on the 

field or court, during extracurricular trips… teachers 
counsel. I call it “small c” counselling, not because it 
is any less important than what a school or guidance 
counsellor might do, but because it is ongoing, a part of 
every day. It is part of being a teacher, part of the routine, 
like helping tie a sneaker, wipe a nose or assist with an 
assignment. We may not have counselling backgrounds 
or qualifications but we continually counsel (and will 
continue to counsel). Doing this is 
important. After all, classroom teach-
ers are the ones who see/interact with 
students every day. We are the “front 
line.” We often have the best rapport 
or the strongest relationship with 
students. Teachers are the ones they 
often trust most; and in some cases, 
a teacher might be the only person 
they trust. To many children, we are 
the “parent” figure in their lives. It 
is not surprising that we often pick 
up on or recognize changes in mood, 
appearance, interest, behaviour, etc, 
long before any guidance or school counsellor (if your 
school is fortunate enough to have one) notices or is 
informed. Unless we lived inside a bubble or were com-
pletely oblivious or uncaring, how could we teach or 
spend time with hundreds of children or teenagers each 
day and not “counsel” in one form or another? Most of 
us are not that isolated, detached or insulated.

Students tell us when they lose a pet, when a grand-
parent or parent or sibling has been diagnosed with can-
cer, when their best friend is moving away, when their 
parents split up or a parent loses a job, when they don’t 
have any food (or heat or perhaps even hot water), when 
they think they might be pregnant or their boy/girlfriend 
dumps them. They tell us how much they drank on the 

weekend – and sometimes worse. They also share their 
concerns about friends they are worried about, bringing 
up issues like eating disorders, addictions, family or par-
ent problems. They might ask us questions about their 
own sexuality. At the high school level, students often 
ask our opinion about career choices, which courses 
we recommend they take, or which university or col-
lege they should attend. The list of things they “share” is 
endless and often unpredictable.

What do we do as teachers, mentors, adults? We listen, 
we question, we ask for clarification, we empathize and 

sympathize, we make suggestions, and 
we offer support. We keep our eye on 
them or do some sort of follow-up. 
These are some of the same things a 
school counsellor does.

One of the major differences be-
tween teachers and counsellors is that 
teachers are not bound by confidenti-
ality, which in some ways is an advan-
tage. The flip side is that when a stu-
dent meets with a school counsellor, 
teachers are not entitled to know what 
has occurred or what was discussed, 

even if that student was referred by a teacher in the first 
place. That can be hard to understand or accept.

I certainly would not suggest that teachers stop doing 
any or all of these things. To do so would be to ask you 
to isolate yourself from your students. To do so would be 
doing a grave disservice to the possibly hundreds of stu-
dents you interact with each day and the thousands you 
will interact with over the span of your career.

As we all know, many schools do not have a counsel-
lor on staff. Others may share a counsellor with another 
school or with many schools. In these schools, I suspect 
classroom teachers and administrators “counsel” even 
more.

The Teacher as Counsellor – 
The Do’s and Don’ts
Bobby Lou Reardon

Many students 
just need someone 

to listen, to care, 
to empathize, to 

offer support and 
encouragement.
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If you find yourself “in too deep” or the problem pre-
sented or information shared is too sensitive and you feel 
it needs more qualified or professional help, it is import-
ant that you seek that help. If your school has a counsel-
lor, refer the student to that individual. If your school 
does not have one, ask your principal if a counsellor from 
another school might be available to spend time with that 
student. (I know that our Board makes every attempt to 
respond/reach out when a school without a counsellor 
has requested help from a qualified counsellor.) You also 
have the opportunity to refer a student to Mental Health 
for professional help. Though this service may not be as 
easy or as convenient (depending on where you teach, 
the nearest Mental Health Unit may be a hundred kilo-
metres away), it is sometimes necessary and can be very 
supportive. Make sure that you discuss time, travel, com-
fort, and confidentiality surrounding appointments with 
your student before you complete the referral.

It is difficult to provide guidelines or the magic line/an-
swer to what you should help a student with versus what 
is beyond your scope. Each situation is different; each 
student-teacher relationship is unique. Many students just 
need someone to listen, to care, to empathize, to offer sup-
port and encouragement. Many do not need to be referred 
to a counsellor or Mental Health. Others, however, do need 
more in-depth counselling or assistance. The student who 

repeatedly needs help or who does not seem to be moving 
forward or who has serious issues probably needs to see a 
counsellor or be referred. My suggestion or guideline (and 
I am far from an expert) would be to refer the student 
to a counsellor when you feel the student needs more as-
sistance/expertise/strategies than you are able to provide 
(whether it be because of limited time, energy, knowledge, 
or skill). There are certainly times when school counsellors 
find themselves in that position and realize that they need 
to refer a student for additional support/services.

If there is a counsellor at your school or available in your 
area, utilize this resource. If there is not, ask your school 
administration how to seek or request other assistance. 
Your students will sometimes require help dealing with 
situations and changing life circumstances. Help them ac-
cess the necessary resources. Continue to empathize, en-
courage, listen, and support. As teachers, we wear many 
“hats” and a “coat of many colours.” Our relationships 
with our students are complex and, most of all, valuable!

Bobby Lou Reardon is a Guidance Counselor and 
Chemistry Teacher at Yarmouth Consolidated 
Memorial High School, Tri-County, Regional School 
Board.
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Restorative Practice in Schools: 
An Opportunity for Change
Emma Halpern

She sat down, staring at the floor, afraid to look up. 
She didn’t want to talk about it. She didn’t want to be 
there. She wished the floor would open up and swallow 

her whole. But for now, she just sat there, staring. She could 
feel all eyes in the room on her back, willing her to look up.

It was so quiet in the room. She listened to her breath, hollow 
in her throat, and her heartbeat pounding in her chest. She 
listened carefully and she thought she could hear the breath of 
the others in the room, her mother, the Principal, her teacher, 
the student support worker and the other student, the one she 
couldn’t look at, couldn’t face...not today, not now.

What could she possibly say to make this right?

At that moment the facilitator turned to her and said: 
“It’s okay. This is a safe place. Just tell us what happened… 
start at the beginning…”

She opened her mouth and the words started pouring 
out, spilling out: about the fight, her boyfriend, her friends, 
her home life, her community...

“It was just a word,” she said. “I didn’t know it would 
hurt.”

And there were tears, and others spoke, they spoke of in-
justice, they spoke of the power of a word, a word full of 
anger and pain. A word designed to hurt, like a punch, a 
slap or worse.

And the other girl spoke, she looked her right in the eye 
and spoke, about her boyfriend, her friends, her home life, 
her community...

“Is that how you see me? Is that what I am to you?” she 
said.

And her mother talked and so did the Principal and the 
teachers.

They spoke to her from the heart and told her how they 
felt, what they were feeling now. They talked to her about 
history, about community, and about struggle.

And she listened for a long time.

She looked around the room and realized that no one 
was angry and no one was judging her. There was hurt 
and pain and she wanted to take it away. She wanted to 
make things right.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she said.

“I forgive you,” the girl said. “I don’t like you,” the girl 
said, “but I forgive you.”

“I wanted to hurt you,” the girl said. “That word breaks 
me into tiny pieces. But I’m here. Telling you how I feel, 
listening to you, hearing you. I’m here.”

“What can we do?” said the Principal. “What can we do 
so that this doesn’t happen again?”

In fact, they could do a great deal and they did. They 
worked together as a team, as a collective.

Restorative practice is a way of thinking about and 
addressing conflict. It challenges how we think about 
ourselves collectively as a society, how we respond to 
conflict, and how we restore balance after harm has 
occurred. Fundamentally, restorative justice takes as a 
starting point that we are relational beings. Restorative 
practice addresses harm by starting with the relationships 
between the harm-doer and his or her community.

The real essence of restorative practice is in a face-to-
face meeting between the harmed individual, the harm-
doer and the members of the community. During the 
course of that meeting each party is given an oppor-
tunity to tell the story of the incident from his or her 
own perspective, and talk about his or her experiences, 
concerns and feelings. The meeting helps the parties 
develop an understanding of the harm, the personal 
circumstances of the other parties, and the steps needed 
to make amends. The meeting concludes with an agree-
ment outlining how the parties will work together to 
address risk factors, heal the harm that has occurred 
and restore trust and safety within a community.

Bringing Restorative Justice into Schools is a school-
based disciplinary program that uses restorative practice 

THE pEDAgOgUE
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to build relationships between youth and their schools. 
This program is currently operating in two schools in 
the Tri-County area: Yarmouth Consolidated Memor-
ial High School and Shelburne High.

Within the school, the program is structured to encour-
age and promote youth leadership by providing students 
with the opportunity to act as facilitators in the restorative 
justice process. The program, therefore, is peer led and 
premised on the concept that young people respond best 
to their peers. The peer mentorship relationship develops 
youth leadership and encourages positive role modeling 
within schools, particularly for younger students who are 
at risk of getting involved in negative behaviour.

The project objectives are as follows:

•	 To	promote	and	support	a	restorative	approach	
to education that will improve the learning en-
vironment for all students.

•	 To	create	a	safe	space	within	schools	where	dif-
ficult issues such as racism, homophobia, sexism 
and poverty can be discussed openly.

•	 To	improve	the	relationships	between	high-risk	
youth and school staff.

•	 To	provide	a	forum	for	youth	to	take	leadership	
roles among their peers and in their community. 

•	 To	minimize	the	number	of	students	being	sus-
pended.

•	 To	build	stronger,	safer	schools	and	communities.

The greatest overall change stemming from restora-
tive programming is a willingness among young and 
old in our communities to discuss and address difficult 
topics and to work through conflicts to find a place of 
peace and healing.

For more information about this program please see 
our website: www.tricountyrestorativejustice.com

Emma Halpern is the Program Manager, Bringing 
Restorative Justice into Schools, Tri-County 
Restorative Justice.
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On a Métis Trapline in Northern Alberta
Steven Van Zoost

So there I was on a Métis trapline in northern Alberta 
with my Grade 12 English class. Tommy, our 58 
year old host, was an ideal grandfather figure. “You 

don’t have to have snowpants to have fun!” he exclaimed. 
Tobogganing, snowmobiling, walking on the frozen riv-
ers – the more fun we were having, the happier he be-
came. His sister made us chili and his mother made us 
bannock for lunch. We ate in his cabin. Let me be clear: 
it was not my idea to visit the First Nations community 
of Fort McKay located in the Athabasca Oil Sands in the 
dead of winter. In truth, it was my students’ idea and it 
was their project – a “Youth Inquiry Project.”

One Friday in October, my students spoke with Casey 
Brown, the principal of the school in the small commun-
ity of Fort McKay. The class had been thinking about 
women’s issues in Afghanistan and in our own com-
munities; Casey Brown was helping us to understand 
what it was like to be a woman living in a First Nations 
community surrounded by the oil industry. After the 
phone call with Casey Brown, my students wanted to 
learn more about her community. “Can we go? Can 
we?” they asked. To be honest, I was a bit apprehensive 
of their interest, knowing the amount of work that such 
a project would demand. I asked them to come back 
on Monday with reasons outlining why they wanted to 
visit this community.

Each student had a different interest in learning more 
about Fort McKay. Some students were interested in the 
culture of the community, while others were interested 
in the impact of industry on the community. Several stu-
dents were interested in social issues, while others were 
interested in the roles of media and technology in the 
community. One student was passionate about environ-
mental issues. At this point, we called our framework a 
“Youth Inquiry Project” and it became an investigation 
into communities in the 21st century. While the students 
were interested in Fort McKay, their experience was liv-
ing in Nova Scotia communities. The Youth Inquiry Pro-
ject allowed students to think broadly about the role of 

communities in today’s world, as well as think about their 
own participation in communities. Each of the students 
had a unique inquiry question that framed their thinking 
and experiences while visiting Fort McKay:

•	 What	does	the	word	community mean in the 
21st century?

•	 What	cultural	characteristics	are	deemed	
important to pass on to younger generations?  

•	 What	is	the	importance	of	traditional	culture	to	
youth in a 21st century community?

•	 In	what	ways	does	local	industry	define	a	
community?

•	 How	does	local	industry	influence	young	peoples’	
attitudes towards post secondary education?

•	 How	do	communities	address	and	respond	to	acts	
of discrimination and what are their resources?

•	 What	tools	do	communities	use	when	dealing	
with poverty?

•	 What	does	it	mean	to	be	a	woman	in	a	21st 
century community?
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•	 How	can	media	be	used	to	influence	
communities?

•	 How	are	communities	represented	in	the	media	
in the 21st century?

•	 What	are	the	pros	and	cons	of	21st century 
technology in a community?

•	 What	responsibilities	should	communities	
assume in regard to the environment?

The students varied their questions as they met with 
Tommy, Casey Brown, community leaders, students, oil 
industry representative, and elders. They continued to 
make notes as they spoke informally to our shuttle driv-
ers, waitresses, and pilots. They experienced snowshoeing, 
cross country skiing, swimming at the YMCA, and eating 
moose stew. The students visited the Oil Sands Discovery 
Centre, the Day Care Centre, the Wellness Centre, and 
the Elders Centre. They attended an Oil Barons hockey 
game in Fort McMurray and Family Night at the school 
in Fort McKay. In four days, they got to understand many 
of the complexities of their inquiry questions and had to 
sort through competing sources of information.

On our last day, we visited with elders in the com-
munity. It was quite an impressive scene. There were 
four elders in the room, each surrounded by a hand-
ful of my Grade 12 students with their notepads and 
smiles. The students were on the edges of their seats, 
showing deep interest in the elders’ lives. When one 
elder told an emotional story about a problem in the 
community, the students cried. This kind of student 
engagement in learning was powerful to witness. Stu-
dents had subsequent questions and concerns about 
their own communities back home in Nova Scotia. 
More immediately, students felt compelled to find ways 
to give back to the community of Fort McKay.

After our time with the elders, we went to the Wellness 
Centre where kids could play and have supper together. 
The Grade 12 students were generous with these kids: 
board games, make-up, music, reading, and small, per-
sonal chats. By the time the spaghetti was ready, the kids 
were bargaining about who would sit by my students. 
After supper, the students put all of their remaining 

energy into the Family Fun Night as they facilitated the 
dancing, played more games with kids and parents, and 
shared their enthusiasm for being together. It was difficult 
that night to express our gratitude to our hosts, especially 
Casey Brown who was so generous with my students.

The results of this trip/project will be published in 
a book this spring called 21st Century Communities: A 
Youth Inquiry Project, available on www.amazon.com. 
Each student has written a chapter in the book that 
responds to an inquiry question. These are not re-
search essays; they are thinking projects. Students have 
thought about how their inquiry question is important 
to themselves as well as to other young people in com-
munities. The anthology is also a collection of various 
essay structures used in high school writing: definition, 
classification, expository, informative, narrative, com-
pare/contrast, expository, persuasive, and argumenta-
tive essays. Students also created a documentary of the 
inquiry project. The documentary follows what hap-
pens to learning when students are involved in shaping 
how curriculum outcomes can be addressed through 
students’ own inquiry questions.

Pedagogically speaking, I felt like Tommy, the Mé-
tis trapper we met in Alberta. As we tobogganed down 
the hill, he would give us a great big push. In his ex-
citement, his push would leave him lying on his belly, 
arms stretched in front of him, covering his jeans in 
snow: “You don’t need to have snowpants to have fun!” 
As I watched my students initiate and follow through 
on this Youth Inquiry Project, I too wanted to give a 
great big push. I was caught up in the momentum of 
their learning and wanted to watch my students speed 
down the hill in excitement. I know that the laughing I 
heard coming from around the bend of the hill ensured 
that they would make the journey again and that they 
would continue to initiate their own learning long after 
their high school graduation.

Dr. Steven Van Zoost teaches at Avon View High 
School, Annapolis Valley Regional School Board.
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I’m sure that all of my readers have reached the con-
clusion that the expectation for what teachers do 
and how it should be done are limitless. The sources 

of these suggestions are as wide and as varied as society 
itself. Education has long been the battleground in the 
titanic struggle between rights and responsibilities.

Those of us who are now retired, or are soon to retire 
might use this simple question from our early years in 
the profession: What do you teach? The correct answer 
was, in my case, “I teach Grade 11 and 12 Chemistry.” 
A politically correct answer, to be sure. I was hired to 
teach course content. Provincial Examinations, which 
many of us marked in the summers at Acadia Univer-
sity in Wolfville, were the systems’ lethal weapon to en-
sure that we and the students were accountable to the 
mantra “It’s the content that counts!”

Acceptable methods to ensure that students were to 
be seen and not heard were the use of the ever present 
strap, standing them in corners for undetermined 
amounts of time, and, most of all, a call to the parents 
outlining the unruly behaviour of their offspring. In 
those days, now long gone by, it was no contest – re-
sponsibilities reigned supreme. These are remembered 
by many as the “good old days.” I guess they were as 
long as you were not a student.

As the education system moved forward, the empha-
sis moved from responsibilities to rights. The United 
Nations authored an international agreement on the 
Rights of the Child. The Canadian Department of Jus-
tice drafted the Young Offenders Act. Rights of various 
groups in society recognized injustices of past decades 
and past centuries. The education system moved quick-
ly to adapt to these newfound rights. For many stu-
dents the words “Free at last, free at last” became the 
new mantra. The days of an apple for the teacher are 
long gone. They have been replaced by an Apple for 
today’s “me generation” with its iPods and iPhones. The 
measure of real friendship now seems to be based on the 
number of “friends” on one’s Facebook profile.

One would hope that the 
emphasis in the school sys-
tem on students with “many 
responsibilities and very 
few rights” to the present 
“many rights and very few 
responsibilities” is about 
to change.

I found that it was the exception, among teachers 
and students, who did not learn and grow by observing 
those around them. Teachers and students are not hu-
man duplicating machines. We are individuals. I have 
seen many excellent teachers in action and I respect 
and proclaim their success, but I would not wish to be 
a copy of them because it would not be me. I hope 
that some saw success in my approaches, but did not 
copy my methods because it would not be them. I am 
equally sure that the same applies to students observing 
their fellow students and teachers. Ultimately, they did 
it their own way.

My conclusion rests on a different question posed 
by Linus to Charlie Brown from my favourite comic 
strip Peanuts. Linus asks Charlie Brown, “If you knew 
then what you know now, would you do anything dif-
ferently?” Charlie Brown’s response: “What do I know 
now?”

What I know now after a lifetime in the profession 
is this: It is not all responsibilities with no rights nor is 
it all rights with no responsibilities; it is about showing 
you care and showing you respect those with whom you 
work. With those you teach there will be times when 
showing care and respect will not be easy but no one 
ever said it would be easy. I can assure you that the 
more you do it the easier it becomes.

Greg O’Keefe is the former President of the World 
Teachers Organization.

Rights and Responsibilites 
– A Balancing Act
Greg O’Keefe
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