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Mamoona Brace & Kim Michaud

Reflections

As the landing gear of the plane banged underneath of us, our adventure to the Atlanta 
International Reading Association conference began. Our thoughts focused on new learnings 

and how we would implement them in our classrooms. We were just Kim and Mamoona, two upper elemen-
tary school teachers looking to find ways to improve our students’ self-esteem and ways to create excitement in 
our classrooms.

We had been teaching together for six years. 
Having spent four years together at one school and 
two years at another, we noticed that student recog-
nition seemed to be focused only on academic and 
athletic excellence. It was during this plane ride that 
the conversation turned to what we would like to see 
happening in our school.

We wondered what it would look like if students 
were recognized for their strengths in areas other than 
academics and sports. What about the student who 
is a great leader but may not be academically strong? 
Were they not worthy of recognition by their school 
community? How about the student who could make 
people laugh but did not play on any sports teams? 
Did their jokes not count for something? As the air-
plane ride continued, we became more and more ex-
cited. We knew that an idea was blooming right in 
front of us.

We grabbed a scrap piece of paper and a pen 
and began to blurt out our vision of a program that 
would celebrate students for who they are along with 
their strengths. We wanted our students to know that 

each one of them brought something important to the 
school community. It was their differences that made 
them individuals and it was through this uniqueness 
that as a whole we could be more.

Leading our Education by Applauding Diverse 
learners (LEAD) was a phrase that was all encompass-
ing. It focused on what we wanted our program to 
be about: celebrating diversity. After our return from 
Atlanta, the grants from the Sheonoroil Founda-
tion were brought to our attention. We felt that our 
program fit the guidelines and applied immediately. 
When we found out that we had received the grant, 
we were thrilled. These funds enabled us to purchase a 
banner, certificates for the LEAD team, broadcloth for 
the LEAD team handprints, lanyards for the monthly 
recipients, and zipper pulls with the LEAD logo. All 
of this made us feel like our program had merit and 
would impact our students.

We initiated monthly assemblies which would 
highlight one student from each class. Students 
chosen for the first LEAD team would be called up 
to the front of the gymnasium to take their place on 
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the team. The students would be chosen by 
their teacher for showing leadership in some 
capacity. The qualities of leadership were not 
limited to academics. We wanted the comed-
ians, artists, musicians, public speakers and 
others to be recognized for their strengths. If 

a student was an animal lover 
and had shown leadership in 
this area, we wanted them to 
be recognized too.

Our colleagues em-
braced our idea and supported 
us in every way. Conversations 
took place and it was felt that 
we could also add something 
else during this assembly 
time. To compliment LEAD 
we added a HIGH 5 program 
that we had heard about from 
other schools. The LEAD 
team could only be made up 
of a handful of students but 
the HIGH 5 would still cele-
brate the rest. The goal was to 
have all students in the school 
receive a HIGH 5 by the end 
of the school year. The two 

programs worked well together.
Walking into a LEAD assembly, the first 

thing that you would notice is the high energy. 
Music is playing and the mood is upbeat. Stu-
dents are excited to find out who will be given 
a HIGH 5 and who will be part of the LEAD 
team. The previous month’s LEAD team is 
given the honour of MCing the assembly. 
This includes calling the HIGH 5 names and 
the names of the new LEAD team. With our 
money from the Sheonoroil Foundation, we 
had purchased zipper pulls. The new LEAD 
team members would proudly be receiving 
these from their predecessors. Many smiles 
go around at the LEAD assembly. These team 
members know that they will be given roles 
and responsibilities throughout the month 
that are intended to promote a sense of com-
munity and involvement.

Creating this program has been a won-
derful experience. Students have commented 
that they love being part of the LEAD team 
because they get to MC the assembly, they lead 
activities in their school for their peers, they 
are recognized for their unique talents and it 
is just fun. They just have fun! The reward for 
us is the knowledge that we are giving all stu-

As each 
monthly 
assembly 

begins, you 
can hear 

the excited 
murmurs 

beneath the 
beat-filled 

music of the 
now familiar 

question: “Will 
I be on the 

LEAD team 
this year?”
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Mamoona Brace is a teacher at 
Portland Estates Elementary School, 
Halifax Regional School Board.

Kim Michaud is a Vice Principal and a 
teacher at Admiral Westphal Elementary 
School, Halifax Regional School Board.

dents a chance to shine. Students are being celebrated 
instead of isolated because of their differences. Among 
the school community, there is a growing understand-
ing that the very traits that make each of us different 
from one another are those that make us stronger as 
individuals. In turn the diverse abilities of those on the 
LEAD team allow them to make great events happen 
when they work together as a unit.

In the time since our momentous trip to Atlan-

ta, other conferences have come and gone, new ideas 
in our classrooms and schools have been started and 
stopped, but the LEAD zipper pulls continue to be 
proudly worn by the past and present LEAD team 
members. It is our hope that their certificates are hap-
pily displayed in their homes. As each monthly assem-
bly begins, you can hear the excited murmurs beneath 
the beat-filled music of the now familiar question: 
“Will I be on the LEAD team this year?”

Reflections

http://www.deltabarrington.com
http://www.deltahalifax.com
http://www.deltahotels.com/nstu
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In My Classroom

“Mr Hannem, how do I pronounce this name?”
“Mr Hannem, is this name a boy’s name or a 

girl’s name?”
“Look, Mr Hannem, I found that school in Italy 

on Google Maps… Wow! Take a look at this!”
These are the comments I heard constantly as 

my students worked with and got to know schools 
and students from around the world while we studied 
cultures, geography, history and science with partner 
schools.

What got me into the whole idea of using schools 
from other countries to educate and inform my stu-
dents was the fact that students often do not have an 
audience for their work. They put time and effort into 
a project or a piece of writing only to have a teacher 
read it and pass it back. At times, the class might be 
given a presentation by the students, but for the most 
part no one gets to see it. I came across a site called 
epals.com which, for lack of space to explain it all, does 
everything from providing an email account to each 
student (totally accessible by the teacher) to profiles of 
schools around the world that wish to partner other 
schools to share and learn. This site will even provide 
the topics and the medium to study subjects together, 
such as war or water issues, around the world.

I set up my Grade 5/6 classroom with nine other 
schools around the world and each of my students 
had an epal (an electronic pen pal) from each of the 
schools. After the introductions were done and stu-
dents became comfortable with the writing, it became 
a monthly assignment to communicate with each epal. 
Before long, many of the students were communicat-
ing much more than once a month with their new-
found friends. Often a student would rush into class 
in the morning with news from around the world of 
what had happened in a household in Turkey, Japan 
or Uganda. Genuine concern enveloped the students 
last year during the earthquake and ultimate tsunami 
in Japan. They needed to know if their “friends “were 
ok”. World news took on a whole new meaning for 
these students as happenings around the world were 
affecting them and the friends they had made.

Students quickly realized that although we have 
many differences with people around the world, the 
similarities far outweigh them. The differences, how-
ever, were often huge. We received news from the 
Uganda orphanage and school that three of the chil-
dren had died when they went to the river to carry 
water back to their home. They had somehow fallen 
in the water and drowned for a resource that magically 

Just a Click Away
Roland Hannem

http://epals.com
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appears when we turn on the tap. Another stu-
dent died from malaria for want of a mosquito 
net. (This incident led to a fundraiser to buy 
nets for the orphanage and carried many les-
sons along with it.) For the most part, however, 
it was the similar tastes in clothing and music 
that took over most of the correspondence.

Holidays were another source for writing 
prompts. Often I would contact the respective 
teachers from each country and we would all 
agree to write about a holiday that was com-
ing up. Christmas was often a favourite and 
the students learned the many ways it is cele-
brated around the world, often complete with 
pictures. In one instance our partner school in 
Spain sent us a picture of their school during 
Christmas. My students understood the con-
cept of St Nicholas in the picture and most 
of the other decorations, however, when the 
teachers all wore horns and were dressed as de-
mons, the questions began – even from me. 
One of my students had already received a let-
ter from her epal regarding traditions in that 
country and explained to the class that St Nic 
leaves a present in your stocking if you have 
been good but if not a demon leaves a switch 
in your stocking for your parents to discipline 
you. Most students were quite happy that par-
ticular custom had not made its way to Can-
ada.

We would often send packages back and 
forth with pictures, cards and other things 
that were light and inexpensive to send. The 
students, upon receiving cards from many of 
these countries, were impressed by the beauti-
ful handwriting penned by these students, 
many who were learning English as a second 
language. This moved many of them to put 
their best work forward when presenting it to 
those around the world and made them realize 
that taking the time to do your best work does 
actually made a difference.

One of the greatest benefits of the pro-
gram was having the students realize what we 
had around us. When other schools would 
send us pictures of their class visits to the pyra-
mids or when they visited the Prince of Mon-
aco at New Years or their mountain ski resorts, 

many of the students wondered what they 
could “brag” about. “We have nothing here!” 
was often the comment about Nova Scotia. As 
a class we then brainstormed and looked at 
the many things we take for granted. We sent 
our partners pictures of the boats in our village 
at high tide and low tide, explaining the Bay 
of Fundy and the highest tides in the world. 
We developed a PowerPoint and assigned each 
group of students a province, territory or re-
gion of Canada to show off our great country. 
The thing that grabbed the foreign students’ 
attention (which may have come more from 
their parents and teachers) 
was our lobster industry. The 
request for lobsters after find-
ing out the majority of my 
students came from homes 
where fishing played a ma-
jor role was tremendous. The 
kids had hit a nerve and took 
great pride in the fact that 
what their families did was 
well known all over the world. 
They were also blown away 
by the prices that were paid 
in some of those countries for 
something they could have 
practically any day of the year.

Confining ourselves 
to our own little world, al-
though often safe and famil-
iar, does not necessarily serve 
our students well. Their world 
includes the ESL student in 
Italy and the math student in Hungary. They 
are all just a click away from each other. As 
teachers we have to allow them to explore a 
world that, until recently, was only accessible 
in a book or on some grainy film. Now we can 
visit that “other’s” world in real time, making 
real connections and developing real know-
ledge. Ultimately, this leads to a real educa-
tion.

Roland Hannem is a teacher at Yarmouth 
Consolidated Memorial High, Tri-County 
Regional School Board.

Often a student 
would rush 
into class in 
the morning 
with news 

from around 
the world of 

what had 
happened in a 
household in 

Turkey, Japan 
or Uganda.
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Community College Q&A

Strengthening Community 
Connections Through 

Service Learning
Deborah McVeigh

Nancy O’Regan is a Curriculum Consultant at NSCC with responsibil-

ities for Service Learning and the School of Access. She taught in the 

Human Services Program for several years before becoming involved in the 

college’s academic project to explore and define service learning. In this 

article, Nancy envisions a scenario that could lead to service learning and 

answers questions that further explain service learning.
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Q: Can you describe a scenario that 
explains “service learning?”
A: It’s Monday night, 7:00 p.m. at the Gull 
Harbour Fire Hall. Four men in their late fif-
ties are sitting around the table with cups of 
tea and a few file folders in front of them. In 
the folders are unpaid utility bills, scattered 
bank statements and some equipment invoi-
ces. Ten years ago this table would have been 
full; the Secretary would be handing out cop-
ies of minutes and agendas, while the Treasur-
er made regular financial reports. Fundraising 
was good and the community was engaged in 
building a new fire hall. But 10 years later, the 
hall needs a paint job and there are just not 
enough people involved anymore to get the 
work done. Where has everyone gone? In rural 
Nova Scotia, the first signs of the aging popu-
lation and out-migration of young people are 
showing. Who will be around in another 10 
years to provide the necessary social, recrea-
tional and infrastructure needs of not-for-
profit organizations that are the backbone of 
communities?

At Nova Scotia Community College 
(NSCC), we’re trying to do our part. We’re 
convinced that if we provide students with 
an opportunity to provide service to the com-
munity while they are learning their chosen 
occupation, they will continue to be engaged 
in their communities long after they gradu-
ate. One of the ways we are strengthening this 
connection is through service learning.

Q: What is the difference between 
volunteerism and service learning?
A: Both volunteerism and service learning 
are part of a continuum of experiential or ap-
plied learning. The best way to describe the 
difference between volunteerism and service 
learning is to ask a couple of questions about 
the activity. The first question is “Who bene-
fits?” In volunteerism, the greater benefits are 
to community organizations. According to 
James and Pamela Toole, the term volunteer-
ism refers to “people who perform some ser-
vice or good work of their own free will and 
without pay” (Toole & Toole, 1992). It is true 

that there are very often social and personal 
benefits to the volunteer, but the purpose of 
the activity is usually intended to help an or-
ganization do something they would not be 
able to do, such as fundraising, renovations, 
special programs or events.

In a service learning project, the benefits 
should be balanced. While the organization is 
receiving a service that it needs, the benefits to 
the learner are front and centre. Those benefits 
can be academic, such as learning more about 
how services are delivered, or how theory is 
applied in a real-world setting, or they can be 
personal, such as developing 
professional or essential occu-
pational skills. The other main 
area of benefit to a student is 
what is commonly referred to 
as the “civic benefit” or what 
the student learns about how 
things work in society.

The other question you 
can ask is, “What is the focus 
of the project?” If the focus 
is primarily on the student’s 
learning, then is it more likely 
to be an internship or practi-
cum. If the focus is on service, 
the activity might be com-
munity service or volunteer-
ism. Service learning requires 
a balanced focus.

Q: Why did the College 
get involved in service 
learning?
A: As NSCC developed the College’s portfolio 
approach to learning, it recognized that the 
blend of learning and service would be a way to 
build awareness of a student’s role in living and 
working in the community, and giving back to 
that community. In 2006, service learning was 
included in the College’s new Academic Plan 
and a project team was developed to explore 
both the definition and the scope of what we 
might do. The team recommended that ser-
vice learning become a learning outcome in 
programs throughout NSCC’s five academic 

While the 
organization 
is receiving a 
service that 
it needs, the 
benefits to 
the learner 
are front 

and centre.
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schools. I was hired as a Curriculum Consult-
ant for service learning and I began to imple-
ment the project goals and objectives. Back in 
2007, the College held an event called “Reach 
Out To Nova Scotia.” We had been through 
a period of major growth, with a significant 
investment from the Province and taxpayers 
of Nova Scotia to renew our infrastructure 
and construct our first, purpose-built campus. 
The College wanted to say “thank you” and 
literally reach out to the communities that had 
been our supporters. That event was received 
with enthusiasm by community partners, staff 

and students and contributed 
to the discussion about how 
valuable it is for our learners 
to have real hands-on experi-
ences that help communities 
– especially when students 
meet program outcomes at 
the same time.

Q: Do all programs 
have a service learning 
component?
A: All core programs at NSCC 
have the following learning 
outcome: “Blend service and 
learning in ways that use pro-
gram-related skills, knowledge 
and behaviours to serve others 
at the campus, within the Col-
lege and in the community.”

Q: What is involved in 
students receiving credit 
for service learning?

A: Service learning is an academic activity and 
can be credited in various ways depending on 
the program. In some programs, such as Hu-
man Services, there are service learning courses 
where the entire focus of the course is to dem-
onstrate or apply learning. In other programs, 
service learning may be a project or activity 
in a particular course. It is evaluated in many 
ways, but the most highly recommended by 
service learning practitioners world-wide is 
through guided or structured reflection. Out-

comes can be occupational, academic, civic, 
personal or any combination of the above.

Q: Do the students receive credit for 
their service learning or is it a part of 
all their courses like portfolio?
A: Students receive credit for meeting out-
comes in a variety of ways. Some projects may 
meet outcomes across a number of courses. 
For example, if a student or group was part-
nering with a local family resource centre to 
develop a parent support library, they could 
meet outcomes in Developmental Psychology, 
Writing Skills and Computer Applications. In 
other programs such as Business Administra-
tion, students developing a Marketing Plan 
for a local community organization could 
meet outcomes in one course.

Service learning allows learners to chal-
lenge themselves, integrate theory and prac-
tice, reflect on their personal and professional 
growth, and consider the future. Service learn-
ing has been found to be formative in terms of 
career development as it is often the first time 
a learner sees the “real world” in the occupa-
tion they are considering. NSCC’s Graduate 
Follow-Up study shows that 33% of our learn-
ers participate in volunteer activity in their 
community one year after they graduate.

Q: Can you give an example of service 
learning in each of the five schools of 
NSCC?
•	Applied Arts and New Media students 

creating web sites for a food bank, or a 
non-profit heritage museum.

•	Carpentry and Electrical students helping 
renovate a Legion Hall kitchen.

•	Office Administration students helping a 
Historical Society digitize a collection of 
artifacts.

•	Heavy Equipment students helping to 
develop a new eco-walking trail in a rural 
community

•	Continuing Care students sponsoring 
Blood Pressure Clinics

•	Early Childhood Education students 
assisting with preschool screening events

Service 
learning 

allows learners 
to challenge 
themselves, 
integrate 

theory and 
practice, 

reflect on their 
personal and 
professional 
growth, and 
consider the 

future.
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Q: Are there time restrictions on service 
learning projects? Do the students get 
remuneration?
A: The only restrictions on projects are that 
students, faculty and partners complete all 
of the required forms in the Service Learning 
Guides. Above all, risk management should 
be explored and risk management strategies 
documented and approved by the College. 
It is also important that all parties receive an 
orientation to service learning so they are all 
working from a common definition and pur-
pose. Students are not generally remunerated, 
though expenses (additional travel and other 
out-of-pocket expenses incurred) could be 
covered by the campus or community partner.

Q: Who evaluates the service learning 
projects?
A: Faculty evaluate service learning. A faculty 
toolkit has been developed to provide sample 
resources and ideas for development evalua-
tion and assessment strategies. Community 

partners do not evaluate learning, but can con-
tribute feedback to the faculty on the learner’s 
participation, attitude, communication skills, 
professional skills or any number of criteria. 
Self and peer evaluation are also important 
measures of learning. Learning narratives, 
self-reflection and group de-brief activities can 
also be valuable. As well learners can develop 
rubrics to be used to evaluate their learning, 
a practice that has been found to engage learn-
ers deeply in their own success.

References
Prentice, Mary; Robinson, Gail, American 
Association of Community Colleges: Linking 
Service Learning and Community College Stu-
dents.

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

http://www.grantthornton.ca
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Teaching our  
Digital Citizens

Betty-Jean Aucoin

When I began to do professional development sessions on appropriate online conduct 
and teaching our digital citizens, I used this quote and video from Media Awareness 

Week, 2007. Why? Simply, because it speaks to the very core of how we can address cyberbullying. We need 
to teach our children, youth and public to think critically and act ethically when using technology.

Technology is simply a tool and like any tool it 
can be used to advance us or destroy us. What is most 
important is for parents and teachers to know the dif-
ference and to teach our children and youth these dif-
ferences.

As a parent and teacher, I know 
the importance of the parent as a 
child’s first teacher and how important 
that role continues to be throughout 
the life of our children and youth. My 
parents were my first teachers of eth-
ical behaviour and showed me how to 
be a respectful daughter, sister, friend 
and citizen. Now my husband and I 
are doing that for our son. As a parent, 
I look to his teachers to support me 
by teaching these lessons in school. 
Together in partnership we will assist 
my son to grow and become a valued 
contributing citizen to our commun-
ity, province and country.

Nova Scotia has an excellent public school pro-
gram which encompasses six essential graduation learn-
ing outcomes: aesthetic expression, citizenship, com-
munication, personal development, problem solving 
and technology development. This allows teachers to 
follow a curriculum that teaches children from primary 
to twelve how to be contributing respectful citizens.

Teaching children these important outcomes for 
success is not new. What is new is the explosion of 
technology, social media and online communication. 
The technology age has exploded in the past 20 years 
and for the first time in history we have students sur-

passing parents and teachers in understanding and use 
of a tool. Our children and youth are digital natives 
while we look on with a feeling of incompetency as 
digital immigrants. We did not grow up with Google, 
social media, blogs, and so much more. We grew up 

with cars, hammers and typewriters 
as tools to transfer our knowledge 
and experience to those in our care. 
Things like texting, Facebook, Twit-
ter and YouTube are first nature to 
our children. So, we play catch up as 
our children drive technology without 
having the guidance of their parents 
and lessons taught at school.

This is something that many 
educators, public partners and others 
are trying to change. As parents and 
educators, we cannot take a back seat 
to our children and youth. We must 
teach them appropriate online con-

duct or digital citizenship along with our continued 
efforts in teaching them how to be respectful to others 
and to treat others with the Golden Rule, “Do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you.”

During my sessions, I provide educators with 
resources and sites to support them in teaching ap-
propriate online conduct. As Canadians, we do not 
have to look far in finding relevant and supportive re-
sources to assist us in teaching our students how to be 
thoughtful, considerate online citizens.

One resource that I provide to educators is a 
placemat on the six tenets of being a proactive digital 
citizen as described in Ian Jukes, Digital Diet. The six 

“Technology 
doesn’t have 
a conscience, 
we do; think 
critically, act 

ethically.”
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tenets of being a positive digital citizen are: 
respect yourself, respect others, protect your-
self, protect others, respect your intellectual 
property and protect the intellectual property 
of others. This is a great springboard activity, 
along with the digital citizenship contract cre-
ated by the 21st Century Fluency project, in be-
ginning the discussions and actions of positive 
digital citizens. Teachers will find fluency21.
com a great site to advance teaching in the 
21st century.

As a participant on Nova Scotia’s Task 
Force on Cyberbullying, I was 
afforded the opportunity to 
meet and hear from many ex-
perts and partner associations 
who have developed resources 
to support digital citizenship 
and address cyberbullying.

We are fortunate in 
Canada to have the Media 
Awareness Network, media-
awareness.ca, to support par-
ents and educators with many 
relevant lessons and resources 
in teaching and parenting 
in a digital age. As a former 
teacher and now professional 
development staff officer, I 
use many great resources from 

this site to support my teaching.
Dr. Shaheem Shariff and her McGill 

University team have developed a site, define-
theline.ca, to support policy makers, children, 
youth, parents and educators to engage, learn, 
network and share resources on promoting 
positive, thoughtful and considerate digital 
citizens. Educators can find useful video and 
media on this site to springboard students into 
discussion on appropriate online conduct, sex-
ting, bystander effect, safety online and much 
more.

PREVNet.ca is a wonderful site provid-
ing resources to youth, teachers and parents on 
how to stop bullying and cyberbullying. Teach-
ers and their students will find excellent resour-
ces on this Canadian site to support them in 
addressing bullying and cyberbullying.

South of our borders, we have Parry 
Aftab, creator of wiredsafety.org. Aftab and her 
many volunteers, have been working hard over 
the past decade to provide students, parents, 
educators and others with valuable insights 
and resources in addressing cyberbullying and 
internet safety. During a presentation to our 
group, Parry emphasized the importance for 
parents to parent and protect, and for teachers 
to teach. Parents, she notes, are at the frontline 
of teaching and responding to their children’s 
actions online.

These programs and sites are so import-
ant, but I would be remiss not to note that one 
of the most important resources we have is our 
students. We need to look to our students to 
assist us in using technology in our schools 
to support learning, communication and re-
lationships. Our students can and should be 
part of the solution.

On a final note, I am happy to provide 
you an example of one Nova Scotia school 
taking a very proactive position in leading the 
teaching of digital citizens. After partaking in 
my professional development session, Appro-
priate Online Conduct – Teaching Our Digital 
Citizens, the staff and student leaders at the 
Strait Area Education and Recreation Centre 
have organized a staff and student conference 
day on cyberbullying. The day will consist 
of keynotes and workshops which will bring 
awareness to the topics of cyberbullying and 
online responsibility. This event will spring-
board staff, students and community into an 
educational journey ensuring that all staff and 
students have the knowledge and understand-
ing of how to use technology to advance their 
learning and success. Also, they want to ensure 
that all students and staff who attend SAERC 
act as thoughtful, considerate digital/school 
citizens. I look forward to joining them this 
February to kick off their day and to partici-
pate in what educators do best; TEACH.

Betty-Jean Aucoin is an Executive Staff 
Officer in Professional Development with 
the Nova Scotia Teachers Union.

treat others 
with the 

Golden Rule, 
“Do unto 
others as 

you would 
have them do 

unto you.”

http://fluency21.com
http://fluency21.com
http://media-awareness.ca
http://media-awareness.ca
http://definetheline.ca
http://definetheline.ca
http://PREVNet.ca
http://wiredsafety.org
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“White Gloves”
David Ritchie
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“White Gloves”
David Ritchie

As has always been the case since the beginning of the modern media age and its tide 
of direct and subliminal messages, current culture is persistently bombarding us with 

subtle, and not so slight, changes in the language. In my mind the term “character” is a specific word 
that carries precise denotations and equally explicit positive connotations. Recently, a contemporary pointed 
out that “character” is a relic from the past in much the same way that the terms like “gentleman”, “lady” and 
“gentleperson” are vanishing along with their ubiquitous accoutrements white gloves.

In an experiment, I asked my senior art students 
to define character in their own words and to write an 
example of where they think it would be displayed in 
our current culture. Most of them struggled with a def-
inition and subsequently with a current life example. 
None of them actually secured the denotation or even 
connotation of the term as I understand it. The reality 
is that it may well be passing from the lexicon. This 
is no surprise because I have seen and heard it used 
in reference to beer, alcohol and other advertisements.

As I understand it, “character” is a distantly posi-
tive term that refers to a person who demonstrates the 
very elevated virtues of justness, honesty and social 
responsibility. By my understanding these virtues are 
translated into actions whether or not there is an audi-
ence to observe them or a threat to their display. Thus 
the child who returns the wallet containing money 
found abandoned on a bus or the child who intervenes 
when encountering a group of bullies harassing their 
victim are both examples of a child demonstrating 
character. The person, who cheats, lies (either by com-
mission or omission), or ignores the practice of wrong, 
is not showing “character.” Being a person of character 
is a huge accomplishment in our world given the con-
stant distractions, the admiration awarded to celebri-
ties, and the sometimes morally subversive subtexts of 
advertisements, politics and entertainment.

Historically, the responsibility for the develop-
ment of character has been primarily the home, sec-
ondarily the church and thirdly the community. 
Changes in lifestyle patterns, familial values and the 

“globalization” of community have resulted in the di-
lution of core values and expectations. The total trust 
in the protective omnipresent authority of religions 
has waned so dramatically that it is safe to say many 
people no longer even know the basic tenets of any 
faith. Belief in organized religions had often provided 
the basic moral foundation of a culture. All too often 
there has not been a replacement institution or exer-
cise that presents and cements the basic moral practi-
ces that are the foundation of character.

Traditionally, children and youth clubs such as 
Cubs, Scouts, Brownies, Guides, Jewish Lads’ and 
Girls’ Brigade, the YMCA and YWCA, TYRO and 
CGIT provided foundations for character build-
ing. Historically, we recognize there can be divergent 
critical issues with them in the case of Hitler Youth, 
the Red Guard and Al-Qaeda Youth. When specific 
cultural biases are in conflict with our viewpoints, we 
are often very uncomfortable with the nature of the 
so-called character being built. Furthermore, the ac-
tual delivery of a program and the strength and quality 
of the leadership is critical to the actual building of 
character. Recent scandals and exposures in the church 
and the Boy Scouts have resulted in a lack of trust in 
these types of organizations. The proof is in the pud-
ding and sometimes the pudding is not very palat-
able. If the youths who benefit from those programs 
become persons of character who are concerned with 
open-mindedness, justice and conscientiousness, then 
those clubs can be construed to be character building. 
When the tenets of the club or culture are not condu-
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cive to a positive construction then the out-
come is problematic. The same conundrum is 
relevant in sports.

Many of us assume that sports and sports 
activities build character. We know that when 
the refinement of being a team player is de-
veloped then there is a subsequent lifelong 
benefit to the participants and society. Civil-
ized participation is the fundamental corner-
stone. Learning to sacrifice personal glory for 
team success, to work hard for the common 
success of the enjoyment of the game, and to 
play fair are all critical. All too often, however, 
the objective is to win at all cost. I can remem-
ber watching a young player being mercilessly 
harassed by teammates and fans after declaring 
himself out of bounds in the process of scoring 
a game deciding goal. He was modestly vindi-
cated when he was congratulated by his coach 
for his honesty. We are all aware that negative 
reinforcements can sometimes be more effect-
ive than positive reinforcements.

I stopped watching and coaching certain 
team sports about twenty years ago because I 
was discouraged, disappointed and even of-
fended when players, coaches, parents and 
fans put winning before sportsmanship. The 
observance of the rules of fair and safe play, 
respect for others physically and emotionally, 
and graciousness in losing were vital to my 
understanding of sportsmanship. My beliefs 
were challenged by the behaviours of athletes, 
parents, coaches and often even the officials.

Many of us consider that success in 
teaching contributes to the development of 
students of character who will develop into 
citizens of character. In order for there to be 
real success in this often invisible outcome of 
good education, the student must be exposed 
to the quality of “character” and accept that 
it is a value worth pursuing. Once the quality 
has been recognized and valued as a life pur-
suit it must be incorporated into actual prac-
tice. In the application of the practice we be-
come people of good character. There are huge 
deterrents to shift someone from the path 

of being a person of character. The personal 
desires or even the external drive to succeed 
may result in shortcuts. Detours like cheat-
ing, queue jumping and other forms of dis-
honesty are often used to incorrectly achieve 
the desired reward. All too often we see, hear 
and are guilty of indiscretions that promote 
ideas, practices, and people falsely. When the 
end becomes more important than the mean, 
the accomplishment is seriously tainted and 
false. Frequently we are exposed to examples 
of people of bad character in 
the media or people who are 
admired for the persona that 
has been created for them as 
a celebrity. Usually Schaden-
freude raises its unfortunate 
head and we get joy in the 
shortcomings and failures 
of others. That experience 
seems more entertaining and 
rewarding than experiencing 
being exposed to the pleasure 
of people of character living 
good, quiet, worthwhile lives. 
In reality, it will be the people 
of character who wheel us out 
into the sunshine and take us 
in out of the rain when we 
are no longer able to manage 
on our own. Thus, it is para-
doxically selfish and in every-
one’s best interests to see that 
people of character are nourished, encouraged 
and valued.

While white gloves and the traditional 
image of a “lady” or “gentleman” of character 
probably does not resonate in the 21st century, 
character remains cross-cultural, cross-genera-
tional and vital to the maintenance of a civil 
society. Maybe teachers and schools are the 
last bulwark.

David Ritchie is a visual arts teacher at Avon 
View School, Annapolis Valley Regional 
School Board.

Many of 
us consider 
that success 
in teaching 
contributes 

to the 
development 
of students of 

character who 
will develop 
into citizens 
of character.
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Student Council has changed the way I see school.

In Grade 10, the only thing I found 
more terrifying than campaigning for Student 
Council was not getting to be a part of it in 
Grade 11. The thought of spending a week 
going around school talking to Grade 10 and 
Grade 11 students that I had never met be-
fore and trying to convince them to vote for 
me was scary enough to give me butterflies in 
my stomach in Sep-
tember, even though 
elections were in 
May. I loved being 
on Student Council 
so much, though, 
that I knew I had to 
do it.

Being involved 
in Student Council 
turns school into a 
completely different 
place. You aren’t just 
going through the 
motions of school; 
you become a part 
of the cogs and gears 
that keep the ma-
chine running. At Charles P. Allen, my high 
school in Bedford, our Student Council plans 
everything from dances, coffee houses, and 
pep rallies to Remembrance Day, fundraising 
weeks, and teacher appreciation days. We sell 
“Cheetah Wear,” arrange fan buses to football 
games, and organize school yard cleanups. We 
purchase things like new benches and white 
boards for the hallways. Without us, many of 
the workings at our school would grind to a 
halt.

By being on Student Council, you dis-

cover opportunities you may never have both-
ered to check out otherwise. It makes school 
feel like a true community. Student Council 
forces you to expand beyond your group of 
friends and meet other people at school, and 
you often develop friendships you never ex-
pected. It has given me the confidence to 
introduce myself to a new student or to start a 

club of my own. Be-
ing on Student 
Council, you learn 
the inner workings 
of the school; you 
get to know the jani-
torial staff and the 
secretaries, the teach-
ers and many of the 
students. You get to 
see what the school 
looks like after 
everyone else has 
gone home. Being 
on Student Council 
often leads students 
to more involvement 
in other clubs and 

organisations, because you are always “in the 
know” about the cool things that are going on.

Most people who apply for Student 
Council have no idea what they are getting 
into. Students see that we have our own room 
and all hang out together and get our own T-
shirts, and so they decide they want to join. 
Then when they become involved they discov-
er that it is a full-time job. Yes, school work 
is our first priority, but it’s not an excuse. You 
have to learn to plan ahead, to be organized, 
and to get your school work done early so that 

In Praise of Student Council
Kate Aske
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you can stay at school until 10:30 p.m. for a 
dance or come in early in the morning for a 
meeting.

Student Council can also be challenging 
in other ways; if our fellow students aren’t 
happy with an event, we hear about it, often 
by accident at lockers and in bathrooms.

Besides the work and the challenges, 
Student Council teaches you about the re-
wards of volunteering. The rewards come 
from the satisfaction of watching students 
enjoy themselves at an event you have put on 
and the feeling that you get from a group of 
people working in unison to get a job done. 
They come from planning an event you never 
thought you could and from things working 
out when you never thought they would. They 
come from the joy of being just one link, but 
a crucial link, on a greater chain. Working as a 
team is absolutely crucial to Student Council. 

You spend countless hours every week 
with the same group of people 

and the dynamics of the team 
can make events succeed or 
fail. Our staff advisor’s line has 

always been, “only council busi-
ness belongs in the council room,” 

meaning that any other issues that might be 
going on between members must be set aside 
when council work needs to be done so that 
the group dynamic is not affected.

I have been on Student Council all three 
years of my high school life, the first two as a 
grade level representative, and this year as co-
president. Like the people I mentioned before, 
I had no idea what I was getting into when I 
went to the interviews for Student Council at 
the end of Grade 9 but it’s a decision I have yet 
to regret. On my first day of high school, in-
stead of being nervous, I was excited, because 
I had already met a bunch of awesome kids at 
the school, and instead of not knowing where 
to go, I got to assist other new students in get-
ting around.

In junior high, I barely had the confi-
dence to talk to people my age that I didn’t 

know. This past year, I campaigned to be co-
president, and gave a speech to all the people in 
my grade and the grade below. I would never 
have been able to do this if I hadn’t been given 
the confidence by constantly being pushed out 

of my comfort zone on Student Council. 
We have to be the leaders at school, 

and often this means we have to 
embarrass ourselves, like when we 
try to start up a cheer at an assembly 

which ends up with our own voices 
echoing around the gym. These types of ex-
periences have made me into who I am today.

Of course, more than anything, being on 
Student Council teaches you how to lead. Every 
person on Student Council is a leader in his or 
her own way, each with his or her own leading 
styles, which means there are many people to 
learn from. When I was elected co-president 
this past May after two years as a grade level 
representative, I thought I already knew how 
to lead; I quickly realized it wouldn’t be so 
easy. The months since have been a work in 
progress, and day by day I am learning more. 
I am learning to delegate, as I discover that I 
can’t do everything myself. I am learning to 
stay positive and keep faith, both in events and 
in the people to whom I give my trust to get 
things done. I am learning to take the time to 
thank people sincerely when they have done 
a great job and to make sure everyone knows 
how important they are to the success of the 
whole. I am learning how important it is to 
have a sense of humour and to accept failures 
for what they are, and look to how they can 
be avoided the next time. I am discovering 
that to be a leader is to realize that it isn’t 
about you it’s about the team. It’s about 
the community. This is the most valu-
able thing I have learned through Student 
Council and it is an understanding that I will 
carry with me for the rest of my life.

Kate Aske is a Co-president of the Charles P. 
Allen High School Student Council. She is in 
Grade 11.
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VOTER APATHY 
IS BORING:

ENGAGING STUDENTS IN THE ELECTION
Murray Metherall

“Graduating students will be able to determine principles and actions of a just and democratic 
society.”

—Citizenship EGL (Essential Graduation Learning), N.S. Public School Program

It is the spring of 2011, just weeks before the May 2nd Federal Election. As Vote 
Mobs of university students across Canada rise up to answer Rick Mercer’s rant about voter 

apathy, there is a pre-election sense that something big is happening. Never again, it seems, 
will a mere 37% of this demographic exercise its democratic right. On Election Day busloads 
of youth will be going to the polls and then, for many, to the pub to celebrate. Suddenly, un-
expectedly, spectacularly…voting is cool.

While this wave of voting enthusiasm 
has been largely self-generated by the youth of 
the country and spread through the power of 
social networking, it needs to be asked what 
role the education of students has played or 
can play in keeping this dream alive.

A student walks out the door of high 
school educated (we hope) with the skills, val-
ues, and attitudes necessary for a successful 
life. Chief among these, a student will know or 
be able to do (according to the Department of 
Education) are grandfather-like outcomes that 
go beyond any single course. These “Essential 
Graduation Learnings” are aesthetic expres-
sion, communication, personal development, 
problem solving, technology competence, and 
citizenship.

Being of voting age and able to vote and 
deciding to do so are commendable and very 
much on the right track. These young people 
are demonstrating their belief in a form of cit-
izenship. Voting by itself is no answer. A deep-
er understanding of what voting means, what 
democracy is, what the choices are, and which 

choices align with one’s thinking may need 
some coaching. In the wake of student Vote 
Mobs, websites like ApathyisBoring.com have 
sprung up to address this concern. As they go 
through school, before being old enough to 
vote, there is the opportunity and necessity 
of teaching students about good citizenship. 
The perceived voter apathy of young people 
and the belief that they are not interested may 
rest more on the shoulders of educators than 
students.

In the curriculum, citizenship education 
begins early. From primary to Grade 12 there 
are multiple opportunities for students in so-
cial studies classes and elsewhere to learn about 
“citizenship, power, and governance.” In mid-
dle school, civic lessons used to be taught over 
three years on different levels of government. 
As an introduction it was useful information 
about what you might see on your walk home, 
who or what level fixed the potholes, who col-
lected the tax on your candy, and for whom 
the postman worked.

In Grade 9 social studies, a curriculum 

http://ApathyisBoring.com
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unit on political power in Atlantic Canada contains 
case studies of federal/provincial relations and inequi-
ties in transfer payments, of international disputes 
like the George’s Bank boundary, and how having 
a cabinet minister elected from the region could tip 
things in our favour. The influence of political lobby 
groups was studied with students encouraged to start 
one in their school to gain a voice on issues that were 
important to them. Currently, in Grade 7 social stud-
ies students are introduced to the theme of empower-
ment.

At the high school level the maturing student’s 
ability to be inspired by ideals, to think deeply about 
issues and problems and to have an instinctive sense 
of what is unfair or unjust and make teaching about 
citizenship truly meaningful. The notion of politics as 
public service, which at its best it is, can be explained. 
While not uncommon for students, in many cases like 
their parents, to have a cynical view of politicians, they 
are equally susceptible to the idea that political life is 
about trying to make a better world.

John F. Kennedy’s quotation, “Ask not what your 
country can do for you, but what you can do for your 
country.”, rings deep and true for students who can 
project their own volunteer work or community ser-
vice into being part of something bigger like the pol-
itical process. At the very least, by voting when old 
enough, but maybe even more directly before reaching 
the voting age students can gain insight into the polit-
ical process. For example by organizing (with the help 
of teachers) candidate debates in their school where 
issues they choose and care about are responded to 
by different parties. Topics for debate might include 
cyberbullying, university tuition hikes, protecting the 
environment, foreign aid, and military involvement in 
Afghanistan. Another opportunity might be to work 
on election day for Elections Canada, which is both 
a learning opportunity and a day off. A whole-school 
mock election for candidates in their riding makes for 
a fun comparison with the actual results.

Involvement also includes forming ad-hoc polit-
ical action groups in the school to raise awareness of 
foreign aid for developing countries, to support sexual-
ity and gender issues in the school, to promote a green 
school and community, to fundraise for health issues 
like Multiple Sclerosis and to organize a Flash Mob 

at a shopping centre to protest against cyberbullying 
interestingly, at a high school candidate debate no 
political party present had a strategy to combat this 
unique student problem. The Liberal Party’s resurrec-
tion in the spring 2011 campaign of the idea of pub-
lic service after high school in a global context, in the 
former spirit of CUSO, feeds into this idealism about 
changing the world. Repeatedly aimed at disengaged 
youth is the notion that if they voted as a block for a 
party or an issue, they would have real clout and the 
power to actually affect outcomes in several close rid-
ings across the country.

Cognitive abilities of high school students allow 
them to reflect deeply and explore ideas such as dem-
ocracy. History courses and electives like Law, Political 
Science, Sociology, Leadership, and Mi’kmaq Stud-
ies and African Studies expose students to debate and 
discussion about issues of governance. Unfortunately, 
with required social studies courses being limited not 
all students have equal access and exposure. Across 
the curriculum, however, learning opportunities exist 
in the English classroom with classics like Golding’s 
novel Lord of the Flies, choosing a leader and being led 
compete for success: democracy versus dictatorship. In 
Orwell’s work Animal Farm, a fable about rebellion 
against oppression and having no voice, the animals 
create a world where everyone has a say. This mirrors 
real world revolution where tyranny is pushed aside 
and democratic ideals flourish. In Orwell’s pessimistic 
or realistic view, if one does not pay close attention to 
how one is being governed, these ideals can easily slip 
back to the old ways. For this country, it all relates. 
Students understand.

It’s fair to say that one way or another, the latent 
power of student voting needs to be unleashed. Be-
tween Vote Mobs, Twitter, and some inspired teach-
ing, there is the fervent hope that students will, in the 
words of the curriculum outcome, “take age-appropri-
ate actions to demonstrate their responsibilities as cit-
izens.” As they reach voting age and leave high school, 
citizenship along with the other “learnings” are essen-
tial tools for 21st century learners.

Murray Metherall is a teacher at Sir John A. 
Macdonald High School, Halifax Regional School 
Board.
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The Case for 
Holocaust 
Education

Diane Lewis

Ultimately, the only power to which man should aspire is that which he exercises over himself.
—Eli Wiesel, Holocaust Survivor, Nobel Prize Winner

The Cape Breton Holocaust Education Committee has been working for years to advocate 
for the inclusion of Holocaust Education in the Nova Scotia curriculum. We organize a Remem-

brance service called Yom Ha Shoah every spring and bring Holocaust survivors to Cape Breton schools. Our 
latest endeavour was to have November 1 to 9 declared Nova Scotia Holocaust Education Week. The Honour-
able Gordie Gosse, speaker of the Nova Scotia Legislative Assembly and MLA for Cape Breton Nova, brought 
our resolution to the Nova Scotia House of Assembly and it was passed unanimously.

November 1, 2011 was the first Nova Scotia 
Holocaust Education Week this province has ever ac-
knowledged. Sometimes people ask why we should 
still teach something that happened so long ago. As 
the person initiating our first Holocaust Education 
Week (HEW), I would like to present my case.

Teachers have a great deal of subject matter to 
cover in a year. They sometimes feel overwhelmed 
when they are asked to incorporate something new 
into the curriculum. There are issues, however, that 
are so critical that they need to be given additional 
attention. I believe studying the Holocaust is one of 
these issues.

After spending time in Israel at Yad Vashem, the 
International Centre for Holocaust Studies, I realized 
that most baby boomers grew up in the shadow of the 
Holocaust whether they realized it or not. Many had 
parents or grandparents who were veterans. Most vet-
erans did not talk about their experiences. They fought 
in wars during the early days of modern psychology 
and the notion of post-traumatic stress disorder was in 
its infancy. Many of the lessons of this terrible time in 
human history were buried with the victims and the 
heroes. As time marches on, we are at a critical time to 
gather information from the eyewitnesses to history.

Many young people today do not have a familial 

connection to the Second World War and have very 
little background information about the Holocaust. 
They go through the motions of Remembrance Day 
without truly understanding the price people paid for 
the rights we enjoy today. When I started teaching the 
Holocaust in my visual art Grade 10 class, I was aston-
ished by my students’ lack of knowledge but gratified 
by their level of interest and engagement in the topic. 
I organized a Holocaust Memorial Service, Yom Ha 
Shoah, for my school and invited Philip Riteman, a 
Holocaust survivor, to speak. It was the highlight of 
my teaching career. I put large sheets of paper on the 
walls all around the gym and gave the Student Council 
markers so students and staff could leave comments. 
Many felt that Mr. Riteman’s visit had brought history 
alive in a way that could not be experienced from a 
book or a movie. The room was reduced to tears as he 
recounted his painful childhood and life in the concen-
tration camps. The students talked to him for a long 
time after the presentation. He had a profound impact 
on our school. For those who question if this topic is 
still relevant, I believe that through experiences like 
this there is a strong case to be made for the inclusion 
of Holocaust Studies in the Canadian school system.

If we forget, we are guilty, we are accomplices.
—Eli Wiesel

Sculpture for Holocaust Victims-
Yad Vashem, Israel
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To understand why the Holocaust should be 
taught, it is important to examine the causes of such 
an atrocity. The ability to hate and to feel superior to 
others flourishes in a climate where people are not held 
accountable for their words and actions. Long before 
the Nazis rose to power, the seeds of anti-Semitism 
and the fantasy of creating a pure Aryan race were 
spread using propaganda throughout Europe. Many 
blame the Holocaust not just on those who chose to 
support Hitler’s policies, but on those who stood by 
and did nothing. Indifference to injustice, looking the 
other way, being silent, thinking, “this doesn’t concern 
me,” allowed Nazism to flourish.

The Holocaust was not the first genocide and it 
has not been the last. From the Armenian genocide of 
1915 to Rwanda and the situation presently in Dar-
fur, millions of people have been the victims of “ethnic 
cleansing.” How many more people have to die until 
the world learns that violence is not the solution to 
human conflict? By studying the Holocaust, students 
can analyze patterns in genocidal behaviour and hope-
fully be able to pinpoint the causes in order to prevent 
a repetition of history.

Through the study of the rise of Nazism and of 
the Holocaust, students can compare governing styles 
and gain a greater admiration for democracy – and 
appreciate the rights and freedoms of living in a Can-
adian democracy. Philip Riteman told the assembly 
at my school, “You live in heaven and you don’t even 
know it.” In fact, the last lecture at the conference in 

Israel was Canadian Polit-
ician and Human Rights 
activist Irwin Cotler. He 
gave a tribute to his friend 
the late Israel Asper, the 
driving force behind the 
Canadian Museum for 
Human Rights in Win-
nipeg. He spoke to this 
international assem-
bly about the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms. It was a fitting end to a week filled with 
studying the worst of mankind. He was inspiring and 
hopeful. Many of the conference presenters from all 
over the world reiterated that we must teach children’s 

rights in schools in order to prevent wars, genocides 
and violent conflicts.

Holocaust Studies help students to understand 
the consequences of racism, stereotyping, bigotry and 
even bullying. Students can explore concepts such as 
fairness, justice, peer pressure, conformity and blindly 
following a leader. They will develop a deeper appre-
ciation for morals and values, doing the right thing, 
standing up and being counted.

The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.
—Eli Wiesel

The Holocaust sur-
vivors are now senior cit-
izens and yet many are 
starting to speak about 
their lives for the first 
time. It is not just because 
they realize time is run-
ning out. The “new” anti-
Semitism is Holocaust 
denying and it has made 

it imperative that the authentic voices speak out. They 
feel personally affronted by deniers or revisionists and 
feel no one has the right to say it did not happen.

To teach this topic, teachers can cross disciplines 
and introduce information on human rights, history 
and social justice. Arts, sciences, social sciences and 
mathematic educators can all embrace this material. 
An entire school can coordinate classes and produce 
performances, essays, and exhibits that reflect the 
knowledge that students gather.

Educators understand the value of repeating a 
lesson until it is learned. We know that we often need 
many different approaches to assist learning. We can-
not change what happened over seventy years ago, but 
we can work towards preventing this from ever hap-
pening again. There are materials for all age groups 
readily available. I believe the strongest argument 
for teaching about the Holocaust is that it should be 
taught until this world learns to peacefully co-exist. As 
John Lennon said, “Imagine all the people, living life 
in peace.”

Diane Lewis is an itinerant elementary visual art 
teacher, based at Greenfield Elementary School, 
Cape Breton-Victoria Regional School Board.

Philip Riteman – 
Holocaust Survivor 
– Temple Sons of 

Israel – 2007

Holocaust Monument-
Jerusalem, Israel
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Virtues:
The Building Blocks of Character

Mary-Anne Alley

Was it serendipity or divine intervention that caused me to make my way to Enfield Dis-
trict School? It was there that I began my acquaintance with the Virtues Project™.

Commitment, Cooperation, Courage, Courtesy, 
Creativity, Detachment, Diligence, Enthusiasm, Excel-
lence, Flexibility, Forgiveness, Gentleness, Generosity, 
Honesty, Humility, Integrity, Justice, Kindness, Orderli-
ness, Patience, Peacefulness, Perseverance, Respect, Re-
sponsibility, Self-Discipline, Service, Tact, Thankfulness, 
Tolerance, Trustworthiness, Understanding.

Character education can be described as the teach-
ing of children in a way that will help them develop 
as moral, empathetic, responsibly behaved, socially ac-
ceptable individuals. A simpler way to think about it 
is how Dr. Thomas Lickona defines it: “The deliberate 
effort to help people understand, care about, and act 
upon core ethical values.” In the 28 years that I have 
been an educator I have witnessed an overall decline 
in the standards of behaviour for which the majority of 
parents hold their children accountable. My attempts 
at providing students with the tools to become individ-
uals with strong pro-social characteristics were relatively 
fragmented until I was introduced to the Virtues Pro-
ject™. It was a breath of fresh air in its simplicity.

Sherri Hartt, a Grade Primary teacher at Enfield 
District is a believer: “When I adopted the philoso-
phies and language of the Virtues Project™, I felt like I 
had found the missing link in my teaching. Character 
building is a key component of a successful teaching 
environment and essential for nurturing responsible, 
respectful citizens for the future.”

As educators, whether we wish to recognize it or 
not, we have a direct impact when it comes to shap-
ing the characters of children. Character is shaped by 
what we choose to hold students accountable and the 
behaviours we accept. We shape character through 

what we do and what we say. As an administrator or 
teacher, the single most effective tool in promoting 
strong character traits in students is our own ability to 
consistently role model what we want to see mirrored 
in our students.

The Virtues Project™ is not a program but a 
“way of being.” If one believes in its value, it is easy to 
role model. The Virtues Project™ provides a language 
framework which serves as an effective teaching tool 
to empower students to be the best that they can be. It 
recognizes that words are very powerful, and how we 
choose to use them has a great impact on the behav-
iours that follow.

To crush or inspire? It seems like an easy deci-
sion to me. Disgracing, blaming or shaming language 
crushes one’s spirit and repeated exposure devalues 
one’s self worth. We are with our students for five and 
a half hours a day. By the very nature of our profession 
we are ethically required to encourage a respect for self 
and others, and promote a desire to become productive 
citizens.

Acting purposefully in any situation to acknow-
ledge, guide and correct behaviours with the language 
of the virtues can only inspire the positive characters 
that are within each of us. It is as straightforward as:
Acknowledge: “I know it took a lot of courage for you 
to tell me you took Jane’s DS. I appreciate your honesty.

“When you held the door open for Mr. Brown you 
used your courtesy.”

“I liked how you showed your respect and listened at-
tentively to our guest speaker.”
Guide: “I will need your patience while I work out the 
glitch with the LCD projector.”

Excellence, Flexibility, Forgiveness, Gentleness, Generosity, Honesty, Humility, Integrity, Justice, 

Commitment, Cooperation, Courage, Courtesy, Creativity, Detachment, Diligence, Enthusiasm, 



AVISO Winter 2012 25

Character Education

“When you are at the bus stop, I need you to use your 
self-discipline if Tom teases you.”

“I need you to use cooperation as a way to solve this 
argument.”
Correct: “We always use peaceful language, even when 
we are angry.”

“To keep your cell phone you need to use responsibility 
and pay the bill.”

“You are expected to use integrity when you walk down 
the hall by yourself.”

The Virtues Project™ teaches us to frame our lan-
guage in positively worded statements. There are usu-
ally three elements to a virtues statement: an opening 
phrase, a virtue, and how the virtue is being shown or 
needs to be shown. By using a virtues acknowledge-
ment, we identify the virtue behind the act, in the 
context of the positive behaviour being demonstrated. 
In using a virtue to guide and correct, we call upon the 
virtue needed in the situation at hand. The language of 
the virtues helps to bring out the best in one another 
and calls upon one’s personal responsibility.

When I arrived at Enfield, the Virtues Project™ 
was well established and although I loved the idea, 
I was not totally convinced it was for me. The two 
greatest obstacles were that “Virtues’ Speak” did not 
naturally roll off my tongue and I experienced brain 
freeze when attempting to attach the most appropri-
ate virtue to the specific circumstance. Just like foreign 
languages take rehearsal, I practiced this one by diving 
right in and used it to the best of my ability. Initially, 
I was stuck on the same three or four virtues but it 
didn’t take long before I expanded my vocabulary and 
it became second nature. When students at Enfield 
began using this language without prompting, I knew 
it was having a positive impact.

Although there are family oriented and adult 
resources available, my school-based experience has 
been with the educator’s resources. There are 52 vir-
tues that can be taught through five different strategies. 
My familiarity is mainly with the first four strategies 
which are: Speaking the Language of the Virtues, Rec-
ognizing Teachable Moments, Setting Clear Bound-
aries, and Honouring the Spirit.

I believe that should any staff, at any school, 
commit to the strategy of Speaking the Language 
of the Virtues, this effort alone would fast track the 
success of the Virtues Project™ and potentially trans-
form the culture of the school. The Recognizing 
Teachable Moments strategy is all about identifying 
the virtues we can cultivate in any circumstance that 
arises throughout the run of a day. The Setting Clear 
Boundaries strategy allows students to understand ex-
pectations and limitations. Honouring the Spirit is a 
strategy that can be implemented through classroom 
or school-based activities. Some ways class-based vir-
tues promotion can be carried out are by: honouring 
weekly virtues, sharing during community circle, and 
purposely weaving it into the curriculum. System-
wide ways to promote the virtues can be as easy as 
highlighting a virtue of the month and recognizing 
students who use it through certificates, a wall of hon-
our/virtues tree, announcements, or “Gotchas.” Hall-
ways and/or classrooms can also be named for aspired 
virtues. A Virtues Project™ can be as little or as big as 
you want. The community of Enfield had students 
illustrate core virtues and these were made into ban-
ners that are currently hanging on display throughout 
the village. The important piece is that it becomes 
everyone’s language and “way of being.” When this 
happens, it will spread and make the world a better 
place for everyone.

The Virtues Project™ was founded in Canada in 
1991 by Linda Kavelin Popov, Dr. Dan Popov and 
John Kavelin (www.virtuesproject.com).

It was honoured by the United Nations during 
the International Year of the Family as a “model global 
program for families of all cultures.” It is active in over 
95 countries and has been adopted by Fiji’s prison sys-
tem. It is also endorsed by the Dalai Lama.

 I firmly believe that the Virtues Project™ is a 
good investment in the future. It is a way to build 
character, one virtue at a time.

Mary-Anne Alley is an administrator at Elmsdale 
District School, Chignecto-Central Regional School 
Board.

Self-Discipline, Service, Tact, Thankfulness, Tolerance, Trustworthiness, Understanding.

Kindness, Orderliness, Patience, Peacefulness, Perseverance, Respect, Responsibility,

http://www.virtuesproject.com
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Five short years ago, my 
Grade 9 science students 

in south end Halifax were 
genuinely concerned about 
climate change. Having seen An 
Inconvenient Truth and having lis-
tened to a few guest speakers, the 
students frequently brought up the 
topic in class, and a popular lunch-
time group spent hours devising 
campaigns to help us reduce our 
collective carbon footprint.

It was a problem that seemed 
real and pressing to them, and Can-
adians as a whole seemed to agree: 
several polls ranked the environ-
ment as the country’s number one 
concern, beating even health care.

Fast-forward less than two 
years to a Global Geography 12 
class. Climate change and its po-
tential calamitous effects come up 
again – but this time the indiffer-
ence in the room is palpable. We 
know, say the not-so-discreet sighs 
and rolling eyes. We’ve seen the mov-
ie. How long until lunch?

Of course, these were differ-
ent kids, and there are plenty of 
good reasons why they may not 
have been receptive to the lesson 
that day.

Still, the reaction troubled 
me, and I thought of the situation 
when I read a headline in the on-
line satirical newspaper The Onion 
a short time later: “Global Warm-
ing Issue from 2-3 Years Ago May 
Still Be Problem.”

In a sense, I could hardly 
blame the Grade 12s for their indif-
ference. If they followed the news 
at home, they would have seen 
that reports on the global climate 
crisis had all but dried up. It was 
late 2008 and media attention had 
shifted to the looming economic 
crash effectively replacing one gi-
gantic, complex issue with another 
although governments seemed to 
have no trouble spending billions 
to fix this one.

Both of these issues have 
been excellent for teaching the key 
concepts of global interconnect-
edness and interdependence. Yet 
it troubled me that an issue like 
climate change, which poses a ser-
ious, imminent threat to the nat-
ural systems on which all life on 
earth depends, could so easily fall 
victim to our collective short atten-
tion span.

We teach children language, 

science and humanities so they 
can understand the world around 
them. Often we turn to the news to 
hook them in, relating the lesson to 
something going on in the world. 
It’s a very effective way of making 
what we teach relevant.

But, I would argue, as educa-
tors we also have a duty to keep im-
portant issues alive even after they 
fall out of the news cycle.

Remember 1996 when it was 
revealed that the workers who made 
Kathie Lee Gifford’s line of cloth-
ing in Haiti and Honduras were 
making sub-standard wages and 
working under deplorable condi-
tions? Kathie Lee shed tears on TV 
and more importantly took action 
to rectify the situation. There were 
more labour violations in future 
years with one sweatshop report-
edly making the star’s clothing line 
just a few blocks away from her TV 
studio in New York City, but Gif-
ford scrambled to fix each one and 
deflect the negative PR that came 
with it.

Today, when I ask my stu-
dents why all their clothes come 
from Pakistan, Bangladesh, and 
Indonesia, they shrug, indiffer-

YESTERDAY’S NEWS
S T I L L  M AT T E R S

Ben Sichel
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ently: “Cheap labour!” It’s become 
cliché.

Again, I don’t blame them. 
When was the last time you heard a 
news story about sweatshop labour 
in the garment industry? It’s not 
because conditions have magically 
improved. According to the Guard-
ian newspaper (UK) an estimated 
40 million workers are still work-
ing under sweatshop conditions in 
the clothing industry in the world’s 
least developed countries. In fact, 
the International Textile Garment 
and Leather Workers’ Federation 
says the situation for garment 
workers is getting worse, not better, 
despite general heightened aware-
ness of sweatshop issues.

At some point, it seems the 
news media decided this was no 
longer a story worthy of attention. 
To be fair, there have been stories 
recently about horrendous labour 
practices in other manufacturing 
sectors, notably coltan mining in 
Africa and production of electron-
ics in China. We seem to have col-
lectively accepted something that 
caused us outrage just 15 years ago.

So, what to do? I don’t claim 
any magic bullets. Getting teen-
agers engaged in just about any-
thing can of course be a challenge. 
Here are a few things that have 
worked for me:
1) Keep current. Is climate change 
a problem? Yes. Should the world 
collectively take action to fix it? 
Yes. Students arguably absorbed 
these messages some time ago. 
Still, with a bit of digging, teach-
ers can find some useful tools to 
bring home the point that this is a 
current issue. The National Round 
Table on the Environment and the 

Economy along with the Royal 
Canadian Geographic Society re-
cently released a report, complete 
with useful visuals, that breaks 
down the potential effects of cli-
mate change on Canada’s different 
regions. The report controversially 
argues that Canadians should think 
about “Climate Prosperity,” for ex-
ample taking advantage of the po-
tential economic benefits of climate 
change. The Globe and Mail article 
entitled “Study Seeks Silver Lining 
in Climate Change’s Clouds”makes 
for some good classroom discus-
sions.
2) Look at an issue through a dif-
ferent lens. Climate change can 

be approached in the classroom 
by looking at “climate justice” or 
“climate debt”. The notion that 
those countries and industries who 
have contributed more to climate 
change should pay for its damage. 
This idea is fairly absent in most 
Western media but holds much 
legitimacy in countries where the 
effects of climate change are al-
ready being felt. Several websites 
come up in the first few search 
results on the topic with basic in-
formation that should get students 
talking.

3) Get students to take action. 
In recent years I’ve had students 
pick an issue related to the Global 
Geography curriculum, learn 
about it independently, contact an 
organization working on that issue, 
and figure out a way to take action 
themselves. I’ve been thoroughly 
impressed by the results as stu-
dents have tracked their own water 
use, have got fellow students to 
sign up for cell-phone-free days to 
raise awareness of coltan mining 
in the Congo, have made ginger-
bread men with missing limbs to 
raise awareness of land mines, have 
gone to junior high schools to run 
educational games on fair trade, 
and done a host of other creative 
things.

On the issue of sweatshops, 
after a few “What can we do?” 
questions in class, we formed a ‘No 
Sweat’ committee at our school de-
voted to making our school cloth-
ing sweatshop-free. We’re working 
towards getting this year’s grad 
clothing as well as T-shirts for some 
of our student clubs from justshirts.
ca, a fair-trade clothing company 
that does bulk orders. The students’ 
next goal is the enforcement of a 
school board policy passed in 2006 
that aims to ensure all clothing 
purchased by schools is ethically 
sourced.

Let’s keep these issues alive in 
the classroom, even if the media has 
tuned them out.

Ben Sichel teaches social studies 
and foreign languages at Prince 
Andrew High School, Halifax 
Regional School Board.

But, I would argue, 
as educators we 
also have a duty 

to keep important 
issues alive even 

after they fall out 
of the news cycle.

http://justshirts.ca
http://justshirts.ca
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The premise of this 
article is that time 

spent in natural settings 
is central to the develop-
ment of values and char-
acter. An intimate know-
ledge of our natural setting 
and a commitment to it gives 
us a sense of who we are. Also 
this sense of place gives us a 
perspective that we can bring 
to our understanding of our 
community and the world and 
how we should act within it.

Ask anyone of my gen-
eration who grew up in Nova 
Scotia if their childhood in-
cluded playing in “the woods” 
and they will readily tell stor-
ies of their special places and 
outdoor adventures. Our 
neighbourhoods often in-
cluded wooded areas, “empty” 
lots and streams. The sounds, 
smells and sights of the woods 
heightened our senses and 
fueled our imaginations.

“Talk of mysteries! Think of 
our life in nature – daily to 
be shown matter, to come in 
contact with it – rocks, trees, 
wind on our cheeks! The sol-
id earth! The actual world! 
The common sense! Contact! 
Contact! Who are we? Where are we?”
—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, American writer and 
naturalist, 1817–62

We explored those places until we were called 
in to eat, do our homework and get ready for bed. 
Long summer evenings were spent outdoors playing 
games like hide-and-seek and kick the can. Summer 
days were filled with camping, baseball, picking ber-
ries, and building cabins. Winter days meant snow 
forts, road hockey and skating on the closest pond. 
Our games were loosely structured and rules evolved 
on the spot. We learned how to resolve our disputes 

and move on, often with the 
guiding hand of older broth-
ers and sisters who were part 
of the neighbourhood mix.

For a myriad of reasons, 
many of us now spend much 
less time outdoors, let alone 
experiencing nature. With 
more of us living in urban set-
tings, many no longer have 
easy access to natural settings. 
This has occurred at a time 
when world population has 
topped seven billion, signa-
ling unsustainable pressure on 
world resources and perhaps 
unbearable pressure on our 
environment.

How do we reconcile 
today’s social and educational 
realities with the compelling 
need for nature-based ex-
periences? To begin with, we 
should be focusing on pro-
tecting natural waterways and 
the remnants of forested spaces 
in and around our urban com-
munities and especially near 
our schools. Care must be 
taken to maintain these spaces 
in as natural a state as possible.

Until I reached high 
school, my schoolyards 
bounded on woods and a 
brook. This fact led to some 

consternation for our teachers who tried their best to 
contain our inclination to stray away from the confines 
of the schoolyard in favour of the natural setting so 
near. Instead of drawing our students back to the struc-
tured, teacher centered confines of the classroom, why 
not embrace the possibilities that abound outdoors?

“An environment-based education movement – at all 
levels of education – will help students realize that 
school isn’t supposed to be a polite form of incarcera-
tion, but a portal to the wider world.”
— Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our 
Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder

Who Are We? 
Where Are We?

Character 
Development and 

Nature-Based Learning
David Gabriel

http://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/90594.Richard_Louv
http://www.goodreads.com/book/quotes/156599
http://www.goodreads.com/book/quotes/156599
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Our understanding of the diversity of our 
students tells us that some of them respond ex-
tremely well to an active learning experience in 
nature but may not learn as well in other situa-
tions. In any case, most students will enjoy and 
can benefit from time in nature. An introduc-
tion to the lesson, well explained tasks and co-
operative effort, as well as careful recording and 
reflection are all essential to the success of the 
experience. Of course, teachers must plan this 
experience well and seek out extra help. This 
can be a challenge but the rewards are great.

An outstanding example of a school tak-
ing advantage of its natural setting to engage 
its students in outdoor learning is Shipyard 
Elementary in Sydney. The school commun-
ity has welcomed support in accomplishing 
its environmental mission but the biggest ele-
ment in its success is strong leadership from 
administration and school champions. Teach-
ers meet expectations to schedule curriculum-
based outdoor time regularly throughout the 
year. Resources and curriculum packages are 
based on the school environs and help nurture 
students’ sense of place. Care was taken to de-
velop a knowledge-base about the area around 
the school which includes a database of the 
flora. Resources have been acquired and lesson 
plans have been developed for many grade lev-
els and across the curriculum that accomplish 
curriculum specific goals.

The well-documented and readily avail-
able knowledge-base of the flora and fauna in 
places like the Baille Ard Nature Trails (bail-
leardnaturetrails.com) and an understanding 
of the natural processes there make it a good 
choice for an active science-based learning 
experience. Remember, though, that a well 
planned, authentic experience in a natural set-
ting can be a springboard for learning in every 
area of the curriculum. Baille Ard has developed 
nature-based lesson plans for many grade levels 
and across the curriculum that accomplish cur-
riculum specific goals. Teachers can use these or 
draw on their own specific needs and creativity 
to develop lesson plans that go far beyond dis-
tracting or rewarding their students with a walk 
in the woods. That is not to say that a walk in 

the woods is not intrinsically valuable.
What can teachers do to accomplish the 

goals of outdoor, place-based learning if their 
school does not have the natural setting af-
forded by Shipyard Elementary or if they can-
not readily access a wooded area like the Baille 
Ard Nature Trails?

Most school grounds and their neigh-
bourhoods offer interesting opportunities that 
could be used for outdoor learning. If your 
school is well placed, then work on protecting 
what you have and consider maximizing your 
connection. If there is a shortcoming in under-
standing then the job is to seek 
expertise and develop a know-
ledge base. If that setting is 
lacking then the entire school 
community can work on its 
improvement. The point is to 
get the students outside and 
engaged in whatever natural 
situation is present.

It’s always hard to draw 
a direct line between what 
students know even after the 
most effective learning experi-
ence, and what they do in real 
life. What are the special char-
acteristics of well presented 
place-based experiences that 
make it more likely to lead from direct experi-
ence of nature to value-based actions reflecting 
strong character? First is the transformative 
nature of active, cooperative learning which 
requires personal involvement and shared ef-
fort in the completion of tasks, discussion of 
outcomes and reporting. The second integral 
element in the process is offering students a 
chance to see themselves as nature stewards. 
Activities like cleanups, planting and pro-
tecting native species and cross age learning 
experiences with mentoring of younger chil-
dren can help to instill the sense of steward-
ship that leads to action.

David Gabriel is a retired principal  of 
Brookland Elementary School, Cape Breton-
Victoria Regional School Board.

a well planned, 
authentic 

experience 
in a natural 

setting can be 
a springboard 
for learning in 
every area of 

the curriculum. 

http://bailleardnaturetrails.com
http://bailleardnaturetrails.com
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In a Brueghel
Dr. Steven Van Zoost

So there I was at the State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, lost in a Brue-
ghel and thinking of you, gentle reader. Well, not only you, I admit. I was thinking of us, 

the collective group of educators in the teaching profession. The painting inspired thoughts of 
rejuvenation, despite its frozen winter scene.

Pieter Brueghel the Elder’s work tends 
to provide wide views and slightly high angle 
landscapes that depict scenes of everyday life 
riddled with allusions. This combination pro-
duced works such as Return of the Hunters, 
Census at Bethlehem, and Tower of Babel. The 
peasant genre painting that enchanted me at 
the Hermitage Museum in Russia was Brue-
ghel’s The Adoration of the Magi in the Snow. 
It was painted 443 years ago in 1569. The 
subject is less about the three Magi, who are 
marginalized into the bottom left corner of 
the canvas, and more about the busy everyday 
lives of people in the village. In the painting I 
counted roughly 85 figures who are engaged 

in various tasks such as breaking the ice on the 
river to fetch pails of water, carrying sacks over 
their shoulders, or simply trying to keep their 
hands warm.

Let me be clear: I have no formal train-
ing in visual art or art history, but that is not 
to suggest that I haven’t been around art. Why, 
a print of Brueghel’s Landscape with the Fall 
of Icarus is on display in my classroom. W.H. 
Auden, W.C. Williams, and others have writ-
ten poetry about this painting. Brueghel’s 
work appeals to me (and I suspect to many 
others) because he seemed to be a master of 
re-contextualization: he painted old stories in 
the setting of new realities.
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This is when I thought of you, gentle 
reader of Aviso. Teaching and learning is noth-
ing new, but we are constantly faced with new 
realities: new literacies, new economies, new 
technologies, new societal expectations of 
schooling, and new kinds of learners. We, like 
Brueghel, have to become masters at telling an 
ancient story in new ways. We have to tell the 
unchanging story of teaching and learning in 
new languages and in new contexts.

Now, more than a decade into the twenty-
first century, our new language of education 
should be familiar: Web 2.0, online classroom 
environments such as Moodle, disruptive tech-
nologies such as asynchronous wiki-writing, 
online social learning, online open learning, 
QR codes for learning, and 21st century liter-
acies. Our vocabulary includes concepts such as 
assessment for learning, feed-forward, and stu-
dent engagement, as well as acronyms such as 
GSA (Gay-Straight Alliance) and SIS (School 
Information System for PowerTeacher). This is 
not a definitive list of vocabulary for educat-
ing in these times—it is only a glimpse into 
our evolving repertoire. I offer this list to point 
out how concepts and vocabulary continue to 
change how we tell the story of education.

So too are the ways in which we educate 
ourselves about new educational language. 
Professional “reading” options now include 
TED Talks, RSS in education, Massive Open 
Online Courses (MOOCs), and blogs such as 
Stephen Downe’s “OLDaily.” Our face-to-face 
meetings at conferences and workshops now 
also occur through video conferencing and on-
line courses. Part of being a professional means 
to take responsibility for our own continued 
professional learning. How exciting to be 
teaching at a time when professional learning 
is so readily available and allows for relatively 
easy connection with educators in other places 
and with diverse backgrounds. Our profession-

al learning—and how we think of ourselves as 
educators—has new language and contexts.

The story of education, however, seems 
to remain largely unchanged—at least in my 
experience as a mid-career teacher. Each of 
us has a “MyStory” of education—a person-
al meta-narrative that explain why we teach. 
I am called to educate by a 
passion to learn about others 
and the world, an infatua-
tion of seeing others experi-
ence those learning “light 
bulb moments,” and a belief 
that educating, as a career, 
is a means of participat-
ing in shaping our society. 
Regardless of the evolving 
educational vocabulary that 
helps to transform my craft, 
the story of education is the 
same for me, day after day, 
and season after season.

If he were alive today, I 
imagine that Brueghel would 
offer us paintings such as 
Landscape with Digital Im-
migrants or The Ship-Builders 
in the Snow. That’s the merit 
of imagination, and of en-
gaging with art—we are 
called to re-imagine and re-
contextualize the stories of 
our lives. Now, in winter, like 
Brueghel’s scene, we carry on with our daily 
lives in the village. While we too, like the fig-
ures in Brueghel’s painting, struggle to keep 
our hands warm in winter, we recommit to the 
story and to the art of teaching and learning.

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

How exciting 
to be teaching 
at a time when 

professional 
learning is 
so readily 

available and 
allows for 

relatively easy 
connection 

with educators 
in other 

places and 
with diverse 

backgrounds.
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I was born in 1948, and began my formal education in the 19th century. Well, not quite, but let 
me explain.

The schoolhouse I entered in 1953 was located in 
a tiny rural fishing village on the south shore of Nova 
Scotia. It had one room, heated by a coal stove in the 
winter and ventilated by open windows in spring and 
summer. From a slightly raised platform the teacher 
guided Grades Primary – 10 through a curriculum 
based mainly on the “three Rs”. For the younger chil-
dren two swings made of rope and board hung from 
a large fir tree next to the school. Otherwise the play-
ground consisted of field and woods behind the school. 
Situated at each rear corner of the lot was an outhouse. 
Walks to and from school afforded numerous oppor-
tunities for investigation of mossy ditches and ponds. It 
was a very Anne of Green Gables, Little House on the 
Prairie, Tom Brown’s School Days style of education.

But that era was coming to an end and the brand 
new Woods Harbour Consolidated School was ready 
for us when I entered Grade 4. We rode to school on 
a big yellow bus. There was a separate classroom for 
each grade, an unfinished basement to play in on rainy 
or snowy days, and indoor washrooms! But the cur-
riculum hadn’t changed much. Readers, workbooks, 
lots of repetitious arithmetic exercises, lots of mem-
orization and teacher-led question and response were 
the order of the day. There were two or three “spe-
cial needs” students (the terminology was different in 
those days) during my three years at that school, but 
they all seemed to disappear after Grade 2.

I was then off to the new Barrington Municipal 
High School for Grades 7 through 12. I had different 
teachers for each subject and we sweated over exams 
three times a year, with the added hurdle of Provin-
cials, on which everything depended, in Grade 11. It 
was a one-size-fits-all curriculum, with never a “special 
needs” student in sight. We were very 20th century at 
last. But by the time I returned to the classroom as a 
teacher in 1969 that model was already beginning to 
crumble around the edges. In education, as in most 
other areas of human endeavour, change is the only 

constant. What serves one generation well is usually 
inadequate for the needs of the next and time stands 
still for no one.

So where is education headed in the 21st century? 
Shouldn’t we be looking for ways to reverse the intense 
politicization of education that has characterized the 
past several decades, making most debates unnecessar-
ily contentious and more often than not ideologically 
charged? Instead of merely sloganeering, could we ac-
tually start putting students first, seeing education as 
an investment instead of an expense, and understand-
ing that society really does benefit when every child is 
enabled to reach his or her full potential? Are we not 
capable of developing a less bureaucratized school sys-
tem than we presently have, while preserving the prac-
tical economic and administrative advantages of con-
solidation? Can we somehow find a new consensus as 
to the ultimate purposes of public education, to guide 
our thinking about the direction we want or need to 
pursue? Ought we not to be constantly seeking an 
appropriate balance between change and stability; in-
novation and tradition; individual and collective needs; 
uniformity and diversity; “learning to do” and “learn-
ing to be”; standardization and flexibility; professional 
autonomy and reasonable oversight, supervision and 
guidance; and a host of other perennial dichotomies?

Above all let’s listen respectfully to one another, 
take our own best inclinations seriously, and be judi-
cious in our decision making, with a view to the long 
term. That may sound trite, even platitudinous, never-
theless it is the best way forward (and, frankly, we have 
not been notably successful in achieving those prosaic 
aims). If we can master the commonplace virtues of 
reasonableness and balance, education in the 21st cen-
tury will be sound, and 21st century students the win-
ners.

Brian Forbes is a retired teacher and former 
president of the NSTU.
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