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president’s MessAGe

claiming to the more than 1,000 par-
ticipants that “Canada is in Heaven.” 
His proclamation was accompanied by 
a slide showcasing Canada, Finland, 
Estonia, South Korea and Japan float-
ing on a cloud above other industrial-
ized nations. Throughout his studies of 
education systems around the world, 
Pasi discovered a direct correlation be-
tween inclusivity and achievement. In 
fact, the message in his “Canada is in 
Heaven” slide was to illustrate that the 
more inclusive an educational system 
becomes, the higher the achievement 
results of its students.

Back in 2009, Ontario’s Ministry of 
Education launched its Ontario’s Equity 
and Inclusivity Education Strategy, later 

updated in 2014. In 2012, the OPC 
held our first educational summit, with 
the topic Social Justice: Let’s Get Real. 
The focus of the two days was best encap-
sulated by a student panelist who chal-
lenged the participants by asserting that 
the effectiveness of a school or an educa-
tion system can only be measured by the 
success of its most marginalized student.

The student panelist later analogized, 
through his comparison of Ontario’s 
implementation of the Equity and In-
clusivity policy to that of a salad and 
bowl; that equity can no longer just be 
seen as merely the dressing sprinkled on 
the salad, but, it must be, in essence, 
the salad bowl itself. Equity and inclu-
sivity must no longer be the “flavour 

of the month, but instead the founda-
tion upon which our education system 
is built. Issues of equity and inclusivity 
must be made visible so that the entire 
school community has the opportunity 
to acknowledge their existence and un-
derstand their significance to the overall 
success of its marginalized students.

A salad bowl of social justice was 
initially tossed around for me during 
my first placement as a principal in 
the Upper Grand DSB through the 
establishment of a Social Equity club. 
Thirty students turned out at the inau-
gural meeting. These students agreed 
that equity should be something that 
is promoted throughout the school, 
not just something discussed within 
the four walls of the classroom. To that 
end, the first task of the club was to or-
ganize a Social Equity week. In essence, 
unbeknownst to the students in the 
club, they were helping to construct 
an equity salad bowl in their school. 
The club devised a number of simple 
but effective activities to promote eq-
uity and inclusivity. Highlights of these 
activities included: a student-created 
video involving students and staff shar-
ing a characteristic/experience that 
made them unique; a cut out of a foot-
print distributed to each student and 
staff member in the building on which 
individuals were to write one unique 
characteristic on his/her footprint 
(each footprint then to be displayed 
throughout the school); and 600 stu-
dents greeted with a personal, positive 
and uplifting message, via a post-it 

During the 2015 International Conference of Principals convention in 
Helsinki, Finland, Finnish educator, author and scholar Pasi Sahlberg 
piqued my curiosity when he commenced his keynote address by publically

Equity and Inclusivity 
A salad bowl of social justice

il
lu

s
tr

at
io

n
: s

u
h

a
r

u
 o

g
a

w
a
 

4  Winter 2016

676715_OPC.pdf   January 26, 2016   12:03:13  4



note on their locker, or, a positive mes-
sage on the sidewalk, entrance, or on 
windows throughout the school. 

On the last day of our Social Equity 
week, members of the Social Equity 
club randomly gathered the displayed 
footprints and brought a collection to 
each classroom. Th e purpose was to 
give each student and staff  member the 
opportunity to “walk in someone else’s 
shoes.” Statistical data was also amassed 
from the footprints so that students 
could visibly see others who shared 
similar experiences, characteristics, 
or some unique, individual qualities. 
Naturally, training of staff  prior to this 
equity week was essential to the overall 
success of the initiative. 

Pasi was accurate in his assertion 
that “Canada is in Heaven,” based on 
the work that schools throughout On-
tario are doing to build a foundation of 
equity and inclusivity. Accordingly, as 
school leaders it is vital we continue to 
remember, as G. Th eoharis concludes 
in his article Equity Educational Lead-
ers and Resistance: Toward a Th eory of 
Equity Leadership that, “leadership that 
is not focused on and successful at cre-
ating more just and equitable schools 
for marginalized students is indeed 
not good leadership.” 
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Recent Happenings at OPC …

OpC neWs

this past fall we welcomed many international visitors from germany (above), the Netherlands, Norway, denmark, china and New Zealand for an 

overview of the structure, services and unique programs that oPc has to offer. We look forward to hosting more global study tour delegations 

throughout 2016.  

In November, association leads 

welcomed keynote speakers 

Steve Munby (above) and Mary 

Jean gallagher (below), to our 

2015 International Symposium 

on System change through 

School Leadership.  

oPc staff gathered donations in support of the daily Bread Food Bank this past holiday season.

dr. Joanne robinson (left), our director of Professional Learning, met with Pauline o’Brien (right),  

director of Educational recruitment Services with the council of International Schools (cIS) to  

discuss partnership opportunities.

6  Winter 2016
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 ✔ Super-hero themed program that 
gets students eating well and 
being active.

 ✔ Aligns with the Ontario 
Full-Day Kindergarten 
(FDK) curriculum.

  FREE   program kit includes: 
Teacher guide, food and pictorial recipe 
cards, study prints, classroom poster, 
DVD featuring exciting super missions, 
and a CD with creative songs.

 ✔ Give your students the Power to Explore 
personal food and activity choices.  

 ✔ Three unique programs in one kit:

• Grade 4: A medieval theme

• Grade 5: Power4Bones 
online challenges

• Grade 6: Classroom activities 
and videos of real kids focus on 
infl uences on personal behaviours.

  FREE   program kit includes: 
Teacher guide, graphic novel, posters, 
CD-ROM with interactive technology 
and videos for grade 6.

 ✔ This engaging grade 7/8 program uses 
videos, in-class activities and an online 
tool: the Food Profi le.

  FREE   program kit includes: 
Teacher guide, Power 2B Me USB 
(with engaging videos, whiteboard 
activities, activity sheets and assessment 
tools) and a class set of nutrient graphs.

To book a FREE workshop or learn more:
Visit  TeachNutrition.ca
Email workshop_request@dfc-plc.ca
Call 1-866-392-9929 ext 2015

gets students eating well and 

program kit includes: 

FDK-specifi c 
workshops are 

available!

®

4–6K–3 7–8

FREE CROSS-CURRICULAR 
HEALTHY EATING RESOURCES 
FOR K-8 EDUCATORS
Supporting Ontario teachers for over 40 years!

Make one of our workshops part of your 
PD day or Divisional Board meeting! 
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the Education Quality and Accountability offi ce 
(EQAo) assessments are a fact of life in ontario ed-
ucation. Administrators expend a lot of energy each 
year ensuring that their students learn the curriculum 
that will be assessed, so they can demonstrate said 
learning at their highest level. Yet, with all the online 
access to data today, can studies in the areas of 
learning and the human brain provide a base of evi-
dence for practices that our schools can then apply 
towards better supporting students when it comes to 
learning and assessment? can research better point 
us towards other practical applications that we can 
attempt in order to give our students the best chance 
of achieving to their full potential?

FUeLiNG 
THe

MiND
Maximizing student learning 

and performance 

By Jeff Irvine
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COGnitive LOAd theOry 
A productive area of study termed cognitive load 
theory, first proposed by John Sweller and subse-
quently supported by other researchers, is based 
on the limited capacity of one’s working mem-
ory. Sweller and other researchers believe that 
your long-term memory is virtually unlimited, 
but your working memory is in fact limited in 
both capacity and duration. The upper limit of 
what your working memory can hold at any 
one time is seven items. These items might be 
facts, procedures, relationships, theories or more 
complex entities called schemas. Schemas are 

integrated relationships similar to that of mind 
maps. Cathy Fosnot, in her book Constructiv-
ism: Theory, perspectives, and practice, claims 
that learning occurs when students modify or 
build onto their existing schema on a particular 
topic. Authors John Hattie and Greg Yates dis-
cuss this and implications for teachers in their 
book Visible Learning and the Science of How 
We Learn, identifying two different “loads” on 
working memory. The first is intrinsic cognitive 
load, which is a function of the learning task and 
the second is extraneous cognitive load, related to 
external factors such as instructions, question 
style, or environmental conditions like room 
temperature or noise level. 

If students are attending to extraneous cog-
nitive load issues, it reduces their working 

memory capacity in order to deal with the 
learning task at hand. Hence, it is central for 
administrators and teachers to work towards 
minimizing extraneous cognitive load, so that 
more cognitive capacity can be focused on the 
specific learning.

externAL FACtOrs And 
extrAneOus COGnitive LOAd 
External factors in EQAO assessments can be 
broken down into three areas: instructions, 
question style and test taking conditions, or 
environmental factors. 

instruction
Across the various EQAO assessments, there 
are 13 instructional words, such as “explain” 
or “justify,” which our students need to com-
prehend. A full list of instructional words is 
shown in Table 1.

It is simply not enough that definitions for 
these words be made available to our students 
at the time of assessment, but rather students 
must be intimately familiar with this instruc-
tional language well in advance of the assess-
ment, and these words, meanings and expec-
tations demonstrated by EQAO be integrated 
into daily teachings. This way, the extraneous 
cognitive load generated by these instruction 
words is minimized and the working memory 
capacity is then accessible for students to utilize 

 during the assessment task. 
In my own school, we addressed this by hav-

ing our art department create 13 large posters, 
one for each instruction word, and had the 
posters vetted by EQAO. Enough were printed 
to have a full set in each classroom, as well as 
every classroom in all our feeder schools. As 
a result, “justify” was then applied with the 
same understanding in every classroom start-
ing in grade 6. When our students then faced 
the EQAO assessments, they did not need to 
exhaust their working memory capacity to de-
code or interpret these instructional words. In-
stead, we observed that they could concentrate 
their capacity on the assessment task at hand. 

test question style
As teachers and administrators, we do a re-
ally good job reducing external cognitive load 
through items like practice tests, test-taking 
strategy workshops and the inclusion of EQAO-
style questions in regular classroom assessments. 

The EQAO website provides a wide variety 
of supports to help reduce a student’s extrane-
ous cognitive load based on test question style. 
One of the most valuable is the framework 
document available for each of the EQAO as-
sessments. These provide not only a strand-by-
strand breakdown of how many questions will 
be asked, but also identify the format specifi-
cally. For example, in the grade 3 mathematics 
assessment, expectations 3m24 through 3m28 
will have four multiple choice questions and 
one open response (short answer). 

Critical to know is that these questions, 
question types and question quantities do not 
change from year to year. Not only does this 
allow teachers to familiarize students with the 
style, it also concentrates student preparation 
on groups of expectations most emphasized 
by the assessment. 

In extreme cases, where teachers may find 
they have limited time to complete the entire 
set of expectations for a course, priority can be 
given to content areas that will receive more 
emphasis on the assessments. The EQAO 
website provides a wide variety of sample 
questions that can be used in advance of as-
sessments to better allow students to become 
familiar with both the question styles and 

Hence, it is central for 
administrators and teachers 
to work towards minimizing 
extraneous cognitive load,  
so that more cognitive 
capacity can be focused  
on the specific learning.
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typical wording, as well as marking schemes 
(10, 20, 30, 40) and rubrics. Utilizing these 
resources throughout the year, we found we 
were are able to reduce external cognitive load 
for our students. 

environmental factors

Th e fi nal aspect aff ecting a student’s external 
cognitive load is the surrounding environ-
mental factors such as classroom temperature, 
lighting, humidity and amount of daylight or 
even season of the year. Here again, educators 
do a good job of addressing these elements 
that can very much infl uence some student’s 
performances. As an example, we structure 
classrooms to provide quiet work areas, attend 
to room temperature and have appropriate 
technology available for student use. Some 
may even provide water for students during 
the assessment. 

Recent research by Natalie Masento and 
colleagues in the British Journal of Nutrition

identifi es brain hydration as an important 
factor in cognitive performance. Th ey ex-
hibited that hydration improved short-term 
memory, visual sustained attention and reac-
tion time. Th ere are, however, some caveats. 
Th ey found that intake should be at least 250 
mL of water chilled to 5 degrees Celsius, and 
optimal performance occurs approximately 
20 minutes after drinking the water. While 
it is unlikely that we can attend to all these 
conditions related to water intake in a class-
room, it is nice to know that our attempts are 
supported by some research.

Providing regular breaks during assess-
ments helps address what is known as ego de-
pletion. Described by David Price and Greg 
Yates, ego depletion results from several min-
utes of intensive mental concentration on a 
specifi c task. As the mental reserves become 
depleted, some time is required for these re-
serves to be replenished.

Time of day of the assessments may also 

be an issue for some students. It is com-
monly known that adults function better 
in the morning, while students do better in 
the afternoon. In a literature review, Wendy 
Sjosten-Bell found that time of day for assess-
ment is often less important than the time of 
day when learning occurs. Th e research has 
shown that short-term memory is stronger 
in the morning and decreases throughout 
the day, while the opposite is true for long-
term memory. A particularly important result 
found by Sjosten-Bell is that making connec-
tions and deeper learning occurs more readily 
in the afternoon.

intrinsiC COGnitive LOAd
After making eff orts to minimize extraneous 
cognitive load, schools need to address the 
intrinsic cognitive load. Th is means that we 
must teach in a manner that equips our stu-
dents with the tools and strategies to maximize 
their learning and thus their performance on 

tABLe 1

explain

language

compare

defi ne

determine

describe

identify

use information to support your answer
use your own ideas to 
support your answer

summarize

Justify

list

Predict

instructional 
Words

MatheMatics

compare

describe

show your work

determine

Justify list

Predict

explain

MatheMatics

Justify list

Predict
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each assessment task. Th e research area of the 
EQAO website yet again provides some useful 
resources to support educators in this area. 

At the classroom level, the resources off er 
item-specifi c rubrics and annotated sample 
student responses that allow teachers to modify 
instruction based on these samples. At a more 

strategic school or board level, longitudinal 
studies follow students from grade 3 through 
the secondary school assessments, identify-
ing trends and issues. For instance, a EQAO 
Research Bulletin (February 2014) found that 
students who did not meet the provincial stan-
dard in mathematics on any of the assessments 

(grades 3, 6 and 9) had less positive attitudes 
about mathematics, much less positive percep-
tions of their mathematics ability, liked math-
ematics much less after grade 3 and were less 
likely to connect new mathematics concepts to 
previous knowledge. All of that has major im-
plications for our teachers and administrators.

deep learning

Research by John Hattie and Greg Yates 
shows that the best way to prepare students 
for assessments, whether EQAO, large scale 
international assessments, or smaller class-
room testing, is to focus on what is known 
as deep learning. According to Corbin Camp-
bell and Alberto Cabrera, deep learning can 
be contrasted with surface learning, which fo-
cuses on facts and basic procedures. In deep 
learning, students make connections and 
integrate knowledge into internal cognitive 
networks. Th ere are three dimensions to that: 
1) higher order thinking, 2) integrative learn-
ing and 3) critical refl ection. Teachers can 
address this concept of higher order think-
ing through a focus on big ideas and taxono-
mies of learning. Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy
is a helpful resource that can be found on-
line. Additionally Marzano’s New Taxonomy,

By far the most 
important action that 
we as administrators 
can take is to foster a 
professional teaching 
community that strives to 
teach for deep learning. 

12  Winter 2016

676715_OPC.pdf   January 26, 2016   12:03:13  12



Designing Eff ective Projects: Th inking skills 
frameworks can also be consulted for insight 
into this concept. Marzano’s taxonomy in-
cludes a metacognitive dimension that also 
addresses critical refl ection. 

Some curriculum policy documents, such 
as science, explicitly identify the big ideas 
within the subject. In fact, the science curricu-
lum policy documents identify fundamental 
concepts, big ideas and goals, and link them 
to both the overall and specifi c expectations. 

A study by Douglas Clark and Marcia Linn 
acknowledges that instructional time is a sig-
nifi cant factor in teaching for integrated learn-
ing, showing that this time is defi nitely well 
spent. Recognizing the trade-off  between cur-
riculum coverage and knowledge integration, 
they identifi ed substantial gains in student 
knowledge and understanding through teach-
ing for integration. Something else to con-
sider is that according to research by Stepha-
nie Foote and Andy Dyer, deep learning also 
requires a rethinking of assessment strategies, 
with greater emphasis on portfolios, journals 
and other assessments not bound by time and 
traditional formats.

As educators, we are already addressing 
many of the factors research identifi es as im-
portant in maximizing student learning and 
performance. However, there is more that 
can be done. Some fairly simple structural 
changes can signifi cantly reduce extraneous 
cognitive load in our students. By far the 
most important action that we as admin-
istrators can take is to foster a professional 
teaching community that strives to teach for 
deep learning. Not only should this improve 
our students’ performance on assessments, it 
will enhance student understanding and have 
important impacts on their motivation and 
engagement as well. It has always been our 
duty to teach for understanding, to maximize 
the learning of our students. 

Jeff Irvine has been a teacher, department head, sec-
ondary vice-principal, and Education offi cer for the 
ontario Ministry of Education. He is currently a Phd 
student and sessional instructor at Brock university. 

 jirvine2@brocku.ca
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Making the Student Success Initiative 
experience work for you

By Kelly Kempel and Stephan reist

Illustration by Sebastien thibault

it can be somewhat overwhelming when your school is 

initially identified for participation in the Student Suc-

cess Initiative (SSI). It may appear to be yet one more 

demand on school improvement planning with a high degree of ac-

countability. We felt the same when we were first invited to a meeting 

to outline the expectations for our school team in 2012. However, after 

three successful and professionally rewarding years of involvement, 

we have utilized the required elements of the SSI to the benefit of the 

staff and students at glenview Park Secondary School (gPSS). 

High Yield 
Strategies

14  Winter 2016
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The implementation process has evolved 
during our involvement with SSI. Through re-
flection, collaboration and continual improve-
ment, we have landed on a successful structure 
and philosophy that has led to measurable 
differences in student achievement. Our best 
suggestions for organization and implementa-
tion are outlined below. 

Be deliberate in the selection  
of the learning team
The direction from the Ministry regarding team 
focus has evolved. As a result, we have engaged 
all teachers in the math department for the full 
three years, whether or not their teaching as-
signment included grade 9 or 10 applied classes. 
While the principal is responsible for selecting 
the team, we reminded our teachers that the 
initiative was intended to collaboratively learn 
and practice effective instruction. We learned 
early that the teachers involved in the learning 
team benefit from full-year involvement with-
out a change and without appraisal. After initial 
fears were alleviated, teachers actually asked to 
have everyone participate. Our team of seven 
teachers in addition to administration may be 
somewhat larger than other sites, but it works 
for us. Principals have and should exercise the 
flexibility to make the team selection work for 
their own school. As a result of the success in 
math, we initiated a second learning team with 
all members of the science department during 
the 2014–15 school year, and found this exten-
sion to be equally successful. 

involve your Vice-Principal(s)
There are countless benefits to extending the 
leadership of the SSI to include a vice-principal. 
During planning of the learning team meet-
ings, we are able to engage in rich discussion 

regarding the goals and progress. The collabo-
ration with a persistent focus on teaching and 
learning provides for a truly reflective process, 
aligned with the learning cycle format. In addi-
tion, we are able to draw on individual strengths 
and experiences to benefit our learning team. 
The opportunity for vice-principal(s) to model 
personal growth and be directly involved in the 
professional learning of teachers is essential to 
establishing effective working relationships that 
sustain beyond SSI. Teachers and administra-
tors working together created a positive and 
productive team culture.

identify What ssi is Not
It became important for us to differentiate for 
our teachers what SSI is intended to be, but 
also what it is not. It was initially a challenge 
encouraging teachers to trust that it was ben-
eficial and to take a risk. We consistently re- 
enforced the message that it is an opportunity 
to have the time to discuss, assess and collab-
orate on effective teaching practice. It is not 
intended to be evaluative, or judgmental. The 
focus of our SSI efforts continues to be stu-
dent achievement and success, not an exercise 
in data collection and reporting. While the 
Ministry submitted data does assist in tracking 
progress, it does not drive the process or the 
progress. The data is one source of informa-
tion used to provoke thinking and dialogue. 
Initial concerns were voiced regarding the use 
of data in a small school with year-over-year 
comparisons. We persisted in maintaining the 
data submission as a data point, not the driv-
ing force behind the initiative. 

Be resourceful
As the lead learners involved in the learning 
team, we modeled professional growth by  

accessing a wide variety of resources to sup-
port the overall goals, and in response to ques-
tions that developed throughout the school 
year. It is not expected that the principal or 
vice-principal possess all the answers, all the 
time. We utilized the EduGains videos and 
worksheets, YouTube videos, print resources, 
as well as examples of effective teaching prac-
tice from teachers in other departments to in-
troduce theoretical and practical examples of 
best practice. We co-created an anchor chart 
identifying the characteristics of effective 
feedback with the learning team as a model 
for creating anchor charts in the classroom. 
Several teachers identified the need to expand 
their technological skill in order to use these 
tools for student engagement. As a result, 
we invited the Learning Support Teacher to 
work with some teachers during and after the 
regularly scheduled meetings. By engaging the 
teachers in the direction-setting process and 
being responsive to their needs, we were able 
to include professional resources as a compo-
nent of the learning teams. 

learn with other school leaders
In the Waterloo Region DSB, two other high 
schools were also identified for participation in 
the initiative. The school administration teams 
from each of the sites met two to three times 
each year to review progress and share best 
practices. We alternated locations to give the 
host school the opportunity to bring artifacts 
and evidence of the learning and collaborative 
activities. Each school had established different 
learning teams and had different focused strate-
gies, yet the dialogue proved to be beneficial in 
developing strategies for the team relationships, 
for reporting and for articulating next steps. 
The conversations with colleagues managing 

        
The focus of our SSI efforts continues to be 
student achievement and success, not an 
exercise in data collection and reporting.
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similar issues and the same reporting expecta-
tions are extremely helpful in reducing the po-
tential isolation of the project. 

align the required evidence
Based focus with Broader school 
improvement Plans
When involved in SSI, schools must iden-
tify two instructional practices that become 
a focus of the learning cycle. Th e evidence-
based choices provided are extensive and al-
low fl exibility. It became important for us not
to introduce additional or too widely varied 
teaching and learning expectations of the 
teachers involved in the learning teams. All 
teachers at our school are engaged in profes-
sional learning, and while we were defi nitely 
adding focus and commitment to the math 
teachers, we felt that alignment with current 
school improvement goals would support, 
rather than overwhelm them. As a result, we 
worked with the teachers to select instruc-
tional strategies for the learning teams that 
would be connected to staff  meetings, pro-
fessional development days and other school 
improvement activities in which all teach-
ers are involved. Alex Michaelides, science 
teacher, states, “the science department has 
focused on the eff ective use of feedback. Th is 
provided students with positive reinforce-
ment and an improvement in student learn-
ing has been noted.”

engage your coach
Each principal involved in the SSI initiative is 
assigned an experienced, recently retired prin-
cipal as coach. Our coach has been a positive 
infl uence on the implementation by actively 
listening to our progress, in addition to pro-
viding suggestions and refl ections. We asked 
our coach for specifi c support and have been 
happy to receive templates and drafts of feed-
back tools, potential resources and other mate-
rials that provoke refl ection. Involvement of the 
vice-principal with the coach is also important 
to discuss the bigger picture, and provides an 
opportunity to check for alignment of observa-
tions and thinking. While the coach is intended 
to meet only with the principal, our coach was 
happy to observe a learning team meeting in 
order to off er objective feedback. 

Be Present
Th e mandatory involvement of the principal in 
the learning teams is a signifi cant time commit-
ment. However, the growth in teaching practice, 
in addition to the opportunity to be directly 
connected to classroom learning, makes the time 
something that we value and have found to be 
incredibly rewarding. It is only fair and respectful 
to expect administrators to commit time for the 
preparation, engagement and leadership during 
these learning team meetings, as we are also ask-
ing so much of the teachers who are involved. 
We communicated meeting dates at the start of 

each semester for the entire team. Teachers can 
better plan with the dates identifi ed, and for the 
administrators, it necessitates that the SSI learn-
ing team meetings take precedence over other 
emerging obligations. For example, when the 
teachers engaged in collaborative planning and 
teaching of specifi c lessons, they commented on 
how important it was to have the administrators 
involved in the classroom, so we ensured that 
was consistently possible. 

use data to identify next steps
Ideally, we would like to see continuous growth 
with our teachers and success with our stu-
dents. When examining pre- and post-assess-
ment data, we noticed signifi cant growth across 
grade 9 and 10 applied level math and science 
students. For instance, many students jumped 
a level as indicated by tracking student data. 
We also saw increases in course pass rates for 
grade 9 applied level students. However, our 
grade 10 pass rates decreased. Th is prompted 
a discussion regarding possible reasons for this 
outcome. We identifi ed that more appropriate 
course pathways may be necessary for some 
students. We engaged our guidance depart-
ment to ensure that common messaging and 
suggestions are being provided to students and 
parents regarding the most appropriate course 
pathways to optimize success for students. 

“ … the ssi Ministry initiative has 
had success over the years with a 
formula that includes superintendent 
commitment, principal co-learning 
alongside teachers and the effective 
use of student data to inform next 
steps within the classroom …”



celebrate success!
It is important to take time to celebrate the 
gains made in the SSI initiative. It is also 
imperative to recognize the time, eff ort and 
risks that teachers are making. We want to 
maintain momentum and continue to fos-
ter creative collaboration with our learning 
teams and still maintain the philosophy 
of doing what’s best for kids. Scott Lo-
max, Superintendent of Achievement and 
Well-Being for our board, notes, “the SSI 
Ministry initiative has had success over the 
years with a formula that includes superin-
tendent commitment, principal co-learning 
alongside teachers and the eff ective use of 
student data to inform next steps within 
the classroom … successful implementation 
and commitment to the SSI initiative can 
make a diff erence for student achievement. 
Th e SSI implementation process outlined in 
this article demonstrates a very eff ective way 

to employ the learning cycle in an authentic 
and successful way.” 

Th e team is extremely proud to celebrate 
the improvements in student learning and 
achievement. Th e EQAO math results re-
fl ect the commitment to teaching practice 
with an increase from 41to 62 per cent from 
2011/12 to 2014/15 for applied students at 
Levels 3 and 4. We are committed to sharing 
the achievement and the learning with the 
entire staff  team who are supportive of the 
eff orts of their colleagues. 

Our own experience with SSI has been 
extremely professionally rewarding and has 
generated measurable, successful outcomes 
in student achievement, in addition to 
augmenting teacher practice. Th e frequent 
meetings resulted in building genuine trust-
ing relationships with the classroom teach-
ers. Teachers took risks in the classroom 
with anchor charts, student collaboration, 

co-planning lessons and observing col-
leagues teaching. As stated by math teacher 
Krista DeMerchant, “as a department, we 
have been able to explore and challenge our 
own pedagogy; not only with colleagues, but 
administrators and other guests. We have 
explored high yield strategies and learning 
cycles with detail, purpose and meaning, rec-
ognizing that teaching and learning is fl uid 
and evolves from class to class, year to year, 
etc. We have been able to explore our un-
derstanding of our specifi c students/classes 
and personalize learning needs for individual 
students and/or groups of students. Analyz-
ing data combined with the addition of col-
leagues in the classroom has allowed for more 
accurate observations of specifi c students’ 
learning needs (yet not evaluation). Th ough 
somewhat skeptical at fi rst as to how more 
time out of the classroom would impact my 
student’s learning and my time needed to 
prepare, etc., our SSI time is relevant and tai-
lored to our needs, which leads to authentic 
professional development.” 

Th e SSI model also allows teachers to ob-
serve the principal and vice-principal as the 
lead learners, as well as capable teachers. We 
have had the opportunity to observe many 
positive attributes of the teachers that we may 
otherwise have been unaware. SSI necessitates 
deeper conversation and creativity in all the 
participants, and several teachers demon-
strated unique strengths and talents that were 
not generally observed in traditional profes-
sional development. Lastly, the most positive 
indication of the value to the teachers was the 
response to a Stop/Start/Continue activity com-
pleted at the end of the school year. Th e learn-
ing team members identifi ed a greater number 
of suggestions to Start than Stop. Th ey are ea-
ger to continue to be committed to collabora-
tive professional growth, and we will continue 
to make that happen. 

Kelly Kempel is the principal at glenview Park Sec-
ondary School in cambridge and has been a second-
ary principal in the WrdSB for over 12 years. She 
is also the current oPc President-Elect. Stephan 
reist is the vice-principal at glenview Park Second-
ary School and been a vice-principal at three second-
ary schools in the WrdSB.

 kelly_kempel@wrdsb.on.ca
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Restorative Practice is a way of thinking and being that when 
proactively shared in an educational setting as a common 
vision and approach has demonstrated:
• improvements in safe, positive school climate;
• increased student attendance and achievement;
• improved student retention by giving them a voice.
Restorative Practice is inclusive and effective in addressing 
issues such as: bullying; equity and homophobia; while 
teaching empathy and responsibility.

For further information 
visit our webpage: 

http://www.iirp.edu/canada

Become a Restorative School
• Whole school training for educators in the 

RP Framework, Circles and Conferencing

Plus, See Website for Scheduled 4 Day 
Institutes:  

“Basic Restorative Practices”
“Restorative Leadership Development” 
“Restorative Responses To Trauma and Grief”

Make a Difference

The International Institute for Restorative Practices is a non- profit organization
“The leading provider of Restorative Practices Training—Worldwide”
Restoring Community in a Disconnected World
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RegisteR RePORt

Engaging Student Voices
A case study on effective ways to access students’ 
voices through the Student Voice Initiative
By Anna Meliksetyan

RegisteR RePORt

Since the launch of the Ontario Student 
Voice Initiative in 2008, the Ministry of  
Education (the “Ministry”) strategy known 
as the Student Voice Initiative (SVI) aiming 
to strengthen student engagement in their 
learning. Through the SVI, the Ministry 
developed tools and resources to access 
student voice, promote student-led op-
portunities and enable student-teacher 
collaborative efforts. There are four stu-
dent engagement tools currently available 
through the SVI, namely 

•	 SpeakUp in a Box
•	 Students as Researchers (StAR) 
•	 SpeakUp Projects and 
•	 the Ministry Student Advisory Council 

(MSAC).

Each tool empowers students to become active citizens 
and offers opportunities for them to shape their learning 
environment by connecting what is happening in the class-
room to their real-life experiences outside of school. These 
initiatives also offer ways for educators to access student 
voice while working in partnerships and building on 21st 
century skills such as entrepreneurship, collaboration, com-
munication and character. 

The term “student voice” is often used as a “metaphor for 
student engagement and participation in issues that matter in 
learning” (The Education Alliance, 2004, p.3) and “has been 
used in reference to various types of student input, ranging 
from personal expression in classroom assignments, […] to 
involvement in school governance.” (Student Achievement, 
2013, p.2). Scholars Adam Fletcher (2003) and Michael 
Fielding (2001) cite various examples across the United States, 
Chile and the United Kingdom of classrooms in elementary 
and secondary schools using student voice to improve student 
engagement. Examples include students receiving a credit for 
helping educators learn to use technology in the classroom 
(Fletcher, 2003, p.19) and students in second grade developing 
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a curriculum for their teachers to use in the classroom (Fletch-
er, 2003, p.18). Despite the growing attention to student voice 
in education reform literature, scholars such as Michael Field-
ing argue that one of the key issues faced by the student voice 
movement is that “for many […] student voice, is at best, 
something a small number of other students, often not like 
them, do with a small number of teachers, often not like other 
teachers, to no good effect.” (2001, p.105). In other words, 
although students and teachers are demonstrating great inter-
est and ways to incorporate student voice in their classrooms, 
not enough legitimacy is afforded at the system-level for the 
student voice initiative to become a social movement. To date, 
very few studies have offered empirical evidence of  system 
wide implementation of student voice (The Education Alli-
ance, Spring 2004, p.3; Fielding, 2001, p.104). 

 According to the Student Achievement Division at the 
Ministry “in order for student voice to become an inher-
ent process in the school system, principals [must] play a 
key role in honoring student voice and developing a school 
culture that promotes it.” (Student Achievement, Septem-
ber 2013, p.3). As such, through the Student Engagement/
Student Voice Modules project, the research study set out 
to capture and report on the lived experiences and recom-
mendations of Ontario students, teachers and principals 
who participated in and implemented the SVI in their 
schools in order to demonstrate ways to access the voice of 
all students and meaningfully involve all students in deci-
sions that impact them directly. 

In order to capture the diversity and contextual ele-
ments in experiences and implementation of the SVI 
across Ontario, the study took a descriptive approach to 
demonstrating ways to access the voice of all students and 
meaningfully involve all students in decisions that impact 
them directly. Based on input from principals, teachers and 
students who have participated in their schools’ SVI, the 
following key concepts were measured:
•	 Participants’ experiences participating in and imple-

menting student voice initiatives in their schools.
•	 Participants’ recommendations regarding effective prac-

tices on student-teacher partnerships.
•	 Successful practices and examples of using the tools 

available through student voice initiatives to support the 
Ontario Educational Leadership Framework (OELF), 

School Improvement Plan for Student Achievement 
(SIPSA), Board Improvement Plan for Student Achieve-
ment (BIPSA), and Ontario’s four renewed vision goals. 

The study focused on constructing a patchwork case study 
by looking at different typologies at different points in time. 
The questions took on a descriptive approach to asking ques-
tions and communicating the results in an effort to learn 
about the diversity of participants’ experiences. The case 

study was conducted between September and October 2014 
in seven Ontario school boards through focus groups, and 
one-on-one interviews. A mix of Catholic, public, French, 
English, elementary and secondary schools were chosen 
based on a variety of Student Voice project types. A total of 
49 students, seven principals and 13 teachers from 11 differ-
ent schools participated in the study. One of the schools was 
an Urban Priority High School (UPHS) and two schools 
had a large First Nations, Metis and Inuit population of stu-
dents and staff.

constructing Key Messages

Prior to constructing the study, a group of principals were 
asked to serve as a think tank to consult on the type of 
information that would be important for school leaders 
to know when considering implementing the SVI in their 
schools. The consensus was that it is important to under-
stand the main reasons why student voice is, and contin-
ues to be, an initiative that schools use to engage students’ 

 A total of 49 students, seven principals  
and 13 teachers from 11 different 
schools participated in the study.  
one of the schools was an urban Priority 
High School (uPHS) and two schools 
had a large First Nations, Metis and  
Inuit population of students and staff.
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voices and include them in decisions that impact them 
directly – the compelling why. The first key message was 
that SVI projects help uncover school climates. Student 
voice projects can reveal covert issues such as bullying and 
they can also be used as a tool to create a sense of pride and 
belonging in the school and broader community. 

The second message was that the student voice goes be-
yond the physical element of a voice. Participating in the 
SVI means that students have the opportunity to contrib-
ute what they feel comfortable sharing, and build on new 
or existing skills. Students spoke of gaining confidence in 
pursuing their ideas, fortified by gaining the trust of their 
peers and teachers who believed in their abilities to initiate 
change, or plant the seed of change, in their school. Students 
who participated in projects that involved further opportu-
nities to share their work with their school and external com-
munity felt most confident to identify as change initiators.

The third message was that student voice projects cre-
ate opportunities for reciprocal learning through col-
laboration. The SVI overtly articulates the need to inten-
tionally seek out and listen to students’ voices. It provides 
an opportunity for principals and teachers to work shoul-
der-to-shoulder with students to achieve common goals, 
while addressing their SIPSA, BIPSA, OELF and Ontario’s 
four renewed vision goals. Implementing a student voice 
project in a school also creates an opportunity for a mind 

shift, where students can create and share knowledge with 
their peers and teachers on issues that matter most to them, 
while principals and teachers can harness those skills to im-
prove their schools.

The final message was that student voice projects re-
flect the diversity of schools, student populations and 
cultural contexts. For example, students in an Indigenous 
school used the SpeakUp grant to find their voice and re-
claim their identities and their cultures while addressing 
the traditional worldview that we are all related and in-
terconnected. Students in a UPHS school used StAR to 
learn about the attitudes of their community towards their 
school, and shared their research results with other UPHS 
schools in their board.

recorded ParticiPants’ exPeriences

Students, teachers and principals who participated in and 
implemented a student voice project in their school were 
asked to reflect on their individual experiences, as well as 
on the entire process of participation, from project ideation 
to implementation. Students were also asked to discuss any 
auxiliary opportunities or new skills gained while leading 
and implementing their school’s student voice project. The 
answers of all the participants were aggregated during the 
analysis process and were represented as a group through 
four broad themes
•	 successful processes and challenges faced in implement-

ing the SVI
•	 skills students gained or honed as a result of participat-

ing in the SVI
•	 auxiliary opportunities that resulted from participating 

in the SVI and
•	 recommendations for schools considering implementing 

the SVI.

successful Processes and challenges

When asked to identify successful processes for imple-
menting the SVI in a school, it was clear that there were 
multiple ways to begin, facilitate and implement a student 
voice project. Such a project usually begins with either a 
principal or a “champion teacher” learning of the oppor-
tunity through various forms of communication. Next, a 
group of students are chosen as the founding members and 
those students, with support from the “champion teacher,” 
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proceed to implement the student voice project based on 
their goals and topic. After a project is completed, some 
schools choose to participate in other SVIs. 

Since a project like this requires students, teachers 
and principals to collaborate, some adjustments in roles 
must be made to reflect the group dynamics and project 
goals. As such, participants cited communication and time 
management skills as the main challenges of implement-
ing the SVI in a school. Students found that learning to 
manage and allocate their time between attending class and 
conferences, doing homework and working on the student 
voice project, along with keeping up with their familial 
responsibilities, was both a challenge and a learning op-
portunity, mitigated by learning to ask for help from their 
teachers and family. 

gained sKills and oPPortunities

Despite some challenges faced by participants in implementing 
the SVI, those experiences were outweighed by the skills and 
opportunities gained from their involvement. Students offered 
examples such as flying in an airplane for the first time, and 
presenting the results of their work at university lectures and 
school board meetings. Participants also reflected on the 
opportunities to learn new tangible skills such as research 
methodology, leadership skills and money management. 
Opportunities were made available for the students to take 
leadership roles and see themselves succeed. Table 1 represents 
the skills students gained.
 
recoMMendations

When participants reflected on things they would do differently 

or offer advice to schools considering student voice, all were 
unanimous in that the SVI should be a part of every school. 
The first recommendation was to designate one person at each 
board to serve as a student voice officer to be responsible for 
all the SVI related work, including communicating new 
opportunities to the schools and creating a sense of community 
between all the schools participating in the SVI. Building on 
the first recommendation, the second piece of advice was to 
create a space for students from different schools within one 
board to share their work with each other, specifically with 
SpeakUp grant projects. When students have the opportunity 
to share their work with their school board community, at 
board meetings and at conferences (the way students who 
participate in StAR do), their sense of belonging and their 
leadership skills improve, and they feel greater achievement 
in their work when they know people outside of their school 
are aware of their achievements.

effectiVe student teacher PartnershiPs 

Students, teachers and principals all agreed that there must 
be a clear division of roles when implementing a student 
voice project. Students should be responsible for all stages 
of the project – ideation, planning and implementation 
(see Figure 1). They serve as the change initiators and ad-
vocates for the collective voice of students in their schools. 
Meanwhile, teachers should serve as the liaison between 
the students and school administration, while providing 
support and guidance and connecting students to the re-
sources they need to implement the student voice project 
in their school. Finally, the principals should play a dual 
role of support and acting as a soundboard, for both the 
teachers and the students. 

RegISTeR RePORT

 figure 1

 PrINcIPAL Soundboard Support

 tEAcHEr Liaison Project Manager

 StudENt “doer” “creator”
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MAKING CONNECTIONS BETWEEN SVI ANd OELF, 

SIPSA, BIPSA ANd NEW VISION GOALS

The goal of asking principals to draw connections between the 
SVI and the SIPSA, BIPSA, OELF and new visions’ goal was to 
demonstrate examples of successful practices using the tools 
available through the SVI to support their existing work. Principals 
explained that SVI lends itself to building relationships and 

developing people by maintaining a safe and healthy environment 
(The Institute for Education Leadership, 2013, p.12), as well as 
developing people and community (The Institute for Education 
Leadership, 2013, p.12). For example, one Toronto elementary 
school with a predominately Indigenous student population used 
the SpeakUp grant to create healthy snacks for all students in the 
school by growing their own plants. Older students taught younger 
students healthy eating habits and made their own soil using 
compost garbage from all the classes in the school. 

Principals also found that student voice projects address 
the renewed vision, specifically goals such as ensuring equity 
by “increasing knowledge and understanding of First Na-
tions, Metis and Inuit cultures and histories” (Ontario Minis-
try of Education, 2014, p.9) and achieving excellence by hav-
ing “educators create more relevant, applied and innovative 

learning experiences that spark learners’ curiosity and in-
spire them to follow their passions.” (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2014, p.4) For example, a teacher in a French 
elementary Catholic school used money from the SpeakUp 
grant to fund a robotics club. This created experiential learn-
ing opportunities for the students to practice basic computer 
programming and to learn more about Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects.

CONCLuSION

Despite the differences in approaches and variations in 
implementations (e.g. buying a mascot or interviewing students 
and parents from feeder schools) the experiences recorded in 
the study of students, teachers and principals echoed the benefits 
of the SVI to a school’s culture of co-creating, where “students 
are using their knowledge of the self to make decisions that are 
healthy and beneficial to them, empowering them to make 
decisions and are involving [them] in their own learning,” said 
one principal participant. The study demonstrates empirical 
evidence of partnerships between youth and adults, where 
teachers guide students in the direction they choose to go, and 
principals understand the importance of allowing students to 
take ownership in co-constructing their learning space and 
obtaining opportunities outside of the school. 

For more information about the project and to access the full research 
report visit http://www.engagingstudentvoices.ca

Anna Meliksetyan served as the principal researcher on the Student 
Engagement/Student Voice Modules project team, a collaborative 
effort between the Ontario Principals’ Council (OPC), Catholic Prin-
cipals’ Council | Ontario (CPCO), and Association des directions et 
directions adjointes des écoles franco-ontariennes (ADFO). 

 meliksetyan.anna@gmail.com

register report

“ ... educators create more relevant, 
applied and innovative learning 
experiences that spark learners’ 
curiosity and inspire them to follow 
their passions.”
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Mentally Healthy Schools
Supporting your work with School Mental Health Assist 

eduCAtiOn LeAdership CAnAdA

author John hamilton,  
oPc Past President,  
is the oPc leading  
Mentally healthy  
schools lead.

commitment of all participants was 
incredibly high, with the acknowledg-
ment that there is much work to do 
on this topic. This work must move 
the public education agenda to a point 
where mental health and well-being 
for all are given the priority they re-
quire to become embedded pillars for 
determining how schools in Ontario 
support the whole child.

Through research gathered provin-
cially, nationally and internationally, 
school leaders around the world have 
identified mental health as a critical is-
sue in their schools. We are compelled 
to support the needs of all with whom 
we work including students, parents, 
the school staff, the community and 
ourselves. Common sense, profession-
al judgment and experience also tell us 
that students who feel safe, welcome 
and have a balanced degree of men-
tal health and well-being will perform 
better in school. The challenge we face 
lies in creating the conditions neces-
sary in which the student achieve-
ment agenda and the lessons of good 
mental health and well-being can be 
woven together in a meaningful and 
authentic way.

As defined by the World Health 
Organization, mental health is “a 
state of well-being in which every in-
dividual realizes his or her own poten-
tial, can cope with the normal stresses 

of life, can work productively and 
fruitfully, and is able to make a contri-
bution to her or his community.” As 
education leaders, we understand that 
overall well-being will support overall 
student achievement, but what are the 
best practices and strategies that can 
be employed at the school level to 
maximize the well-being of students, 
staff and community?

There is an abundance of resources 
related to mental health and well- 
being. So much so that unpacking 
those resources and finding the ones 
that will apply to an individual school 
can be overwhelming. Where to begin? 
Familiarizing yourself with the docu-
ment Leading Mentally Healthy Schools 
is a great place to start (available at 
http://smh-assist.ca/blog/2015/10/22/
leading-mentally-healthy-schools/). 

Published with the leadership of 
School Mental Health Assist and 
through consultation with education 
stakeholders across Ontario, this re-
source provides the information nec-
essary for school leaders to begin the 
journey towards greater well-being for 
all members of our communities. 

Within this document, school leaders 
will find the resources needed to iden-
tify school readiness for furthering its 
commitment to mental health, how to 
identify and address identified school-
based mental health needs and strategies 

for embedding social/emotional pro-
gramming into the classroom.

Schools are the ideal place to fur-
ther a proactive approach to deepening 
the conversation and commitment to 
mental health and well-being that will 
hopefully inform how society reacts 
and responds to this important issue. 
As we have learned from our work in 
the areas of equity, diversity and gen-
der identification schools are well po-
sitioned to 
•	 reduce the stigma related to mental 

health 
•	 promote positive mental health
•	 build student social/emotional learn-

ing skills
•	 prevent mental health problems in 

high risk groups 
•	 identify students in need and
•	 build pathways to care (SMHA, 

2015).
As part of our work moving forward, 

and under the leadership of SMAH, 
tools will be developed that will allow 
school leaders to better navigate the 
abundance of resources available that 
can be employed to promote, build and 
maintain positive mental health in our 
schools. Our work in this area is criti-
cal as we strive to meet the increasing 
needs of our students and communities. 
By working thoughtfully and carefully, 
we can seamlessly align the elements of 
this important work with our current 
professional practice and change the 
conversation related to mental health 
and well-being for the better. 

  elc@principals.ca

Representatives from School Mental Health Assist (SMHA), 
the OPC, CPCO and ADFO convened in August 2015 in 
Toronto to further the capacity of public school administra-
tors to lead mentally healthy schools. The enthusiasm and
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SeARCHiNG
STUDeNTS

In February 2015, a Quebec city secondary school at-
tracted national attention after a 15-year-old female stu-
dent was strip-searched by a female principal and female 
staff member at Neufchâtel High School within the de la 
capitale School Board (the “board”). After reports about 
the strip search began to circulate, the board released a 
statement saying that the school had reason to believe 
the student had been trafficking drugs for months.1 

Quebec high school criticized for student search

By Andrew Baker and Kate dearden

Illustration by Agent Illustrateur
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of Canada released written reasons in the case 
of R. v. M. (M.R.).5 The decision marked 

the first time that the Supreme 
Court had directly considered 
the scope of a student’s consti-
tutional right, within a school 
context, to be free from unrea-
sonable searches and, conversely, 
the extent of a school’s interest in 
searching students.

In determining when and in 
what circumstances a search by 
a school official should be con-
sidered unreasonable and there-
fore in violation of the student’s 
rights under the Charter, the Su-
preme Court emphasized that the 
duties and obligations entrusted 
to schools are fundamentally im-
portant.6 At the same time, the 
Supreme Court recognized that 
these duties and obligations can-
not be separated from the practi-
cal responsibilities and challenges 
of running a school. The Supreme 
Court affirmed that, in light of the 
contemporary challenges faced by 
school officials in teaching and car-
ing for students, school officials must 
be provided with flexibility in ad-

dressing discipline problems. This flexibility, 
in the view of the Supreme Court, includes 
a broad right to search a student where that 
student is reasonably suspected of being in 
possession of a prohibited weapon or an il-
licit drug. 

In M. (M.R.), the Supreme Court laid out 
some general principles about searches:
1. A warrant is not essential in order to conduct 

a search of a student by a school authority. 
2. The school authority must have reason-

able grounds to believe that there has been 
a breach of school regulations or discipline 
and that a search of a student would reveal 
evidence of that breach.

3. School authorities will be in the best posi-
tion to assess information given to them 
and relate it to the situation existing in 
their school. Courts should recognize the 
preferred position of school authorities to 

supreMe COurt  

geneRAl PRInCIPleS ABOuT SeARCHeS:

2

3
1

4

School authorities will be in the best position to 
assess information given to them and relate it 
to the situation existing in their school. courts 
should recognize the preferred position of 
school authorities to determine if reasonable 
grounds existed for the search. [this includes 
the student’s age and gender.] 

overview
After the incident, the student reported to the 
media that the female principal and a female 
staff member took her to a separate room 
and asked her to remove all her clothing, in-
cluding her underwear.2 The staff member 
held a blanket in front of the student while 
the principal searched the student’s clothing. 
The board stated that there was no “visual 
or physical contact with the student” during 
the search.3 The student alleged that she was 
denied a request to contact her mother be-
fore the search was conducted, although the 
board said the girl refused to call her mother 
when given the chance. No drugs were found 
during the search. 

The student was suspended and transferred 
to a different school. The student challenged 
the suspension in a request to the Quebec 

Superior Court. The board opposed the re-
quest, stating that it had reason to believe she 
had been selling drugs on school property for 
several months. Further, the board’s lawyer 
stated that the school had “serious reasons 
for expelling the student” that could not be 
reported in the media.4 The Quebec Superior 
Court Judge rejected the student’s request.

school authority for  
searching students
Section 8 of the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms provides that: “Everyone has 
the right to be secure against unreasonable 
search or seizure.” The extent of a student’s 
right to be free from unreasonable searches 
and seizures in the school context has been 
widely explored by Canadian courts. 

On November 26, 1998, the Supreme Court 

A warrant is not essential 
in order to conduct a 
search of a student by a 
school authority. 

the school authority must have 
reasonable grounds to believe 
that there has been a breach of 
school regulations or discipline 
and that a search of a student 
would reveal evidence of  
that breach.

the following may constitute reasonable 
grounds in this context: information received 
from one student considered to be credible, 
information received from more than one 
student, a teacher’s or principal’s own 
observations, or any combination of these 
pieces of information which the relevant authority 
considers to be credible. the compelling nature 
of the information and the credibility of these or 
other sources must be assessed by the school 
authority in the context of the circumstances 
existing at the particular school.
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determine if reasonable grounds existed 
for the search. [This includes the student’s 
age and gender.] 

4. The following may constitute reasonable 
grounds in this context: information re-
ceived from one student considered to be 
credible, information received from more 
than one student, a teacher’s or principal’s 
own observations, or any combination of 
these pieces of information which the rel-
evant authority considers to be credible. 
The compelling nature of the information 
and the credibility of these or other sources 
must be assessed by the school authority in 
the context of the circumstances existing at 
the particular school.7

While the Supreme Court in M. (M.R.) did 
not specifically address whether, or when, a 
school could conduct a strip search of a student, 
it provided a list of factors to consider in deter-
mining whether a search was reasonable:8 
1. The first step is to determine whether it can 

be inferred from the provisions of the rel-
evant Education Act that teachers and prin-
cipals are authorized to conduct searches of 
their students in appropriate circumstances. 
In the school environment such a statutory 
authorization would be reasonable.

2. The search itself must be carried out in a rea-
sonable manner. It should be conducted in a 
sensitive manner and be minimally intrusive.

3. In order to determine whether a search was 
reasonable, all the surrounding circum-
stances will have to be considered.
In a 2001 decision, R. v. Golden, the Su-

preme Court of Canada provided guidelines 
for how police should conduct strip searches 
in accordance with the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms.9 While that case was in 
the context of police operating in the field, 
the Court stated that it was best to conduct 
searches at a police station except in the most 
exigent circumstances. 

Board’s Justification for 
strip search
In the Neufchâtel case, the board released a 
statement clarifying that the school’s actions 
conformed to a Quebec education policy re-
port, Présence policière dans les établissements 

d’enseignement (the “Policy”), and occurred 
in the context of the school administration’s 
responsibility to ensure a safe and secure en-
vironment for students.10 

The Policy serves as a guide for relations 
between the police authorities and educa-
tional institutions. It refers to M. (M.R.) as 
establishing the basis for school authorities to 
conduct searches. 

The board further stated that searches of 
students and their personal effects are per-
mitted if there are reasonable grounds to 
believe that a rule has been violated and evi-
dence can be found on the student’s person. 
The board relied on the following guidelines 
in the Policy for conducting a strip search:
•	 A screen is used,
•	 The clothing is searched, not the individual,
•	 The search is done under the supervision 

of two persons, preferably with another 
staff member of the same sex as the stu-
dent and

•	 There is no contact with the student.
The board also relied on M. (M.R.) in its 

justification for the strip search of the Neuf-
châtel student. The board concluded its state-
ment by saying that the situation at Neuf-
châtel was exceptional, but nonetheless was 
conducted under established guidelines. The 
board, however, undertook to review its poli-
cies in order to make any necessary changes.

Quebec government changes 
Position on strip searches
Quebec’s then Minister of Education, Yves 
Bolduc, commented on the incident. Mr. 
Bolduc initially defended the search, saying 
that school staff are permitted to strip search 
students as long as the search is done in ac-
cordance with the law and school policy, and 
conducted in a “respectful fashion.”11 Mr. 
Bolduc subsequently said that an indepen-
dent person from outside the board would 
look into the incident. 

Quebec Premier Philippe Couillard stated 
that there would be no more strip searches in 
schools, except in extreme cases where police 
deem it necessary.12 This was confirmed in a 
May 13, 2015 report prepared by Fabienne 
Bouchard, a former prosecutor and retired 

The first step is to 
determine whether it can be 
inferred from the provisions of the 
relevant education Act that teachers 
and principals are authorized to 
conduct searches of their students 
in appropriate circumstances. In the 
school environment such a statutory 
authorization would be reasonable.

The search itself must 
be carried out in a reasonable 
manner. It should be conducted in  
a sensitive manner and be 
minimally intrusive.

In order to determine 
whether a search was reasonable,  
all the surrounding circumstances 
will have to be considered.

supreMe  
COurt  

lIST OF FACTORS 
TO DeTeRMIne IF 
A SeARCH WAS 
ReASOnABle:

lawyer. Mr. Bouchard confirmed that school 
officials should call police where they have se-
rious grounds to believe a student is involved 
in drug trafficking. Newly appointed Educa-
tion Minister Francois Blais said the practice 
was not acceptable “because it’s a kind of hu-
miliation for people,” and also because “it’s 
not really efficient.”13
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lesson for educators
It is difficult to argue that the Supreme Court 
of Canada’s reasons in M. (M.R.) provide 
schools with blanket authority to conduct 
strip searches. The list of factors M. (M.R.) in 
determining whether a search is reasonable 
includes whether the search was done in a 
minimally intrusive manner. In the Neufchâ-
tel case, the student was asked to remove all 
of her clothes, which is significantly more in-
vasive than the search in M. (M.R.) where the 
student was asked to pull up his pant leg. It 
is arguable that a less intrusive search might 
have been done in the course of investigat-
ing suspected drug trafficking. It is also likely 

that the Neufchâtel situation required police 
intervention, before any strip searches. 

Given the principles articulated by the 
Supreme Court of Canada in M. (M.R.) 
and Golden, personal searches of students, 
but not strip searches, likely continue to be 
appropriate where reasonable grounds exist. 
However, police should be contacted where 
a strip search is believed to be necessary, par-
ticularly in the context of a student suspected 
of trafficking drugs or possessing weapons. 

For specific questions we recommend you 
call PST at OPC. Access is available to OPC 
Members for support and assistance should 
concerns of this nature arise. 

Andrew Baker and Kate dearden are Associates in the 
toronto office of Borden Ladner gervias LLP.  

 abaker@blg.com 

 kdearden@blg.com

nOtes
the board’s statement and the Policy are paraphrased from the 
original French-language sources and should not be relied upon 
as a translation of the content of either document.
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Health and Physical Education 
Administrators’ toolkit helps 

clear up the questions

What does it really

entail? 

By Mary Linton
Illustrated by Mike Ellis

On February 23, 2015, the Ministry 
released a revised Health and 

Physical Education (HPE) curriculum to be 
implemented beginning September 2015. 
While it had been almost 17 years since the 
last full update, many parents, caregivers and 
teachers had questions about the content of 
the updated material. Many myths and miscon-
ceptions circulated in communities and admin-
istrators struggled to answer some questions 
from concerned community and staff mem-
bers. Since principals and vice-principals play 
a primary role in promoting positive dialogue 
with parents and educators, the catholic 
Principals’ council | ontario (cPco) and the 
ontario Principals’ council (oPc) developed 
a tailored toolkit for each association to help 
their administrators better understand the re-
vised HPE curriculum and support its imple-
mentation throughout the province.
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Our HPE Administrators Toolkit includes 
a video, a Toolkit Guide, Questions and 
Answers resource to support HPE implemen-
tation and useful PowerPoint presentations for 
parents and educators. These resources can be 
found on the Member’s side of the OPC 
website by selecting Professional Develop-
ment  Resources  Health and Physical 
Education Curriculum Toolkit.

This article serves to highlight specific sections 
of the HPE Administrators Toolkit to give OPC 
Members a sense of what resources are available 

in support of the implementation process for a 
curriculum that touches our students’ lives in 
personal and critical ways. A brief overview of 
each resource is provided, along with suggestions 
for use with parents and educators. 

Video 
A five-minute video was developed to help 
support administrators in sharing key informa-
tion with parents and educators in a pleasant, 
informative and non-threatening manner. The 
video offers an overview of what students will 
be learning, who was consulted in the review 
process and why the revised material was 
important for student health and well-being. 
The video can be used as an introduction to a 
meeting with individual parents, school 
council members or staff members. It is acces-
sible on both the public and Member sides of 
the OPC website. It can also provide admin-
istrators with a user-friendly resource to share 
with parents and/or educators when a face-to-
face meeting is not possible. 

toolKit guide
Our Toolkit Guide document provides an 
overview of the resources available. In this 
document you will find
•	 suggestions on how to use the Toolkit’s 

various components 
•	 tips for addressing parent questions and 

concerns 
•	 tips for handling requests for religious 

accommodations and
•	 background information about the curricu-

lum. 

Questions and ansWers to 
suPPort hPe iMPleMentation
The Question and Answer resource includes 
useful background information, supporting 
research, links to support documents, and 
answers to address many of the questions that 
administrators may be asked by parents, educa-
tors and community members. Some of the 
questions were included to address myths and 
misconceptions raised by the media and com-
munity groups. Detailed answers are provided 
using references from the curriculum and/or 
data from the experts as appropriate. The Ques-
tion and Answer resource can be used as a 
reference when meeting with parents, respond-
ing to an email or as an information item in a 
school newsletter. 

The Q and A is divided into three sections: 
About the HPE Curriculum Revision, About 
Topics in the HPE Curriculum and Staff Ques-
tions About Implementation and Resources. 
Specific examples from the three sections are 
listed here:

the hpe Curriculum revision:  
Why was it necessary to revise the  
HPE curriculum? 

The government reviews all curricula on a 
cyclical basis to ensure that it remains current, 
relevant and age-appropriate for all students. 

It has been 17 years since the health and phys-
ical education curriculum was last fully updated 
and the world has changed significantly in that 
time for young people. The research tells us: 
•	 45% of students access the Internet using a 

smart phone. (mediasmarts.ca) 
•	 25% of grade 4 students, 50% of grade 7 

students and 85% of grade 11 students own 
their own phone. (mediasmarts.ca)

•	 51% of students want to learn how to tell if 
online information is true. (mediasmarts.ca) 

•	 About 14% of grade 11 students with cell phones 
say they have sent a sext. (mediasmarts.ca) 

•	 About 31% of students report being threatened 
online. (mediasmarts.ca) 

•	 Most school classrooms in Canada likely have 
at least one or more students who are not het-
erosexual. (Sexual Health Education in the 
Schools, Questions and Answers, Updated 
Ontario 2015 Edition, SIECCAN) 

•	 27% of Ontario students were born outside of 
Canada. (OECD, Strong Performers and Suc-
cessful Reformers in Education, 2011) 

•	 Estimates suggest that 15 to 20% of children 
and youth struggle with a mental health 
problem. (Supporting Minds, Ministry of Edu-
cation, Draft Version 2013) 
What students learn at school needs to reflect 

and keep pace with the challenges and opportuni-
ties they face in the world.

topics in the hpe Curriculum:  
Why are students being taught  
about anal and oral sex? 

These concepts are included as examples within 
the context of learning about delaying or abstain-
ing from sexual activity and preventing transmis-
sion of STIs. Students in grade 7 learn to identify 
ways of preventing unintended pregnancy and 
STIs, including HIV, by means such as delaying 
intercourse and other sexual activities until a 

The primary objectives are  
to help administrators  
understand the curriculum, 
facilitate conversations with 
 parents, staff and community 
members, and support 
school-wide development.
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person is older, abstaining from sex, and using 
condoms consistently if and when a person 
becomes sexually active. 

The terms “oral-genital contact” and “anal 
intercourse” appear as an optional example to 
highlight to teachers that there are risks to differ-
ent forms of sexual activity. This information also 
helps teachers anticipate questions that might arise 
in class. Discussion of these concepts in class may 
occur within the context of discussing the risks of 
sexual activity and delaying or abstaining from 
sexual activity. (See pages 195-196, section C1.3, 
Gr. 1-8 HPE Curriculum.) 

Experts advise that students need access to 
information before they may need to use the 
information to make a decision, whereas having 
the information after the fact is less effective (or 
ineffective). Current research indicates that the 
focus should be on providing factual and straight-
forward information and de-stigmatizing con-
cepts associated with sexuality.

staff Questions About 
implementation and resources:  
I’m planning to meet with some 
concerned parents. What are some 
parent resources about the HPE 
curriculum that I can share with them? 

The Ministry has developed several resources spe-
cifically for parents that describe what students 
will learn in Health and Physical Education. 
They also provide excerpts from research, back-
ground information and ideas for supporting the 
learning at home. It is recommended that prin-
cipals, vice-principals and teachers review these 
materials as they will help to build a general 
understanding of the updated curriculum and 
help respond to parent questions. 

These parent resources have been translated into 
the following languages: Arabic, Chinese (Tradi-
tional), Chinese (Simplified), Farsi, Korean, 
Polish, Punjabi, Somali and Urdu. A link to the 
English resources and brief descriptions are pro-
vided below: 
•	 A Parent’s Guide to the Revised Health and 

Physical Education Curriculum, Grades 1-12 
This guide is four pages in length. An example 
of a curriculum expectation is included to 
illustrate how the curriculum is structured and 

51% of students want to 
learn how to tell if online 
information is true.

yOuth stAts 

3:01 PM

85% of grade 11 students

51%
true FalSe

25% of grade 4 students

50% of grade 7 students

about 14% of grade 11 students 
with cell phones say they have 
sent a sext.

about 31% of students report being 
threatened online

oWn their oWn Phones

Source: HPE curriculum Administrators toolkit, Q & A to Support HPE Implementation
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how optional prompt and examples diff er from 
a mandatory learning expectation. 

•	 A Parent’s Guide: Human Development and 
Sexual Health in the Health and Physical 
Education Curriculum, Grades 1-6 
Th is guide is seven pages in length. An overview 
of what students will be learning about Human 
Development and Sexual Heath is given for 

primary and junior grades with specifi c exam-
ples used from grades 3 and 5. 
Ideas for supporting children’s learning at home 
and where to fi nd more information are found 
on the last two pages. 

•	 A Parent’s Guide: Human Development and 
Sexual Health in the Health and Physical 
Education Curriculum, Grades 7-12 

Th is guide is six pages in length. It includes an 
overview of what students will be learning 
about human development and sexual health 
as they move from grade 7 to 12. Specifi c 
examples from the grade 7 and 8 curriculum 
documents are included. 
Ideas for supporting children’s learning at home 
and where to fi nd more information are found 
on the last two pages. 

•	 Grade-by-Grade Guides: Grade 1 to 8
Two-page overviews of what students learn 
at each grade level in Health and Physical 
Education.
Ideas for supporting children’s learning at home 
and where to fi nd more information are found 
on page one.

•	 Grade-by-Grade Guide for Grades 9-12:
Four-page overview of the HPE Curriculum, 
including a detailed overview of what students 
learn in grade 9 Healthy Active Living Education.

•	 Quick Facts for Parents: 
•	 Learning about Online Safety, including 

Risks of Sexting
•	 Learning about Healthy Relationships and 

Consent
•	 Learning about Mental Health
•	 Learning about Concussions
•	 Learning about Staying Safe
•	 Learning about Active Transportation

Th ese Quick Facts documents are two pages in 
length and outline what younger and older stu-
dents will learn, defi ne the concepts and off er 
strategies that parents can use to engage in con-
versations with their children.

PoWerPoint Presentation 
for Parents
Th e PowerPoint presentation for parents high-
lights key curriculum changes, supporting 
research, the Human Development and Sexual 
Health education component and resources 
available for parents. It is best viewed in Slide-
show mode so viewers can see all animations 
and content. Embedded in the slideshow is a 
brief video, created by the Ministry of Educa-
tion, outlining the realities of today’s youth. 
Detailed speaker’s notes are provided to assist 
with session facilitation. 

Th is presentation is editable and can be adapted 
to serve the needs of your school community. 

THE CANADIAN TRILLIUM COLLEGE

This is an ideal opportunity for retired educators, educators on funded leaves and beginning teachers.......
Apply now!  Send a cover letter and resume to: 

Supervising Principal
The Canadian Trillium College (CTC),
323 Keele Street, Toronto, Ontario   M6P 2K6
Fax: 416 – 763 – 5225  •  E-mail: dmfolz@hotmail.com

Principals & Teachers
JOIN A TEAM OF DYNAMIC EDUCATORS IN CHINA 

The courses to be taught are: 
• English 10, 11 & 12; 
• Mathematics 11 & 12; 
• Social Sciences – 11 & 12; 
• Business/Accounting – 11 & 12;
• Physics, Chemistry – Grade 12
• ESL (Levels 2 – 5)

Terms of Employment:
• 2 semester contracts (renewable)
•  Return air travel  

international & domestic
• Private accommodation
•  Some financial assistance  

for medical insurance
•  Competitive salary & bonus –  

paid in Canadian dollars

School Locations:
•  Jinhua City – Zhejiang Province  

(southwest of Shanghai)
•  Quanzhou City – Fujian Province 

(close to the sea  
across from Taiwan)

•  Shanghai City – Pudong District

With 3 Ontario registered secondary school campuses in China – The Canadian Trillium College  
is searching for Ontario qualified principals and teachers for the 2016–2017  

academic school year beginning September 1, 2016.
Three new ESL programs have also been started.

A brief overview 
of each resource is 

provided, along with 
suggestions for use 
with parents and 

educators.
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TAKE A FIELD TRIP WITHOUT  
LEAVING THE CLASSROOM.

To learn more about bringing the Dairy Education Program to your school,  
please contact: 

Dairy Education Program
Dairy Farmers of Ontario 
e: education@milk.org
t: 905-817-2176
www.education.milk.org

The dairy industry is an interesting and unique learning opportunity for  
students to expand their knowledge of the world around them, while  
developing skills that will help them become well-informed decision  
makers and life-long learners. 
Based on the latest Ontario Curriculum, the Dairy Education Program  
is provided at no charge to Ontario schools throughout the school year.  
You can expect: 

 • a 45-minute, in-class presentation by a fully-trained Dairy 
  Educator with hands-on, interactive, and Smart Board activities 

 • lessons geared to grade level and tied to the Ontario Curriculum 

 • a variety of topics for teachers to choose from

 • free educational aids and learning materials for students  
  and teachers

It can help build parent understanding and 
promote conversations at school council meetings, 
information nights, curriculum nights and one-
on-one meetings with parents/guardians.

Some administrative teams may choose to 
share the video as an introduction before begin-
ning the PowerPoint presentation. Slide 20 of 
the presentation makes reference to a variety 
of parent resources. These parent resources are 
extremely useful and have been translated into 
nine languages. They are available on the Min-
istry website and also available free in print 
from Service Ontario. Administrators are 
encouraged to share the parent resources as a 
means to promote understanding surrounding 
the revised curriculum. 

PoWerPoint Presentation  
for educators
The Toolkit PowerPoint presentation for edu-
cators provides some foundational information 
for educators about the curriculum. It highlights 
much of the same information as the parent 
presentation such as key curriculum changes, 
supporting research, and the Human Develop-
ment and Sexual Health component. In addi-
tion, there are also slides to help educators 
address parent questions and concerns and 
information about religious accommodations. 
Links to specific educator resources and ques-
tions will help to support small group discus-
sions. This presentation includes detailed 
facilitator notes and can also be adapted for 
individual school needs. 

Administrators can choose to use the entire 
presentation for staff meetings or to highlight 
key slides that promote and support student 
well-being across all curriculum areas such as 
healthy relationships and consent, online 
safety/risks of sexting and respect for diversity. 
Links to various resources through eduGAINS, 
Ophea, and The Sex Information and Educa-
tion Council of Canada (SIECCAN) will be 
useful for teachers and support staff from a 
variety of communities. It is also important for 
all educators to familiarize themselves with the 
parent resources.

The HPE Toolkit was developed by the OPC 
and CPCO in an effort to support our Members 
during the implementation of the newly revised 

Curriculum. The primary objectives are to help 
administrators understand the curriculum, 
facilitate conversations with parents, staff and 
community members, and support school-wide 
development. We encourage you to download 
these resources from the OPC website and use 
and adapt them to meet the needs of your school 
community. Further professional development 
opportunities will be developed to continue to 

support you through the implementation of this 
new curriculum that, when implemented effec-
tively can make a significant difference in the 
lives of children and youth across Ontario. 

Mary Linton, Principal Association Projects, Project 
Lead, is an elementary principal with the tdSB and is 
currently seconded as the chair of the toronto Schools 
Administrators’ Association (tSAA).

 mary.linton@tdsb.on.ca
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Aspiring School Leaders Program
The Aspiring School Leaders’ Program (ASLP) is intended to support individuals and boards in the 
development of skills, attitudes, knowledge and practices understood to be core competencies for school 
administrators. This online and onsite program is driven by what we know about how aspiring school 
leaders view the barriers, incentives and disincentives related to the school leadership roles.

Resources that work for you!

www.pr inc ipal s . ca
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Challenging Conversations
Dealing with difficult people and conflict resolution

OpC COMMuniCAtOr

D ealing with difficult people and 
trudging through challenging 

conversations is something most people 
will encounter at one point or another 
in their working career. As school lead-
ers, the audiences you encounter vary 
on a regular basis, leading to additional 
challenges. Therefore, it’s important to 
have valuable skills to resolve conflict 
and manage challenging conversations, 
should they arise. As a leader of your 
school community of students, staff and 
parents, this is an ideal skill to showcase 
solutions for success.

Be direct

During a conflict or difficult conversa-
tion, remember to address the issue at-
tentively and with immediacy. Take a 
moment to collect your thoughts and 
record notes related to the concern at 
hand. Ensure you can articulate the is-
sue clearly with the individual or group. 

investigate

Confirm that you have gathered all 
related facts regarding the concern or 
complaint and have verified the infor-
mation with all parties involved. Mov-
ing towards a resolution, remain clear 
and upfront in your objectives with 
any conversations. 

Be aware of the location

If you find yourself intercepting a con-
flict situation, it may be necessary to 
remove the individual or persons of 
concern to another place until tensions 
can cool and conversations can take 
place. Doing so may help to resolve a 
troubling situation faster.

check emotions

No matter how difficult it may seem, 
make sure you check your emotions at 
the door. Some situations may seem 
personal, but it is important to remain 
objective and leave your perspectives 
out of the conversation. Always deal 
with the problem, not the person.

listen actively 

It is vital that you practice active listen-
ing. Make sure you have properly re-
phrased the challenge during your con-
versation to verify your understanding. 
If you are unsure, then ask for further 
clarification if needed. Remain open to 
being corrected or redirected.

Be action-oriented

Always try to focus on solution-oriented 
conversations when it comes to address-
ing concerns, not problem-oriented 
ones. If you have time, make a list of 
clear action items that can be discussed 
during the conversation.

choose appropriate language

Useful responses in difficult situa-

tions include
•	 “We may agree to disagree. Let’s 

move on.”
•	 “You’re entitled to your opinion.”
•	 “Thank you for coming in and work-

ing with us to resolve…”
•	 “Yes, I can see how you see things.”

Be consistent 

No matter the situation, it is important 
as a school leader to lead with consis-
tency when it comes to challenging sit-
uations or conversations. Address each 
opportunity with a uniform approach 
that will also put others at ease.

Take time to review your specific 
board policies and procedures regard-
ing protocol when it comes to conflict 
resolution, harassment or safe schools. 
The Code of Conduct applies to all 
participants involved in the school 
system (students, parents or guard-
ians, volunteers, teachers and other 
staff members) on school property, on 
school buses or at school-authorized 
events or activities. 

  lromanese@principals.ca

sources: handbook  
for school leaders,  
www.openforum.com,  
The Principal as  
Leader of Challenging 
Conversations
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New Administrator Seminar: Beginning 

Your Leadership Journey together  

March 3–4, 2016  

toronto Airport Marriott Hotel

deadline: february 25, 2016

Email: elc@principals.ca

Supporting Principal Leadership in 

Mathematics Web conference 

visit the list of all upcoming webinars  

in this specialized series by visiting 

www.principals.ca  Professional 

development  Events. 

Email: mathlead@principals.ca

PQP Fall courses

Part I & II

april 2–3

april 16–17

april 30–May 1

May 14–15

May 28–29

June 11–12

register by: March 11, 2016

Email: pqp@principals.ca

SoQP

the oPc has partnered with oPSoA, 

and is accepting applications for the 

SoQP summer session. We are offering 

modules a, B, c and d in toronto. 

July 10–15 

register by: June 3, 2016

www.principals.ca  Professional 

development  Additional Qualification 

Programs  SoQP.

For more information on the events and 

courses listed above visit the oPc 

website or email elc@principals.ca

Mark Your  
Calendar

Just Kidding!

OPC Staff Contacts

President  
Brian Serafini 
president@principals.ca

executive director 
Ian McFarlane
imcfarlane@principals.ca

communications
Peggy Sweeney
psweeney@principals.ca

Protective services
christine Quinlan
cquinlan@principals.ca 

general inquiry
admin@principals.ca 

education  
leadership canada
Lori Horan
lhoran@principals.ca
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Membership services
membership@principals.ca

There are standards.
And then there are International School Leadership standards.

YOUR PATH TO EXCELLENCE.a subsidiary of

www. in te r na t iona l schoo l l eader sh ip.com
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revieW

useful for school leaders for analysis not 
just of the new abilities our tools give 
us today, but where they’re still defi cient 
and how they ought to improve. 
Th ompson looks at how technology 
changes our mental habits by observing 
our cognitive behaviour, the quality of 
our cultural production and the social 
science that tries to measure what we 
do in everyday life. Th rough that we are 
able to understand how best to utilize 
technology as memory, learning and 
productivity tools. 

Th is is signifi cant for personal pro-
fessional development, because our 
collaboration with technology as a way 
of assimilating information is making 
its way through every part of our cog-
nitive abilities and is aff ecting how we 
learn, how we remember and how we 
act upon that knowledge emotionally, 
intellectually and politically. At their 
best, today’s digital tools help us see, 
retain and communicate more. 

Th ompson’s attention to how digi-
tal tools can leave us smarter through 
our evolution towards a global culture 
of avid writers is useful for all educa-
tors. He speaks to practical examples 
for facilitating with learners of all 
ages. For example, we know that read-
ing changes how we think in that it 
helps us formulate thoughts that are 
more abstract, categorical and logi-
cal. Th ompson leads the reader to ask 
how all this new writing is changing 
our cognitive behaviour: what is the 
catalytic impact of public thinking by 
writing for a wider audience, and how 
does this aff ect our decisions in choos-
ing relevant and serviceable learning 
processes for our students?

Th e book delivers on various impor-
tant cognitive topics impacting how 
both children and adults learn, and 
therefore need to be of central consider-
ation when determining technology use 
for students and professional learning 

foci for educators. In his chapter on the 
Digital School, Th ompson asserts that 
our “digital natives” do not understand 
technology eff ortlessly, and that there is 
great opportunity and need for critical 
thinking through digital literacy. Stud-
ies have shown that students repeatedly 
utilize incorrect information by not ac-
tively evaluating the actual relevance of 
the results. While they might believe 
that they have mastered their tools, it is 
evident that they often don’t truly un-
derstand how they work. Th e message 
throughout the book that Th ompson 
is trying to make can be summed up 
when he states, “It is up to us to make 
sure students are taught to use these new 
tools, instead of being used by them.” 
In an educational context, the reader is 
led to consider how we can best serve to 
develop ourselves as a learning, curious 
and connected society. 

terry McElrea is currently an elementary 
principal at Armitage village PS, YrdSB. 
Professional areas of interest include the de-
velopment of school culture, leadership cap-
acity building, digital literacy, inquiry-based 
learning and assessment and evaluation.

 terry.mcelrea@yrdsb.ca

Clive Thompson’s Smarter Than you Think: How technol-
ogy is changing our minds for the better, intimates that 
technology will bring us towards a deeply positive trans-
formation, creating relevance for all learners. His ideas are 

Smarter Than You Think: 
How technology is changing 
our minds for the better 
By Clive Thompson
Publisher: The Penguin Press
ISBn: 978-1-59420-445-6
Reviewed by Terry Mcelrea
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For me, summer is a time for reflection, 
not on scores, pass rates or things we 
did not accomplish, but on differences 
we’ve made with our students.

Recently reflecting back, I was re-
minded of one student, Tyler, and the 
powerful lesson he taught me about 
how even the smallest things we say can 
make the most impact. 

It was a day in September and our 
school was participating in the Annual 
Terry Fox Run. It always makes me so 
happy to see students so eager to partici-
pate in this run which was started by a 
young man who was not so much older 
than them so many years ago.

A few days later, I looked over pictures 
from that day, printing some out to post 
on the school bulletin board that captured 
the spirit of the day. One was of a student 
named Tyler, running with a smile across 
his face, proud and happy to be there.

A week later, Tyler found himself in my 
office, as his behaviour in class had been 
less than appropriate. It was not the first 
time we had such discussions, although 
by senior year I was disappointed that  
this seemed to be a continuing pattern.  

I sat bewildered and truly worried if he 
would make it through his classes and his 
senior year. 

I got up, went to the bulletin board 
on which I had posted pictures from the 
Terry Fox Run, took the one of Tyler and 
brought it to him. Placing it in front of 
him, I told him the boy in the picture 
was the Tyler that could make anything 
happen. This boy has goals, plans and 
the potential to do anything he puts his 
mind to. This boy makes good decisions, 
respects himself and those around him 
and contributes in a positive way to our 
school. I told him to look at the picture 
and be true to that person and I left him 
to think about things.

Throughout the year, Tyler visited my 
office now and then, but the visits 
waned. As we reviewed the potential 
graduation list in May, I was pleased to 
see his name, and that he was on track 
to finish high school. 

Graduation day came and I got to do 
one of the things I love the most in this 
job – handing students their diplomas. 
Tyler ended up receiving his from our 
vice-principal but I was also proud to see 

that he received an award for his hard 
work in the Ontario Youth Apprentice-
ship Program.

After the ceremony Tyler approached 
me with his mom, and after a quick 
greeting he reached out and handed 
me a small, crumpled picture. He then 
gave me a hug and said thank you in 
one of the most sincere ways I have ever 
heard. I glanced at his mom inquisitive-
ly, as I didn’t recognize the photo im-
mediately. She mouthed “thank you” 
with tears in her eyes.

I tried to remember the picture and 
as that moment in September came 
back to me, tears filled my eyes. I looked 
at both Tyler and his mom and quietly 
said, “you’re welcome.” I was incred-
ibly taken aback that he had not only 
remembered that moment, but kept the 
picture all year and thought enough to 
share it with me at graduation. 

It is our job to truly believe in every 
student; in sharing with him or her that 
belief and supporting them in finding it 
themselves. I am always thankful to Ty-
ler and to all the students who teach me 
so much about my role every year. 

Laina S. Andrews is a principal in KPrdSB. 
In June 2015, the school referred to in this 
article closed, leaving behind a legacy of 
excellence in academics, athletics and com-
munity involvement and a future bright with 
graduates like tyler. 

 laina_andrews@kprdsb.ca

One LAst thOuGht

Remembering a Moment
One student’s success story

“ A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his 
influence stops.” — Henry Adams
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Get more retirement tips, resources and workshop information, visit 
www.rto-ero.org/principals 

1-800-361-9888 | 416-962-9463

www.twitter.com/rto_ero
www.facebook.com/rto.ero

#chartmyadventure

What’s my 
retirement plan?

Planning for retirement can be stressful and complicated. 
RTO/ERO makes it easy by providing expert retirement planning 

resources and workshops by the people you can trust most – your peers! resources and workshops by the people you can trust most – your peers! 

It’s never too early  
to start planning

Most people regret not 
planning for their retirement 
sooner. Experts say to achieve 
a healthy retirement it’s best 
to start 5-10 years in advance. 
Get off to the right start 
with one of our Retirement 
Planning Workshops.

TIP 1 TIP 2 TIP 3
You need 
insurance 

Healthcare needs in 
retirement are unpre-
dictable. On a fixed 
income, it’s important to 
have a comprehensive 
group insurance plan 
like RTO/ERO offers to 
cover unexpected costs. 

Get expert advice 
with RTO/ERO

You can trust us. We 
are the largest non-
profit organization that 
caters to the needs of 
the retired education 
community. Come to us 
for supportive advice, 
tips and resources. 
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