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Message from the CASSA/ACGCS President

Kevin Kaardal
CASSA/ACGCS President

t the end of May,
I attended the
College Board of
Canada’s National
Forum where
leaders from
governments,

post-secondary institutions, and public
education from across Canada came together
to share ideas about several topics that are
critical to education in Canada: Truth and
Reconciliation, Nature and Sustainability,
Inclusive Access to Post-Secondary, and Al

Leaders shared their views on changes to
public education that will be driven by the
advent of Al The panel suggested that Al will
require a change in focus from curriculum
delivery centered around traditional knowl-
edge-based approaches to a focus on concept
based, to competency driven tasks, with a
focus on collaboration and its ethical use.

The Organisation for Economic and
Cooperative Development (OECD) states
in a recent report: The hard questions are
not about teaching educators how to use ultra-
generic chatbots, but how to reorient schools to
prepare their students for the world of hyper-
intelligent machines. These are the hard ques-
tions that involve reorienting the role of teach-
ers and prioritizing problem-solving, creativity,
and critical thinking in the classroom; foster-
ing community and collaboration; building
interdisciplinary knowledge and expanding
experiential and entrepreneurial learning that
is tied to the community. It's about redesign-
ing teaching and learning to emphasize these
essential skills.
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As we prepare our learners to thrive,
leading thinkers recognize that those who
understand and can utilize artificial intel-
ligence software will have an advantage
within the work force. Al is a tool that
provides great opportunities, is a powerful
search engine, can speed up tasks, personal-
ize learning, support student criterion-based
assessments, and support creative thinking.
It is also flawed. It uses data that is culturally
biased and hallucinates (gets things wrong in
a convincing way).

Al will require pedagogical shifts to
tasks that involve deep learning and prob-
lem solving, that require collaborative
approaches, involve the evaluation and
checking of information or developed
theories, and finally support agency and
inquiry. Networks of leading educators are
already trying to address the shift. They exist
nationally, provincially, and regionally. I
encourage you to join one and experience
the joy of learning.

As system leaders, we need to set up dis-
trict networks of educators who can sup-
port the in-service of their peers to ensure
effective use of the software’s capabilities to
personalize learning. This includes learn-
ing how to be more effective at prompting
(prompt engineers are a real job), to get
more accurate and targeted results.

In the B.C. Ministry of Education and
Childcare document, “Considerations for
Using Al Tools in K-12 Schools” there is a
reminder that responsible integration is
required, and that education is inherently
relational (as is most work) with human
connections playing a vital role in learning
and work. Al can be a powerful tool. All
we must do as leaders is find ways to set
conditions so that the potential good that
can result from using these tools is the most
likely outcome of our collective work.

As my term as President ends,

I thought I would start my last message

as the Canadian Association of School
System Administrators (CASSA) President
by expressing my gratitude to Executive
Director Ken Bain, the Executive Council,
and the Board. They have continued
to grow and refine the work of CASSA,
including extending its reach both nation-
ally and internationally. And thank you,
CASSA members, for doing the work that

will impact generations to come.

Links to provincial, national, and inter-
national organizations detailing their
view on the future of public school-
ing in the era of increasingly intelligent
machines:

BC Ministry of Education and

Child Care:
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/gov-
ernments/ organizational-structure/ minis-
tries-0rganizarions/ministries/education

https://www2.gov.bc.calassets/gov/edu-
cation/administration/kindergarten-to-
grade-12/ai-in-education/considerations-
for-using-ai-tools-in-k-12-schools.pdf

Australia:
https://www.education.gov.au/schooling/
resources/australian-framework-genera-

tive-artificial-intelligence-ai-schools

Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development
(OECD):
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/
f54ea644en/index.html?itemId=/content/

component/f54ea644-en

https://stefanbauschard.substack.com/p/
new-oecd-report-and-me-preparing
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Message from the CASSA/ACGCS Executive Director

his summer’s issue
of Leaders & Learners
focuses on leadership
in its many forms
and contexts. We
learn about a guide
to success for
a leadership culture in Foothills School
Division (Alberta) lead by Superintendent
Christopher Fuzessy. The article shares
the collective work in placing education
at the centre of a flourishing community.
Another article, from Superintendent
Chris Gilmour, Connect Charter Schools
in Alberta, will explore activities and
programming to support three areas
of mental health: self and emotional
awareness, self-management strategies and
tools, and resiliency.

An article written by Superintendent
Teresa Di Ninno and Principal Jeney
Gordon, CAPE Public Charter School
discusses the two key elements of their
approach to support the challenges faced
by students suffering from trauma, mental
health struggles, and a lack of connection
with adults. A further article from the
Université de Sherbrooke examines pos-
sible strategies to assist teachers to better
serve students for whom English is not
their first language.

From Queen’s University and senior
leaders from Lakeshore Catholic District

School Board in Ontario, we have an
analysis of data throughout a four-month
long intervention that documented lead-
ers’ experiences and a series of recom-
mendation on factors that most influ-
enced their school level engagement.
Lastly, Ashley McLennan and David
Tranter examine the evolving landscape
of Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)
in education.

After more than a decade in the
role, I have decided to retire and turn
the role of Executive Director over to a
new leader. I have worked alongside the
Canadian Association of School System
Administrators (CASSA) presidents whose
commitment to the importance of a
national association of school system lead-
ers has been quite extraordinary as they
all had very demanding roles as school
system leaders and continued to sup-
port the association. My thanks to Roger
Nippard (Alberta), Cindy Finn (Quebec),
Anne O’Brien (Ontario), Reg Klassen
(Manitoba), Curtis Brown (Northwest
Territories), and Kevin Kaardal (British
Columbia).

My sincere thanks to the dozens of
CASSA board members who have given of
their time to support the association and its
goals.

I also want to express my appreciation
to the wonderful staff at Matrix Group

Ken Bain

CASSA/ACGCS Executive Director

Publishing with whom I have had the plea-
sure of working over many years to cre-
ate issues of Leaders & Learners. Thanks to
Shannon Savory, Shoshana Weinberg, and
most recently Jenna Collignon.

Lastly, I want to pay tribute to my pre-
decessor and mentor, Frank Kelly, with-
out whose unwavering commitment, there
would be no CASSA. T learned a lot from
Frank — especially the importance of per-
sonal and professional relationships.

I leave the association knowing that it is
in a strong place and look forward to hear-
ing about its future success. Best wishes to
you all.

NLASSA (Newfoundland and Labrador)
John Way and Kirk Smith

CASSA Board of Directors

President
Kevin Kaardal

OSCOA (Ontario)

John Kostoff and John Klein
BCSSA (British Columbia)

NWTSA (Northwest Territories) Gino Bondi and Cheryl Lenardon

Yvonne Careen and Souhail Soujah

Past President
Curtis Brown

PSAANS (Nova Scotia)
ADGESBQ (Quebec) Tim Simony and Paul Landry

Pela Nickoletopoulos

President Elect

Mike Helm
AASA Eastern Rep
AAESQ (Quebec) Cindy Finn

CASS (Albert:
(Alberta) Anna Villalta

David Keohane and Clint Moroziuk

AASA Western Rep

Kevin Garinger

RNDGE

LEADS (Saskatchewan)
Valérie Morand

Ben Grebinski and Ward Strueby o i
irectors at Large

Tracy Beaulieu (Price Edward Island)
Joy Badder (Ontario)

NBSSA (New Brunswick)

MASS (Manitoba) Sl O
ere rien

Barb Isaak and Christian Michalik
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A Guide to Success for a Flourishing

Leadership Culture

A mural in the entrance of
Oilfields High School in Diamond

Valley that was designed and

painted by the students.

By Christopher Fuzessy,
Foothills School Division

t Foothills School
Division (FSD),
our work is
grounded in our
organizational
purpose: Placing
education at the
centre of a flourishing community. Leaders
have a responsibility to model what
flourishing and effective leadership is and
what it looks like for the staff teams we lead
and the communities we serve. With this
responsibility as our guide, our professional
learning team recently led a 10-month
initiative to develop the Guide to Success for
a Flourishing Leadership Culture.

The pandemic and the time we spent
apart took a toll on the positive professional
connections within our team, and we knew
that rebuilding trust, collaboration, and a
shared sense of purpose would be essential
to positioning our schools as hubs of com-
munity vitality and growth. Drawing on an
Appreciative Inquiry approach, our school
and system leadership team embarked
on a journey of shared learning over the
2022/2023 school year.

6 Www.cassa-acgces.ca

A mural created by a local Indigenous artist and parent, Jared Tailfeathers, at
Spitzee School in High River. It is part of the school’s work in advancing Truth and
Reconciliation in the community. Photos courtesy of Christopher Fuzessy.

Reflective practice: distilling the
fundamentals

Each learning day began with a reflective
exercise where team members individually
considered how a quote, a question, a poem,
or a song lyric could inform or contrib-
ute to their leadership work in education.
These reflections evolved from silent and
individual to small and large group discus-
sions, gradually distilling the fundamental
elements of our practice and their role in
our organizational future.

“What are the values and principles that
guide our leadership?” we asked. “How can
we leverage the strengths of our organization
to create a flourishing future?”

Through thinking routines and col-
laborative dialogue, we unearthed the core
tenets that would form the foundation of
our Guide. We had to truly listen to one
another. It is important to note that this
work was not always easy. We considered
our end goal, allowed time for dialogue to

emerge from discussion, and adhered to our
group norms of mutual respect and critical
feedback. We also had to keep our end goal
in mind and dedicate the time necessary
for dialogue to emerge out of discussion
while remaining within our group norms of
mutual respect and critical friends.

Psychological safety: building trust
and candor

The structures we employed encouraged
relationship-building and trust, with leaders
sitting in different groups and with different
colleagues throughout the learning days. This
provided opportunities for individual voice
and shared understanding and opportuni-
ties for new leaders to develop a network of
support across the system. And as the days
progressed, feedback and enthusiasm grew
alongside our candor and trust as a team.

We saw evidence of progress when more
laughter was present on an ongoing basis,
and when folks were enthusiastic for the

next session in a month’s time.



Shared leadership: modeling
collaborative capacity

The learning days were designed collab-
oratively, with team members contributing
to the overall structure and facilitation. This
meant that no single individual held all the
knowledge or skills necessary and allowed
for learning to be replicated in individual
school settings.

The team-based approach to developing
our Guide was foundational to the work’s
eventual success. This structure modelled
in real time that no one team member held
all the knowledge or skills necessary to build
forward in a good way.

We also brought in an outside facilitator
familiar with our team three times over the
year. This allowed for every member of the
team to fully participate throughout the year
as their facilitation responsibilities were not
present on these days.

Voice and choice: cultivating shared
ownership

Throughout the process, team members
were invited to contribute their thoughts
at their discretion, building safety and col-
laboration as the roadmap to our Guide was
built together.

We invited team members to contribute
their thoughts voluntarily, allowing them
to choose when and how they wished to
contribute. This built safety and enhanced
collaboration as individuals voiced their
thoughts and helped distill the essential ele-
ments of our conversations and activities. It
also helped shape the future learning days
and the activities we engaged in. Feedback
was gathered regularly and acted upon in
the planning for future learning.

The Guide to Success: elegant
simplicity, robust complexity

After 10 months of discussion, relation-
ship-building, and further refinement, we
arrived at a common set of criteria to embed
in our work, the essential commitments
of our Guide to Success for a Flourishing
Leadership:
Healthy Relationships,
Effective Collaboration,
Effective Communication,
Authentic Curiosity, and

RANEAEN

Systemness.

These five elements, elegant in their
simplicity yet robust in their complex-
ity, serve as a roadmap to our flourishing

organization — a guide to success ground-
ed in the ever-elusive concept of grace.

We have also committed to reviewing
our Guide annually. It is a living docu-
ment and that we can refer to in holding
one another gently accountable to our
shared essential commitments.

This work shifted the culture of our
leadership team positively. Through a
commitment to a shared purpose, we
built trust, team, and positive profes-
sional relationships.

By sharing this journey, we hope to
inspire other system leaders to cultivate a

flourishing leadership culture within their
own organizations, fostering the condi-
tions for authentic growth and success. For
when education is placed at the centre of
a flourishing community, the possibilities
for transformation are boundless. O

Christopher Fuzgessy has worked in
nearly every role in education over the
course of his career, moving to Alberta
from Montreal three years ago to join
the Foothills School Division team as
Superintendent of Schools. He holds a
B.Ed., M.A., and Ph.D. in Education.
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Students

LRIV

Students participating in the
THRIVE snowshoeing activity.

Outside!

By Chris Gilmour, Shashi
Shergill & Saara Ehalt,
Connect Charter School

uring the
2023/2024
school year,
Connect Charter
School welcomed
over 1,300
students to
Camp Connect to participate in activities
and programming designed to support three
areas of their mental health and wellness.
Like most schools across our country,
as we emerged from the global pandemic,
the mental health needs from our commu-
nity grew. Our THRIVE program arose
from a need within our system: to improve
the mental well-being of our students. As
a school with a focus on outdoor learning
opportunities, we designed our THRIVE
program around existing strengths with-
in our staff and students who embrace the
opportunity to learn outside the classroom.
Partially inspired by a publication from
Outward Bound Canada titled “Help Me
Out: How Outdoor Education Impacts and

! we realized

Empowers Youth to Thrive,”
that the challenge of supporting the well-
being of our students needed to be framed
as an opportunity for change.

Schools play a vital role in providing
mental health support and services, as they
reach many children and offer timely, acces-
sible, and efficient assistance. Supported
by a grant from Alberta Education through
the Mental Health in Schools Pilot Project,
Connect Charter School developed a unique
mental wellness initiative called THRIVE
aimed at enhancing the mental well-being
of our students through outdoor education
experiences.

The THRIVE program leveraged staff

strengths and interests to improve the



teaching and learning of mental health and
well-being in schools. School-wide pro-
gramming addressed the diverse needs of
all learners in an inclusive environment,
incorporating outdoor, place-based, and
nature-oriented activities focused on three
key areas: self-awareness, self-management,
and resiliency. During the 2023/2024
school year, we provided universal supports
to students across two school jurisdictions
and more targeted support to a smaller
group of students. Our initiative cultivated
a deeper appreciation and capacity among
teachers and staff members for integrat-
ing outdoor education into mental well-
ness practices, thereby fostering a healthier
workplace, learning environment, and cul-
ture of wellness.

THRIVE programming has been a year-
long journey of self-discovery and acquir-
ing essential knowledge and skills related
to mental health. Each student participated
in three different THRIVE days, two of
which were held at Camp Connect, with the
final day taking place in an urban setting in

Calgary.

Leading learning

Our project intentionally used a
holistic approach known as being-know-
ing-doing to assist educational lead-
ers design and implement a continuum
of supports and services as outlined by
Alberta Education.” The pedagogy around
knowing involved creating possibilities
through a unique research-informed inno-
vative project that disrupted traditional
approaches, and as a result, required cou-
rageous leadership. Doing came to life
through the process of using collaborative
inquiry as a signature pedagogy to develop
and design a program that centered stu-
dents and teachers and employed an itera-
tive process of exploring, developing, tak-
ing action, and evaluation.

This project brought together two school
jurisdictions, Connect Charter School
and Calgary Arts Academy, as well as The
HOWL Experience, an organization pro-
viding transformational community experi-
ences for youth. This partnership was able
to provide a diverse program that included
outdoor and physical education, arts based
learning, and Indigenous ways of being
alongside developing skills and strategies
around mental wellness. It reinforced the
belief that we are stronger together.

The THRIVE challenge course activity. Photos courtesy of Chris Gilmour.

Outdoor education

Students embarked on THRIVE days
with an outdoor education mindset and
left with a stronger understanding of self
awareness, self-management, and resiliency.
Purpose-built activities created the condi-
tions and space for students to enter discus-
sions and experiences that supported men-
tal wellness, focused on relationships and
team building, and promoted healthy living.
Activities included a variety of low ropes
and challenge courses, hikes, and snowshoe-
ing. A big take-away from our experience
was that all schools and school boards, can
adjust the approach we took to provide stu-
dents with universal supports for mental
health that embrace the outdoors.

Innovation

From the beginning of our planning,
we knew our path forward supporting the
mental health of students would look and
feel different than mainstream programs
and supports. Judging by the responses
we received from students, it did!

“I think that being outside in nature
and getting fresh air and understand-
ing nature can help me with stress and
being overwhelmed. Sometimes when I
am inside, I feel squished and everything
is loud, but when I am outdoors I can
get fresh air and I feel like I have more
space.” — Grade 4 student.

“My THRIVE experience was amaz-
ing! I learned how to control my emo-
tions. I also learned that art and going
outside is another way to help with stress

and strong feelings. I found that being in
the forest calmed me down and helped
me calm my thoughts.” — Grade 5 student

We are hopeful the THRIVE day pro-
gram will continue to grow, attract, and
impact more and more students. The pro-
gram is scalable, replicable and leads to
success. The biggest take away we want to
share with others about our experience is,
take your kids outside! O

Chris Gilmour is the Superintendent of
Connect Charter School in Calgary Alberta,
where he has held that position for the last six
years. Shashi Shergill has been with Connect
Charter School since 2006, and currently
serves as Assistant Principal. Saara Ehalt has
worked at Connect Charter School for the past
two years as a Physical Education teacher and
as the Wellness Coordinator.

References:

1. Singh, Natasha. “Help Me Out:
How Outdoor Education Impacts
and Empowers Youth to Thrive.”
Outward Bound Canada. https://
files.outwardbound.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2022/06/Help-Me-Out.pdf.

2. Alberta Government. “Implementing

a continuum of supports and services:
a resource guide for school and school
authority leaders.” https://open.alber-
ta.ca/publications/implementing-con-
tinuum-supports-services-resource-
guide-school.
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Student and Statf Wellness

By Teresa Di Ninno & Jeney Gordon, CAPE Public Charter School

iversity has been a

constant element
of educational en-
vironments. Yet,
since 2020, diver-
sity has come to
mean much more.
School personnel instinctually knew that as
students returned to school sites in the fall
of 2020, they would be facing a multiplicity
of needs that were much more complex and
deep than they had experienced in the past.
While our community was addressing the
pandemic as best it could, students were try-
ing to navigate their way through amplified
existing issues: mental health and anxieties,
family strain and financial stress, learning
challenges and unending shifts in learning
environments, relationships, and pressures.
For many students, strong connections
with an adult, who was both physically and
emotionally present, were lacking. Students
turned to peers for support. Not surprising-
ly, children supporting children during this
global crisis yielded few positive outcomes.
A strong, multi-faceted, sustained focus on
mental health needed to occur.

10 www.cassa-acges.ca

Students participating in a team and trust building activity. Photos courtesy of Teresa Di Ninno.

Students participating in a team building activiry.



For the 2020/2021 and 2021/2022 aca-
demic years, Alberta Education, much like
the ministries of other provinces, offered in-
creased funding for mental health supports.
In 2022, Alberta saw the implementation
of its new Physical Education and Well-
ness curriculum for Kindergarten to Grade
6. The outcomes within character develop-
ment, safety and healthy relationships of-
fered schools more opportunities to develop
students’ social emotional skills and to prac-
tice these daily. CAPE increased the mental
health contracted time. Reducing screen time
and increasing small group work were our at-
tempts at strengthening the social skills drasti-
cally affected during the pandemic. These ef-
forts were not enough to shift the tides of poor
self image, negative self-talk, toxic complain-
ing, lack of interpersonal skills, anxiety, etc.

During the 2022/2023 school year,
CAPE chose to redesign its student wellness
program by shifting from an administrative
model to a classroom-based model. It became
clear that the redesigned supports needed to
include adult as well as student components.
Dedicated time within the daily schedule of-
fered opportunities for learning about and
practice of social skills. During this time, les-
sons tangibly promoted relationship build-
ing between adults, adults and students, and
students themselves. Classroom learning
purposely targeted the diverse needs of each
student in each homeroom from grades two
to nine. Flexibility was of crucial importance.
School staff, not just teachers, were provided
with professional development opportunities
in support of individual personal and profes-
sional development. Administrative struc-
tures changed so that the strategies could
filter into classrooms.

CAPE increased its administrative team
to include a 0.5 full time equivalent (FTE)
vice-principal charged with student and staff
wellness. This individual needed to model
calm supportive relationships, be empathetic
and responsive, accessible, and a good lis-
tener. The safety net needed to be as wide as
possible, with potential for growth.

Staff and student wellness was part of ev-
eryone’s job, and we now have dedicated time
to accommodate learning. In preparation for
working with staff and students, each of the
three site-based administrators focused on an
area of relationship building and led a book
study. One group addressed building relation-
ships before asking for compliance. A second
group delved into emotional intelligence.

The third studied how high-yield, predictable
teaching provides stability and opportuni-
ties for connection. The book study sessions
were scheduled once every six to eight weeks
with the expectation that teacher professional
growth plans tied theory to classroom practice.
Group members, including support staff, were
encouraged to bring samples of student work,
anecdotal information, and situations to re-
view for feedback and discussion.

Site administration and two lead teach-
ers also engaged in professional develop-
ment with Judy Riege, a vital and impactful
training that assisted them in supporting
colleagues and students. One key question
emerged: “What does ‘better’ look like?”
Administrators prioritized visibility by being
outside to greet families when they arrived
and to wish them a good evening as they
left. Right place, right time has effectively
engaged parents who are more reluctant to
come into the school, has supported students
who struggled to get out of the car, and en-
couraged the sharing of information about
student thoughts and experiences outside of
school.

Student-teacher time in the classroom
was increased and enhanced, yet we also
added a 0.5 FTE student wellness coach to
engage in individual and small group work in
support of students who need more one-on-
one time. Recognizing that several students
arrive at school with baggage, making good
connections at the start the day allowed our
staff to shift the trajectory in a more posi-
tive direction. Focusing on social-emotional
strategies at the beginning of the day enabled
classroom teachers to set the tone for the day
and provide a time and place to problem-
solve before the business of the day started.

Before students returned to school in
September 2024, the complexity of stu-
dent needs within each homeroom class was

analyzed and a vetted resource was provided.
This strategy ensured that each resource was
the best suited to support each group and
would also support the teacher in providing
daily awareness and skills practice. In addi-
tion, each teacher and student resource were
sectioned and numbered to ensure flexible
pacing and ample time for role-playing and
discussion. Classroom meetings supported
advocacy and problem-solving and allowed
students to collectively identify strategies that
promote wellness. The classes were intention-
ally not graded and there are no assignments.
Reflective journalling, role playing, overt
discussion, art therapy, and cross-grade col-
laborations were common. Originally, each
homeroom teacher worked with their own
class. However, complexities around anxiety
and gender issues became apparent. In re-
sponse, the student wellness vice-principal
worked with specific groups, with support
from our mental health worker.

The current year saw a shift in the focus
and in the conversations. What does school
community and student wellness look like?
It is collegial teams that make time to com-
municate and plan. It is adults being visible,
present, and available. It is administration
supporting growth and relationship-build-
ing. It is every individual feeling safe and
empowered. It is open conversation and dia-
logue. It is everyone being engaged. O

Teresa Di Ninno, CEGER B.A., B.Ed.,
M.A., is an alumnus of McGill University and
the University of Toronto. She is the Founder,
Past Principal, and current Superintendent
of CAPE Public Charter School in Medicine
Hat, Alberta.

Jeney Gordon, B.EA., B.Ed., Diploma of
Vis. Com., is an alumnus of the University
of Lethbridge. Jeney has been the Principal of
CAPE Public Charter School for the 18 years.

Summer 2024 11


www.brandonbuslines.com

Y Gud b

[CLACY]

181 Srdaxor

NS

Changing Demographics and Literacy Levels of

Contemporary Vocational Education Students in Québec

By Nolan Bazinet, Université de Sherbrooke

s a vocational edu-
cation teacher
trainer in Québec, [
regularly hear from
in-service teachers
about the grow-
ing disparity in lit-
eracy levels of vocational education students.
Though these literacy challenges are often
acute within certain demographics (e.g. eth-
nicity and/or age), they are not exclusively
so. For instance, though international stu-
dents tend to have a wider linguistic lit-
eracy gap than local students, an increasing
number of local students also struggle with
linguistic literacy, which is to say nothing of
other literacies that are underdeveloped in
both local and foreign students: i.e., digital,
information, and critical literacy. Given that
these students require extensive multiliteracy
development, vocational education teachers
are tasked with the role as implicit multi-
literacy teachers, in addition to the content
presented in their programs.

Traditionally, the term ‘literacy’ refers to
the ability to read and write, but as scholars
over the past couple decades have argued,' 2
joining the globalized workforce requires
one to be competent in several literacies
(linguistic, digital, informational, critical,
etc.). This (re)conception of literacies has
been termed multiliteracies. According to a
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number of vocational education teachers, it’s
becoming increasingly difficult to integrate
the panoply of literacies students need into
their programs.

Linguistic literacy development has
always been a challenge, but with inter-
national student enrolment at all-time
highs, linguistic literacy gaps are even more
prevalent. Recently, school boards in Qué-
bec have been accepting increasingly large
cohorts of international students. Although
many of the students’ linguistic proficiency
levels are tested before being accepted into
international student programs, these tests
are conducted by third party organizations,
and thus evaluation standards and protocols
are often lacking. As a result, many unquali-
fied students are deemed qualified. This,
however, is not unique to international or
immigrant students. Many local students
who enter the program also have trouble
attaining linguistic competency, which puts
the vocational education teacher in the role
of an implicit English language instructor,
assisting students so that they can improve
their linguistic skills.

Beyond linguistic literacy, many teach-
ers mention a lack of digital and informa-
tion literacy in both local and interna-
tional students. For instance, one teach-
er discussed how students have difficulty
with often rudimentary computer skills,

such as attaching a document to an email
or completing basic tasks in Microsoft
Word. Other students are said to struggle
with basic problem-solving skills on com-
plex problems and how to use appropriate
digital resources to solve these problems.
This lack of digital, informational, and
critical literacy has become a growing issue
for contemporary teachers in, and outside,
vocational education.

When considering solutions on how to
address these multiliterate challenges, one
pedagogical counsellor provided an inter-
esting insight. At his vocational education
centre, he asks that students take a diagnostic
screener to situate their competence with
certain literacies. These screeners aid teach-
ers identify their students multiliterate levels
and therefore can allow them to appropriately
prepare their course for challenges ahead.
However, to help students develop their lit-
eracies, teachers need time and resources.

There are several tools, strategies, and
approaches that teachers can employ to
assist their students in developing multilit-
eracies. One approach would be to develop
individual modules in which students can
complete on their own time, which does not
interfere with course teaching. An excellent
example of this is the Medical Academic
Communication Program at Saint George’s
University. There, administrators developed



a linguistic and cultural communication
skills development program which allows
students to complete individualized mod-
ules so they may develop “communication
skills, cultural competencies, critical thinking,
medical terminology, and reading strategies.”
Students complete one hour per week in
two six-week modules which are tailored for
students’ specific literacy challenges. None-
theless, such a program requires time and
funding to develop and implement, as well as
to maintain, but if the demand for vocational
students to quickly enter the workforce is
crucial, as certain government officials and
labour unions proclaim, policymakers might
consider investing in comparable initiatives.
Another option is for teachers to estab-
lish communities of practice (CoPs) to
explore strategies and methods to effectively
develop literacies in their students. CoPs
are centered on the idea that a number of
stakeholders who share a common interest
and a desire to learn about a particular issue
develop a community in which they can
share their experiences and provide solutions
or proposals to improve those situations.*
One of the significant advantages of CoPs is
so that teachers who have experience dealing

with the same issue can partake in various
ways of improving the situation, assisting
each other with specific, pertinent solutions
to their particular context.

Current vocational education teach-
ers already experience mounting pressure to
graduate students quickly to get them into
the workforce. Just this past year, the Québec
government has requested that certain indus-
trial and professional sectors like health and
construction accelerate their vocational pro-
grams, cutting content hours to quickly grad-
uate students; yet more and more students
begin the program with little prior knowledge
and underdeveloped multiliteracies. This puts
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Kngaging School Leaders and Designing

Interventions Through Action Research

Principal Tracy Tomlinson, SAT Lori McCaw, and the primary staff of St. Gregory Catholic School, Picton, Ontario, working and learning together. Photos courtesy of ALCDSB.

By Karen Shannon, David DeSantis, Darcey French & Michele
McGrath, Algonquin & Lakeshore Catholic District

he Reaching Every
Reader

tive began in the

initia-

Algonquin and
Lakeshore Catholic
District School
Board (ALCDSB) in
2019, committing the district to a multi-

year investment in professional learning on
science-based structured literacy pedagogy.
Summer conference sessions were sponsored
by the district in 2020 facilitated by experts
including Dr. David Kilpatrick. Central
office staff of the Curriculum and Special
Education Departments worked to facili-
tate ongoing learning within primary class-
rooms including resource development for
asynchronous professional learning. Uptake
and enthusiasm for the science-based lit-
eracy pedagogy grew quickly in the first 18
months of the initiative but was thwarted
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with the onset of the pandemic, the move to
online learning, and the factors that accom-
panied the return to in-person learning.

Surveys of early childhood educators in
2022 and 2023 as well as principal observa-
tion reported variability in the implementa-
tion of structured literacy pedagogy and
significant numbers of new teachers assigned
to primary classrooms who had not par-
ticipated in any professional development
sponsored by the Reaching Every Reader
initiative. Administrative tasks, labour
shortages, and compliance with additional
health protocols added strain to the ability
of school principals to focus on instructional
leadership.

In the fall of 2022, superintendents
devised a plan to dedicate provincial fund-
ing earmarked for gap-closing interventions
to go deeper with professional learning in
structured literacy pedagogy where school

and system data indicated student needs
were the greatest. With the goal of shifting
the momentum to advance the Reaching
Every Reader strategy from a centrally driv-
en to a school-owned initiative, the senior
team of ALCDSB decided to engage an
external researcher to assist in answering
the question, “how do we best leverage the
principal as instructional leader?” The inter-
vention design would focus on using data
to address equity for students most in need
of support, monitor learning, and inform
system-decision making.

A five-phase action research cycle (envi-
sion, plan, take action, analyze, and reflect)
was proposed where school leaders envi-
sioned their desired student achievement
outcomes of the gap-closing intervention
and progress through a research cycle to
document their work with their school
team, collect and monitor data, and reflect
on next steps. Ten schools were selected
to participate in the project and were sup-
ported by a System Principal Mentor (SPM)
and a Literacy Special Assignment Teacher



(SAT). In addition to meeting regularly
with their school teams and observing in
classrooms, principals met virtually with the
researcher and SPM over the five-month
project regularly.

School teams were provided with fund-
ing to meet for a day each month and in
some cases to spend time modeling strat-
egies and supporting each other in class-
rooms. All school teams monitored and doc-
umented student response to interventions
and reflections on their learning. Principals
documented their experience working with
the SPM, the SAT, and their reflections
on conditions that helped and hindered
their work as instructional leaders in their
schools. Thematic analysis was applied to
the reflections shared by principals through-
out the project, in group meetings, and one-
on-one interviews. The following findings
were developed, reviewed, and validated by
all principal participants.

One: Principals engage as
instructional leaders with trusted
peer support

* Principals engaged in professional learn-
ing with other Principals and readily
shared effective strategies: “we recognized
an essential need to learn and grow from
others. We so often work in isolation.”

e DPrincipals valued the experience and
expertise of the SPM: “I needed help ger-
ting to free myself up to co-learn with the
teachers. She’s a good instructional leader
— 1 look up to her.”

* DPrincipals advocated for a continuous
entry model of professional learning so
that willingness to learn and ask ques-
tions is encouraged without judgement:
“Our learning as school leaders is at the
surface level and is so broad in scope that
1 feel simply overwhelmed with the volume
and constant shift of focus.”

e DPrincipals indicated that an important
factor in enabling learning and risk taking
is trust in their relationship with other
principals, central staff, and superinten-
dents. “We had a strong relationship history
so it was really helpful — the trust was there
[...] trust and respect are so important...
can I share my questions safely?”

Two: Central leadership provides

flex, focus, and accountability

 Principals indicated that regularly sched-
uled discussions with the SPM was an

SAT Lori McCaw discussing intervention strategies with teachers and Vice Principal Casey Wells at St. James

Major Catholic School, Sharbot Lake, Alberta.

effective strategy to encourage their
accountability: “this project was really
good. The SPM and SATs involvement
allowed us to zone in, structure it, added
accountability — it was really successful.”

e Creating flexibility for schools and meet-
ing ministry reporting requirements in
initiatives is challenging but important:
“within this project, we could create our
own scope of what to do.”

* Cross-departmental teamwork is neces-
sary to support consistent approaches to
intervention planning at the central level
and at the school level: “in class visits 1
saw much whole group, great work but
not as much tier 2 as we need. . . the Special
Education Teacher was instrumental in
getting to some of these tier 2 needs.”

* Highly competent and experienced Princi-
pal leaders and Teacher leaders are needed
to facilitate professional learning: “zhe SPM
and SAT pushed the agenda. It was well
organized, helpfull We probably wouldn’t
have made the progress we did without it.”

Three: Professional learning
flourishes delivered in schools and
with teams

Principals and teachers valued having pro-
fessional learning facilitated in the school
including modeling in the classroom: “/¢’s
easier to move along faster when working on
professional development (PD) in your own
school. Don’t pull us in for same spot PD.”

e The inquiry cycle, “analyze, plan, act,
reflect, analyze...” with timelines and
documented observations shared with
all team members was highly effective:
“the ‘how’ piece and the ‘reflect’ piece are

critical. Without this being scheduled we

wouldn’t have had time for this.”

e Daid release time for teachers and early
childhood educators to participate in
team meetings was critical: “having dedi-
cated time together created a team response
to whole education of a child,” “release
time was critical.”

¢ Networks for both teacher teams and
principals would be beneficial so that
there are people you can turn to if you
want to see how an intervention works:
“it would be really helpful, to see exemplary
practice elsewhere.”

The Action Research findings have influ-
enced the current design of literacy gap-clos-
ing intervention work in ALCDSB which is
flourishing with a second SPM and two more
Literacy SATs now supporting the learning of
school teams across the district. O
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School Mental Health:
Should We Be FFixing Students or
Creating Healthier Systems?

By David Tranter, Ph.D., Lakehead University & Ashley McLellan

ou are a school
leader con-
cerned about the
mental health
of your stu-

dents. You are

approached by a
team of psychologists who have developed a
program called WISE Teens.! It’s an eight-
week social/emotional learning (SEL) course
based on Dialectical Behaviour Therapy,
widely considered evidence-based and effec-
tive. Four main topics will be covered with
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your students: mindfulness, emotion regula-
tion, distress tolerance, and interpersonal
effectiveness. Students will receive in-class
instruction, real-world homework, and per-
sonal coaching. What leader wouldn’t jump
at the chance to offer this to their students?
And yet, when researchers compared
over 1000 13- and 14-year-old students
who received this training as part of their
health class versus peers who received no
SEL instruction, the WISE Teens got worse.
Almost immediately, the students in the
SEL course had poorer relationships with

their parents and increases in anxiety and
depression. They were less emotionally regu-
lated and had less awareness of their emo-
tions. They reported a lower quality of life
and were still reporting poorer relationships
with their parents six months after the pro-
gram had ended.

Was WISE Teens just a bad SEL pro-
gram? What about others? The My
Resilience in Adolescence (MYRIAD) pro-
gram was tested with 4000+ students.” Over
ten weeks, they received regular in-school
instruction in both self-regulation and
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Continued from page 17
for all. However, adopting a truly sys-
temic approach to mental health requires
a significant shift in our thinking and
change in strategy.

Systems thinking starts by recogniz-
ing that we too often focus our efforts on
changing the parts of the system that we
can readily see, but ultimately make the
least difference.” We spend our energies on
the whar of systems: things like programs,
curriculum, or even the people. When our
efforts aren’t successful, we change the
what over and over again, adding new pro-
grams, altering the curriculum, or seeking
out new and more experts.

However, if a system is not fully
healthy, changing the whart is rarely as
influential as changing how we do things.
The how—as in, how we teach, how we
talk with and listen to students, and how
we support one another—isn’t as readily
apparent as the what, but i’s much more
powerful in defining healthy systems. For
example, can we conclude from the above
studies that the what (e.g., mindfulness)
is bad for students or was it Aow mindful-
ness was taught?
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Similarly, focusing on the underly-
ing why of our efforts challenges us to be
clearer about the genuine purposes of our
actions. Often our purposes are unclear,
hidden even to ourselves, and at odds
with one another. Why were the above
studies undertaken? Was it to genuine-
ly improve student mental health, or to
develop a brief, manualized SEL product
that can be sold to schools around the
world? If we are clear and transparent
about our why in advance — such as “our
purpose is to strengthen belonging among
our students” — then we (and others) can
ensure consistent accountability to our
explicit goal.

Finally, along with a greater focus
on the how and why of our work, sys-
tem thinking means recognizing the
complexity of education and the inter-
connectedness of all its parts, seen and
unseen. Being systemic means knowing
that our most well-meaning efforts will
all too often have unintended conse-
quences. And that even the most com-
pelling evidence-based program may
work in one context but fail in another.
Therefore, we need to allow educators

freer rein to experiment with their own
solutions, make more mistakes, recog-
nize what is working and what is not,
and modify their efforts accordingly. But
most of all it means shifting our focus
away from “fixing” kids through SEL
instruction, to creating systems that are
fundamentally healthier for all students
and educators alike. O
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