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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Celebrating Your Work

'I' H | Sissue of Voice, devoted to professional learning, is special in a number of ways.

First, it’s a celebration of the work that you, our members, do. It also celebrates your
energy and your commitment to improving learning outcomes for Ontario students. Every day you
are demonstrating that you care deeply about the quality of instruction you provide. Many of you are
taking on leadership roles in your schools and boards and at the provincial level. Thousands of you
participate in ETFO’s professional learning programs every year and take that learning back to your
schools and classrooms. All of you are truly working to make a difference.

By your actions you have demonstrated what ETFO has always held to be true: classroom teachers
are the best judges of their own professional development needs. Teachers don’t need to be forced to
enhance their professional qualifications. They do need to be given the opportunity and the time to
take part.

This issue of the magazine is also unique because it has been made possible in part by funding
provided by the provincial government. Last spring the government gave our federation close to $8
million so that we could provide professional learning programs for our members.

In the short term that funding made it possible for ETFO to offer more than the usual array of
Summer Academy workshops and Kindergarten Learning Institutes last summer, at a minimal cost to
members. More members than ever before took part, enhancing their knowledge and skills in many
areas of elementary education. During this school year, the funding allows us to do more of what
we already do as an organization: provide learning opportunities for members and foster teacher
leadership across the province. We have been able to expand ETFO programming and opportunities
already underway and to create new projects that respond directly to the needs of members and their
students. In the year to come we will be developing a number of special projects. You will find a full
list on page 20.

In making possible this special additional issue of the magazine, ministry funding also allows
us to tell the world about the exemplary professional development work our members do both as
participants and as leaders.

We value the support we have received from the ministry. It shows that the government recognizes
the excellent work that we do. Just as importantly it shows that the government recognizes that
teachers themselves are best suited to determine what their professional learning needs are and that
teacher federations play a crucial role in delivering this learning to members.

When ETFO was formed in 1998 we faced a government that had little respect for teachers and
worked to undermine public education in this province. The education system has not yet fully
recovered from the damage that government did. And while there is a long way to go, we have seen
improvements, particularly in the respect shown to teachers and their federations. We now have a
foundation on which to build an exciting future for our members.
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Ontario Minister of Education

1 Robert L. Fried, The
Passionate Teacher:
A Practical Guide.
Boston: Beacon Press,
1995.

A Message from the Minister of Education

ASthe Minister of Education, it is my privilege and responsibility to visit as many schools and
classrooms as I can across the province. By experiencing your classrooms first-hand, I can begin
to see the impact of decisions made by government at Queen’s Park.

Your work and dedication are inspiring. Our government has a vision of publicly funded education
that is focused on student achievement, and we understand that it is the relationship between teachers
and students that fosters learning. The role of government must be to support that relationship,
including appropriate opportunities for professional development.

We are providing those opportunities, adding two more professional activity days, and an
additional $23 million to teacher federations and school boards, to help them offer more professional
development.

I know that you are working hard on assessment and instruction and that your experience informs
your discussions in these areas. My hope is that the financial resources we have provided will allow
more of you to benefit from these opportunities.

I have also heard from new teachers that the New Teacher Induction Program is a great support
to them in their first year in the classroom. This annual investment of $15 million is well spent if
it encourages new teachers. Similarly, we are working closely with the federations to examine the
professional development needs of occasional teachers, including a pilot project with ETFO in
partnership with the Hamilton-Wentworth DSB.

New practices in professional development are emerging, and I want to thank ETFO for taking
such an active role examining what works best at the Working Table on Teacher Development.

Teachers are lifelong learners. Each of you came to teaching because of a unique set of circumstances

— but I would hazard a guess that a theme that runs throughout your stories is a love of learning. It
is in the best interests of all our students that we foster that love of learning. If our teachers are
passionately engaged in their own learning, that enthusiasm will transfer to the classroom and to
each student. Our goal is to reach every student, and it is through you that we can do that.

In The Passionate Teacher, author Robert Fried quotes educational reformer, writer and activist
Deborah Meier: “Our schools must be the labs for learning about learning. Only if schools are run as
places of reflective experimentation can we teach both children and their teachers simultaneously.”!

You are first of all the teachers of your students, but your practice is informing your school and
the entire system.

I look forward to continuing to work with you. We have made real progress in our publicly
funded education system during the past three years. Public confidence is on the upswing — students,
teachers, and families are benefiting from peace and stability in our schools. We have rekindled the
natural partnership between a government that is responsible for the entire provincial school system
and the teachers who are responsible for every student in that system. That relationship is critical to
the success of our students.

I know that we have much more to do. Education will never be static; we recognize there will always
be new challenges. With your help, we will continue to provide excellent opportunities for teachers
to improve their practice.

Thank you for your continued commitment to Ontario’s students.
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FROM THE GENERAL SECRETARY

Professional Learning: Closing the Gap

A S a teacher federation ETFO supports your work in many ways: negotiating salaries and working
conditions; promoting and defending your status as a professional; providing opportunities for
professional development.

This issue of Voice focuses on the work ETFO does in supporting your professional growth. The
articles are written by ETFO members who themselves are actively engaged in the activities described.
These are practical, workable, tested programs that support you in your work in the classroom, your
school, and your board. They should help lighten your workload and enhance your ability to meet
the needs of students.

The professional learning highlighted in this issue exemplifies all of the qualities that ETFO
believes the best programs should possess. They are:

voluntary

self-directed

interactive

directly related to the work you are doing

what your professional judgment tells you students need
mainly scheduled within the school day.

Above all, they are professional learning programs that teachers themselves decided to undertake.
As a professional your learning should be your decision: it is up to you as a leader in your classroom,
your school, or your board to determine what will benefit you — and your students — most.

Quality professional development should make it easier for you to help your students to become
not only better readers, writers, and mathematicians but also more confident in their physical and
artistic capabilities and their ability to relate to others. Whether we believe in the usefulness of arti-
ficial targets or not, we all want to see our students succeed. And we want to maintain our physical
and emotional health while supporting them to do their very best.

Stress is a fact of life for many ETFO members today as a result of heavy workloads and of the
number of new initiatives you are expected to incorporate into your practice. As I speak with teachers,
it appears to me that this stress in teachers’ lives is exacerbated by a lack of administrative support
and a lack of resources.

You should expect more of your school administrators. Their job is to support you in your role.
You should expect them to respect your professional judgment, to provide the resources that your
students need, and to ensure that preparation time missed while you are away from your class on a
school day for professional development is reimbursed. You should expect the highest level of sup-
port and accept nothing less.

A significant part of the resource problem is the funding gap: elementary teachers are expected to
make do with less. There are fewer resources to support you and your students because the amount
of funding that the government provides for each pupil at the elementary level is considerably lower
than the funding it provides for secondary students. This is in spite of the fact that the work that you
do at the elementary level lays the foundation for the rest of a student’s academic career.

The $8 million in funding that the provincial government has provided to ETFO for professional
development helps to close the gap between your PD needs and the opportunities available to you.
It allows the federation to enhance existing offerings and to provide new and exciting programs for
teachers, occasional teachers, and education support workers. More members are able to participate
than ever before. It increases your ability to support your students’ learning. Based on the calibre of
the programs, and their impact on student success, I am hopeful that the Minister will want to con-
tinue this partnership in professionalism beyond next year.
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RUTH DAWSON, ANNE RODRIGUE, AND JOHANNA BRAND

ssional Learning wit

This issue of Voice is about the changing nature
of professional learning. Effective professional
learning is about you and your needs, and the
needs of your students. It is learning you choose
and direct for yourself, and it occurs every day in
the course of your work.

We live in an information age, a time of rapid
technological change and continual transforma-
tion of what we think we know to be true. Like
everyone else in today’s society, schools and
teachers struggle to keep pace. Education must
not only provide students with a body of facts; it
must also give them the tools to solve problems
creatively and to communicate their thinking.
Students must learn how to find the informa-
tion they need, and to synthesize, analyze, and
critique it.

The changing expectations of and increas-
ing demands on students fall squarely on the
shoulders of teachers. Improvement in education
depends on teachers, and change will not occur
without changes in teacher practice. Like their
students, teachers need to be lifelong learners.
They need to enhance their practice to increase
their ability to meet students’ needs.

WHAT KIND OF LEARNING IS MOST
EFFECTIVE?

There are several different types of professional
learning. Some training responds specifically to
the priorities of principals, school boards, and
the Ministry of Education. ETFO believes that
to be effective, professional learning must also
take into account teachers’ priorities and must
be directed by teachers. Demanding that teachers
change their practice or expecting them to copy
and adopt new methods uncritically works only
if the teachers have determined that the new
practices are more effective and will improve
their students’ learning.

When teachers engage in professional learning
that is voluntary and specific to their needs and
those of their students, educational change and
systemwide improvement will occur. Change
also comes about when teachers take what they

have learned into the classroom and put it into
context, into daily practice.

Professional learning as defined, supported,
and encouraged by ETFO has you the teacher at
its core. It is learning you choose based on your
needs in the classroom. It is learning that moti-
vates you to do something differently. At its very
best, it changes you: your values, belief system,
attitudes, and behaviours combine with new
knowledge and skills to change your teaching.

WHAT MAKES EFFECTIVE PROFESSIONAL
LEARNING?

In this issue of Voice, you will read stories by
teachers who took part in a variety of profes-
sional learning activities that inspired, excited,
and changed them. The activities and programs
they write about are examples of the kind of
professional learning that research has shown to
be successful.!

Effective professional learning respects and
incorporates the knowledge that you already
have in a wide variety of areas: pedagogy, chil-
dren’s emotional and physical development, and
instructional approach. It allows you to incorpo-
rate new skills into your existing practice. It pro-
vides an effective mix of theoretical and practical
knowledge that you can take into the classroom
when you need it. It is the kind of learning you
will experience as a participant in an ETFO
professional learning program. ETFO’s Summer
Academy offers this kind of approach, whether
the topic is literacy, numeracy, arts education, or
daily physical activity, as in Fanitsa Housdon’s
article on page 38.

Effective professional learning involves inquiry
and experimentation. You learn how to ask ques-
tions about your classroom practice, how to
collect data, and how to determine if what you're
doing is improving student learning. If you
determine that your practice is not enhancing
student learning, you are offered effective pro-
grams that suggest possibilities for change. For
example, Brian Harrison and a small team at his
school have used lesson study to ask questions



h You at the Centre

about their teaching (page 49). In the Kawartha Pine Ridge District School
Board, teams of classroom and special education resource teachers are
working together and experimenting with integration as a way of enhanc-
ing student success (page 29).

Effective professional learning respects the adult learner. It adapts to all
the ages and stages of teachers’ careers — including the needs of occasional
teachers — and recognizes their many different roles. It allows you to choose
what issues or topics best suit your needs at any particular stage of your
career. ETFO’s Strategies for Surviving While Smiling (page 36) meets the
needs of new and occasional teachers. PD on the Fly, (page 33) devised by
the Greater Essex Occasional Teacher Local, allows teachers to learn on their
own schedule. Rhea Perreira-Foyle, a participant and facilitator in ETFO’s
Reflections on Practice program also shows how technology can assist in
allowing you to learn with others outside of your school (page 31).

SHARING YOUR KNOWLEDGE

If we are to be accountable as a profession, then we must be able to explain
what we do and why we do it to our colleagues, and to students, parents,
school administrators, and the public.

Sharing our professional learning with each other is one of the best
means of creating new knowledge and of changing our practice to enhance
student success. Collegial collaboration allows us to move from theory to
practical application in ways that make sense in our classrooms. It allows
us to fine-tune practice to achieve better outcomes. Collaboration can take
the form of professional learning communities, as described by Pat Milot
(page 22), or grade-team planning as illustrated by Deborah Pitblado and
her colleagues (page 47). It can also take the form of small teams of teach-
ers working at the same school, as illustrated by the book club at Armitage
Village Public School facilitated by Joanne Myers (page 44).

Every teacher is a leader in her or his classroom. But leadership need not
be confined to the classroom or to the more traditional route of school
administration. Sometimes, as Susan Drake and her colleagues found (page
12), leadership isn’t immediately recognized by those who engage in it.

Leadership opportunities abound. Teachers can be leaders in their school
working with colleagues. They can be leaders in ETFO in areas of profes-
sional development, professional relations, collective bargaining, and equity.
Mini Dawar used the leadership skills she polished at ETFO programs to
make a difference in her school (page 18). There are leadership opportunities
in district school boards, at faculties of education, in the Ministry of Educa-
tion, and at universities. Ruth Dawson and Jane Bennett share the stories
of teachers who have taken on a variety of these leadership roles across the
province (page 14). As Sukayna Dewji shows, there are leadership oppor-

1 Lynne Hannay, Ron Wideman, and Wayne Seller. Professional Learning to Reshape
Teaching. Toronto: Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario, 2007.

Photo: Jorge Uzon

tunities for teachers wanting to share their skills
with colleagues around the world (page 26).

Teachers who are developing and broadening
their leadership skills provide the school and the
education system with an important perspective
that connects classroom teacher needs to train-
ing and resources.

YOU HAVE MANY CHOICES

Effective professional learning offers a variety
of content, styles, and formats. In this issue,
you will find accounts by teachers who have
broadened their horizons. All are professionals
who took a risk, opened up their classrooms and
their practice, agreed to share their knowledge
with colleagues, and have decided to share that
process with you.

We thank the Ministry of Education for pro-
viding funding that helped make it possible for
us to bring you their stories and to encourage
you to continue your lifelong journey of pro-
fessional learning. We hope you enjoy reading
about their experiences. V

|

Ruth Dawson, Anne Rodrigue, and Johanna Brand
are executive assistants in ETFQ’s Professional
Services department.
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For the first time, albeit under unusual circum-
stances, every current teacher collective agree-
ment contains a negotiated lump sum to support
individual professional growth. More occasional
teacher collective agreements than ever contain
provisions to support professional growth. Today
there is also growing recognition that teach-
ers themselves are best placed to design their
own learning. Collective bargaining can help to
improve the environment for professional learn-
ing for members.

The need for professional learning does not
end when the newly minted teacher emerges
— bleary-eyed and massively in debt — from the
doors of the faculty. PD will be a survival tool
until retirement. Effective PD, the kind that
results in additional or improved employee skills,
is pure value-added from the employer’s per-
spective. Despite this, in practice our new gradu-
ate can still expect to pay for much of her or his
PD over the years. The challenge for collective
bargaining is to continually reduce that unfair
and unwarranted burden on the individual.

PD is not simply a question of money; it is
also one of professional autonomy. If the battle
over recertification taught us anything, it is that
teachers have a clear idea of what they need to
learn to best enable them to do their jobs. There
is a well-established precedent for this emphasis
on teachers controlling their own learning. As
Barbara Richter noted recently in Voice (Decem-
ber 06, Vol. 9, No. 2), elementary teachers’ federa-
tions began developing their own in-service pro-
grams in the early postwar period, in response to
the government’s lowering of standards for entry
to the profession. The federations provided what
teachers needed to be successful.

School boards, of course, have always offered
PD opportunities outside of the collective bar-
gaining framework. For example, a number of
boards have moved to a web-based report card

system and are training teachers to use it.

However, this kind of targeted training does
not address the many factors that drive the need
for professional learning: changes in curriculum,
increased paperwork, the focus on narrowly
based assessment tools, changes in student and
community demographics, limited resources in
areas such as ESL, and the general downloading
of ever more responsibilities onto teachers. Any
educator who takes a dip in the alphabet soup of
today’s schools—DRA, AEP, EIP, IEP, CASI—will
recognize the gap between the training that is
available and the training that is needed.

The scope of bargaining for PD is fairly broad.
For example, the number of professional activity
days is set by Regulation 304 of the Education
Act (the number has fluctuated over the past 10
years). The present regulation provides both man-
datory and discretionary days (i.e., days a board
must designate as PA days, and days it may desig-
nate). As long as negotiators stay within the limits
of the regulation, they enjoy considerable latitude
in bargaining. Locals are also free to negotiate for
union input into the programming of PA days.

Designated funds for professional learning is
another bargaining issue. Funding typically takes
the form of a negotiated lump or per capita sum
that members can access. Governance mecha-
nisms vary from agreement to agreement; many
funds are jointly administered by the board and
the union, while others are administered solely
by the local. One teacher local, Hastings-Prince
Edward, has even negotiated a special technol-
ogy fund that members can access periodically
to help defray computer costs.

The funding that every teacher collective
agreement now contains came about as part of
the provincial framework agreement reached
in April 2005. A $500 “teacher development
account” was made available to each teacher
as reimbursement for purchases of computers,



POTtS

software, professional materials, and professional
development courses.

In part, this money was a sweetener to the
overall negotiating package. But it was also a rec-
ognition that for a long time teachers have been
subsidizing their employers by funding their own
professional learning.

The teacher development account, however,
was a one-time event. While PD funds have
been a feature of many collective agreements
for decades, they have continually been prey to
larger economic forces.

For example, the Social Contract in 1993 froze
yearly increments for three years. For teachers
not at maximum salary, this was a considerable
financial hit. It was, however, possible to “buy”
the increments back, by negotiating savings in
other parts of the collective agreement. Among
other measures, a few locals and boards started
putting their PD funds on hold.

By 1996, locals had more or less bought them-
selves out of the freeze, but were quickly faced
with a new funding model, school board amal-
gamation, Bill 160 — and Mike Harris. In the dis-
trict school board teacher agreements covering
1998-2000, 21 out of 31 contained some form
of negotiated PD funding. Since then, three of
these funds have been somewhat increased, two
have been somewhat reduced, nine have stayed
the same, and seven, or one-third, are no longer
in the agreements. In each case, these provisions
fell victim to funding pressures.

For occasional teachers, the overall trend has
been somewhat better. Far more so than their
teacher colleagues, occasional teachers have had
to fight for professional recognition and respect.
Teaching is not the only occupation in which a
pool of replacement employees is deployed. No
one would accept the notion that a replacement
nurse needs any less training than a nurse who
works every day. Yet counterintuitive as it is, that

has sometimes been the employer mindset with
respect to occasional teachers.

One way to counter this attitude is to negotiate
for more PD opportunities for occasional teach-
ers. In a couple of cases, this has taken the form

of one, or one-half, paid PA day per year, though
this type of provision has been quite rare.

For collective agreements covering 1998-2000,
there were only two occasional teacher locals
with negotiated PD funds. Today there are 10,
with funds generally administered by the union
and including funding for individual PD and/or
PD days sponsored by the local. While not large,
these funds have been growing in both number
and dollar amount. They represent a significant
achievement in occasional teacher collective bar-
gaining.

It may well be that for all ETFO members
the increased profile gained for professional
development in the last bargaining round will
carry over to next year’s negotiations. We can
only hope so — for the sake of the new teacher,
the teacher mid-career and the teacher nearing
retirement. V

Christine Brown is a research officer in ETFO’s Protective Services department.
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specified in the rate plan above. All services and features are available with compatible devices, within Bell Mobility territory where technology exists. On expiration date Baka offer expires at 5pm EST. For full terms and conditions
please visit ww.baka.ca/termsofservice. 1 Voice and data plan required. 2 See website for complete details, features and fees.



Teachers are leaders in their classrooms. But for many their
self-image as leaders stops at the classroom door. If they do

think about leadership it is in terms of school administration.

But the leadership role for teachers can be much broader than
that. Throughout this issue of Voice you will read stories by
teachers who saw themselves as leaders. In this section we
focus specifically on leadership — how leaders develop, what
education and career paths they have taken, and the role that

continuous professional development plays in their daily lives.

As well, two ETFO members write about specific leadership
roles teachers have taken on, in one case formally as coaches
in their schools, and in the other less formally as activists

around equity issues.

etfo voice m APriL 2007 11



SUSAN DRAKE

Biffeovering an Identity

Leaders are a
valuable asset to
any organization.
But what makes
a teacher-leader
and how do we
recognize that
person in our
system? How can
we encourage
teachers to take

on such roles? This

is the story of an

informal study
group that found
answers to some

of these questions.
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For over 10 months, Sonja Upton, Melissa Dixon, and Ellie Phillips, teach-
ers with the District School Board of Niagara, gathered around my dining
room table on Saturday mornings. They were in their first five years of
teaching and were completing an internship for a master of education
degree. We intended to create a fully integrated grade 4 curriculum and
to present a paper on this experience at an academic conference. But long
after the internship was completed, we were still meeting. The sessions were
so rewarding and stimulating that no one wanted to give them up.

The meetings were similar to those of a study group. A key component
was the double-entry journal that we decided to write after each session.
On one side of the page, we wrote stories, often about classroom experi-
ences, that were connected to the topics we explored. On the other side, we
connected our stories to educational theory. We reasoned that in this way
we could connect practice with theory and that the journals would provide
data for our academic paper.

We read the journal entries aloud at the beginning of each session. Our
reflective dialogue was triggered by the journal entries and revolved around
topics of central interest to new teachers. They were curious about how to



teach most effectively, how to assess, how to manage their time, and how to
develop leadership skills. The weekly journals provided a focus: each indi-
vidual was encouraged to try out further ideas for the next session, which
resulted in our conducting a mini action research project each week.

Our discussions directly related to improving day-to-day practice.
Melissa, for example, was swamped by her marking practices. Sonja was
keen to “teach for understanding” and was distressed when her students
wanted to be told the answers rather than solve the problem themselves.
Ellie was leading a schoolwide integrated curriculum on the Olympics and
was encountering obstacles.

During the course of our discussions, teacher identity emerged as a
burning issue. Bright and eager, these teachers were all involved in activi-
ties outside their own classrooms, which led them to experience internal
conflict. They were bringing new ideas to their schools. They questioned
how far they could or should go, and how veteran teachers would respond
to them. They questioned their own authority to suggest improvements
in practice and to initiate innovative programs involving their colleagues.
Where was their involvement in boardwide initiatives such as the Four
Blocks literacy program (part of DSBN’s Windows of Opportunity) leading
them? They weren’t sure that they wanted to take the administrative path,
but they sensed that others held this expectation for them.

The study group process provided some answers. Sonja praised the pro-
cess: “Each of us had a guiding hand and no one person led. On occasion
conflict arose, but that only made our work better.” As new teachers, they
found that the study group was an important forum. Ellie pointed out she
“joined this group wanting to build relationships with other teachers.” She
felt like the new kid on the block and particularly liked the fact that she
and the others were all new teachers at the same grade level and “were will-
ing to assist, mentor and learn together.” From Melissa’s perspective, “The
Saturdays were a great way for us to reflect on and discuss our practice and
empower each other to improve it. “

My original purpose for the group was to work out some of the kinks
in developing an expectations-based integrated curriculum. I knew these
students from my university classes and was impressed by the calibre of
their thinking about education. The three women responded to my confi-
dence in them. Although teacher leadership was not on the agenda, we all
identified instances in which they were acting as leaders. Sonja echoed the
thoughts of the others when she said, “You identified many of the things
that I was already doing as leadership, such as taking part in school deci-
sions, mentoring new teachers, and forming partnerships with our school
community.“

The study group process helped these teachers recognize and acknowl-
edge their leadership, and it changed their concept of leadership. As Ellie
said, “We saw others as leaders, but did not recognize it in ourselves.” Sonja
acknowledged that she had “held negative (and misguided) ideas around
the concept of leadership as a stand-alone person with his or her own
agenda and dictating to others rather than working as a team.”

Near the end of the 10 months, an event occurred that dramatically
shifted the teachers’ self-concepts. Recommended by her principal, Melissa
attended Leadership from the Roots Up, a provincial conference for budding
—

Susan Drake teaches at the Brock University Faculty of Education

Susan Drake

leaders in their first five years of teaching. It was
here that she heard the term “teacher-leader.”
She returned, excited by this concept and by an
emerging definition of it that had been shaped,
in part, by educational consultant Jean Hewitt,
one of the keynote speakers. Melissa wrote:

To be a leader is independent of having a posi-

tion in a large organization. In many cases it

will be more difficult to be an effective leader
if you hold a position in a highly structured
organization . . . where the culture of control
remains. Real leadership is reshaping the world
around us by moving beyond a management
orientation. True leadership involves new ways
of thinking about innovation in all areas of the
school system. A true leader has authority in
intent, knowledge, and character. Choosing to be

a leader is a lifelong commitment. Leadership is

about making a difference, standing up for what

is right and facing obstacles.

The concept of teacher leadership resonated
for all of us, yet accepting the mantle of teacher
leader was not easy for any of the teachers. We
spent a long time discussing how it connected
to them.

For Melissa: “We can be leaders regardless of
position ... it’s not the title.”

For Ellie: “My eyes are opened now and I see |
might be a leader.”

For Sonja: “I don’t see myself as a leader but
as a partner. I encouraged my teaching partners
to participate in an environmental project and
became involved in leading the school’s Green
Team.”

Our collaborative study group is over, but the
professional development that occurred is deeply
rooted. These teachers are true leaders who con-
tinually strive toward making education better
for all students. V
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RUTH DAWSON AND JANE BENNETT
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Graduates of education faculties embark on
an exciting learning journey. Teachers have the
opportunity throughout their careers to teach
in a variety of roles in their school. A leadership
role appeals to some. At one time, this meant
becoming a principal. Today, however, there are
numerous routes that teachers can follow as they
consider roles of added responsibility.

Leadership and professional learning go hand
in hand. In this article, ETFO members who are
teacher leaders describe the essential role that
continued professional learning plays in their
work. Each began by taking on small leadership
roles in their school or board. They found that
each leadership activity was also a professional
learning opportunity.

Like others looking for an opportunity to
share more formally with colleagues, Jennifer
Paziuk, a teacher librarian in the Halton Dis-
trict School Board, found teaching Additional

Qualification courses to be a natural next step.
She had been a workshop leader in her board
and throughout the province for a few years. As
an AQ instructor Paziuk has found that being
aware of current research and new instructional
approaches is essential, and now professional
reading plays a key role in her learning and
preparation. Because she may teach Parts 1, 2,
and 3 together she must differentiate the vari-
ous topics, and dig deeply into the research and
pedagogy to have enough interesting and rel-
evant materials for each course.

Sue Pasian, a Literacy Improvement Project
Teacher in the Hamilton-Wentworth School Dis-
trict, has also found that keeping current is criti-
cal to her work. During the last few years, some
boards have introduced new coaching roles so
that a school-based teacher leader can work with
other teachers in the school. Pasian was excited
about this role. “It is such a wonderful oppor-



tunity to work with educators in many different
settings and see what works or doesn’t work
in their particular situation,” she said. She has
found that visiting other teachers’ classrooms has
helped her gain significant insight into her own
practice and enhanced her professional growth.
She has also participated in numerous profes-
sional activities to acquire new knowledge in the
area of literacy. Now when she participates in
professional learning, she thinks about the con-
tent as well as about how she will integrate what
she has learned into her own presentations with
teachers, a significant new approach for her.

Curriculum consultants or coordinators are
teacher leaders who focus on curriculum imple-
mentation and facilitating professional develop-
ment, a role that requires continual learning.
Kristi Manuel (Peel District School Board),
Sheridawn Maloney (Rainbow District School
Board), and Michelle Skene (Ottawa-Carleton
District School Board) have found that working
as consultants has led to numerous professional
development opportunities. Maloney believes
that to be prepared, she has to be familiar with
current research and professional resources so
that she can share them with teachers. Skene
has attended presentations by influential edu-
cation leaders and has integrated knowledge
of new research and strategies into her work.
Manuel experienced significant learning in pro-
vincial level sessions with other math leaders
that “stretched and deepened” her own under-
standing of mathematics and helped her become
a more effective facilitator.

Maloney did not anticipate the professional
learning that resulted from teamwork with two
consultant colleagues. In the classroom she had
mostly worked alone. The three consultants
plan and deliver professional learning sessions
as a team and provide each other with feed-
back. They enjoy the challenge of analyzing and
synthesizing new ideas and illustrating them in
practical contexts so that they are able to inspire
and empower teachers. They have also found
that working at the board level has necessitated
learning about a wider range of topics — other
grades, divisions, and subject areas — so that they
are able to work with teachers from kindergar-
ten to secondary school.

These teacher leaders now look at new profes-
sional development from two perspectives: the
content and how to bring that back to their work

Kristi Manuel

Sheridawn Ma{oney

with teachers, and the strategies used to engage adult learners. When, on
occasion, workshop participants are negative or uninterested, consultants
have to use a variety of interpersonal and conflict-resolution skills. By
observing other presenters, these consultants learn new ways to work with
their colleagues as they promote and deliver professional development.

Expanding her horizons and skills has been “the most enjoyable, and
rewarding” experience of Krista Walford’s career. She is currently seconded
to the faculty of education at OISE/UT from the York Region District School
Board. At OISE she has developed a better understanding of how the edu-
cation system works as an integrated whole, and as a result of attending
international conferences has gained a more global perspective of education.
Being part of a committee developing an international mentoring conference
has provided her with an opportunity to enhance her organizational skills
and learn from experts in the field. Working at the faculty has also made her
more aware of online learning — something she has come to love!

Expanding her educational horizons has also been a benefit for Dianne
Riehl after being seconded to the Ministry of Education. Prior to her sec-
ondment from the Toronto District School Board, Riehl was an instruc-
tional leader and her focus was Toronto. Her work at the ministry over-
seeing the revision of the kindergarten program gave her provincial and
global perspectives. Assimilating current research and creating a program
document stretched her professional learning, and focusing on one area
of education allowed her to go to a deeper and more complex level. Riehl
believes she was well prepared for her role thanks to participation with
colleagues in action research and book clubs.

Ongoing professional development enhances the knowledge and skills
of all teachers and most certainly of those who take on leadership posi-
tions. Their professional development occurs every day in the course of all
their work. It takes a variety of forms and helps them stay attuned to cut-
ting-edge strategies. They examine the professional development activities
they attend through lenses that help them learn new content as well as
enhance the ways they work with adult learners.

These teacher leaders have discovered leadership opportunities in their
schools, at district boards, and at the provincial level. As research plays
an increasingly greater role in instructional decisions, there will be an
increased need for teachers to take on these roles. Leadership and profes-
sional learning go hand in hand: the opportunity exists in every role. V

.|
Jane Bennett and Ruth Dawson are executive assistants in ETFQ’s Professional
Services department.
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KELLY SNOW

Photos: Brian Pickell

Last year Bobbie Chatha became a coach at her
school, supporting colleagues as they looked for
ways to improve literacy instruction.

Chatha’s school, W. T. Townsend, in Kitchener,
was one of 15 schools in the Waterloo Region Dis-
trict School Board that began to use coaching to
support student learning. The board’s consultants
became interested in the coaching model after
hearing from teachers who felt they never had
time to implement the new strategies they learned
about at professional development sessions.

The teachers’ experience reflected what
research has shown. Bruce Joyce and Beverly
Showers, among others, have demonstrated that
about 5 percent of teachers apply what they learn
in professional development activities to their
classroom practice. However, when coaching
accompanies professional development, the level
of application increases to 90 percent.!

the Best You Can Be...
p of a Coach

==

Bobbie Chatha and Trish Betts-Malcomson

Coaching offered the Waterloo teachers a
chance to have professional conversations about
student learning. Many teachers felt that they
needed strategies to help them navigate change
and polish existing skills while they were trying
to use the ideas expressed in the ministry guide-
lines and curriculum.

THE COACHING RELATIONSHIP

The coaches were volunteers, teachers who were
interested in supporting learning at their school in
one of three areas: Primary literacy, Junior literacy,
and Primary mathematics. Bobbie Chatha shares
this background: “I worked very closely with a
number of teachers at my school even before 1
became a literacy coach. The staff recognized me
as a supportive and knowledgeable colleague who
was always willing to listen and help.”



Trish Betts-Malcolm, a senior kindergarten teacher, volunteered to work
with Bobbie Chatha last year. She and Chatha met once a week for coach-
ing sessions. “She worked with me to help me improve my literacy program
and she shared many ideas and strategies. As a result I was able to put in
place literacy work stations and guided reading in my classroom,” Betts-
Malcolm says.

“With her help, my shared reading and writing lessons became much
better organized, as did my running record data. Her ability to break huge
tasks down into manageable pieces was one of the key reasons my program
grew to be so successful. She demonstrated a variety of ways in which I could
track my assessment, and how to plan using that valuable information.

“Bobbie Chatha listened patiently to my questions and concerns and
creatively sought ways to answer them. She provided the opportunity for
me to watch her teach a small-group guided reading lesson and for her to
watch me do the same. She planned our sessions so we were able to maxi-
mize my learning goals during our meetings while still maintaining flex-
ibility in dealing with situations that arose for me during the week.

“She made suggestions and set measurable goals, all without making
me feel overwhelmed. I always left meetings knowing exactly what was
expected from me for the following week.”

DIFFERENT SCHOOLS, DIFFERENT APPROACHES

Each school in the Waterloo program had a distinctive coaching model
shaped by teachers’ needs. Because they were working at their own schools,
coaches understood the school’s culture and goals and knew what resources
were available.

One school focused on improving reading instruction. What started off
as “everyone implementing guided reading” soon meant something differ-
ent for every teacher. One teacher wanted to understand how to use data
for flexible grouping; another wanted to really understand what the MSV
analysis of running records was for. One teacher wanted to get a better
understanding of what the other students were doing when the teacher was
engaged in small group instruction; another teacher felt she wanted her
students to experience a range of graphic organizers during shared reading
before she felt ready to embark on small group instruction.

OPENING THE DOOR

A group of grade 7/8 teachers agreed to try a different model, one they called
“Open Door.” Five teachers from five different schools visited and coached
each other and are now developing a shared instructional focus.

Carolyn Baechler, a grade 7/8 teacher at Courtland Public School, started
with an exploration of books on adolescent literacy. From that discussion,
her group has worked on developing a common class profile. “The Open
Door model means that we open our practice to a ‘trusted other, planning
teaching strategies for specific learning needs, and observing the teaching
and learning that results,” Baechler says.

“One of the greatest benefits is that it lets the fresh air of renewed teach-

1 Quoted in Powerful Designs for Professional Learning, L. B. Easton (ed.), Oxford, OH:
National Staff Development Council, 2004.

ing energy in! We can remind each other of effec-
tive strategies that we've forgotten about, ask
guiding questions about the teaching and learn-
ing assumptions that we’ve been making, and
generally encourage each other’s strong points.

“The intentional conversations help to keep
our perspectives on students from becoming
entrenched.”

Mary Martin, who has been exploring teach-
ing strategies with Baechler, explains: “It’s always
beneficial to see the actual practice of a teach-
ing/learning strategy, in a dynamic setting, rather
than simply reading about it, or listening to it in
an ‘eager beavers’ teacher workshop. It allows me
to say, ‘I could do that!””

COACHING THE COACHES

The coaches were themselves mentored by a lead
coach, one for each of the three focus areas. These
three teachers coached at their own schools and
supported other coaches. They helped shape the
role of the coach and the protocols of coaching,
as well as developing strategies for tracking all
the coaching activities.

Every coach was released for a half-day once a
month, to engage in book study, role-play, prob-
lem solving, facilitation skills and relationship
building, to refine their coaching skills. Coaches
met monthly to share strategies and techniques.

LOOKING BACK, LOOKING AHEAD

Coaching is successful when coaches recognize
that teachers who invite them into their class-
rooms are taking a risk. The coach provides
a gentle mirror of reflection to help teachers
recognize their strengths and help them make
choices. The coach does not evaluate teacher per-
formance. Discussions between the teacher and
the coach remain private.

Many teachers who were initially skeptical
have warmed to this professional learning strate-
gy. They are welcoming the opportunity to learn
and to have a second set of eyes and ears as they
worked with their students.

We all want to embrace hope as we face the
exciting, unknown tomorrow in education. A
coach can help many of us reach that goal. V

I
Kelly Snow is a literacy consultant at the Waterloo
Region District School Board.
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MINI DAWAR

el king Together

My experiences

as a teacher

from a minority
culture pushed
me to become

an activist in my
school. The result
has been a change
in our school
culture and an
improved learning
environment for
our students.

Here's how this

change happened.
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elxromote Inclusion

i -
The Equity Committee at Wilclay Public School

I have always wondered about how diversity affects learning and to what
extent our curriculum supports diversity. Does our education system pre-
pare students to embrace diversity and take pride in their own heritage? As
teachers we are driven by curriculum expectations. It is easy to lose sight of
how students’ classroom experiences will shape them as members of soci-
ety and of how to make learning more meaningful in the long term.

Growing up in the metropolitan city of New Delhi, India, I was always
aware of diversity, as people from my native country’s various provinces
represent a variety of cultures, religions, and races. My perspective however,
was that of a member of a majority cultural group.

After T immigrated to Canada, diversity took on a different meaning for
me. I was no longer part of the majority culture and became more aware
of my race and ethnicity. In 1999, as a new classroom teacher, I attended
several workshops focusing on teaching ESL students where I was often
one of the few visible minority teachers. During both the formal and infor-
mal discussions, I heard new immigrant families referred to as “basement
people” and their clothing called “costumes.” I also heard comments like
“Immigrant families should be forced to learn English”; “They all come to
Ontario just to benefit from the welfare system”; and “English is a much
more advanced language than their heritage language and that’s why they
have difficulty learning it.” It wasn’t long before I realized that I had to take
a proactive approach to deal with various “isms” I was encountering.



My students were a diverse group. Research suggests that students who
see themselves reflected in the curriculum are more engaged in their
learning!. But I found a big gap between my students’ cultures and those
depicted in the teaching resources and picture books in my classroom.

Providing students with authentic experiences from various cultures
allows them to take pride in their own heritage and to better understand
other cultures. A safe environment where they can express their ideas freely
enhances their chances to be successful in various subject areas. I will never
forget the first time I wore a sari to school for the Hindu festival of Diwali
and brought sweets, artifacts, and storybooks to share with my students
and colleagues. My students, irrespective of their own cultural background,
were excited and interested. In the following weeks several wore their own
cultural dress with much pride. I began purchasing books and other mate-

rials that dealt with equity issues.

My colleagues and I, with the help of our vice-principal, formed an
equity committee. We surveyed students, staff, and parents to determine
the needs of our school community. We learned that there was a need for
more information to be translated for immigrant parents. Many asked for

more information on government services for newcomer families. Our
teacher survey suggested we needed resources and materials to provide for
more inclusive education. One result of our work was that the public health
nurse at our school, with the help of translators, delivered workshops to
help recently arrived families access services in the community.

In the meantime I began looking for training to help me deal more
effectively with responses like “Sounds good but I don’t have time to cover
equity” or “Look at our school population, we already are so multicultural
and we don’t need to worry about equity” or “I can’t read a book that deals
with homophobia, especially in our conservative school community.” I
attended a conference for racialized and marginalized groups offered by
ETFO’s Equity and Women’s Services where we discussed the concerns we
faced in our schools. Despite our different backgrounds, we faced similar
equity issues and we all felt the need to address these strategically. We also
learned about opportunities for involvement and leadership in ETFO.

A few months later I was accepted into ETFO’s Leaders for Tomorrow
program. This program had a profound impact on me personally and
professionally. I had the opportunity to work with other ETFO members,
develop strategies, and grow as a leader. Participation in various workshops

1 R.G. Tharp, P. Estrada, S. Stoll Dalton, and L. A. Yamauchi. Transformed: Achieving
Excellence, Fairness, Inclusion and Harmony. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2000.

enabled me to polish my leadership and public
speaking skills. I learned how to approach equity
issues strategically and to handle difficult situa-
tions more effectively. I learned to persevere and
appreciate small gains. The progress that the
other participants reported having made at their
schools made me more determined to continue
working for more inclusive education.

After completing the program, I took part in
ETFO training to become an equity workshop
presenter and got involved in writing projects to
create equity resources and materials. I brought
these resources back to the equity committee at
my school, and together we are creating many
resources — including picture books and teacher
resources — that deal with equity issues. Our
school library has a rich collection of equity-
related books. Guest speakers from various eth-
nic backgrounds have visited our school assem-
blies. Diverse cultural art projects have become
part of our everyday teaching.

As a school, we take part in community events
such as the Antiracism Day organized by the
York Region Police Department. Our school
organizes special events during African Heritage
Month and South Asian Month. They are a first
step towards greater inclusiveness. Our equity
committee is now creating resources that incor-
porate equity issues into the board’s Character
Matters program to enable teachers to provide
an equitable approach to this focus. All these ini-
tiatives were acknowledged by our school board,
which honoured our school with an Antiracism
and Ethnocultural Equity Education Award.

I see a difference in the quality of work pro-
duced by students when an activity is based
on their personal background and experiences.
When students in my grade 2 class presented
their cultural heritage projects, the effort they
took and the detail they provided were immense.
In my daily read-alouds, I consciously choose a
book that helps students deal with prejudice or
helps them find a personal connection to a story.
Their writing responses are very powerful.

The equity training provided by ETFO has
enabled me to understand my own biases and
areas of ignorance. It has been an important tool
in helping me to work with my colleagues to
improve our students’ learning experiences. V
I
Mini Dawar is a teacher at Wilclay Public School
in the York Region District School Board.
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NEW PROGRAMS FOR ETFO MEMBERS

In the next two years, thanks to provincial funding, ETFO will offer
members across the province a variety of exciting new professional
learning programs and expand existing programs.

EDUCATION AND POVERTY PROJECT

This project examines what educators can do to improve learning
outcomes for students from poor families.

Contact: Jim Giles or Kalpana Makan.

SCHOOL-BASED COLLABORATIVE TEAMS

Fifty teacher teams of five members each from locals across the
province will participate in a collaborative learning project.
Contact: Ruth Dawson or Jane Bennett.

CLASSROOM ASSESSMENT

A new resource book and DVD, a two-part workshop series and three
provincial conferences will focus on best practices.

Contact: Janet Millar Grant.

ARTS RESOURCE AND SERIES
A resource book and training opportunities will help Junior generalist

teachers integrate arts experiences into their program. Contact: Jim Giles.

CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT FOR OCCASIONAL TEACHERS
A new resource and a workshop series in each local will highlight best
practices for occasional teachers. Contact: Jerry De Quetteville.

MENTOR PROJECTS
Training will be provided for mentors involved in the New Teacher
Induction Program. Contact: Joanne Languay.

INNOVATIVE PRACTICES NETWORK
Facilitated learning with 10 online modules featuring innovative
practices or programs. Contact: Stephen Mau.

SPECIAL EDUCATION
A Special Education Handbook and a learning community for Special
Education Resource teachers will be created. Contact: Nancy Baldree.

OTHER NEW INITIATIVES INCLUDE

Projects focusing on global education, international teaching, teaching
for deep understanding, leadership training, ESP/PSP support, and
consultant coordinator support; an Arts Summer Institute; and two
special issues of Voice.

Existing programs will be enhanced to allow more members to participate.
This includes: New Teacher Series; Presenter’s Palette; FSL Funding for
Local Initiatives; ICT Conference and ICT workshops; Book Clubs; Ultimate
Teaching Strategies; Summer Academy.

If you are interested in participating in these opportunities,
please call the provincial office to contact the staff listed.
Look for further information in steward mailings and on the
website, etfo.ca, throughout the next year.

20 etfo voice m APRIL 2007

Professional Learning to
Reshape Teaching

shows teachers how

to take charge of their

own professional

development, focus on

their own experiences

and strengths, and
become problem-

solvers rather than
consumers of

knowledge.

Published by ETFO, it

is available from shopETFOQ.

ETFO PRINCIPAL'S

i)

QUALIFICATION PROGRAM

SUMMER 2007
POP Part |

Partnership with Upper Grand District School Board
Monday - Friday: July 9 -20
Parkinson Centennial Public School
120 Lawrence Ave. - Orangeville

POP Part Il

Partnership with Bluewater District School Board
Tuesday - Friday: July 3 - 6
Monday - Friday: July 9 -13

Meaford Community School
186 Cook Street - Meaford

For details and application forms go to etfo.ca
or contact Joanne Languay at provincial office;
jlanguay@etfo.org.

Become a
Monarch Teacher

Teaching and Learning with Monarch Butterflies
— a three-day workshop for JK to grade 8 teachers.
July 31 - August 2: Durham - August 8 -10: Ottawa
Visit monarchcanada.org for more information,
or email monarchteacher@msn.com
ETFO supports the Monarch Teacher Network-Canada.




Professional learning communities have been growing in number and popularity in

the last few years. AlImost 60 percent of those who replied to an ETFO survey last
year indicated that their school had put a PLC in place. The vast majority had been

in operation for two years or less.

PLCs can raise numerous issues for teachers, among them concerns about workload
and mandatory participation. These concerns led delegates to the 2006 Annual

Meeting to endorse an ETFO policy statement on PLCs (see page 28).

In the stories that follow, teachers who chose to participate show how school-

and board-based PLCs have changed their teaching. Technology also plays a role

as teachers embrace it to establish province wide collaboration. Expanding the
traditional definition of a PLC, a Toronto teacher describes a project that helps build
a global learning community.
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PAT MILOT AND GLYNNIS FLEMING

lileieasing the SUM of
Oitly Knowledge

For the past year a
group of teachers
in.the District
School Board of
Niagara has been
working together
to increase their
understanding

of math and
math teaching.
Their venture has
had unexpected

spinoffs. N

Photos: Courtesy of the District School Board of Niagara

It is an exciting time for mathematics education in this province! Ministry
initiatives have linked sound research with classroom practice. Teachers
across the province have been provided with a variety of professional
learning opportunities designed to explore the growing body of literature
that highlights both the mathematics that teachers need to know and the
instructional strategies that really lead to improvements in student achieve-
ment. All District School Board of Niagara (DSBN) teachers, kindergarten
to grade 6, have participated in up to seven half-days of math inservice
related to research-based instructional strategies and ministry support
documents.

It was the vision of the DSBN math team to investigate models that
would begin to bridge the gap between large-scale inservice opportunities
and the practical implementation of researched-based instruction. We are
a group of elementary teachers who accepted an offer to continue to study
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together in a less formal, more collaborative setting as part of a professional
learning community. We are engaged in professional research-based read-
ing, thinking, practising, and dialoguing — and we are loving it!

Through collaboration, we are learning about mathematics and math-
ematics teaching. Together we research, dialogue, plan, reflect, revise and,
most importantly, analyze the impact of our actions on the children that
we teach. Helping children understand, question, and see themselves as
mathematicians was our goal and is becoming our passion.

We met for the first time in February 2006 and began to develop a frame-
work for our work. We decided to call our group the SUM Teachers.

SUM is an acronym for Supporting Understanding in Mathematics.
Although our previous professional development experiences had been
very congenial and we had developed a strong sense of community with
the facilitators, our learning had been very much led by their agenda. The
learning in the SUM teachers’ group was going to be generated and guided
by our questions, by the kinds of learning we felt we needed. The knowl-
edge we had gained through board-directed PD was a springboard for our
own collaborative inquiry.

We decided to divide into three grade groupings: kindergarten to grade

1, grades 2 and 3, and grades 4 to 6. Meeting sometimes as a large group
and sometimes in these smaller groups gave us the flexibility to meet the
needs of our grade groupings while still capitalizing on the large group’s
diversity and expertise.

Our learning is facilitated by following the three elements of the SUM
acronym:

SUPPORTING The facilitators from our board team help us focus our
inquiry. They are able to suggest and seek out professional readings based
on the most current research. By accessing various funding models (Min-
istry of Education, DSBN and ETFO), our facilitators provide classroom
release time so that we can gather to co-plan, co-teach, and discuss what we
are learning about teaching and learning. Sometimes the facilitators sug-
gest modes of inquiry, such as Japanese Lesson Study, the Math Congresses
of Cathy Fosnot, or the work of Marilyn Burns or John Van de Walle. But

Teachers talk about
the impact of the group on:

...their professional learning

“It is easy to attend workshops and get new
ideas. It's not always easy to implement what
you learned. Because we share experiences and
discuss and problem solve together, | am ‘forced’
to carry my weight as part of the team. It is
much easier to try something new when you
have worked with other teachers right from the
planning stages and when you can, without fear,
discuss failures and successes.”

“It has increased my awareness of new pedagogy
(and made me unafraid to try it), scaffolded my
learning of the new curriculum and Early Math
Strategy, which probably would have sat on my
shelf if not for the time and support given by
SUM.”

...their teaching

“I think a lot more about where my lessons are
headed and how one lesson might influence
learning of another math concept (or Big Ideal!)
many weeks or months from now.”

“My students love mathematizing, thinking about
mathematics and solving problems.”

...student achievement

“The students seem excited about math activities.
They even cheer when it is a day for group work,
on the floor with chart paper and markers.

“They are now very comfortable with the fact
that there may be many different ways to figure
out an answer. They are not looking to do it my
way. In fact, they take pride in ‘discovering’ a
strategy that | may not have thought of.

“Each student is more willing to take risks and
say, in front of the whole class, that they com-
pletely blew their math or didn’t get it. | see less
avoidance behaviour and students more willing
to help each other.”
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the facilitators’ involvement is not directive: they
support our collaboratively developed plans. The
facilitators have also deliberately fostered posi-
tive interdependence, so that we become sup-
ports for one another. The SUM group does not
rely solely on the expertise of the facilitators; we
also respect the expertise that each of us brings,
whether it is teaching experience, mathematical
understanding, knowledge of young children, or
expertise related to students with special needs.

The most powerful aspect of the SUM experi-
ence has been the opportunity for meaningful
collegial support. Through working together,
and by observing and reflecting on our students
as they learn, we are moving forward, instruc-
tionally and mathematically, in directions we
could never have foreseen.

UNDERSTANDING Everything we do and
talk about is focused on developing conceptual
understanding and strengthening the intercon-
nections of both student and teacher learning.
We find ourselves asking deep questions: What
is the role of context in our math lesson and
how important was it in engaging children in the
lesson? Did the writing distract from the math?
How could we have planned better for the kinds
of questions students asked, to prompt them to
think more deeply about the interrelationships

Pat Milot is a mathematics consultant (K to 6) and Glynnis Fleming is a special
assignment teacher (Numeracy, K-6) with District School Board of Niagara.
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they saw? How does this lesson contribute to
developing a particular mathematics concept or
“Big Idea” throughout the Primary and Junior
grades? We are all noticing a significant improve-
ment in our students’ deeper understanding of
the Big Ideas.

MATHEMATICS We understand that we need
to learn more about mathematics itself and to
have the kinds of conversations that build our
own deep conceptual understanding. Sometimes
we have trouble connecting to concepts, we may
make errors in our thinking, and occasionally we
need a buddy to explain his or her thinking to
us yet again.

We have found — and research has supported
our perception — that we are far more effective
teachers when we really “get” the math, and when
we know better how to guide students’ conversa-
tions toward understanding the Big Ideas. With
this understanding, we know better how to

« differentiate instruction for learners who

need more support

+ identify questions that will lead students to

think more deeply or differently about the
mathematics

+ challenge student thinking in developmen-

tally appropriate ways

+ make rich interconnections to other math

strands and other subjects

+ use communication in mathematics to

richly and contextually support our literacy
programs.

One of SUM’s most valuable spinoffs has been
the excitement and staff room conversations that
have led to other teachers approaching us with
questions about math instruction. This interest
has opened the door for informal coaching and
co-teaching and fostered the initiation of school-
based professional learning groups focused on
mathematics.

Are we math nerds? Well, maybe. We prefer
to think of ourselves as teachers who are excited
about making strong gains in student under-
standing and achievement. We are willing to
challenge the ways we have approached math
instruction in the past. We are thrilled to engage
as professionals in genuine, productive, stu-
dent-centred, respectful collaborative learning.
We are comfortable allowing mathematics and
student understanding to drive the instruction
in our classrooms. And that pretty much SUMs
itup! VvV
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siliding a Global
geliessional Leamm

A wonderful opportunity presented itself a couple of years ago when I
applied to take part in Project Overseas. This is an excellent professional
learning opportunity where teachers can learn and teach at the same time,
while they help to build a global professional learning community.

The journey began with filling out the application that is available on the
ETFO website. The application, along with the phone interview, gave me
an opportunity to describe my strengths and ability to work with others. A
couple of months later, I learned I would be travelling to Sierra Leone with
three other teachers from across Canada.

Community building started well before departure. Our team leader
helped bring us together through emails and phone calls. Each of us
brought his or her own expertise, and we divided the task of preparing for
the project. We contacted the team from the previous year and connected
with the Sierra Leone Teachers Union to get help with planning.

Our first face-to-face meeting as a team was a couple of days before our
departure for Sierra Leone. The Canadian Teachers’ Federation brought
all 49 Project Overseas participants from across Canada to Ottawa for a



Sukayna Dewiji (ETFO), Dan Leclair (MTS) and Mike Tyldesley (BCTF) pose with a
group of students at a school visit.

Photos: Sukeyna Dewji

three-day orientation that helped prepare us for the experience. Along with
attending excellent workshops, we had opportunities to hear from previous
participants and to meet Canadians who had lived in Sierra Leone.

Upon our arrival in Freetown, Sierra Leone, we were greeted by several
representatives of the Sierra Leone Teachers’ Union. We worked together to
plan a program to best meet the needs of the teachers we would be working
with, teachers who had not had the opportunity to go through any profes-
sional training. The teachers would be with us for two weeks of intensive
work. We would then have a week of travel and visits within Sierra Leone,
followed by another two weeks with a new group of teachers.

Our day started with having breakfast with all of the participants. This
was a great time to network and get to know each other. We then formed
two groups of about 20 participants each. We had two sessions before lunch
and two after. Each of us worked with a local teacher leader to facilitate
workshops on teaching English, math, social studies, and science. We also
presented sessions on HIV/AIDS, gender equity, workshop presentation, and
peace education, modelling teaching strategies as we conducted the work-

shops. Participants had a chance to work together
to prepare lessons that they could take back and
use in their classrooms.

At the end of the day we met as a whole group
to reflect, and the official part of our working day
ended. (The local participants, however, contin-
ued with a session about the Teachers’ Union.) In
the evening there were several opportunities to
socialize and get to know each other better.

Every day we learned a great deal from each
other. We were welcomed with warmth and appre-
ciation. The participants, initially shy because
they were not accustomed to an interactive model
of education, slowly started actively participating
and sharing. Their stories spoke of their resilience
and survival during the course of the country’s
civil war. From 1991 to 2000, the people of Sierra
Leone lived in turmoil as rebel forces clashed
with the government in a bid to control the sale
of diamonds. The recently released film Blood
Diamonds sheds some light on what happened
there. Due to the war, many teachers had had
their own education interrupted, and they were
eager to spend every minute learning and making
the most of their experience.

For the Canadian team, flexibility was the key
to this rewarding experience. We realized quickly
that some of the ideas we had brought along for
cooperative work would not be suitable in the
kinds of classrooms our participants worked in
— classrooms of between 80 and 100 students
confined in a small space. Most classrooms had
only one chalkboard and, if the teacher was lucky,
a few pieces of chalk. We slowly started adapting
our lessons to the environment. For instance, we
started using soda bottle caps to make counters
to help with math.

Along with many rewarding experiences, we
faced some challenges. One of the biggest was
trying to gear our workshops to the curriculum
the teachers had to follow, even if we did not
agree with the content or the methodology used.
We also had to learn to adapt and be flexible.
Things were not as organized as we were used
to. Being away from familiar surroundings and
not having much personal space was difficult for
some Project Overseas participants.
I
Sukayna Dewji teaches at Thorncliffe Park Public
School in the Toronto District School Board. With
1,700 students, it is the largest elementary school
in North America.
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Working on lesson preparation.
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We felt helpless at times, realizing that we could

not change much and would be gone in a couple
of weeks. We had to remind ourselves that by
working together we were creating bonds that
would continue to grow through the years. I won-
dered sometimes if our few short weeks could
have any impact. A recent letter assured me that
they did. A participant wrote: “Although I am not
yet a qualified teacher, the knowledge of teaching
methods I obtained from you have qualified and
fortified me to carry out my work positively.”
This project helped me realize the impact
our teacher unions have. They work together to
equip teachers to educate themselves and others.
I found myself wanting to learn more and get

ETFO POLICY STATEMENT

Learning Community.

» That teacher participation in a Professional Learning

Community be voluntary.

» That a culture of collegiality and respect for member
professionalism and autonomy be fostered by a Professional

Learning Community.

» That a teacher’s ability to generate knowledge regarding
teaching and learning be recognized by a Professional

Learning Community.

» That all aspects of the functioning of a Professional Learning
Community be based upon an evidence-based, shared

decision-making model.

» That teacher empowerment and leadership development be
integral components of a Professional Learning Community.

A Sierra Leone family.

further involved with the federation. Many of the federation committees
and professional learning opportunities provide a platform to collaborate
with colleagues and to continue to work and learn together.

Participating in Project Overseas has had a profound impact on my life.
The lessons I have learned I could not have learned anywhere else. This
experience has broadened my professional knowledge and allowed me
to better appreciate the needs of my many newcomer students, especially
those who have survived hardships before their arrival to Canada. I share
the knowledge I gained with other teachers, and together we advocate for
the needs of others. We look for ways to fundraise and help.

Our Canadian team continues to keep in touch. Being so far from home,
we were each others’ pillars of support. We appreciated each other and
learned from each other personally and professionally. We share different
heritages and joke about how we had to go to Sierra Leone to appreciate
the diversity within Canada. vV

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY

» That a group of education professionals who share common
visions, values, and goals, and work collaboratively using
inquiry, experimentation, and innovation to improve
teaching and student learning be described as a Professional

» That professional development opportunities during
the school day on the role and function of a Professional
Learning Community be provided by district school boards
prior to and throughout the development of a Professional
Learning Community.

» That funding for a Professional Learning Community to
access professional learning opportunities and resources,
and enable teachers to meet and collaborate during the
school day, exclusive of teacher preparation time and
nutrition/lunch breaks, be provided by district school boards.

» That provision for teacher self-directed learning be
included in any professional development associated with a
Professional Learning Community.

» That all areas of the curriculum, with emphasis on the
development of the whole child, be included in the
objectives of a Professional Learning Community.

» That no aspect of teacher participation in a Professional Learning
Community be used for teacher performance appraisal.



an |

Members ofa
professional
learning community
in Kawartha

Pine Ridge are
discovering that
inclusion is good
not only for
students, but that
it benefits teachers

as well.

MARION HUFFMAN, DARRYL WHITNEY, AND JAN SKILLEN
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Last spring the special education resource team at
Newcastle Public School volunteered to partici-
pate in a professional learning community project
that paired special education resource teachers
(SERTs) with classroom teachers. The initiative
transformed the traditional role of the SERT with
the aim of improving learning for all our students,
but in particular for those with special needs.
This was a boardwide initiative: we were
among 87 teachers at 41 schools in the Kawartha
Pine Ridge District School Board taking part.
Newcastle PS has been involved in pilot proj-
ects for a number of new research-based learning
initiatives. We welcomed this project as another
opportunity to be “leaders in learning” in our
board. We have received two Positive School
awards from the Kawartha Pine Ridge ETFO
Local, in recognition of our collaborative work
and our school spirit. We were fortunate to have
several interested staff members with similar pro-
fessional outlooks and a wealth of experience.

aboration Creates
1clusive Classroom

A VISION OF INCLUSION

Traditionally the special education resource
teacher has needed to work with small groups
of students in a resource classroom because the
students were being withdrawn from more than
one class. In this new model, both the SERT and
the special needs students are integrated into
specific classrooms. The result is increased teach-
ing capacity in each of these classrooms.

To create the teaching partnerships, individual
SERTs approached classroom teachers. Newcastle
PS has 620 students and three SERTs. Although
the emphasis was to be on grades 3 and 6, we
were able to also include a grade 1 and grade
1/2 class, giving us two two-person partnerships
and one three-teacher team. The grade 5/6 class
had 24 students; the other three classes had 20
students each.

etfo voice W APRIL 2007 29



THE INCLUSIVE CLASSROOM

Each partnership creates its own way of working together. Students work in
groups and individually, as appropriate. Special needs students may be in the
class for the whole day or just part of it. One teacher may lead the class with
the other providing support. One or both may be working with small groups
while still other students work independently. Both may facilitate whole-
class small group work. The roles are defined by the needs of the students,
the requirements of the curriculum, and the teachers’ goals. The SERTs work
with all the students in the room and share the responsibility for special
needs students with the classroom teacher.

We ensure our programs meet students’ needs by varying the way we
teach and what we expect of students as they demonstrate what they have
learned. The choices we make are based on students’ interests and multiple
intelligences. We allow for student choice.

Diagnostic assessment guides our instructional practices. With two and
sometimes three teachers involved in the planning (we also involve teacher
candidates), we find we are not lacking in ideas. The increased contact with
individual students and small groups of students allows us to see quickly
what concepts we need to introduce or reinforce, and enables us to stretch
the students’ thinking. Our students’ oral and written reading responses
have become more sophisticated.

HOW STUDENTS BENEFIT

All students benefit from the increased contact with teachers: they cannot
fly under the radar or hide in the crowd. An individual student’s difficulties
can be dealt with immediately, not when the classroom teacher has time or
when the resource room is open. Partners can share concerns about indi-
vidual students’ needs and quickly put in place a plan of action, including
accommodations or referrals to other services.

Because we work interchangeably with the students, the stigma of “spe-
cial education kids” is less prevalent. The needs of students who require
enrichment are also easily accommodated. Inclusion gives students oppor-
tunities for leadership, peer modelling, and support.

WORKING TOGETHER BRINGS BENEFITS

Members of the PLC within each school meet regularly as a group. We
continue to learn from each other. We are able to problem solve and work
through concerns together and decide how to tackle new challenges. There
are also boardwide meetings that bring together all the participants. Over
time we have developed deep respect for and trust in each other.

Working collaboratively does present challenges. Both partners must be
committed and prepared. Finding additional time to plan together is not
always easy. Our busy lives make after-school scheduling difficult and often
compromise is required. Making decisions about specific responsibilities
requires good ongoing communication.

It also takes time to learn to work together as effectively as possible:

I

This article was written by Marion Huffman, Darryl Whitney, and Jan Skillen
(SERTS), in collaboration with classroom teachers Ruth Gray, Lisa Sproule,
Jeanette Sage, and Judith Pach.
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the classroom setup, the transitions between
activities, and noise management must all be
considered. And it helps to have a good sense of
humour!

SUPPORT FROM THE BOARD AND
ADMINISTRATION

The Kawartha Pine Ridge District School Board
had specific goals in facilitating this PLC. But we
are convinced that our PLC has been a success
because we volunteered to take part, volunteered
to be partners, and took ownership of our per-
sonal and professional growth.

When the project began in the spring of
2006, the board provided professional develop-
ment sessions focusing on identifying needs and
goals, understanding collaborative communi-
ties, inclusive programming, and differentiated
instruction.

Our administration paid for each teacher to
attend a Bureau of Educational Research work-
shop on differentiated instruction. (During a
recent professional activity day we shared with
our colleagues some of the practical strategies we
learned and recommended a variety of profes-
sional resources.) Over the course of the project,
all participants received ongoing professional
development. Each team received $500 to pur-
chase teacher and student resources.

Parents have supported the increased integra-
tion of special needs students into regular class-
rooms. They know their children benefit from
having an additional teacher in the classroom.
Our administrators helped by strategically plac-
ing students and by locating partners in class-
rooms close to each other. As well, they devel-
oped teacher schedules that made it possible for
partners to have joint planning time.

LESSONS LEARNED

Teaching collaboratively is enjoyable and contin-
ues to renew and motivate us. Bonding with like-
minded colleagues is not only supportive, but
fun. No one laughs more than we do! We delight
in sharing student successes. One of our team is
even considering deferring retirement because of
the new energy this project has instilled.

As a team we are excited about continuing our
group efforts and expanding the professional
learning community here at Newcastle Public
School. V
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Reflections on Practice is a women’s lead-
ership institute based on the concept
of professional learning communities
(PLCs). Forty female teachers from all
over Ontario come together for four
days in the summer and two days each
in the fall and spring, to learn more
about PLCs, to collaborate with each
other, and to refine their teaching practices. Each
participant is expected to complete an action
research project on a topic of her choice.

When I became a participant in the first year
the course was held, I had just completed my
master of arts degree at OISE. After so much aca-
demic study, I needed a space where I could truly
reflect. I needed to figure out how I was going to
implement all the wonderful ideas I had learned

about, and to decide which best practices really
resonated with me. Reflections on Practice gave
me the opportunity and the time to digest what
I had been studying. To be honest, I had no idea
at the time how much I would eventually learn
about online communities, reflective practice,
and facilitating skills as I moved from being a
participant to being a facilitator.

One of the challenges of the institute is making
the transition from interacting with a face-to-
face community to interacting with an online
one when the first four-day session is over. By the
end of the intense summer session, I experienced
a genuine feeling of community. It is difficult for
teachers to maintain those positive and collab-
orative feelings once they return to the classroom
in September. We quickly become swept away by
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the intensity of our classrooms, by the demands

of our boards, and by the diverse needs of our
students. These factors, combined with adapting
to new school initiatives, can create feelings of
stress and isolation.

But traditional face-to-face interaction is only
one of two kinds of learning communities that
the institute creates. The second is the online
community that we are building through Inter-
net-based networking. The participants commit
to visiting the Reflections on Practice Internet site
weekly, where they can share pictures, post mes-
sages/questions, do research (there is an e-library
for referencing), and connect with people through
discussion boards or emails. There are also two
chat rooms, and the participants are required
to meet there at least once a month, usually at a
prearranged date and time, when they can discuss
assignments and/or the progress of their research
projects with their group in real time.

Chat groups set up in the institute’s second
year have been a boon to communication among
participants. Monthly online meetings gave us an
opportunity to learn about each other and about
our research projects, to discuss challenges relat-
ed to assigned tasks, and to share ideas. Having
an online community allowed teachers in Kenora
to communicate, problem-solve, and share with
colleagues in Kitchener and Toronto.

In our first year, my teaching partner Helen
Vlachoyannacos and I developed very strong ties
with two participants from Thunder Bay, and we
would have benefited greatly from regular online
chats, had they been available then. We had to
rely instead on email. Online chats are much
more immediate and they are a powerful tool for
true collaboration.

I
Rhea Perreira-Foyle teaches at Joyce Elementar