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Community College Q&A

Individual Learning 
Accounts (ILA’s) for 

Professional Development
Deborah A. McVeigh

Organizational Learning is a department of the NSCC that coordinates professional development in 
various learning modes such as workshops, CCEDP, learning leaves, leave for change, and confer-

ences. One way Faculty and Professional Support members are able to access financial support for learning 
is through their Individual Learning Accounts (ILA). Brian Dewey, Organizational Learning Consultant for 
NSCC, will explain the ILA and how it can be accessed at the college.
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Community College Q&A

Q: Brian, what is the Individual Leaning Account?
A: It’s great to be talking about this funding, thanks for 
highlighting the Individual Learning Account in aviso.

The Individual Learning Account (ILA) is a learn-
ing benefit available to faculty and professional support 
employees at NSCC. It provides $350 per year of fund-
ing for a range of learning activities, and the $350 can 
be carried over to a maximum of a $700 balance. It is 
meant to support the day-to-day learning expenses of 
employees, and promote ongoing learning. One thing 
that makes it different from other types of funds is that 
the employee has an actual account set up in their name 
from which the reimbursements are drawn.

Q: What is the Employee Success Plan?
A: Every employee at NSCC works with his or her im-
mediate manager to create an 
“Employee Success Plan.” This 
is where the employee discusses 
learning and performance goals 
for the year, gets feedback from 
their supervisor, and talks about 
what they need as well. The link 
with the ILA is that it can be 
used to help support the activ-
ities related to the learning goals 
outlined in his or her plan.

Q: When did the ILA start?
A: The benefit is a product of collective bargaining that 
goes back to the faculty and professional support col-
lective agreements reached in 2010. The mutual advan-
tage is that for NSCC, the new benefit promotes learn-
ing, and for the employee it puts money back in their 
pocket for many of the types of learning they do.

Q: Who qualifies for the funds?
A: The fund is for regular status Faculty and Profes-
sional Support employees. That’s about 700 people!

Q: What expenses are covered by this account?
A: The number one criterion is that the expense must 
be directly for the individual’s own learning. The ILA 
shouldn’t be used for the supplies and equipment we 
use for our daily work, or for travel, which are covered 
by the College through normal budgeting. The learning 
might be for big things like a webinar, course, or con-
ference fee. Or, the account can be for smaller things 

like books or a subscription for online resources.

Q: When can faculty and professional support access 
the funds?
A: The fund can be accessed year round, and is re-
plenished on August 15 each year. Once the learning 
is signed-off by the manager, as soon as the employee 
incurs the expense they can submit the required paper-
work consisting of a form, description, and receipt. 
Once that is received, the reimbursement is made right 
away.

Q: If items are purchased with the funds, who owns 
them?
A: Well, since it is the employee’s learning fund, books, 
tutorials and resources are theirs! The only exception 

is if the employee’s department 
shares the expense, but hon-
estly that doesn’t happen often 
for physical things that you 
buy because those are usually 
less expensive items like books. 
Sharing expenses happens more 
often for bigger expenses like 
conferences.

Q: When did you become 
involved in administering the 
ILA’s?

A: I was part of the process shortly after the collective 
agreement was signed. Together with others in our Or-
ganizational Learning Department we took the agree-
ment, did some initial consultation to try to create as 
simple a process as possible, and then rolled it out as 
quickly as possible.

Q: How long does the process take to get 
reimbursement?
A: Normally reimbursement happens within a couple 
of weeks.

Q: Please give us some samples of projects that 
qualified for the ILA funding.
A: The most common uses are for conference fees, ac-
cess to online resources, and tuition. People who are 
eligible for the ILA are also eligible to use the College’s 
course and conference reimbursement fund, which 
mostly used for “credit” type activities like college and 

The Individual 
Learning Account (ILA) 

is a learning benefit 
available to Faculty and 

Professional Support 
employees at NSCC.
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Community College Q&A

university courses. Many people have used their Indi-
vidual Learning Account in combination with the re-
imbursement fund when it doesn’t cover their entire 
tuition.

One thing that I have learned is that with the di-
verse backgrounds of the people who work as faculty 
and professional support at the College, there is a huge 
range of learning opportunities out there for individ-
uals to draw upon. It’s quite impressive.

Q: Are there criteria on what type of learning has to 
take place?
A: The ILA is first and foremost about professional de-
velopment, so yes, it definitely needs to be learning that 
benefits the person’s work. As for the type of activity 
they choose, I think a strength of the fund is that the 
format of the learning is pretty 
flexible.

Q: Is this type of allotment 
of professional development 
moneys working?
A: For many people, yes it is. 
So far since inception, there 
have been over 450 different 
people who have used the fund, 
and over $360,000 worth of 
reimbursements made. Person-
ally, I would love to see 100% 
of people using the fund every year – that is always the 
goal.

Q: If faculty and professional support are refused, why 
would this happen?
A: There are two areas that I would say are the most 
common reasons why proposed learning isn’t eligible for 
ILA funding. The first reason is if the learning doesn’t 
fit under the criteria of professional development that 
relates to one’s work. A common example of this is a 
wellness activity that has some indirect benefits to work 
such as improved energy or mental wellness, which are 
really great outcomes, but aren’t considered professional 
development. One should be able to demonstrate how 
the learning will be used in his or her work.

The second reason that comes to mind is a request 
to purchase equipment, which is most commonly a 
request from faculty. So many of the College’s faculty 
constantly need to be learning new technologies and 

equipment, and need to have access to the equipment 
to get practice. The issue is once the skills are learned, 
you still have a piece of equipment that has a long life 
and will be used for other things. So this is the dilemma 
– I can only think of one example of eligible equipment 
which was a learning kit that had no other purpose 
aside from practicing a skill. In the end, equipment is 
almost never eligible.

Q: Many faculty and professional support belong 
to professional organizations of which yearly 
memberships must be paid. Can the ILA be assessed 
for these funds?
A: It depends. After the ILA was opened up to mem-
bership fees a few years ago, we have seen that most of 
the applications for professional or association mem-

berships have been eligible. 
What needs to be demonstrated 
by the applicant is that the ex-
pense goes towards their learn-
ing. There are some profession-
al certifications out there that 
have annual renewal fees, and 
don’t really provide any learning 
opportunities whatsoever for 
the expense. What we have seen 
is that most associations have 
online resources, periodicals, 
and conferences that provide 

great learning, and when this is the case the expense 
is eligible. Recently the ILA forms and guidelines were 
updated to make it clearer what should be provided to 
support this kind of application.

Q: Which project for funding impressed you the 
most?
A: It was great last year to be able to make it easier for 
people to use their ILA for the faculty and professional 
support conferences. I think the most impressive ones 
to me are always where people pool their money to en-
able a bigger professional development activity. I don’t 
see all the applications that come in, but I remember 
talking to several faculty who wanted to bring in a guest 
speaker for a shared professional development activity. 
That was a cool idea.

Deborah McVeigh is a Faculty member at NSCC, 
Marconi Campus

The ILA is first 
and foremost about 

professional development.
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CHANGING HATS
David Ritchie

Ideas, customs, and social behaviour form the foundations of a culture and produce the norms, mores, and 
anomalies that inform it. Widening our perspectives implies extending our lenses beyond our immediate en-

vironment and the word cross” suggests an exchange between and among groups. I’ve chosen hats as an inclusive 
symbol for cultures. Hats are traditionally worn on our heads and often bespeak much.

I will for the moment adopt a judge’s cap and pro-
claim that unfortunately Nova Scotia has always been 
ethnocentric and has promoted cultural assimilation. 
Stories are told of my maternal grandmother’s side 
of the family, about growing up in a Gaelic speaking 
family in West Tatamagouche. When they entered the 
one-room school house, just over a mile from their 
home, they were no longer permitted to speak Gaelic 
and in fact were subject to punishment if they did. I 
believe the restriction was an 
unwritten Provincial policy. 
During my mother’s childhood 
the language was being obliter-
ated briskly and today to my 
knowledge there are no native 
Gaelic speakers in that area. I 
clearly recall the musical lilt in 
the voices of my grandmother 
and great aunts and great uncles 
when they spoke English. My 
grandmother went on to have a brief teaching career 
before she married and of course all her classes were 
conducted in English.

I also remember in the early ‘50s the Mi’kmaq 
summer settlement in Bay Head. Every year they would 
move from their inland winter camp in the Wentworth 
Valley to their summer camp beside the railway at the 
shore of Malagash Bay where they fished and gathered 
shell fish. I recall two toys at the cottage that had been 
produced and sold sometime in the 1920s. I remember 
stopping and purchasing baskets as a small child and 
overhearing the children and the adults at a distance 
chattering in their native tongue. By the middle ‘50s 
this summer encampment had disappeared and I be-
came aware of the Indian Residential School in Shu-

benacadie. This institution was ignored by most every-
one except the children and their parents who suffered 
the insult and pain of being separated, losing their 
family life, language, customs, and culture. But like so 
much else at the time it wasn’t examined, discussed, or 
criticized.

Luckily by the late ‘50s in Middleton I was ex-
posed to The Rusty Nail Museum under the leadership 
of Mrs. Cummings. It was in a class collection of lo-

cal historical artifacts enclosed 
behind glass, and donated by 
Grade 7 students. Students 
brought in historic artifacts 
from their homes, family busi-
ness, and farms. We had two 
small indigenous settlements 
within our school feeder area. 
As a volunteer curator assistant 
I had the wonderful privilege of 
handling some of the outstand-

ing examples of Mi’kmaq culture that were donated. 
It is my understanding that while some of the collec-
tion still exists in Middleton as part of the MacDonald 
School Museum collection the more valuable pieces 
were moved to Halifax. I suspect most Nova Scotians 
of that period had no real appreciation for the very rich 
Indigenous culture that existed.

On the whole over the years we have probably not 
done a stellar job of opening doors. However, given the 
turbo power of travel on the internet highway that spans 
mountains, oceans, closed borders and time today, we 
can be exposed to a vast, cultural and subcultural land-
scape. Many doors should be opened to better acquaint 
us in this shrinking world to our now so much closer 
neighbours.

But it may just be 
the time to break out 
of the box that our 

western ethnocentric 
education has created.
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I was delighted to remember that somewhere in 
my education as a child I was introduced to the Huron 
Moon name cycle. Recently I discovered the Mi’kmaq 
names for the year’s moon cycle. We shouldn’t be threat-
ened by exposure to these intriguing and informative 
delights. All too often we allow an insignificant change 
to take on too great a significance and cause a cultural 
earthquake. One of the successful exploratory and en-
lightening journeys that used to be mandated was the 
unit on Myths and Legends that existed in the Grade 8 
and 9 Language Arts curriculum. It covered an exten-
sive range of myths and legends that were foundational 
in a wide variety of cultural experiences. The obvious 
possibility of religious conflict were skirted and stu-
dents got a satisfying glimpse in others stories. It was 
easy. It was an adventure. It was often creative when 
students constructed their own “myth and legend”.

Remember those very brave young men in an An-
napolis Valley high school who 
opted to wear pink t-shirts to 
support a younger student who 
was being bullied. It spread to a 
provincial, national, and inter-
national movement. Granted, it 
would have suited my purposes 
for this article if they had chosen 
hats instead of t-shirts.

We must cease to pretend 
to be multicultural and be-
come really inclusive in our ac-
ceptance of a whole variety of 
diverse and new cultures. Yes, 
there will undoubtedly be chal-
lenges. But if we are to be truly 
open we must accept those 
challenges and be willing to adjust and augment sup-
port. If unlike the United States of America we wish 
to not have a melting pot mentality, we must embrace 
the newly arrived people with their distinctive charac-
teristics and qualities into our daily fabric. We will be 
richer for it. Not only richer culturally but maybe we 
will build the demographic bridge that will carry us 
from a steadily shrinking population to a vibrant mod-
ern stainable growth economy.

I’m somewhat ashamed to admit that when I was 
preparing to teach the International Baccalaureate 
Visual Arts program I had to really immerse myself 

in world art. My formal art training had resided prin-
cipally in the techniques and history of Western Art. 
Most of the art museums and exhibitions I visited had 
been European or white North American influenced. I 
had had some very incidental North American indigen-
ous art and African native art exposure. It was a true 
eye opener to see and experience the art of the whole 
world. It reinforced the very narrow vision of the world 
most of us have experienced. The myopic educational 
exposure most of us have endured has sadly limited our 
vision and thus our understanding. Now I know we 
have far exceeded the possibility of knowing everything 
about everything. But it may just be the time to break 
out of the box that our western ethnocentric education 
has created. If I can ask you to do one thing it would 
be to take the time by way of the so present internet 
to pick a distant land and culture and investigate some 
aspect of its visual art. You are going to be amazed.

It has also been interesting 
and reassuring to experience the 
emergence of the Gaelic spoken 
language as a revival. The tiny 
communities that were all but 
washed away by our rush to 
educate are reappearing. Im-
agine a Nova Scotia where the 
waves of immigration had been 
valued with the preservation of 
their marvelous cultures. One 
only has to travel outside North 
American reality to begin to 
realize that the acquisition of 
languages is a major advantage.

In Canada and Nova Scotia 
our differences should become 

the glue that cements us not the pry tools that separate 
us.

As competent educational leaders in your commun-
ity I encourage you to change your perspective, widen 
your view, and promote cross cultural understanding. 
Expanding your influence and helping create a more 
inclusive culture in your community and ultimately 
in our Province may increase immigration which we 
greatly need

David Ritchie is a retired teacher from the Annapolis 
Valley Regional School Board.

Not only richer 
culturally but maybe 

we will build the 
demographic bridge 

that will carry us from 
a steadily shrinking 

population to a vibrant 
modern stainable 

growth economy.
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Cross Cultural Lens  
Through Play Based Learning

Betsy Jardine

“You can discover more about a person in an hour of play than in a year long conversation.” Plato

“Clean up in Aisle 8!” When I heard a child dur-
ing play grab the microphone attached to a defunct 
plastic cash register and announce this communique, 
I knew that this child was an agentive problem solver, 
who could plan and execute his ideas. Raising students 
with the higher order thinking skills to become real 
world problem solvers and innovators with such a lively 
spirit begins in play. This child was a model for others 
in his group, whose play at the mock grocery store had 
not quite progressed to this mature level of abstraction. 
The announcement raised the level of play of the en-
tire group because of the social nature of learning. We 
all benefitted. It helped me as a teacher to understand 
just how quickly a child’s imagination and symbolic re-
sponse could scaffold my thinking about the value of 
play and its benefits to a group of students.

As a society, we are losing the ability to play at an 
alarming rate. Multi-age groupings of 
children, in which older children 
model for younger children, are 
disappearing as our nuclear families 
shrink (Leong & Bodrova, 2012). 
Children now have fewer siblings. 
With larger gaps between them, sib-
lings don’t always have the oppor-
tunities to develop play skills. Teach-
ers need to learn the developmental 
dance that allows them to scaffold the 
play from immature to a more mature 
and imaginative play with rich language 
without interfering with the child’s control of play.

Play develops the social, emotional and higher or-
der thinking skills of planning and executing that al-
low a child to understand symbolic representations and 
think metaphorically, even providing a basis for under-
standing symbolic representation in math and literacy. 

Play develops problem solving, resilience, and innova-
tion but more and more children arrive at school each 
fall that have had fewer opportunities to play in na-
ture’s grand playroom, the outdoors or even at home. 
Through play children develop a sense of “agency”, the 
attitude, “Yes, I suppose that I can do that!” (Johnson, 
2012). Through play children learn to imagine pos-
sibilities, possible worlds. The language involved in 
problem solving at play builds the kind of collaborative 
democratic relationship skills that can transform our 
evolving world.

Adults Scaffold the Play

The theories for scaffolding play harken back to 
Vygotsky and Elkonin’s work (Leong & Bodrova, 2012).

Mature play doesn’t emerge instantly 
but must be developed through the 
guidance of skillful adults that extend 
the play without hijacking the child’s 
control, gently extending and enrich-
ing language opportunities with-
out taking over. The York District 
Board in Toronto says play should 
be, “playful and engaged while being 
very well planned and purposeful.” 
These words bring unison to the 
play continuum from moves from 

unstructured to structured play.
In this way we take advantage of what Hattie’s me-

ta-analysis has shown to be the most efficacious way 
for students to learn and that is with the guidance of 
an expert adult. Play rates as above average on Hattie’s 
learning coefficients .5 (Hattie, 2012). As the playroom 
is an ideal place for students to learn about symbolic 
play through role playing, it is also a place to problem 
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solve about literacy in a playful manner where stress 
is reduced. Phonological awareness ranks as a very 
high coefficient of learning .7 on Hattie’s scale (Hat-
tie, 2012) and is required for young students to be able 
to write daily in an independent fashion. Integrating 
literacy during play is a natural fit.

Writing for young students is an 
early form of problem solving and dis-
covery learning that symbolically gives 
students the Keys to the Kingdom of 
Literacy! The playroom is an excel-
lent place for students to use their 
phonological awareness making 
grocery lists, checking a dog into a 
vet’s clinic or as a doctor running a 
patient through a hospital screen-
ing. When children are motivated by 
real life situations and are tasked to hear and record on 
paper the sound symbols that they hear, they respond 
in a playful way in which risk taking is encouraged and 
approximations are accepted joyfully. After all, it’s all 
in fun! Providing students with clipboards and a little 
structure can help to scaffold and elevate play. Weigh 
in stations for truckers or a doctor’s prescription pad 
makes literacy purposeful and fun in both French and 
English!

Money also has a great deal of play value. With plas-
tic credit cards ruling the planet, opportunities to count 
with nickels, dimes and quarters are disappearing. The 
play room is a place to bring cash back. A child sold 
me some logs during play this week that we weighed 
and calibrated and earned over $220.00 of play money. 
The following day, the child invited me to play truckers 
and loggers at the weigh station again. When he earned 
another few hundred dollars, practicing counting by 
ones, fives and tens, he called the Pizzeria and ordered a 
pizza to be delivered, which he shared with me. When 
he deposited his money in the bank at the end of the 
class, I gave him a little bank book which recorded the 
money that he had earned over the two days. Extending 
play over a longer period is a sign of maturation in play 
(Leong & Bodrova, 2012).

Now Ms. T’s Pizzeria is no ordinary Pizzeria! Ms. T 
constructed it with separate containers of chopped felt 
veggies so that students could order pizza with any con-
diments they liked. The first day her students played, 
the cooks just made whatever pizza’s they wanted for 
the customers and wouldn’t listen to the waitress when 

she brought the orders to the kitchen. By day two at the 
pre-play conference, it was established that the cooks 
had to pay attention to the orders from the waitress, 
which were to be hung on an easel in the kitchen and 
prepare the pizza that the customers had ordered. This 
was certainly a venue into systems thinking and com-
plexity. Those students at the pizzeria began to take on 

their roles with gusto, setting tables, clean-
ing appliances, taking orders, an-
swering the phone, filling orders, 

cooking pizzas, paying bills and even 
tipping the staff! It became so much 

like a real pizzeria with folks rushing 
around, right down to the authentic 

looking mozzarella that my stomach 
growled! The students were filling or-

ders, taking perspectives, empathizing 
with others who were waiting for their 

pizzas to be prepared, developing concentration and 
impulse control, and making choices. At the same time 
they were scaffolding early skills in math and literacy in 
a very purposeful and meaningful way. Ms.T’s Pizzeria 
provided wonderfully rich opportunities for learning 
through play while solving real world problems.

Planned and Purposeful

Play provides the teacher with one of their best sus-
tained opportunities for guided individual instruction. 
While others are actively engaged in speaking, listen-
ing, social and motor skill development, a skilled teach-
er can check for developmental milestones and get to 
know their students’ proximal zone of development at a 
time when they can extend the child’s learning through 
their play. In a supportive way the teacher can expose 
the child to outcomes that may be months away, giving 
the child the opportunity to develop new schema in a 
stress-free environment that provides exposure for an 
upcoming concept.

Through instructional planning we can use play 
experiences to accomplish outcomes in all areas of the 
integrated curriculum. Taking the time to explain to 
the children before the onset of play what your goals are 
for that session can help the students learn to use their 
higher order thinking skills of planning. A child that is 
separating a grocery list into needs and wants is using 
manipulates, sharing with others, applying phonologic-
al awareness, making decisions and planning for the fu-



10  AVISO Spring 2016

ture. Deep learning occurs when many brain areas are 
activated at the same time. This child may also be easier 
to deal with when at the grocery store with the parent, 
having had to consider the role from a parent’s point of 
view. Teachers may design play activities to accomplish 
outcomes, such as the science concept of capacity or 
determine outcomes at several different play stations 
simultaneously asking students to perhaps observe ob-
jects that might roll or slide during play. Ruthann’s stu-
dent suggested an apple would roll. I hadn’t thought of 
that! The need to accomplish specific outcomes chal-
lenges tasks the teacher to plan and set up rich perform-
ance assessments in which the assessment is embedded 
in the activity of play.

Today’s 21st century teacher is tasked with de-
veloping the competencies of communication, citizen-
ship, career planning and critical thinking. 
All of these competencies can be 
developed through play. As children 
move through the school system, 
outcomes for social skills, literacy 
and math can be achieved efficiently 
through play with careful planning 
and adult guidance. Children are 
uniquely different and learn on their 
own developmental continuum. At 
times literacy skills may outstrip other 
skills such as the development of a sense of empathy 
for others. Play provides opportunities to work flexibly 
on what the child is developmentally ready to learn. By 
observing and listening before joining the play, teachers 
will know where to extend the learning.

Self-regulation

Self-regulation is a deep internal mechanism de-
pendent on executive functioning which underlies 
mindful, thoughtful and intentional behaviors (Tre-
hearne, 2016). It is a strategic skill for relationship 
building. Self-regulated children can delay gratifica-
tion and suppress impulses long enough to consider 
the possible consequences of their behavior (Trehearne, 
2016). It concerns how a child deals with stress and 
recovers (Shankar, 2013). These stress areas: Energy 
level and alertness; the emotional domain of feelings 
or moods; the cognitive domain of memory and atten-
tion; the social domain which determines the ability 

to read social situations; and the prosocial domain 
with the development of empathy and values related 
to putting someone’s interests ahead of your own are 
the landscape of play (Trehearne, 2016). Character de-
velopment and role play during play encourage the de-
velopment of “negotiation” as an important social skill. 
Joint attention during play can help students learn to 
put themselves into someone else’s position, the key to 
developing empathy for others. Choosing the appropri-
ate choice words that praises the student’s effort and 
not the person minimize competition and comparison 
helps children to self-regulate.

Problem Solving

Play encourages independent prob-
lem solving. The prompt suggested by 
Peter Johnson, “What problems did 
you come across today?” informs stu-
dents that problems are a normal part 
of everyday living and that you ex-
pect them to come up with strategies 
to solve them. Problems arise dur-
ing play but students learn to solve 
them on their own. By reflecting 

on these strategies in a play recap, stu-
dents can see if their efforts were effective and worth 
repeating. They can retell their solutions during the 
wrap-up following play to demonstrate their independ-
ence and their ability to find solutions on their own

Dramatic Play

Dramatic play with puppets often breaks down as 
children have little experience with this venue and few 
narrative models. Suggesting they role play familiar stor-
ies such as the Three Little Pigs provides a longer plot 
line and opportunities to deviate from the script. Mari-
gold read her students Chicken Little in the morning. 
Later in the day, one of the students assigned to that 
role play reflected that her favorite part of play was how 
they changed the ending of the story and Chicken Little 
did get to tell the king. Starting with a structured narra-
tive helps the children develop and lengthen their role 
play. Mature role players will include some book lan-
guage and manipulate themes from stories and literature 
with little or symbolic props (Leong & Bodrova, 2012). 
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As children gain more experience they will require less 
modeling. In Alasdair’s classroom students are use play 
to enact some of the concepts from their classroom read 
aloud on The Wind and the Willows. Play helps these 
Grade 2 students identify with more complex language 
and plot lines through role plays of the characters, set-
tings and events in this richly literate story.

Immature Versus Mature Play

John Dewey postulated, “We do not learn from 
experience … we learn from reflecting on experi-
ence.” Reflection on our experiences during play allow 
us to abstract ourselves and in effect think. Students 
benefit from reflection time after play to verbalize their 
play. Students that play the same roles day after day, 
such as truck driver, are still immature in their play, as 
are the students who perform the same tasks repeat-
edly such as washing up. They may benefit from some 
encouragement to extend their roles in new directions 
or be grouped with different students 
to develop new skills and interests. 
Cooperative play provides opportun-
ities for children to problem solve 
their social relationships. Problem 
solving in a supportive environ-
ment with adult guidance or with 
more sophisticated players helps a 
student’s growth and maturation 
through play. Socially constructed 
solutions are the product several students 
collaborating. Four heads are better than one! Students 
who are able to describe their problem solving process 
are on their way to having a metacognitive understand-
ing of their own growth as learners, thinkers and col-
laborative problem solvers.

The wrap-up and reflection at the end of each 
play period allows the child an opportunity to verbal-
ize their experience to another child or to the group. 
Verbalization ensures a child becomes meta-cognitive 
about their play, developing their higher order think-
ing skills through reflection. Teachers with large groups 
that don’t have time for each child to share often ask 
the children to share with their shoulder partner so that 
when children leave the sharing circle, everyone has had 
a chance to describe in words what they participated in 
during play. This ability to describe their play involves 

planning, talking and summarizing. Summarizing has 
been recognized as strategic skills for the 21st century 
learner. No longer are we required to remember infor-
mation but now we need to be able to determine im-
portance for the retelling.

Miriam Trehearne, a well-respected early childhood 
educator suggests that open-ended props are more bene-
ficial than educational toys (Trehearne, 2016). After her 
children’s play and their play reflections, Joanie tasked 
her students to demonstrate different purposes for a 
scarf before dismissing. Her students suggested a scarf, 
a shawl, a tent and a table cloth. As they continued I 
was surprised to hear, a kilt and watch a boy do the 
Highland fling, or her last student grab it and say it was 
a hammer. This was an indication of more mature play-
ers. They don’t need to have concrete props but are able 
to use their creative powers to have just whatever they 
want to have, imagining many possibilities! The flex-
ibility in thinking of these students made it is easy to 
extrapolate that when they enter the work world, they 
will be able to imagine a world of many possibilities.

Children involved with mature 
play demonstrate an expansion of 
roles from Doctor/patient to add 
a dietitian, janitor, orthodontist or 

physiotherapist. Students whose play 
has matured will be more flexible in 

their roles, perhaps calling the pizza 
shop to order a pizza even though they 
may be located at the Vet Clinic. Lit-

eracy skills can be extended through 
play. A waiter in primary with a clip-

board that he was able to read back the order he took 
at a restaurant as “bread”, then self-correct to “boloney, 
hot dog with a bun, and milk”. An incredible feat for an 
early primary but one in which he was motivated by his 
audience, his customer and purpose as a waiter!

Play Morphs to Inquiry in the Later Years

“Play is the highest form of research.” This quote 
attributed to Einstein attributes a playful spirit as an 
important feature of innovation. Play morphs into in-
quiry. There really is no difference. It is an attitude of 
active wondering about the world. Csikszentmihalyi 
(1990) describes a “flow state” in which we lose track 
of time when we are working with our passion. It is a 
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state of total engagement. Jesse, a junior high 
student, whose passion was hock-
ey, invented heated hockey blades 
to skate faster for his science pro-
ject. With a mentor from the com-
munity college, Jesse learned which 
wires have the most resistance, giv-
ing off the most heat and how to set 
up a fair timed test of his skating. No 
issues with engagement here! Darren 
also in Grade 7 invented a modified 
drop down wheel so he could cross the highway on 
his skidoo. Justina’s magic mop pleased her mom as did 
Doug’s wiper blades that used car exhaust to thaw his 
mom’s windshield before work.

The common thread that unites these projects is 
they were derived from student’s passion. Passion, which 
begins in play with child-controlled activities morphs 
into inquiry and challenge based learning through later 
schooling. Just as employees at Google are given time 
to play daily, our students can truly develop their skills 
of executive planning and innovation by having oppor-
tunities to choose what they want to work on.

Conclusion:

In a world of increasing complexity and change, 
our students must be systems thinkers able to under-
stand the interactions amongst the components of the 
systems, their interrelationships. What better place to 
focus on relationships and how they affect the system 
of the whole class than through play. When children 
play together, they incubate their ideas. Individual 
parallel play is more immature. When children pre-
plan together what their play will look like their play 
matures. A teacher may initiate planning by asking a 
group to plan and build a house to meet the needs of a 
family of five. This 
still leaves lots of 
room for creative 
solutions by the 
students but also 
provides them 
with a reason to 
work together 
to solve the 
p r o b l e m . 

Through careful observation of a child 
at play, a teacher learns to listen and 
respond to the child’s needs whether 
they be social, emotional, literary or 
mathematically based. Teaching for 
the 21st century requires us to be 
responsive to the learning needs of 
each and every child in our class-
room. The world needs us to de-

velop social solutions for a more 
peaceful world. The relationships needed for this most 
important work is already underway in our play-based 
classrooms.
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Gaelic Heritage 
in Nova Scotia

Beth Anne MacEachen

Not all of Nova Scotia’s founding cultures are currently taught across the province. As teachers we know the 
importance of their inclusion, however, the inclusion of yet another task is often daunting. Through my role 

as a Gaelic language teacher at Citadel High School in Halifax, I have been asked by many teachers for assistance 
when trying to incorporate the role of the Gaels and things Gaelic in their classrooms. In this article, Gaelic things 
will be discussed. A Gaelic thing could refer to anything that you might think about as Scottish or Irish. They may 
be musical instruments like the fiddle or bagpipes, they may be types of clothing, symbols, family practices, beliefs, 
even colours – anything at all that we may feel relates back to those people. We call them Gaelic things because they 
are things that originated with the Gaels; people of Gaelic speaking descent.

My teaching position with the Halifax Regional 
School Board (HRSB) is not limited to my classroom 
at Citadel High School. My assignment includes release 
time for school visits and a Gaelic programming circuit 
to aid teachers with the inclusion of the Gaels into their 
curricular outcomes. Inglis Street Elementary as well as 
Waverley Memorial are provided with a weekly Gaelic 
culture class for their students. Students get 30 minutes 
of instruction on the Gaels and Gaelic language each 
week from February to June. This allows for a shared 
knowledge across entire student bodies. It is amazing 
and very special to hear students singing songs and re-
telling the ancient stories of our Gaelic warriors and 
fairies. It is quite often that I am greeted with a Gaelic 
madainn mhath dhuibh instead of an English good mor-
ning.

My work days which are not dedicated to these 
schools I can be found anywhere in HRSB speaking 
to students from Primary to Grade 12. Often I give 
introductory lessons on the Gaels and Gaelic cultures, 
but other times it may be a much more specific topic 
chosen by the classroom teacher or a special project that 
a school is working on. This year Waverley Memorial 
worked in conjunction with the Art Gallery of Nova 
Scotia (AGNS) to weave, mill (shrink), and create a 

traditional milling blanket. This creation was worked 
on by every student in their school, and it was milled by 
them as well as their parents, staff at AGNS, and com-
munity members. It was an amazing coming together 
to share in culture, tradition, and learning.

Shelly Rigby, a teacher from Waverley Memorial, 
shared the following thoughts on the Gaelic program 
being offered at her school,

“It has been a wonderful experience for our students 
at Waverley Memorial to learn about the Gaelic culture 
– language, song, stories and craft making!! To actually 
participate in the creating of a traditional craft from start 
to finish was an amazing project! Many families made 
themselves available to volunteer and to attend after school 
weaving sessions and the Milling Frolic at the Art Gallery 
of Nova Scotia on a weekend. In school we discuss ‘culture’ 
in Social Studies and what makes up culture! It has been 
a great opportunity for the students to actually share in the 
‘living’ of those things that make up culture – language, 
song, stories and craft making. It has been a journey for 
both those that actually have the Gaelic culture as a part of 
their heritage and for those that do not. It has been an op-
portunity for everyone to learn more about a culture which 
is often hidden. My students are already asking if they will 
continue their Gaelic studies next year! I really hope that 
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this continues here at Waverley Memorial next 
year!”

Students are also finding many connec-
tions to the other founding cultures 
through our Gaelic classes. One of 
my favourite lessons to teach is about 
storytelling and I connect this les-
son to the Mi’kmaq storytelling 
tradition. When I teach about 
the fairies in the Gaelic trad-
ition I teach them as well about 
the Mi’kmaq little people the 
wiklatmu’j. Students love this con-
nection and love learning and practicing 
this new word, wiklatmu’j. It is also a 
wonderful connection for the students 
of Mi’kmaq decent as many of them 
have already learned this word from 
their families and they can share their 
own knowledge as part of the lesson. 
They really appreciate my interest in 
their culture and the interest their 
classmates show in their family’s 
Mi’kmaq culture.

In May, we celebrated the 20th 
anniversary of Gaelic Awareness Month in 
Nova Scotia. It is important for Gaels and 
Gaelic that the youth in our province have 
some background on Gaels. The Office 
of Gaelic Affairs states that one in three 

Nova Scotians are of High-
land Scottish decent, 

which means that 
one in three of 
us come from 
Gaelic speak-

ing ancestry. 
There were many 
events happening 
through out the 
province to sup-
port and highlight 

Gaelic language and 
culture. The OGA are able to 

send schools posters and maps 
highlighting Gaelic Awareness Month 
and the Gaelic speaking areas of Nova 
Scotia.

If anyone ever has questions or 
comments with regards to the Gaels 
or classroom visits I am available 
through my email at cmaceachen@
hrsb.ca and am more than happy 
to work along side them to bring a 

deeper knowledge to their students 
on the Gaels.

Beth Anne MacEachen is a Gaelic 
Outreach teacher at the Halifax Regional 
School Board.
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Widening the Perspective of 
Cross-Cultural Competency

Cyril MacGillivray

I have had the opportunity to be part of the NSTU Equity Committee for the last two years. The Equity 
Committee develops, writes and implements policies that support members who face discrimination on the basis 

of race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, physical or mental ability, and ethnicity. The Equity Committee has 
provided me with an opportunity to explore, debate, and pose suggestions for many challenges presented to teach-
ers as we endeavor to ignite appreciation and deepen understanding of what it means to be a culturally inclusive 
community that values diversity.

Consider the meaning of diversity. Valuing divers-
ity does not mean tolerating differences. It means much 
more than tolerating others who are different from us. 
If we truly value diversity, we embrace and celebrate 
differences. We come from different backgrounds, we 
have different customs, traditions, and we may speak 
and write in several languages. 
Each person is unique in this 
wide world, and yet we are 
bound together by our com-
mon humanity. Embracing our 
differences provides us with the 
opportunity to be larger than 
our own immediate life. It af-
fords us the chance to celebrate 
who we are and celebrate others 
as well.

Widening the perspec-
tive of cross-cultural compe-
tency can move us from reading words on a page to 
engagement and action. Certainly to be competent in 
anything from perfecting a hockey drill to mastering 
a complicated math problem takes practice. The more 
practice you have, the better your skill becomes, and 
then your talent emerge.

To be truly culturally diverse, we need to practice 
and develop our cultural empathy and intelligence. 
Through involvement in our communities we can 

become more aware of the richness of people around 
us and what they contribute to our community as 
a whole. I am suggesting that the more diverse our 
community, the more assets we have as people living 
together. Many of us celebrate our own culture. Is it 
possible for us to consider this as an opportunity to 

ask others how they mark par-
ticular events in their history 
and culture? Even though the 
celebration will be different, 
it is worth noting that many 
cultural celebrations recog-
nize similar core values—free 
will, a sense of community, 
respect for one another—these 
core values may be recognized 
in a variety of ways, yet they 
are common values that cross 
many cultures.

I attend a church, which sponsors a community-
building project in Guatemala. Every January we have 
a fundraiser that involves people representing cultures 
from around the world. Each table represents a coun-
try or a particular culture and prepares a meal that 
is traditional to that culture. Participants move from 
table to table sampling the many food choices. The 
food is great, which leads to lively conversation, and 
ultimately a better appreciation and understanding 

...these core values 
may be recognized in a 
variety of ways, yet they 
are common values that 

cross many cultures.
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of the traditions and values embedded in the culture. 
The event has moved beyond a Christian fundraising 
activity to a multicultural event the wider commun-
ity participates in, and we are all enriched by it. If we 
did this kind of an activity within our schools, how 
much of the world would we cover and how might our 
awareness and appreciation be deepened?

I am impressed with the work that goes into cele-
brating African-Canadian month and Mi’Kmaq His-
tory Month. There are many activities going on in our 
schools to increase staff and students’ awareness and 
knowledge of these cultures which are deeply embed-
ded in Nova Scotia, and have shaped the path of our 
province. Next year, in addition to watching the dance 
and the drum, is it possible to invite an elder or other 
community leader to tell a story or be interviewed by 
the class?

There are many other events that happen through-
out the year that will widen our perspective of cross-
cultural competency. The 
International Day against 
Homophobia and the Stand 
UP Against Bullying Day are 
occasions that I think, require 
us to stand together as mem-
bers of our school community. 
Together we have the respon-
sibility to say that each of us 
has the right to be who we are 
without facing threat or intimi-
dation. This collective action 
came about because two Grade 
12 students at Central Kings 
Rural High School decided to 
act on a courageous idea. Travis 
Price and David Sherperd made a choice to take action, 
and that action resulted in the power to shape a positive 
direction for all of us. In one respect, the truth in the 
action was clear and simple, but I am sure, at the time, 
it was not an easy choice.

When I was much younger, I fished lobsters with 
an older gentlemen from my home community during 
May and June. It provided me with the opportunity to 
make a little money to pay tuition costs for the next 
year. His signature saying was “it ain’t easy”. This is true 
when it comes to participating in and planning events 
that will benefit all of us. Life becomes busy when you 

Together we have the 
responsibility to say 

that each of us has the 
right to be who we are 
without facing threat 

or intimidation.

are working, and especially when you are working as 
a teacher because that most often means you are also 
volunteering at the school, building sets for musical 
productions, going every weekend with the hockey 
team, weekly meetings with the yearbook committee, 
in addition to your immediate family responsibilities. 
And now I am suggesting that we all do more to bring 
about a wider understanding of cross-cultural aware-
ness, and move toward demonstrating cross-cultural 
competencies.

We can begin by taking small but sure steps in the 
right direction. Here are some ideas for the beginner:

•  Develop a culturally-inclusive calendar for your 
class or school. Note as many special days, cele-
brations, and community ‘markers’ as you and 
your class can determine.

•  Have people from various cultures come togeth-
er to share favourite writing or songs. A multi-
cultural story or song-circle, may be coordinated 

with one or two leaders. It may 
be that the school or com-
munity library will embrace 
the suggestion and lend 
a hand in promoting and 
organizing it with you.

•  Profile artists from various 
cultural backgrounds and 
invite them to explain their 
art work and perspective to 
the class.

•  Ensure that texts represents 
diverse voices and roles.

•  Be an informed global cit-
izen. Teachers are also learners, 
and by being informed, we 

demonstrate our awareness that global events 
have implications for local communities. Think 
of how many examples you could develop with 
this suggestion alone!

Schools are now preparing to recognize the contri-
butions of Gaels. My grandparent spoke Gaelic in their 
home. Their strong language and culture compliments 
diversity among all Nova Scotians.

Cyril MacGillivray is a teacher at Dr. John Hugh 
Gills Regional School with the Strait Regional School 
Board.
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The World is a Classroom
Helen Graham

For NSCC Marconi Campus business administration instructor, Helen Graham, the focus of her job is 
not just about the teaching; learning plays a very important role. According to Helen, “I like to know how 

things work. While some people learn just fine reading a book, I am more of a hands on person. When you teach 
business courses, and most with an international focus, being hands on means travelling around the world.”

Prior to coming to NSCC 11 years ago, Helen was 
once a senior trade and investment officer for the fed-
eral government. She had the opportunity to work with 
many different companies, government agencies and 
organizations that were interested in international busi-
ness. Travelling was part of the job and Helen took that 
learning tool with her to NSCC. Instead of taking com-
panies on trade missions and to trade shows in the US 
and Europe, Helen found a way to take NSCC students 
on international trips.

According to former 
NSCC student, Deborah 
MacPherson who partici-
pated in a past trip to Scot-
land, “Having experienced 
a business trip abroad made 
me feel like I now have a 
competitive edge and I am 
able to use that confidence 
and cultural sensitivity that 
I learned to help me de-
velop and become success-
ful in a professional and 
personal capacity.”

Every year is different 
and often depends upon 
finding funding. Sources 
of funding for the trips can 
come from the students, 
fundraising and research 
projects. While NSCC 
is very supportive of the 
learning opportunity, they 
do not provide any funding 
for this program.

Past trips have in-

cluded: North Eastern US, Mexico, Costa Rica, UK, 
Belgium and the Netherlands. Activities for the trips 
can include: research work for Canadian companies, 
attending classes at partner universities, working on 
international projects, attending international trade 
shows and meeting with foreign companies and organ-
izations. Taking advantage of the local culture is also an 
important part of the trips.

The group’s most recent trip was to China and in-
cluded the cities of Beijing 
and Shanghai. For the past 
few years, there are more 
students from China com-
ing to NSCC. In Cape 
Breton, Chinese students 
attending Cape Breton 
University make up almost 
a third of the student en-
rollment. “I actually teach 
a few courses at CBU and 
almost all my students are 
from China,” said Helen. 
“I was learning a lot from 
my students and given the 
importance of China in the 
world economy, I thought 
it was time for a visit. What 
I knew about China came 
from the media and read-
ing text books. One of the 
things I quickly learned 
while there is that the text 
books are getting dated.”

The “new” China is 
very westernized in many 
aspects. Everyone has heard 
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about the importance of relationships; that is true to a 
point, but get the “right” person to make the introduc-
tions and a company is well on their way to making a 
business deal.

Companies always hear about the risk of losing 
their Intellectual Property Protection when outsourcing 
or doing business with China. A partner in the largest 
law firm in China told the group that this was no long-
er the case. Chinese judges usually rule in favour of the 
western company. They got the message that allowing 
the old practice to happen was not in the best interest 
of Chinese companies. They have their own IP to pro-
tect these days.

While a lot of the agenda’s 
on these trips are business re-
lated, learning about a different 
culture is very important. What 
cultural things are important to 
local people? What do they like 
to do for fun? What do they 
like to eat?

“One of my favourite cul-
ture/business things to do with 
students is to visit a grocery 
store”, said Helen. “Not only 
do you get to see the different 
foods people eat, you see how 
they are packaged, branded, 
marketed, etc. Of course, let’s 
not forget how much things cost. You may be in for 
a shock either way, too cheap or too expensive. China 
was surprisingly expensive. I shuddered a few times at 
paying $6 for a cup of tea at Starbucks or Costa. Mc-
Donald’s was surprisingly cheap but Burger King was 
probably about 25 per cent more. I prefer local cuisine 
but some students need their fast food.”

Learning about food is always beneficial no mat-
ter what countries are visited. European grocery stores 
know how to put together a great ready to serve meal 
– no BBQ chicken, taters and salads there. The local 
grocery store chains could learn something.

Whether it is attending the largest seafood show in 
Europe, doing a marketing plan for a tortilla company 
in Mexico, developing a plan for seafood companies 

once the new CETA agreement takes effect, working 
with students from foreign universities to develop re-
search plans, visiting the largest port in the world, etc., 
these are experiences that students will carry with them 
forever. Many former students tell me that they learned 
so much from these experiences.

According to NSCC graduate Allison Milley and 
former European trip participant, “This experience 
has impacted me immensely. Learning about a differ-
ent culture is one thing but being able to experience 
it is totally different. No matter how much research 
you do, it does not prepare you for the exposure to the 

culture and the surroundings. 
This trip has opened my mind 
to experience new things like 
never before. This international 
trip has broadened my view on 
not only a personal level but a 
scholastic and professional one 
as well.”

“There is an expression that 
talks about how much we try 
and give our children every-
thing but in reality, as they age, 
the things they remember most 
are what we did with them”, 
said Helen. “I think the same 
kind of idea works in educa-
tion. It is not so much what we 

tell students but what we show them that has the most 
impact.”

Talking about international business is great but 
experiencing it firsthand is phenomenal. Over the years 
of working in international business and teaching, 
Helen has built up a repertoire of stories. Some good 
and others not so good. It is often the bad stories or 
mistakes that everyone learns so much from.

“When I retire from NSCC, I hope to teach at for-
eign universities. There is just so much more to do with 
my life, I have so much to learn,” said Helen.

Helen Graham is a faculty member in the Business 
Programs department at Nova Scotia Community 
College – Marconi Campus.

This experience has 
impacted me immensely. 

Learning about a 
different culture is 
one thing but being 
able to experience it 
is totally different.
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Closing the Gap while 
Widening the Perspective

Holly Shaffner

My Newcomer has arrived! What now?
In December of 2015 our federal government 

announced the arrival of the first flights of Syrian refu-
gees to Canada. A few short weeks later, Nova Scotians 
were greeting their newcomers with open arms, an air of 
curiosity and, as always, down home hospitality! Com-
munities were rallying together collecting goods and 
services to support the many families in need. What 
would happen when the dust settled and refugee parents 
and children alike would begin their steep mountain-
ous climb, of learning a 
new language, within a 
new culture, while in a 
new land? I suspect this 
was a question many 
Nova Scotians, espe-
cially teachers, began 
to ask.

Luckily, here at 
Duc d’Anville Ele-
mentary School, better 
known as The Duc, the 
arrival of newcomers, 
including both refu-
gee and immigrants, 
has been an ongoing occurrence over the pass 10 to 15 
years. With our most recent influx of Syrian refugees, 
(over 40 newcomers to The Duc alone since January 
2016) our school population of 340 students is now 
buzzing with over 32 nationalities and a collection of 
corresponding languages. Our classrooms are a sea of 
cultures and languages ranging from Arabic, Albanian, 
Bengali, Croatian, Farsi, Fur, Hindi, Korean, Malay, 
Nepali, Pashto, Russian, Swahili, Tagalog, Tigrinya, 
Urdu, and Uzbek, just to name a few!

Presently, as we school a population reaching close 

to 50 per cent English as Additional Language Learn-
ers, we can safely say that The Duc truly has become a 
Global Village. Creating innovative and effective pro-
gramming is a must amongst our busy walls of learn-
ing. Finding funding to make these ideas and programs 
a reality can, unfortunately, become less than certain. 
As a school community, we have looked to our School 
Board, our Union, and towards Corporate Grants for 
funding to augment existing resources and materials. 

It truly does take a vil-
lage to meet the needs 
of our global learners.

Fortunately, in 
March of this year, our 
school’s proposal to 
the NSTU Program 
Development Assist-
ance Fund was ac-
cepted! Our proposed 
program, Dual Lan-
guage Learning Kits 
is, at this point, one 
of a kind in the Hali-
fax Regional School 

Board. Our school community outreach using our 
Dual Language Learning Kits is a component of a larger 
school community wide project. This project is called 
Project Bag of Books, which is the result of funding 
from a previous grant from Chapters Indigo, Canada. 
Books and materials purchased for our Dual Language 
Start Up Kits will be made available to borrow for both 
home and school, helping to build the links of learn-
ing for our new English speaking students across the 
grades, as well as, across the curriculum. By providing 
literacy materials that are written in English and then 
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mirrored with text in the student’s First Language on 
the adjacent page, our newcomer students and parents 
will have an opportunity to become more collaborative, 
creative, and involved as they read, discuss, listen, write, 
create, draw, play, speak...and learn all about books and 
the many discoveries they bring.

Our Dual Language Learning Kits project addresses 
the many hurdles that are encountered as our multicul-
tural newcomers arrive and adjust to their new coun-
try and community. The project acts as a welcome and 
a bridge for families to continue to take part in their 
children’s education. The Dual Language Learning Kits 
help support the transference of literacy skills by pro-
viding books in the family’s first language and in Eng-
lish. Research speaks to the importance of teaching for 
transfer across languages. As an educator to our multi-
cultural newcomers, it is imperative that we realize that 
concepts, academic content, and learning strategies all 
transfer across languages. We must remember that chil-
dren, who learn to read in their native language, will 
have an easier time learning to read in their additional 
language. (Anstrom, 1999)

It has been our mandate from the onset of the 
proposal for funding to ensure that high quality dual 
language books and materials would be made available 
in both our newcomers’ homes and in classrooms. An 
ensemble of dual language books, audio multilingual 
CD’s with compact CD players, games, writing materi-
als and a welcome note will be placed in a durable back-
pack that can be borrowed by both home and class-
room. Our Dual Language Learning Kits will also be 
made available to all English as an Additional Language 
Learners. Our kits have been created to support 10 of 
our most used languages and will be expanded upon 

as further funding is created. In addition to our dual 
language books and dictionaries, receiving the PDAF 
funding has allowed us to order 5 PENpal audio de-
vices that will make it possible for a reader to listen 
to books translated in up to 62 languages, as well as 
provide support for communications between staff and 
families.

Communication and cultural competencies are 
the stepping stones to widening an educator’s perspec-
tive and closing the learning gap for our English as Addi-
tional Language Learners. Cultural competencies, such 
as recognizing a student’s first language as an important 
part of one’s identity and as a means toward connecting 
with one’s culture, one’s family, and to oneself, are vital 
steps toward a student’s academic success. Valuing our 
student’s first language by reading dual language books, 
writing dual language compositions, and providing op-
portunities for dual language presentations all create a 
bridge for learning, a foundation of self-efficacy and a 
healthy community of cultural awareness and compe-
tencies.

When we consider enhancing academic achieve-
ment by widening our perspectives through valuing the 
prior knowledge, language and experiences of others, 
magic truly begins to happen. With the right tools 
in hand, our newcomer students and families have a 
chance to grow, succeed and enjoy the view from that 
mountainous learning curve we so easily take for grant-
ed; education.

Holly Shaffner is an Early Literacy Support Teacher at 
Duc d’Anville Elementary with the Halifax Regional 
School Board, Halifax, Nova Scotia.



AVISO Spring 2016 21

In the Loop: 
Following My Students to Grade 5

Janine MacAulay

In the spring of 2014, I was faced with a unique opportunity – the chance to teach my whole class for an-
other year. With just days to decide, I had to make a decision. Would it be worth teaching a new grade to have 

my same students again?

I had just spent my first year in Grade 4 stretching 
all my teaching muscles: Learning a new curriculum for 
five subjects, planning engaging lessons, creating differ-
entiated assessments, surviving those grueling first-term 
report cards, and – the greatest challenge of all – teach-
ing an energetic group of children whose academic abil-
ities spanned at least five grade levels. Wouldn’t it be 
nice to have a chance to teach 
a new group of students with 
most of my curriculum already 
prepared?

The problem was, I loved 
that energetic class. They con-
sumed a great deal of my energy 
and time, and they had lots of 
room for improvement when it 
came to working independently 
and cooperatively. But when 
June rolled around, I felt like we 
were just getting started. And I 
realized that I would miss them. So I followed them to 
Grade 5, thus beginning our multi-year adventure.

Theory Meets Practice

To be truthful, I didn’t even know that there was 
a word for having the same students for two or more 
years in a row. Through my Master of Education pro-
gram, I found out that it is called looping. In the fall of 
2014, I enrolled in two graduate courses through Me-
morial University of Newfoundland that spoke directly 
to the looping experience: Multi-age/Multi-grade Edu-
cation and Rural Education. Looping is frequently seen 

in small rural schools, given that rural schools usually 
have multi-grade classes where students are taught by 
the same teacher for two or more years.

Looping has advantages for teachers, students, and 
families in three broad categories: time, relationships, 
and engagement (Thompson, Franz & Miller, 2009). 
Looping can be advantageous in single-grade as well as 

multi-grade environments. Ac-
cording to Grant, Richardson 
and Forsten (2000), specific 
benefits of looping – particular-
ly among young adolescents – 
include more efficient instruc-
tion, higher attendance rates, 
reduced rates of student reten-
tion (failure), fewer referrals of 
students to special education 
programs, improved relation-
ships between students, and 
improved student behaviour.

A New School Year Begins

I looked forward to joining my students in Grade 
5. In 18 years of teaching, I never had a more relaxing 
first day of school. Meeting my students in September 
in our new classroom felt like a reunion. “Tell me about 
your summer” was a genuine question, not a superficial 
icebreaker or a topic for a writing piece.

We started working without delay. I knew what the 
class had learned in Grade 4, and I knew the individual 
strengths and challenges of each student. We built on 
the foundations laid in the previous year in reading, 

Wouldn’t it be nice 
to have a chance to 
teach a new group 

of students with most 
of my curriculum 
already prepared?
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writing, mathematics, and the content areas. We took 
risks earlier too. When some of my students proposed 
creating a Halloween haunted house for the entire 
school, I already knew that I could trust them to see it 
through. They had the confidence to take on leadership 
roles because they felt comfortable and understood by 
their teacher.

Rapport with Parents

The parents were supportive and we communicat-
ed regularly, which was instrumental in my decision to 
loop. The rapport I had with the parents of my students 
was a major factor in my choice to stay with them. The 
parents of this class were very supportive and we com-
municated regularly. The trust that was built in Grade 
4 only strengthened our relationships in Grade 5. We 
had more informed conversations about the students’ 
academic progress and behaviour. When our school 
board announced in January that a grade realignment 
would take effect the next school year, I was able to 
have meaningful discussions early on with parents 
about their child’s options for middle school.

Missed Opportunities

If I had known I would teach my students for two 
years from the beginning of Grade 4, I could have taken 
advantage of that time to build a two-year curriculum. 
I would have had the flexibility to realign some of the 
topics in the content areas to better suit the interests 
and abilities of my students (for example, connecting 
the Medieval unit in Social Studies 5 with the Explor-
er unit in Social Studies 4). An advantage of looping 
would have been to ask the students to keep a jour-
nal about some experience during the summer that we 
would discuss in the fall, such as museum visits, family 
trips, pay-it-forward moments, or interesting items in 
the news.

Considerations and Recommendations

Spending two years with my students has given 
me a depth of knowledge about each one of them as 
a learner and a person. However, there are things to 
consider before making the choice to follow a class to 
the next grade.

•	 The support of administration is crucial for 
looping to be a successful experience. School	
administrators	play	a	key	role	in	determining	
teaching	assignments,	anticipating	staffing	and	
student	needs,	and	providing	necessary	resour-
ces.	The	decision	to	loop	should	occur	early	in	
the	first	year	so	that	the	teacher	can	take	advan-
tage	of	the	time	to	build	a	two-year	curriculum.

•	With the addition of new members, the dynam-
ics of the group change. I	had	an	ideal	op-
portunity	to	teach	all	the	same	students	for	a	
second	year	because	our	school	has	only	one	
class	per	grade	and	no	new	students	enrolled	in	
our	class.	In	a	larger	school,	the	students	most	
likely	would	be	redistributed	after	the	first	year.	
Having	only	some	of	the	same	students	may	
create	a	dynamic	where	new	students	feel	they	
missed	out	on	something	special	–	especially	if	
the	former	students	reminisce	about	the	previ-
ous	year	to	their	new	classmates.	In	such	a	case	
it	would	be	important	to	rebuild	a	new	com-
munity	of	learners.

When my students found out that they would be 
moving on to middle school next September, one of 
them exclaimed, “Does this mean you won’t be teach-
ing us in Grade 6?” Of course it had crossed my mind 
that I would follow them for a third year, but they 
moved on to middle school and I moved on to a new 
class of students. I was happy that we had this experi-
ence together, yet I know that they will benefit from a 
variety of teachers over their school careers. I am sure 
many of those teachers will be sad to see them go, just 
as I was.
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The Idyllic Classroom
Lindsay MacInnis

In Canada, we pride ourselves on being multi-cultural with over 200 languages being spoken each and every 
day. From an outsider looking in, Antigonish, a small town in Nova Scotia, would not exude this demographic. 

Many visitors would describe Antigonish as essentially a homogenous little town with trickles of diversity and 
multiculturalism from STFX University. However, as a teacher at the high school in Antigonish, there have been 
positive changes to the demographic of our student body. The Canadian multi-cultural experience can now be 
mirrored even in a small town Antigonish high school. Simply walking the corridors of the high school reveals the 
infiltrating richness of culture and diversity.

I am fortunate to have students from Germany, 
China, Korea, and Bangladesh in my English Language 
Arts classroom. The cornucopia of ideas and abun-
dance of critical thinking around culture and identity 
is outstanding. My students have demonstrated such a 
keen, critical, and empathetic understanding of issues 
surrounding global politics 
and discrimination solely at-
tributed to the diversity in my 
classroom. The oral discussions 
among my students are brim-
ming with differing ideolo-
gies with subsequent discus-
sions keeping me tied daily to 
world events and global affairs. 
The culturally diverse group 
of students consistently con-
tribute their experiences and 
cultures to class discussions of-
fering global perspectives and 
thoughts that cannot be found 
in a text book. Listening to the 
first hand experiences from our 
international students enhances 
my classroom in so many ways encouraging all of us 
to extend our learning outside of Nova Scotia or even 
Canada and begin to think globally without any ef-
fort or prompting. The holistic conversations that have 
occurred in my classroom due to the varying cultural 
backgrounds promote and teach all of us to be better 
human beings and critical thinkers.

The international students in my classroom have 

modelled an extraordinary work ethic and ambition 
to succeed both academically and in the commun-
ity, which then positively over flows to all students in 
the room. The curiosity that has developed regarding 
global affairs, among my students, is such a pleasant 
and celebratory surprise. My only hope and expecta-

tion is that my desks continue 
to fill, with students of various 
backgrounds and identities, as 
this is where authentic and in-
novative learning occurs in the 
2016 classroom.

Many of the international 
students do not only impact 
the school community, but the 
larger Antigonish community. 
The students volunteer at many 
local events, as well as become 
members of families participat-
ing in old family traditions and 
incorporating their own new 
traditions. The presence of the 
international community in 
our small town of Antigonish, 

predominately in the high school, brings nothing less 
than a microcosm of internationally rich experiences 
that indirectly promote human rights and critically ex-
plore global perspectives.

Lindsay MacInnis is a teacher at Dr. John Hugh Gillis 
Regional School with the Strait Regional School 
Board.
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So There I Was…

In Botswana, Rethinking 
the Scale of Zeds

Dr. Steven Van Zoost

So there I was, in Botswana, in the Okavango Delta, in a makoro—a dugout canoe. We moved along the 
deep and clear hippopotamus paths, hoping not to encounter one. My guide had provided us with advice about 

confronting certain animals: with an elephant, run and hide; with a buffalo, climb a tree, and; with a lion, stand 
very still and don’t run. There was no advice for meeting a hippopotamus. Despite the tension of feeling like prey, 
a particular day in the makoro remains one of my favourite life-experiences to date. My understanding of “scale” 
was dramatically challenged.

When I was young, my family used to canoe to the 
other side of a lake that was shaped like a set of lungs. 
Our family cottage was at the bottom tip of the right 
lung, and on the other side – through the narrows, past 
the island, beyond sandy cove – was a small inlet at 
the bottom of the uninhabited left lung. It was filled 
with water lilies and the quiet sound of the canoe scrap-
ing over the lily pads. Almost assuredly, we would also 
see a beaver dam, turtles sunning on a fallen tree, and 
dragonflies in abundance. Each summer, one water lily 
returned to the cottage, making its trip at the bottom 
of the silver canoe. This little cove was, and remains, a 
quiet place in my busy mind. Lilies immediately make 
me think of the quiet rustle of the canoe over their 
leaves and the warm sun of a late August afternoon. 
I had never seen more lilies in one place than in this 
remote and undisturbed cove – until I was in Botswana.

In the makoro, we ventured into the Okavango 
Delta through tall reeds that parted to reveal water lilies 
that consumed about the same amount of space as that 
small cove in remote Yarmouth County, Nova Scotia. 
Within minutes, we passed through another patch of 
grass and I was surrounded by water lilies that spread to 
the size of a school campus. While being among water 
lilies in a canoe was an experience that I knew well, 
it was difficult to conceive the scale of these water lily 
fields. For hours, we moved through field after field of 
water lilies; water lilies to the horizon in all directions. 
It never occurred to me that so many water lilies could 
be seen at once.

Many times in my life, I’ve been shaken by the 

changing notion of “scale” in my head. When I was a 
teenager and fresh off the farm, for example, it never 
occurred to me that there could be more than one ma-
jor train station in a city (Hamburg has four, in case 
you need to know). Last month, I had planned to meet 
my partner’s mother at Costco on a Saturday afternoon 
and we ended up at different places. Who knew that 
there was more than one Costco in Halifax? I’m not a 
Costco member and I had no idea. In education, there 
is no choice: as teachers, we have to keep-up with en-
visioning scale in a way that represents our students’ 
world views.

Generation Z – those born between 1995 and 
2009 – are now in my classroom and their sense of the 
world is noticeably different than mine. Their world is 
moving beyond my common frames of reference, espe-
cially in terms of scale. The projected forecasts for their 
lives reach far beyond my internalized expectations for 
working and living. According to Australian research-
ers, mccrindle.com, Generation Zeds can expect to 
have five careers, 17 jobs, and 15 homes in their life-
time. On average, they spend 10 hours and 19 minutes 
a day using technology. By 2020, the Gen Zeds will be 
40% of all consumers. By 2025, these Gen Zeds will 
be 31% of the work force (Baby Boomers – 8%, Gen 
X – 28%; Gen Y – 33%). It’s time for us, as educators, 
to think beyond Millennials, and address the needs and 
strengths of Gen Z.

Changing our scales of reference is not easy. You 
may recall the way “scale” has previously been taught 
to young kids, inviting them to imagine sitting in a 
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chair. Then, as a series of images that zoom out, reveal 
the child sitting in their home, in their community, in 
their province, in their country, and in the world. These 
simple stages of increased view are complicated in to-
day’s world. What does “community” look like for Gen 
Zeds? Is Larry Uteck Blvd considered a community? 
Is “Little Big Planet,” an online gaming community, 
more relevant for Gen Zeds than their physical com-
munity? Is YouTube considered a global view? I don’t 
think it will be much longer until virtual reality is so-
cial. Then, how will you determine your place in the 
world (and which world)? Students’ reference points are 
in flux, and simultaneously their world view is increas-
ingly siloed into smaller networks of similarly think-
ing (or similarly consuming) social media “friends.” 
Screenagers see a largely mirrored world on their five 
screens (smartphone, television, laptop, desktop, and 
iPod/iPad) as content algorithms direct who you might 
know, what you might want, and how you might think.

School has always involved helping students to 
understand the world beyond their everyday experi-
ences. Education helps young people consider alter-
nate points of view, learn about the broader world and 
societal problems, and, I hope, develop empathy and 
other citizenship skills along the way. Schooling also 
provides opportunities and risks for students to under-
stand themselves in relation to others. While engaging 
with their peers, students learn about diversity, poverty, 
social advantages and disadvantages, as well as how they 
are important to others. Perhaps, schooling has never 
been more important than right now, where students 
have to work with those outside of their often con-
suming self-selected networks formed behind screens. 

School provides opportunities for students to come out 
from their own worlds and screens – or use their own 
worlds and screens – to connect in meaningful, emo-
tional, and interpersonal ways.

Teachers are mindful of widening the range of our 
practices needed in the classroom to address students’ 
needs. Gen Zeds don’t sit and listen; they try and see. 
They want us, as teachers, to be learner-centric and to 
design tasks that are flexible, visual, collaborative, and 
in an open-book world. They are “technoholics” with 
little understanding of any alternatives. Goodbye print 
and self-contained textbook; hello personalized learn-
ing resources. We have to look up from the keyboard 
and beyond the world of students’ everyday digital 
encounters to find meaningful learning experiences 
for our students. As teachers, the scope of our teach-
ing practices has to change. This is exciting pedagogical 
work and I love it!

As I see it, we need to disrupt the digital algorithms 
of everyday life that consume and define Gen Zeds 
and ensure that the world that young people live in is 
broader than their own social network of notifications 
from Vine and SnapChat. We need to build on their 
strengths of wanting to share, to contribute, and to 
solve problems collaboratively so that we can facilitate 
the broadening of their world view. While the screen-
agers help us see the world differently, we can help Gen 
Zeds widen their scope. It might even include water 
lilies.

Dr. Steven Van Zoost teaches for Nova Scotia Virtual 
School and Avon View High School in the Annapolis 
Valley Regional School Board.
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The Cultural Landscape: 
Then and Now

Brian Forbes

I grew up in a small fishing village in Southwestern Nova Scotia. It was quite insular, and uniformly white, 
Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant. The surrounding area was only slightly less so. There were substantial Acadian 

communities nearby. When driving to either of the nearby towns, one passed through primarily African Nova 
Scotian pockets of population or a Mi’kmaq reserve. One might even encounter a resident from these communities 
on the street, but seldom was there any interactions. Other ethnic groups were practically unknown, except for a 
couple of prominent Jewish and Lebanese families. A German, Polish, Hungarian or others wandering through, as 
some did, would likely become the focus of curiosity, amusement, bemusement, and suspicion – maybe all of these 
simultaneously. Cultural diversity was an unknown term, and an unknown concept.

My schooling was even more of a cultural, linguistic, 
and ethnic uniformity. I don’t recall a single school mate of 
non-European descent throughout my school years. Even 
our French teachers were English. I especially remember 
the Grade 5 world geography text as a compendium of 
stereotypical and condescending portraits of other peoples. 
First Nations people were not treated very sympathetically 
in elementary and junior high history. We studied British 
history exclusively in both Grade 
8 and 9, and no one thought it 
strange. Literature was English 
literature. We recited the Lord’s 
Prayer, and had morning read-
ings from our Gideons-supplied 
New Testaments. Morning exer-
cises also included singing “The 
Maple Leaf Forever”, celebrating 
how “In days of yore from Brit-
ain’s shore / Wolfe the dauntless hero came.” We pledged 
allegiance to the Union Jack, and to the Empire for which 
it stood. No one questioned any of this, and if they had 
they would have been considered very odd.

In short, schools in that time and place were pri-
marily agents of cultural conservation and transmis-
sion. Now, in this time and place, that is no longer the 
case. The cultural landscape has changed radically, so 
that what used to look like a monolith (albeit some-
what deceptively) has become more like a mosaic or a 
collage, and the once dominant ethos is much less so 

now. There is no need to describe how remarkably di-
verse and multifaceted society has become, the various 
phases and permutations that have occurred as we have 
all struggled to adapt to seemingly never ending ka-
leidoscopic change. Multilingualism, multiculturalism, 
acceptance, inclusivism, pluralism, diversity – these are 
the watchwords of the day.

Yet amidst all the differences that inhabit our col-
lective lives, there must coexist 
a sense of social solidarity, some 
modicum of common purpose, 
common values, constitut-
ing the common ground upon 
which we live together. A school 
could be described as a com-
munity in the service of the 
larger community and as such is 
well placed to assist and facili-

tate the integration of all communities.
Kudos then to educators, who daily encounter cul-

tural diversity jostling on the doorstep, in all its multi-
farious brilliance and with all its manifold challenges, 
and welcome it in. It is their efforts, as much as any-
one’s, that can bring to fruition the distinctively mod-
ern vision of a society thriving not despite, but because 
of, its differences.

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