“We are the midwives of our students’ stories.”
~Eric Démoré~

The following pages depict narratives and analysis of Student Work Study learning experiences;
a retelling of students’ stories and teachers’ stories, which have now become our stories.
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Disrupting Design: A Call to Re-Organize
How does organization impact learning, mental health and well-being? From the student desk
to a systemic level, how do structures, practices, and biases in education, align or disconnect,
with student achievement and well-being? Supporting a co-learning environment entails deeper
inquiry into (pre) existing Ministry, Board, School, and classroom structures. These narratives
depict a desire to critically look at how embedded historical practices in education support or
impede today’s learner. How does the organization of the physical environment influence
student voice, self-directed learning, and the development of self-efficacy skills? How does
assessment and evaluation of ‘Organization’, as a Learning Skill, perpetuate dominant voices
while silencing others? How do positions of power influence ‘Pathways to Success’? These
stories reveal a need to pause and reflect, a need to re-organize existing structures in
education, to be culturally responsive, and to ensure a growing support and holistic approach to
student achievement and well-being.

Student Work Study: ‘SWS-stance’ as a learning necessity
“As soon as you or someone who wants or needs to learn about how another person learns, the
chances mightily increase that you will be sensitive to what the other person may be
experiencing. There is a world of difference between teaching as unidirectional process and
learning with and from each other. That difference is very infrequently recognized or respected
in too many school learning contexts.” (Sarason, 2004, p.36)

Part A: Contextualizing the Research
The following Student Work Study took place over the 2015-2016 academic year, including
research from two elementary and two secondary urban schools. Time spent in each school
was responsive to the various needs of each community. Participation was voluntary.
Teachers were invited to engage in professional learning through Collaborative Inquiry. Student
Work Study is approached through an inquiry stance of learning. Data collection for this
particular research ranged from Kindergarten to Grade 12, including all subjects in elementary,
and English and Mathematics in the secondary panel.

*names have been altered/changed*
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Mandate: Ontario Ministry of Education
“...we understand that children and students who have strong relationships and a positive sense
of self are best positioned to reach their full potential. And it is through expressions of happy
and healthy childhood development and a positive sense of well-being that our learners are
supported to become more resilient and better able to overcome challenges now and in the
future.”
“There is a shared belief that organizational well-being is the foundation to support student wellbeing. ‘We need to have a culture of wellness in the workplace and [promote] staff wellness in
order to support student well-being.’”
– Presenter at Durham District School Board

Mission: Toronto Catholic District School
Board
The six components of the SEF include:
●

Assessment for, as, and of learning

●

School and Classroom Leadership

●

Student Engagement

●

Curriculum, Teaching and Learning

●

Pathways, Planning and Programming

●

Home, School, [Parish] and Community
Partners
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Part B: Method and Methodology
This research is grounded in narrative analysis (Kettley, 2010), the triangulation of assessment
data (conversations, observations, and products) and pedagogical documentation.
“Pedagogical documentation is both a methodology of teacher research to make children’s
thinking and learning visible, and interpretable to others, and a methodology for planning
emergent curriculum. Content emerges through studying pedagogical documentation. When
teachers revisit documentation with children, it has the effects that drive curriculum forward.”
(Wien, 2008, p.10)
The following themes are adapted from Kettley’s Theory Building in Educational Research
(2010) providing a contextual framework, of qualitative research, that both supports and
challenges the interpretations of the learning experiences. These themes are never ‘outside’ of
the stories, but instead weaved throughout the narratives as a living consciousness...How do I,
as a teacher/researcher, position myself, and navigate the tensions, throughout the research?
Philosophical Foundation

Society is constituted through personal meanings,
interaction and subjective interpretations. Ideas construct
reality and society is not knowable through the scientific
method, but through understanding human motivation and
action. Seeking to describe actions and understand
individuals’ motivations and meanings.

Theoretical Model of Society and
People

Society is composed of meaning and exists within
individual consciousness.

Theoretical Perspectives

Theories of positions of power (i.e., gender, sex, race,
ethnicity, age, culture, religion, etc.)

Model of Social Change

Conflict or consensus may arise from diverse individual
meanings that motivate action. Change arises from shifts
in subjective meaning and integration of meaning into
altered group action. Change as human agency.

Methodological Position

Individual meanings are studied to produce
representations, descriptions and understandings of the
motivations for action. Contemporary growth of narrative
analysis, discourse analysis and deconstruction.

Research Strategies and
Techniques

Qualitative, comparative and case studies.
Unstructured, depth, dialogical and emancipatory
interviews.
Observation strategies
Narrative analysis; coding strategies
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Social Explanation and Theory

Meanings used to describe, explain and make sense of
social life. Seek to discover the subjective meanings that
motivate individual and group behaviour in a given context.
The explanations so generated represent the underlying
conditions of action, not a ‘superior truth’.

Research entails a hyperconsciousness and interrogation of ‘Who Am I?’ which includes
assumptions, biases and positions of power; perception of self, perception of others, and
perception of how others see me.

●
●

How do I position myself in the research?
What are the implications?

These questions reflect the interconnectedness and complexities of Student Work Study.
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Watt and Colyer’s (2014) framework, on the triangulation of data, was used throughout as a
vehicle for pedagogical documentation; a means of listening, understanding, and supporting
students’ and teachers’ thinking and learning.
Through experiences and reflection, I began to rethink the triangulation framework...

?

Although assessment data was gathered in a variety of ways, interpretation, meaning-making,
and action resulted dramatically from conversations.
Products can include conversations as artefacts of learning, but not all conversations are
documented, especially among teachers when observing students and/or discussing their work.
Observations only live in a realm of bias and assumption until dialogue or professional
discourse takes place.
“Not only is Collaborative Inquiry an approach to professional learning, but it is also a stance of
openness to learning. It enables educators to work together to determine the purpose and focus
of their professional learning so that it can contribute to system direction, action and
understanding… The purpose of CI is twofold: to promote professional learning and to improve
student learning, achievement and a sense of well-being.”
(Capacity Building Series: Collaborative Inquiry in Ontario, 2014)
●
●
●

What do we see/hear? (What do we not see/hear?)
What do we think?
What do we do?
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Conversation drives inquiry, through reflection and action. It is a cyclical process. How
communication ‘looks and sounds’ is dependent on the context of learning. When
conversations are honoured and embedded throughout, we become responsive to students’
needs, achievement and well-being.

“Because pedagogical documentation is intended to uncover the student’s thinking and learning
processes, it has the potential to help us look at learning in new ways, to assess flexibly with
particular needs in mind and to individualize and differentiate our response...
… pedagogical documentation is a process for making pedagogical (or other) work visible and
subject to dialogue, interpretation, contestation and transformation.” (Dahlberg, 2007, p. 225)
(Ministry of Education, Capacity Building Series: Pedagogical Documentation Revisited, 2015)

This research reveals how conversations, about products and observations, became the pivotal
moments of learning. Through dialogue, opportunities emerged to improve co-learning spaces.
“An effective communicator who speaks, writes and listens honestly and sensitively, responding
critically in light of gospel values.”
[Ontario Catholic School Graduate Expectations - 2011 (Second Edition)]

This journey of Student Work Study challenges the notion of an ‘equilateral’ triangulation of
data; reframing conversation, through active listening, as the essential connector; the scope of
learning embedded throughout rather than a representation, or an equal portion of the data.
Emerging from these narratives is a critical understanding of the power of conversation, as a
social, emotional, academic, and professional necessity, in formal and informal learning
environments. It demonstrates the reciprocity of multimodal communication, especially in the
21st Century (face-to-face, online, etc.) among all learners at all levels in education.
“The more we dig into student learning, the more we reveal some fundamental cross--curricular
tensions in listening. If we’re going to place importance on student voice, if we’re going to
collectively wonder about what that voice is saying, if we’re going to triangulate data and make
student thinking visible, then we have to become better listeners and rethink listening itself.”
(Stepan Pruchnicky - Student Work Study Teacher, 2015)
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Part C: Narrative Analysis - Elementary
K and C
K and C are students in Grade 4. Their teacher, Ms. M was curious about their thinking as it
related to various reading and writing activities. I sat with both students on more than one
occasion. A graphic organizer was given, on one particular day, to all students. They were
instructed to read a short story, with a partner, and then proceed to answer a guiding question
based on understanding, making connections, and inferring. K listened and followed along as C
read the story aloud. They then took a look at the first question. K seemed to show a facial
expression of uncertainty, but remained silent. I began to wonder at this point if she understood
the text, the question, neither, or both? They re-read the question. C highlighted the two words:
‘rattling sound’ and commented, “I think this is important.”
K looked over and then proceeded to highlight the same words in her copy of the text. C shared
some ideas aloud and both students wrote the responses in the space provided. K remained
silent. She seemed to follow C’s lead.
I asked K about any strategies she may have when she is unsure what to do (i.e., doesn’t
understand a question, instructions, etc.). She said, “I can always go back to the text to look.”
She then flipped to the front of her duo tang and showed me one of her learning goals. She
said, “Hey, that’s one of my goals for reading!” She smiled. It seemed as though some of her
struggles with reading, in that moment, alleviated the second she remembered it was a goal she
was working through.
[Students were made aware, during my initial visits, about what ‘documentation’ could look like,
sound like, etc., during our time together. It would be dependent on permission, comfort level,
context, responsiveness, responsibility, and ethics.]
I began to document some of K’s thoughts. I sat next to her in order to ‘co-document’ through
our conversation. She asked me how I knew the spelling of her name. I pointed to a yellow card
on her desk and said, “I referred back to the text.”
She smiled again and said, “That's not a text.”
We engaged in a great conversation as we deconstructed the definition of a ‘text.’
“It's anything that gives you information,” K concluded. We came to an agreement that her
yellow card on her desk was indeed, a ‘text.’
As the comfort level seemed to increase, K began to ‘think aloud’ when she returned to the
assigned reading:
“I wonder how the 'rattling sound' sounds? I wonder if it shakes? I wonder if the quills cause
bleeding?” (It was a story about a porcupine). She became consumed with curiosity and
questions.
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When she came across a word and didn’t know its’ meaning, she asked C, who then shared a
synonym to help with comprehension. K wrote the word 'stinky' in place of 'odour'. C erased
the word 'stinky' on K’s sheet and replaced it with 'bad smell'. When I questioned K which she
preferred, she said that 'bad smell’ was the better choice.
“A defining feature of a context of unproductive learning reflective of the most narrow conception
of learning; students are passive recipients of knowledge...” (Sarason, 2004, p.67)
Was K a passive recipient of knowledge in this context? I wondered about whether a context of
‘unproductive learning’ could be transformed as an opportunity for productive learning?
While both students were completing their responses, K asked me, “If the question doesn't ask
for our own ideas, do we still include it?”
I asked, “What do you think?”
K responded, “I think we should include it anyway.”
“The official theory of learning says that we have to learn something in order to understand it.
Once again, this is totally contrary to fact. We have to understand something in order to learn it.
We have to make sense of it.” (Smith, 1998, p.35)
K questioned, wondered, and tried to make meaning from information that wasn’t there. This
transpired as a pivotal moment of learning. Ms. M (host teacher) and I discussed the criteria for
critical thinking; asking questions about explicit and implicit information. K demonstrated this,
and many other skills, through conversation.
I began to think about how instructions are communicated and organized (i.e., verbally, in
written form), what’s implicit and explicit, and how they impact self-directed learning.
~~~
The next day, the class was involved in a similar task. With a partner, students co-constructed
a reading response, followed by a self-assessment. They each referred to ‘My Goal Chart’ and
reflected on their experiences in relation to a particular goal.
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Ms. M also invited students to complete a self-evaluation checklist. She and I had some
conversation around predicting possible responses that would be generated by students. While
observing K, I noticed she repeated words such as, 'maybe' and 'I don't know' and 'I kinda think
so', several times.

Ms. M continued to reflect - she wondered about recognizing the difference between students
taking time to reflect on their own learning, when they were hesitant to take a risk, or simply
unsure how to self-assess?
This was another opportunity for professional dialogue. How do we know, what we know,
through the triangulation of data?
“Self-assessment skills, like any academic skills, should be taught.” (Brookhart, 2010, p.59)
Wondering…
● How do graphic organizers impact learning?
● What are students’ understanding of ‘assessment’ vs. ‘evaluation’?
● How do we balance frameworks and/or strategies with student voice and choice?
● How can we design and organize lessons, in context, while remaining responsive to
students?
● How do we encourage ‘risk-taking’ as a positive, necessary path to learning?
“Assessment as learning focuses on the explicit fostering of students’ capacity over time to be
their own best assessors, but teachers need to start by presenting and modelling external,
structured opportunities for students to assess themselves.” (Western and Northern Canadian
Protocol, p.42)
(Growing Success, p.31)
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K shared with me her hesitation about self-assessment. “I’m just not sure.” This made me think
about student readiness. When do we ask students to self-assess? What skills need to be
explicitly taught about self-assessment? How can we support students through this process?
How do we connect teacher assessment with student self-assessment?
~~~
E, V, A, and M
E, V, A, and M are students in Grade 4. On this particular day, they were working through a
writing brainstorming activity. The learning goal focused on the organization of effective
paragraph writing. They were given the topic, but after a long while, they seemed ‘stuck’ on
next steps. They seemed hesitant to write anything on their paper. When they did, the recorder
of the group seemed to repeatedly erase words and attempt to re-write. I gravitated towards
them and asked if I could be of any help. We had a conversation about their topic and, as a
result, there were many ideas that emerged. At one point, A said, “No more ideas...we ran out
of room.” I suggested that they continue their writing on any other part of the page, ‘outside the
hamburger’, to which they quickly responded, “No.”
I then suggested to continue on the back of the page since many great ideas were being shared
and it would be difficult to remember all of them once they begin to write their paragraph. They
were ok with writing on the back of the graphic organizer. I also noticed that instead of using an
eraser now to modify their ideas, they simply crossed out a word and continued to focus on
ideation.
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Wondering…
● How do we determine, in context, when students need to ‘talk to write’ and when they
need to ‘write to talk’?
● How do tools (i.e. pencil/paper, digital) impact organization of writing?
● How do students perceive graphic organizers in relation to ‘ownership of writing’?
● How do students navigate frameworks of learning...knowing when to stay within, and
when to push outside the lines?
~~~
A few days later, the same group of students were working on a ppt. presentation as part of
their summative assessment. It was based on a research project; an animal of choice that is in,
or in risk of being endangered. They chose ppt. as their medium in which to share with the
class. I eagerly obliged when they asked for my feedback. I perused the slides, commenting on
each one. I suggested adding a slide that could include the reasons they chose the ‘Great
White Shark’; how they came to a consensus. They decided not to include this reasoning since
it was not part of the initial outline, instructions, and
expectations of the project.
I then asked them about using cue cards. This was a
suggestion from their teacher. The goal was to assess
‘summarizing important ideas’, extend their understanding
from local to global communities, while focusing on the
presenter/audience relationship. They perceived the use of
cue cards as a full written transcript of their research project
rather than a summary of key points. I shared this with Ms. M
who utilized this as an opportunity for explicit, whole-class
instruction. She carefully and diligently deconstructed
assumptions of the purpose of cue cards and invited students
to ask questions for further clarification.

She was responsive to her students. We wondered about the impromptu mini lessons that
emerge throughout the day, those that are not planned, but can either be anticipated, or ‘taught
on the fly’. We both agreed that these moments impact all of us the most.
“Inquiry is a powerful form of learning for adults: It makes learning immediate, relevant,
differentiated, self-directed, collaborative, active, and engaging. By applying the fundamentals
of teacher inquiry to student learning, teachers create a rich, deeply intellectual environment in
their classrooms that replicates all the reasons inquiry is a powerful form of adult learning with
children in elementary, middle, and high school classrooms.”
(Dana, Thomas, and Boynton, 2011, p.94-95)
~~~
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Ms. M was specifically curious about E. As a result of on-going conversations, I spent time in
her class during a Visual Art lesson. I became quite curious about his disposition towards
learning in different contexts.
Ms. M provided a framework for the art activity including purpose, techniques, and some
possible suggestions. It lent itself well to open-ended creativity through colour, form, and
design.
E seemed to become very frustrated at the onset of the lesson. He quickly asked for friends to
help him. He asked one student in particular to draw a picture for him as he was not happy with
his own sketch.

Me: “I noticed you drew and erased most of your drawings.”
E: “I didn’t like any of them.
Me: “Can you remember something you’ve created in art that you are proud of...something
you liked?
E: “No. I’m not good in art. My brain doesn’t work that way. Some of my friends are really
good. That’s why I ask them to help me.”
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Wondering…
●

How do students perceive themselves as learners that either help or hinder risk-taking,
improvement, and next steps?

“The growth mindset is the belief that abilities can be cultivated.” (Dweck, 2006, p.50)

Ms. M and I often spoke about mindset and learning, specifically in Visual Art. She was eager
to discover more about risk-taking and learning through an inquiry stance. We looked at
documentation, reflected on our observations, wondered about the existing learning structures
in her classroom, and most importantly, about how her students’ perceive themselves as
learners. I commented on how the beautiful and loving relationship between her and her
students created such inspiring conditions for learning in her classroom. She wondered about
the planning of her lessons, how could she re-organize, perhaps shift, her students’ mindset to
more self-directed learning?
“Learning is a process that occurs in an interpersonal context and is comprised of factors to
which we give such labels as motivation, cognition, affect, attitudes (about self and others).
These factors are always part of its process to some degree; their strength is never zero.”
(Sarason, 2004, p.7)

Learning is complex.

Ms. M: “My students and I have such an amazing connection. They are always so eager to
learn new things and get excited about so much. It seems they are always trying to please
me. I’m really embracing inquiry-based learning, but get stuck sometimes how to organize
based on what they get excited about, and what needs to come next...they seem so afraid to
make the next move without my instructions. I’m not sure if it’s afraid of failure, or afraid of
disappointing me? Is it who they are, or what I've created?”

“The essence of positive relationships is the student seeing the warmth, feeling the
encouragement and the teacher’s high expectations, and knowing that the teacher understands
him or her.”
(Hattie, 2012, p.141)

14

Since this trusting relationship already existed, overwhelmingly in this learning space, I
wondered if the students’ fears in risk-taking aligned with Ms. M’s similar fears? I shared many
personal examples with her about my own risk-taking moments. As professionals, teachers are
often afraid to take risks in their classrooms. This may stem from a ‘stepping out’ of what is
comfortable and familiar. It may stem out of fear of failure, being judged, or causing errors in
learning for students. We are almost wired to follow an organizational rhythm in teaching. An
inquiry-stance challenges this. It is responsive to students by knowing them, and the
curriculum, and enabling a dynamic union between the two. Ms. M was surrounded by a
supportive community of learners, including both students and colleagues. There seemed no
greater opportunity for risk-taking; a time to re-organize the learning.
“The reciprocity that emanates from sharing our teaching stories is helpful and productive as
well as comforting. Teachers need to help students respect themselves and others as well as
the work that lies before them. They need to take risks and find resilience to cope with
disappointments, turning to colleagues when things are not going as well as they could. They
also need to reflect on what worked and what did not. Throughout their teaching, relationships
are key.”
(Lundy, 2015, p.113)

~~~
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AJ
AJ is a student in Grade 1. He asked me many questions from our first encounter. Our comfort
level with each other was instantaneous. Ms. L was very curious to tap into AJ’s thinking
processes. I sat with him one day while he was working on a reading response. All students
were working on various activities, a modified version of ‘The Daily Five’. (Boushey & Moser,
2014)

Me: “What does ‘VIP’ stand for?”
AJ: “Very Important Points.”
Me: “How do you decide between what’s more important and less important?”
AJ: “Some words stand out, like this one.” (points to a word in bold)
Me: “I notice you’re trying to write everything in this one particular box.”
AJ: “Yeah, it doesn’t fit. I’m gonna erase it and try to write smaller.”
Me: “How do you feel about using this writing tool to organize your thoughts and ideas?”
AJ: “It’s hard. I’d rather be using a computer or a pencil.”
Me: “How do you know which tool is better when you’re working on an activity?”
AJ: “I don’t know...guess it just feels right.”

AJ’s response was reminiscent of provocations inspired by the Reggio Emilia experience and
how we can perhaps connect this approach with the provision of all tools we make available to
students:
“We would choose the materials and set up the exploration, and then the children moved freely
within our organized choices.”
(Edwards, Gandini, and Forman, 2012, p.315)
I began to think about a menu of options, a variety of tools in which students gravitate towards
because they ‘feel right’, are comfortable, or make sense, in order to complete a task.
~~~
J, who was sitting at the same table, joined in the conversation. “The space is too small and the
marker is too fat. Ms., can you take a picture of my clipboard? I want my teacher to see what I
wrote before I erase it.”
I snapped a picture of his work.
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AJ: “I keep losing the spot of where I was reading. Ms., can you help me?”
Me: “I can cover the words that you’re not reading right now...will that work?”
AJ: “I don’t know...let’s try.”
I covered some parts of the book with post-its. This strategy seemed to help him focus and
work through the activity.

After sharing this with Ms. L, we discussed various tools that were already in place in her class.
Students were familiar and comfortable with technology as tools for learning (i.e., iPads) and our
dialogue evolved into new ways to document student artefacts; students documenting their own
learning, (i.e., digital portfolios) while working in small groups, in order to share with others.
This could, perhaps, tap into the ‘use of effective tools for organization’ as stated in Growing
Success.
“In a conducive environment, a child can learn many things without being taught in traditional
ways.” (The Third Teacher, 2010, p.18)
Ms. L had a keen sense of organizational strategies which overwhelmingly impacted the overall
learning conditions. I noticed from day one that how she organized the environment played a
key role in student achievement and well-being. When working independently, students
seemed to gravitate to where their mind and body felt naturally comfortable (i.e., on the floor, on
a chair, on the carpet) and there was never any conflict among students in terms of ‘personal
space’.
“Space and its objects-in-relation can be organized, designed, layered, and bounded in ways
that invite learning without teacher intervention…
...a space organized for particular learning possibilities by its placement, design, and content.”
(Wien, 2008, p.9)
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Wondering…
●
●
●

How does the organization of shared space, specifically in the secondary classroom,
impact self-regulation, inquiry-based learning, and self-directed learning?
What is the impact of specific learning structures? (i.e., tools, desks, environment,
timetables)
How do we move from pedagogy (a method and practice of teaching) to heuristics
(enabling a person to discover or learn something for themselves)?

Me: “How have you managed to organize a space where movement is seamless...with no
instruction or debate of ‘who goes where’?
Ms. L: “I’ve really tried to focus on the ‘self-regulation piece’ and look at how the classroom
environment affects that. You wouldn’t believe how many times I move things around, move
the furniture, trying to find a ‘better fit’ than the day or week before. I want them to realize
what they need, without me telling them...when they’re learning, when they’re hungry...it
changes so much all the time, which is probably why I keep rearranging things.”
Me: “Perhaps that is the reason your students feel so comfortable sharing what works for
them and what doesn’t. There seems to be such a high level of self-advocacy skills in this
room.”
Host Teacher: “I’m really just trying to help them figure it all out as I continue to figure it all
out.”
This was the moment I realized the extraordinary level of co-learning taking place in this
classroom.
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Part C: Narrative Analysis - Secondary
Time spent in the first of two secondary schools had a tremendous impact on my professional
learning. Continuous conversation with two host teachers pushed my thinking about how
learning is organized, specifically from a mathematical perspective. We engaged through
Collaborative Inquiry. Curiosity, over time, intensified about the adolescent learner. We took a
deeper look at the transitioning process from elementary to secondary, and the disconnection of
existing educational structures (i.e., streaming, assessment and evaluation, Pathways, etc.)
~~~
M is a student in Grade 11. I had the opportunity to speak with him on many occasions during
daily instruction of Academic Math. What began as a small seed of curiosity into how we
organize our learning materials sparked a greater conversation about assumptions, assessment
and evaluation.

Me: “I noticed you keep all of your daily work in your textbook.”
M: "This works for me....I know where everything is....most recent is at the top so I know if I
need to find something from the beginning of the semester I know to go to the back pile in
the book. I had a teacher that forced me to organize everything. I spent more time trying to
figure out how to organize it, and placing things in an ‘organized’ way, and less time learning
what I actually needed to learn in math. It didn't help. I didn't learn what I needed to learn.
After that I just continued to do it my way. It works for me. It's worked for me all my
life....why change it...I get good grades...I understand the work."
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S, also in Grade 11, who sat next to M, joined in our conversation. He shared his thoughts and
experiences.
"My grade 8 teacher set me straight....no loose papers allowed in my binder....everything
has to be organized, by subject, chapter.....when I get to university it'll help me. I can't go
back to doing it like before...I couldn't find anything. At home I'm more disorganized, but
then I reach a point, usually on the weekend, and I have to put everything away and clean
everything....then it builds up again....usually about once a month."

The host teacher, Ms. O, shared her comments about this documentation:
Regarding M:
"He never hands in anything late, understands and retains concepts, and is achieving well in
math....well over 70% heading into exams."
Regarding S:
"He struggles in math, has a hard time understanding concepts, retention, etc. ...barely over
50% heading into exams. It’s interesting listening to him talk about his strength in
organization, but I wonder how he connects that, if he connects that, to his achievement? I
wonder if it’s a way to deflect what he doesn’t understand in math?”
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Wondering…
●
●
●
●
●
●

How can we enable students to determine what organizational strategies work for them?
What does organization look like/sound like for students, in context?
Is there a framework, or common understanding among students and educators?
How do students’ and teachers’ lived experiences, values, identities, stories, influence
organization?
How do we determine if students are successful? How do we measure ‘Student
Success?’
Whose voice(s) are represented on evaluations? What are the assumptions when
correlating organization with ‘good grades’?

We took a closer look at Organization as a Learning Skill from Growing Success:

We noticed that ‘neat’ didn’t appear in any of the descriptors for Organization.
“Neat and organized aren’t necessarily the same thing.” (Levitin, 2014, p.305)
Further wonderings…
● Is the plan and process decided by student, teacher, or both?
● Who decides what takes priority and in what order?
● How do tensions in student/teacher voices affect prioritization as a means of organizing?
● How do varying strategies in organization affect goal achievement?
● What skills are needed, or need developing, in order to identify, gather, evaluate, and
use information?
● What is the role of ‘technology’ in organization?
● What are underlying assumptions and biases of organization as they relate to
evaluation?
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My conversation with J and V one day in secondary school #2 further supported these
wonderings:
J: “Organization' on the report card....one person's opinion, the teacher's opinion, but it
doesn't mean I agree, or it's right. I could be getting an 'E' in another class and what does
that even mean when I get an 'S' in Business? Yes, organization is a necessary skill to
learn, but it's only one person's opinion. I'm disorganized in a class that has to collect
papers in a binder, but give me something in construction, building something with my
hands, and I know where everything is. Let me do what I have a passion for."
On what and how students should be evaluated...
V: "Technique....how you actually do something."

“Assessing, evaluating, and reporting on the achievement of curriculum expectations and on the
demonstration of learning skills and work habits separately allows teachers to provide
information to the parents and student that is specific to each of the two areas of achievement.”
(Growing Success, p.10)
Wondering…
●
●
●
●

What are the implications of mixed messages?
Are we attempting to live a model of inclusive education from an exclusive design?
Who’s ‘in’? Who’s ‘out’?
How can we re-organize to make educational structures culturally responsive?

As an elementary teacher who has co-written Learning Skills with students, I suddenly realized
how necessary a practice this needs to be at the secondary level. Since students navigate
various learning spaces and engage with a variety of teachers over the course of a year, they
require ongoing opportunities to use effective feedback to improve their learning. They need
opportunities to voice their opinions; assess and evaluate themselves as learners.
“In many high schools, those involved in academic programs treat the school as a talent
refinery. Their job is to deliver the curriculum to the students. Some students will get it and
thrive, and others will not.
Feedback functions formatively only if the information fed back to the learner is used by the
learner in improving performance. If the information fed back to the learner is intended to be
helpful but cannot be used by the learner in improving her performance, it is not formative.”
(Wiliam, 2011, p.119)
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If students are invited to provide feedback about how Learning Skills are evaluated, (i.e.,
perspective, meaning, relevance) then we need to take into account how we can use this
feedback to inform instructional practices.
Wondering…
●
●

How can ‘student voice’ be embedded throughout assessment and evaluation?
Is the format/organization of the existing report card reflective of our common mission
and mandate? Are grades still relevant?

“From the research discussed previously, it should be clear that the grading practices prevalent
in most US middle schools and high schools are actually lowering student achievement. Worse,
typical grading practices don’t even do the one thing they are supposed to do, which is tell us
what students know.” (Wiliam, 2011, p.122)

My conversations with Ms. O deepened...
Ms. O: “We make so many assumptions. What other assumptions are we making about how
they learn at the Applied Level or Academic Level that is causing so many challenges in
learning math? How they are being placed/streamed at the end of Grade 8 affects their
learning of math in high school. In elementary, there is a ‘no fail’ policy. In high school, the
credit system is designed as pass/fail.”
Me: “50% (or less) in elementary is ‘perceived’ as a failure, but not applied as one for the
purpose of promotion...you’re promoted to the next grade.”
Ms. O: “In secondary, 50% is perceived as a failure, but applied as a pass because a credit
is granted...so how are we even measuring pass/fail? How can we set the bar high for
students when they know that all they need is a 50% in every class to graduate?
Me: “And yet one of the indicators for measuring success as a province is by graduation
rates...hmmm…”
Ms. O: “And...Differentiated Instruction takes on so many different meanings because it’s as
if we are speaking two different languages.”
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Me: “A grade 8 student can be receiving a modified math programme, meeting grade 4 level
expectations, for example, but how does that translate to an Applied Math class in Grade 9?
Makes me wonder why we have credits at all?”
Ms. O: “Students are confused and I don’t blame them. So are we. They are shocked at the
difference! Then there’s the disconnect in the Curriculum itself. The five strands in
elementary are given equal weight, but that’s not the case in Grade 9 math and beyond.
More time is spent in some strands than others.”
Me: “I wonder why strands are even separated at all…they are so interconnected. That’s
probably why the SSLN experience can be so frustrating for so many teachers.”
Ms O: “Yes, so much time is spent talking about a textbook instead of the expectations; how
they connect (and disconnect), especially between Grade 10 and Grade 11 Math...there’s a
big gap....only way to figure out what works is to get to know your students, know the
curriculum, don't make any assumptions, and intervene only when we think/feel/see it's not
working (i.e., low achievement, anxiety, etc.). It’s hard to get to know students at the
secondary level....such limited time with them, especially the grade 9's…whether a school is
termed or semestered, streamed, working on a Day 1/Day 2 schedule or not...how we
organize our time with students matters...all of it impacts how they learn, what they
understand, retain, and apply. We end up giving what little time we have to the students
who struggle most, but they all need help in one way or another.”

I continued to think about the implications of K-12 structures in the province of Ontario.
“The Vision Creating Pathways to Success is founded on a vision in which all students leave
secondary school with a clear plan for their initial postsecondary destination, whether in
apprenticeship training, college, community living, university, or the workplace, and with
confidence in their ability to implement, and revise or adapt, their plan throughout their lives as
they and the world around them change. This vision sees students as the architects of their
own lives.” (Creating Pathways to Success, 2013)
I connected this to the first expectation listed in Organization as a Learning Skill: ‘devises and
follows a plan and process for completing work and tasks.’ How many opportunities arise for
students to ‘revise or adapt their plan’ during the four years of secondary school? What if some
form of clarity isn’t reached until after high school, through experiential learning in postsecondary school settings?
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Wondering...
● What biases and social implications (i.e., inclusive education) surround labels of learning
in Ontario? (i.e., Applied, Academic, College, University, Workplace, Apprenticeship)
● How are existing structures enabling or disabling students in developing necessary,
transferable skills? (i.e., Catholic Graduate Expectations)
● How are existing structures affecting student and teacher well-being?
● How are positions of power perpetuating limitations on student success?
If the vision of pathways entails a clear plan for students’ initial postsecondary destination, how
is the practice of streaming through pathways itself, affecting the holistic development of the
student? Is it perhaps limiting students’ curiosity, strengths, interests, knowledge building,
development of transferrable skills, and potential pathways, while they navigate ‘Who Am I’?
“The way we identify ourselves is at the core of it all… ‘Who am I’ is inevitably “Who do other
people think I am?” whether we realize it or not… We become like the company we keep,
exhibiting this identity in the way we talk, dress, and ornament ourselves, and in many other
ways. The identification creates the possibility of learning… It’s the same way with mental
growth. We learn “new things” from the company we keep by making them part of what we
already know. They are not new bits to be added to a store of knowledge, but extensions or
elaborations of the experiences and beliefs that make us what we are.” (Smith, 1998, p.11)
If ‘we learn new things from the company we keep’ what opportunities might students be
missing through the act of streaming; by not keeping company among learners with
diverse needs?
I took a critical look at the design pathways for secondary Mathematics. I reflected on my own
experiences as a high school student when streaming was then labelled: ‘Advanced’, ‘General’,
and ‘Basic’. Words have evolved over the years, but I wonder if practices and mindsets have
changed along with them? Is ‘University’ simply a rebranding of what was once called
‘Advanced’? Is there equity in what we value and practice through pathways?
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Ontario Mathematics Curriculum - Grades 11 and 12;
Revised, 2007

I took an even closer look at how the curriculum framework of secondary Mathematics is
presently organized. I noticed that all courses are visually positioned as a hierarchy:
‘Workplace’ courses at the bottom, and ‘University’ courses are placed at the top...almost
depicting a ‘ladder of success.’ Most students in our board are admitted to high school based on
geographic location and streamed into either ‘Academic’ or ‘Applied’ courses. If our Ministry
and Board mandates include student well-being, how do existing practices in streaming impact
issues of equity, inclusive education, and mental health? Furthermore, what message is being
conveyed through our curriculum documents (visually, word choice) regarding what we value
most in society?
If we are to truly value a sense of belonging, among all learners, we must interrogate positions
of power within education as an organization, we must take a critical look at modifying
frameworks to honour and help students develop transferrable skills and competencies,
regardless of subject and/or discipline.
“Researchers and thought leaders see that metacognition and a growth mindset (including selfregulation skills and ethical and emotional awareness), while always important, are much more
so in a connected, global context that requires an ability to communicate, work, and learn with
diverse groups of individuals and teams worldwide. Value systems that respect differences and
diversity are viewed as increasingly necessary to personal and professional success, and to
social cohesion.
The European Commission’s key competencies for lifelong learning include metacognition.
Learning to learn is described as:
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The ability to pursue and persist in learning, and to organise one’s own learning including
through effective management of time and information, both individually and in groups. This
competence includes awareness of one’s learning process and needs, identifying available
opportunities, and the ability to overcome obstacles in order to learn successfully. This
competence means gaining, processing and assimilating new knowledge and skills as well as
seeking and making use of guidance. Learning to learn engages learners to build on prior
learning and life experiences in order to use and apply knowledge and skills in a variety of
contexts: at home, at work, in education and training. Motivation and confidence are crucial to
an individual’s competence.” (2007, p. 8)
(Ministry of Education: 21st Century Competencies, 2016)

Do our existing structures in education support 21st Century Competencies?
~~~
In subsequent weeks, I found myself in a captivating conversation with a small group of
students in Grade 10 Enriched Math. They were experiencing a high level of stress and anxiety
about their upcoming exam; a test worth 20% of their overall final mark.

Student #1: "Ms. I think the exam should be online, written from home."
Me: “How can we ensure accuracy, privacy, and ethics?”
Student #1:"Oh. Hmmm.....not sure. All I know is that if I have a time limit, I don't do well."
Student #2:"As soon as I heard the teacher say that we won't finish the exam in the time
given, I started to panic."
Student #3: "I started to get the math sweats."

“Teaching the brain that we can survive is crucial to overcoming the anxiety.”
(Ratey, 2008, p.105)

This conversation with ‘enriched’ students had me reflecting on the term ‘needy’ (i.e., students
who struggle, schools/ communities in the context of socio-economics). How do we use this
term from positions of power and/or privilege? How is ‘needy’ defined in the classroom?
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Wondering...
●

How does a culture of 'organized learning and testing' (i.e., time, format,
percentage/weight, etc.) impact learning, mental health and well-being? For students?
For teachers? For administrators? For parents/caregivers?

A conversation with S, a Grade 9 student in Applied Math, regarding his elementary-secondary
transition, uncovered a definitive ‘aha’ moment for me, personally, as an elementary teacher:

S: “Ms., elementary school was just a big joke. Some teachers really cared, but they don’t
teach you about real stuff, like, that you can fail. This, now, in high school, this is when it
starts to count. It’ll really count when I leave high school.”
Me: “Thinking back to all of your ten years in elementary school, how do you feel it has
affected who you are today?”
S: “Don’t get me wrong, Ms., I had a good time, learned some stuff from a few teachers,
some good memories, but now it’s about where I wanna go in life.”
Me: “Where do you want to go in life?”
S: “I don’t know...I’m too young to decide.” (He smiled.)

Wondering...
●

●

How do inconsistencies in evaluation impact achievement and well-being? ( i.e., levels
vs. letter grades or percentages; streaming, pass/fail vs ‘no-fail’, elementary structures
vs secondary structures, pathway choices at such a young age)
How has the elimination of Grade 13 impacted students’ readiness to make ‘big’
decisions?

“Fundamentally, categorization reduces mental effort and streamlines the flow of information.”
(Levitin, 2014, p.13)

Levitin further talks about the unproductivity and loss of drive that can result from decision
overload. He refers to this as a form of ‘neural fatigue’ - the effect of making so many decisions
in a time of information overload leaving little energy for the ‘big’ decisions? (p.5)
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Is our educational system designed to simply reduce ‘neural fatigue’ or is it responsive to the
diverse needs of students? Does it truly honour the process of lifelong learning or is it simply an
easier, more efficient way to ‘organize people’ in order to reduce cognitive load?
~~~

At the onset of second semester, I was invited to work alongside a secondary English teacher. I
instantly recognized Mr. D’s deep curiosity for learning, a drive to create passionate readers and
writers; one who consistently wonders about how to create ‘learning sparks’ in his classroom,
and in the school community. I had the privilege of spending time in two of his English classes,
with Grade 11 and12 students. I immersed myself in the learning.
A popular strategy used in Mr. D’s class is a game called ‘Bus Stop’. The teacher presents a
scenario, typically one that resonates with grey matter, where students are asked to make a
choice. To the left represents one perspective, getting off to the right represents another. For
example, the ‘driver’ of the bus may state, ‘Music (move to the left) and Movies (move to the
right). Students must then defend their choice. No student is allowed to remain on the
hypothetical bus...a choice must be made; you must position yourself and discuss your
perspectives. If so persuaded by others during conversation, you have the right to alter your
position and move to the other side. The learning goals uncover endless curriculum
expectations, but more importantly, ignite student thinking and learning. Mr. D and I were able
to deconstruct meaning and ask further questions about students’ identities, emotions, opinions,
passions, etc., based on what was shared through these experiences.
On one occasion, Mr. D presented two choices about the design and organization of school.
Students were asked to exit the bus, to the left or right, based on the following criteria:

Left: Self-Directed Learning
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

No bell
Flexible schedule
Flexible start/end time
Student voice/choice in learning
Individualized pace
Focus on self-regulation and selfadvocacy skills
Provision of a teacher-mentor

Right: School ‘as-is’
●
●
●
●

Bell (same start/end time)
Pre-determined schedule (4
periods/day)
Credit accumulation/pace same for all
students
Expectations for attendance/lates
remain the same
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Students’ responses from the ‘self-directed’ group:
“You mean I can sleep in a bit more and show up to school later? I would love that!”
“I like the idea of choosing what subject to do at what time...I need to be in the mood for
certain subjects, especially math.”
“Learning at your own pace sounds good. I need more time for some subjects and I hate
waiting when I get something and I feel like moving on.”

We assumed that most/all students would have chosen ‘self-directed’ bus stop. We were
surprised with the results. Many students chose to keep school ‘as-is’, but we wondered about
the underlying reasons for their choice.

Students’ responses from ‘as-is’ group:
“I like not having to think about my day...just do the same thing every day.”
“I might just get lazier than I already am.”
“You’re making me think too much...it’s hurting.”
“I don’t like having the option of doing the same subject all day, unless it’s a subject I like,
but then I want to do that every day. Can I do that?”
“No bell? No schedule? How will we know where to go?”

The residuals from this last comment weighed heavily. ‘Student voice’ was suddenly layered
with a want or need for others’ making decisions for us. We assumed most students would
have armed themselves with ‘self-directed’ learning. We wondered about the outcome, as well
as the reasons why we ourselves were surprised by students’ responses.

Mr. D shared some insight into his experiences while teaching at a school formally identified as
‘Self-Directed’. He spoke of the vision in relation to the practices; the assumptions of what
defines ‘self-directed learning.’ He reflected, “Is school something that is done with
students, or to students?”
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We further discussed how self-directed learning, as well as more traditional school designs, look
in both elementary and secondary schools (i.e., structures, strategies, schedules, environment,
etc.). Through Collaborative Inquiry a Grade 1/2 host teacher invited both Mr. D and I to spend
a day in her class. Both teachers utilized this as an opportunity for professional development; to
experience, ask questions, and engage in discourse that crossed the elementary-secondary
boundaries. What transpired was insight into how we construct meaning from school
experiences; what we learn about the learning.

Following our visit, Mr. D shared this on social media:

“Here’s what happened today when I replaced all
desks with cushy mats.”
#edchat #literacy

“Teenagers want to read...if we let them.”
Penny Kittle

Wondering…
● How is learning limited when we limit the learning? (i.e., by subject, grade, panel)
● How can we re-organize school to better impact student achievement and well-being?
● How can we recreate and co-create school?
~~~
Mr. D’s journey with his Grade 12 class focused on student voice and identity. Students were
invited to tell a story; their story. They depicted inside/outside perspective, through storyboard,
based on this guiding statement: ‘They Say I Am’ - ‘I Say I Am’. How do we navigate our
various identities while developing our own sense of self?
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I had an interesting conversation with A about his storyboard.

Me: You mentioned writing ‘uncle’ first...can you tell me why?
A: I wrote uncle first because my sister just had her son, my nephew, and he is the life of the
house now, and all I think about is him…
Me: How old is he now?
A: He is 4 months...yeah, he is this small, little guy. I wrote it and all my friends were, like,
‘aww, look at this uncle here’ and so I wrote that first because people say to me now I’m an
uncle.
Me: What is it about being an uncle that’s changed you?
A: I feel like I’m more mature, I guess, because I’ve babysat him already by myself...now it’s
different...he’s looking up to me...I always used to look up to my family and he’s going to be
growing up looking up to me, what I’m doing right, what I’m doing wrong.
Me: Who have you looked up to growing up, and possibly still looking up to?
A: I look up to my mom.
Me: Why?
A: She’s always there for me...she is my inspiration.
Me: I want to ask you about this one…”ME!!”
A: Because I am my own person...I say I am me...I can be who I want to be...like, I don’t
know how to explain it…cause no one is going to tell me how I’m supposed to look, how I’m
supposed to act...I am myself...yeah.
Me: You demonstrate confidence when you say that...where do think that comes from?
A: I don’t really know...I always grew up with that confidence, I guess...I’ve never been that
shy kid, I’ve always been that outgoing one.
Me: I noticed ‘ME!!’ In capital letters...was that on purpose?
A: It just came out that way.
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Me: Why do you connect to ‘Aquarius’?
A: I don’t know. I always read my horoscope and I feel like it’s actually ‘me’, ya know...it’s
weird to think.
Me: This is what people ‘say you are’...do you agree?
An: Yeah (points to ‘kind’)...I always try to help out people and everyone says that I know
how.
Me: How do you define ‘creativity’?
A: I don’t know...the way people picture something…like, they might picture something
differently...like, if you were to tell them to ‘picture this’.......I don’t know how to explain
it….they are creative….I don’t know how to explain it.
Me: Do you think we are born creative, or it’s something we develop?
A: I think...I don’t know….I think it’s 50-50.
Me: I noticed you began replacing some post-its with pictures...tell me about this
picture...what was the post-it?
A: It was ‘traveller’ but I think I want to change it to ‘explorer’....exploring the world.
Me: Why the shift?
A: Well, I see so many people with ‘traveller’ and I want to stand out, not have the basic
‘traveller’.
Me: Why do you think ‘explorer’ is a better choice for you?
A: Because every time we go on vacation, or a different place you’ve never been, you just
want to explore new territory.
Me: What about this picture?
A: I had the word ‘caring’, but I thought that ‘caring’ and ‘kind’ were kinda the same, so I
changed it to ‘family’ because I’m very family-oriented.
Me: Are you close with your family?
A: Yeah.
Me: Is there any other post-it that you are considering changing today?
A: No, I don’t think so.
Me: Do you think if you look at this a month from now, a year from now, that any of them will
change? Do you think you will change?
A: I don’t think so. I think I’ll always stay the person I am.
Wondering…
● What are the conditions for learning that enable students to explore, wonder about, and
reflect on their co-constructed identities?
● How do these conditions impact student achievement and student/teacher well-being?
● How does our system of education support or hinder student voice and identity?
“Learning that taps into voice and identity offers students active opportunities to express their
opinions and make decisions regarding their learning (Rogers, 2005). When students’ voices
and identities are invited into the classroom, they are involved in setting learning goals, pursuing
questions of relevant interest, and finding ways to express and explore who they are. In
essence, the learning is connected to students’ lives and their worlds.”
(Adolescent Literacy Guide, 2012, p.42)
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~~~
Mr. D embarked on a journey with his Grade 11 students through a framework of ‘Project-based
Learning’. He invited and challenged his students to tell stories, their stories, and others’ stories
with this guiding question: How do we connect in a disconnected world?
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I began to document my own thinking in relation to the documentation trail posted in class:

Mr. D shared one of his greatest challenges while wearing the ‘teacher hat’:

“I don’t simply want students to keep jumping through hoops for me, because I know they
will. I want to keep inviting them to learn. My job is make them want to accept the invitation
because they see an opportunity in it to create change...for the better.”
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I spoke with one student, E, about her project. Her group focused on the physiological structure
of the adolescent brain and its’ impact on daily life (i.e., school, social life, decision-making,
coping strategies, etc.). I was intrigued.

Me: “How has this topic helped
your learning?”

E: "It helps knowing how your brain
is organized and works...for those
moments when you feel like you're
losing your mind...knowing that it's
just temporary."
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“It can be practical to know a great deal about the biological world, but the human brain has
been configured - wired - to acquire this information and to want to acquire it.”
(Levitin, 2014, p.32)

“The best learning seems to happen
when I be quiet and let them create.”
Mr. D

Wondering.....
●

How does understanding current research of the brain impact student achievement and
well-being?

~~~

I also discussed the process (and product) with two Grade 11 students, H and T. They decided
to produce a short film. Here is the link to 'Disparate'.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sdlMYh2vGhg

Me: Tell me about your film?
T: “We wanted to produce a short film for a few reasons. First, we both love film. Short film
is an opportunity to complete a project in a short amount of time. It’s totally doable and it
hopefully get a message across.
H: “When we first heard about ‘connecting in a disconnected world’ we automatically thought
about ‘parental pressure’ as our ‘big idea’...something we assume a lot of kids can relate to.
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T: “There are no spoken words throughout the whole movie. That was on purpose. We
wanted sound and music to play a big role in getting the message across. We also wanted
people who watched it to think about what words could be used in this film. That’s the
connection piece to the characters.
Me: What message(s) do you hope get across to your audience?
T: “Hopefully it informs the audience...teaches them to listen, understand no matter what
your story is.”
H: “Hopefully people learn to cope once they see what so many students and families have
in common.”
Our conversation organically merged into other avenues.
On life and learning...
T: “I want to go into computer engineering...thought I liked computer graphics, but it turns out
I like more of the circuit work...I want to go to university first, then maybe college....not sure
which is best first....too young to decide at the age of 17 what you want to do...I know I have
to change how much time I spend on my work, or it's going to be really hard when I leave
high school.”
I wondered about T’s (and all students’) perception of the ‘real-world’? How has education
shaped this understanding of something ‘outside’ of school?
On how time is spent after school...
T: “I go to the gym almost every day, I sleep better, I eat better....if I had to tell anyone my
age how to manage doing anything better it's taking care of yourself....it helps with
everything else.”
“It’s about growth versus decay, activity versus inactivity. The body was designed to be
pushed, and in pushing our bodies we push our brains too. Learning and memory evolved
in concert with the motor functions that allowed our ancestors to track down food, so as far
as our brains are concerned, if we’re not moving, there’s no real need to learn anything.”
(Ratey, 2008, p.53)
Following an announcement...
T: “I don’t get this whole ‘community service’ thing...the only other people that are forced to
do 'community service hours' are prisoners.” (We both chuckled.)
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How do measurements [grades, credit accumulation (subject-specific), community hours,
graduation rates, post-secondary education] impact student achievement and well-being?
While unpacking documentation throughout our SWS journey, my conversations with Mr. D
always seemed to navigate the tensions between ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ teaching and
learning; interrogating the existing structured framework - one of grades, Literacy tests, essays,
exams, etc., while also trying to ignite passionate readers and writers. Mr. D not only spoke
about teaching students how to learn, but a desire to create conditions in which students fall in
love with learning - something he consistently refers to as ‘lighting sparks.’
We discussed integrative thinking. We imagined, and re-imagined ‘school’.
“In this information-saturated age, where each new bit of data complicates a picture that is
already staggeringly complex, integrative thinking may be a necessity if we are ever to find our
way past the multiple binds in which we find ourselves.” (Martin, 2009, p.9)

We agreed that although change would not happen overnight, being in the classroom, among
students, is where real change ignites.
It was a privilege learning alongside Mr. D and his students. He continues to nurture an
inclusive, safe, and dynamic learning space. His students, unbeknownst to them, taught me
more than I ever thought possible.
Time spent in all classes through Student Work Study have changed me - again - for the better.

~~~
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A Call to Action
These narratives depict a need to take a critical look at the existing structures in education; an
analysis of the organization of learning and its’ impact on students. Through the trends that
emerged, I offer the following strategies as a possible means of moving learning forward:
●

Organization through Physiological Understanding:

Understanding current research on ‘how the brain works’ is vital to understanding ‘how students
learn best’. It is no longer information limited to teachers about learners with specific needs
(i.e., formally identified through IPRC, ELL, etc.) but for all learners, at all ages. A deeper
understanding of brain function can further help teachers help students, holistically; improving
student achievement and mental health and well-being. It is an opportunity to assist students
with insight into the mind-body-spirit connection. Through the understanding of physiological
development, especially during Early Years and adolescence when the brain grows at such a
fast rate, students will have a greater understanding of themselves as learners. If brain
physiology is explicitly taught, it has the potential to better tap into all indicators of Learning
Skills, help to further develop Catholic Graduate Expectations and 21st Century competencies.
●

Organization as a Learning Skill:

Learning Skills need to be explicitly taught. They need to be presented as the front matter of
students’ understanding of learning itself. Assumptions about these skills need to be constantly
interrogated (i.e., gender, identification, academic level of achievement) and should be part of
the ongoing conversations in classrooms, regardless of subject, grade, or discipline. Student
voice is an integral part of assessment and evaluation. This research suggests that the
Provincial Report Card can no longer reflect one voice. An entry point could be a collaborative,
co-writing of one, some, or all of the Learning Skills. The ‘organization’ of this process is flexible
and should be a distinct reflection of the classroom culture. If we are to enable students as they
navigate the 21st Century, if we expect students to become ‘Leaders of Their Own Learning’ (as
beautifully described by Ron Berger) it is imperative we invite them as the essential voice in
their learning.
●

Organization as a System:

Provincial Level: We need to take a closer look at how existing structures at the elementary and
secondary level are affecting student achievement, and more importantly, the social/emotional
impact on students. Our existing design challenges what we collectively believe is at the heart
of learning - equity. I had the privilege of attending a day of professional learning where staff
and students of a local secondary school shared their experiences as participants in a ‘destreaming’ pilot-project. The data, so far, demonstrates improved academic achievement and
student well-being for all. This is but one example. We need to use integrative thinking to
redesign ‘school’ that best meets the needs of 21st Century learners.
“An effective organization is one that takes steps to manage its own future rather than allowing
external forces - human, environmental, or otherwise - to dictate its course.”
(Levitin, 2014, p.326)
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School Level: Understanding school culture is imperative in understanding individual learners in
every class. Schools need to collectively and collaboratively organize school at the local level
(i.e., space, time/scheduling, movement, access) to ensure a safe, welcoming learning space;
one that is responsive to students’ social/emotional and academic needs. The role of
‘instructional leader’ is paramount, especially in highly populated learning spaces where
‘schools within schools’ emerge.
Classroom Level: Teachers and students must navigate the tensions of organization (i.e.,
curricular tasks, time/schedule, materials, environment, movement, assessment and evaluation)
in order to create optimal learning conditions. Classrooms are shared spaces. This becomes
even more complex at the secondary level. We need to continue having critical conversations
about what each of us needs in order to optimize learning for all. This can manifest in a variety
of ways. Negotiating these tensions become the learning opportunities.
“Learning does not end with presentation but rather with reflection, reflexivity, and action. As a
function of learning, learners need to position themselves differently in the world; business
ought not to go on as usual.”
~Jerome Harste~
This past year has taken me on a variety of learning paths. If I mapped out its’ trajectory, it
would be anything but linear. The time to observe and engage in meaningful dialogue with
students and teachers has given me the opportunity to see learning in new ways; the status quo
never, and will never suffice. What resonates most are the conversations, with host teachers,
administrators, colleagues, fellow Student Work Study Teachers, but most of all with students.
Students have taught me, and will continue to teach me, that what we know now may seem
what’s best, until we know better…
Thank you, students, for teaching me there is always a better way, if we are willing to stop, look,
and listen. It will never again be ‘business as usual’.
~~~
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