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Community College Q&A

Training for 
Energy Efficiency

Deborah A. McVeigh

The Energy Sustainability Engineering Technology (ESET) program is offered at the Annapolis Valley 
Campus of the Nova Scotia Community College. This program gains the attention of today’s society on 

energy sustainability in our environment. Wayne Groszko (faculty member) explains to us the purpose of the ESET 
program and the future employment opportunities for graduates of the program.

Q: What is the Energy Sustainability Engineering 
Technology program?
A: Energy Sustainability Engineering Technology 
(ESET) is a two-year diploma program in energy ef-
ficiency and renewable energy design, offered by the 
Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC). Students 
in ESET learn the skills to design, monitor, and verify 
energy efficient buildings and renewable energy sys-
tems.

Q: How did you become interested, Wayne, in this 
field?
A: I became interested in helping the environment at 
the early age of 12-years-old. In Grade 6, I had a science 
teacher named Allan MacKinnon who cared a lot about 
the environment and expressed a genuine interest in the 
well-being of every student. That was when I knew I 

wanted do something to help reduce our environment-
al footprint. I have been studying and working to help 
conserve ecological integrity ever since. I believe that 
the transition to energy efficiency and renewable energy 
is a significant part of the change we need to see in the 
world, so I continue to work for that change through 
teaching, research, and project implementation.

Q: Why do you feel there is a need to provide students 
with the option to take the ESET program?
A: The ESET program prepares students with the tech-
nical skills to work on energy efficiency and renew-
able energy development. These are among the fastest-
growing industries on the planet. The future sustain-
able energy system we need will take skilled work to 
develop, and the ESET graduates are well positioned to 
do this work.
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Q: What are the requirements for a student to enter 
the ESET program?
A: Admission to the ESET program requires a high 
school diploma or equivalent, including specific courses 
such as Grade 12 math and English, and either physics 
or chemistry. A college or university certificate, diplo-
ma, or degree in a related field, such as design, physical 
science, engineering, or architecture will also count for 
admission.

Q: I noticed that the students use Pilikan House for 
their training. Please explain Pilikan House and how it 
is a valuable asset for your students’ training.
A: Pilikan House is an advanced energy efficient house 
constructed by NSCC at the Middleton campus, with 
support from many partners in the community. The 
house is super-insulated and includes passive solar de-
sign, solar water heating, a heat pump, and solar electri-
city. Pilikan House meets the R-2000 standard, and it 
also follows inclusive design guidelines for accessibility 
on the main floor. It is an ideal training ground for the 
ESET students to see first-hand how sustainable energy 
systems work in a house. We use the house as a labora-
tory, conducting experiments and measuring its energy 
performance. For example, each winter we do an ex-
periment in which we turn off the heating systems for 
a week and measure the temperature in the building. 
It never freezes, even in the depths of winter, because 
the solar energy entering through the south-facing win-
dows warms the interior. This proves first-hand one of 
the benefits of a high performance building – it won’t 
freeze in winter, even if there was a long power outage.

Q: Where do successful students in ESET obtain 
employment?
A: Graduates of the ESET program are working with 
a wide variety of employers, including design, archi-
tecture and engineering firms, municipalities, home 
energy assessment and insulation companies, renew-
able energy companies, and with Efficiency Nova Sco-
tia. They are doing a variety of exciting jobs, helping 
design, evaluate, and improve the built environment.

Q: When did you become involved in energy 
sustainability? What perked your interest in this field?
A: My first foray into energy sustainability was in 2001, 
when I volunteered to help on a wind energy study in 
the community of Knowlesville, New Brunswick, with 

an organization called Falls Brook Centre. I was in-
terested to see how I could help a community make 
a transition to generating renewable energy. I subse-
quently worked there for a year on public education 
about climate change, then worked at the Ecology Ac-
tion Centre in Nova Scotia on the Solar Gain Project to 
promote solar water heating systems. I have also taught 
sustainability and environmental science courses as an 
instructor at Dalhousie University.

Q: How long has the ESET program been offered at 
NSCC? How many faculty members are involved in 
delivering this program?
A: The ESET program is now in its seventh year at NSCC. 
We have two core faculty members, Scott Henderson and 
myself, who teach the core content courses. We also have 
three complementary faculty who teach the communica-
tions, math, geographic information systems, and engin-
eering graphics courses that round out the program.

Q: This must be a program where you, as a faculty 
member, must be very much in tune with municipal, 
provincial, and federal regulations. How do you 
encompass this in your teaching?
A: In the ESET program, we are aware of and talk with 
the students about the National Energy Code, provincial 
sustainable energy goals and mandates in Nova Scotia 
and other provinces, and municipal bylaws, regulations, 
and plans as they affect sustainable energy development. 
There are also multiple energy and sustainability stan-
dards in the industry, such as the Living Building Chal-
lenge, Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED), and Passive House, which are quite relevant to 
the students’ work. We keep up-to-date on these aspects 
of the energy picture, and we consider their implications 
when we work on projects with the students.

Q: Students are able to opt for a co-operative 
education component. Do you have many students 
who take advantage of this opportunity? Does it lead 
to future employment opportunities for them?
A: There is a co-operative education option for the 
ESET program, but in the two years I have been teach-
ing in the program I have not yet seen a student choose 
that option. The regular program includes two spring 
work terms or internships, so even the regular program 
has a significant component of hands-on work experi-
ence in the industry. The students take advantage of 
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these work experiences by turning them into summer 
jobs and future employment prospects.

Q: What conferences/industry visits are available to 
students who enrol in ESET?
A: We keep our ears open for conferences and industry 
events that engage our students in their learning and give 
them opportunities to make contact with the sustainable 
energy industry. This year we are inviting the ESET stu-
dents to the Digby Port Days Renewable Energy Sympo-
sium, and to the Bright Business Conference, hosted by 
Efficiency Nova Scotia in Halifax. We also bring speakers 
in to our classes. For example, last year a Passive House 
designer from New Brunswick came to NSCC and pre-
sented a one-day workshop on technical aspects of Pas-
sive House design. We also invite the students to work on 
real projects for community groups. In 2014, a group of 
ESET students did an energy assessment of the Wolfville 
Farmers’ Market and presented their findings to the Mar-
ket’s board of directors. Their recommendations included 
improving insulation, switching to more efficient LED 
lighting, and getting solar panels for the building. The 
Market is implementing some of their recommendations, 
which is a real source of satisfaction for the students.

Q: Computers are essential for this program. Do 
students arrive with their own computer and, if so, 
what computer requirements need to be met?
A: We use computers a lot in the ESET program, and we 
use a wide variety of software tools. We provide access to 
networked desktop computers with a full suite of spe-
cialized software at the campus for the students to use, 
so it is not necessary to bring your own computer. That 
said, it can be helpful to the student to have a reliable 
computer of their own, with at least a fundamental set of 
software, to be able to work on assignments off-campus.

Q: Are students able to design their own project using 
the skills and theory they obtained from their classes?
A: Yes, we very much encourage students to design and 
complete their own projects, both for project work re-
lated to particular courses and for the senior project. The 
senior project is a capstone project that the students com-
plete in their second year. To give students more options, 
we reach out into the community and find real projects 
that the students can work on as learning experiences.

Deborah McVeigh is a faculty member at NSCC, 
Marconi Campus
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Development

David Ritchie
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Professional Development

They can be the best of days and they can be the worst of days: with credit and apologies to Charles Dick-
ens. People on the outside of the teaching profession rarely understand the critical importance of the profes-

sional development process provided by the schools, the union, the boards, and the department. Often, teachers 
forget that we have a personal responsibility to ensure significant and continual professional development. The very 
best of professional development is almost always initiated by teachers from a need to stay current and effective. The 
very worst experiences are often imposed from above, which attempt to indoctrinate teachers to administrivia. First 
and foremost, professional development should follow the “best practice” strategies that are currently and continu-
ally emerging from educational research.

Professional development encompasses a broad 
range of learning opportunities including formal and 
informal activities; university courses, school wide ef-
forts, small group under-takings, current research, 
conversations with colleagues, personal reading, and 
personal assessments of practice. All of these activities 
take time, resources and commitment at the personal, 
school, board, union, and department levels. The op-
portunities exist but they must be constantly assessed, 
evaluated, and improved to meet the dramatic changes 
in educational expectations and practice.

Our understanding and access to developments 
in the teaching profession are changing with lightning 
speed. Breakthroughs in brain research are providing us 
with greater understanding of how the students learn. 
As professionals, teachers have a duty to incorporate 
this emerging understanding into their planning, class 
room practice, and evaluation and assessment. To do 
otherwise is to stay frozen in time and not be the best 
teachers possible. I am more than aware that time is 
an issue, but I am also convinced that the acquisition 
of the new skills and insights ultimately makes the job 
easier. It is time well invested.

For example, I can recall in the distant past mark-
ing essays using the Oxford correction method and an 
adapted school based system of codes and symbols. The 
final students’ papers would end up looking as if mas-
sive battles had taken place with the plethora of red 
scars. In conversations with fellow teachers and former 
students, I learned an important lesson regarding the 
time per essay it took to mark in a very traditional prac-
tice. It was somewhat a shock to learn that a few specific 
predefined outcomes could be examined and assessed. 
Marking time decreased and student writers improved. 
Prior to that I suspect, except for the most courageous, 
the students would look at the mark, maybe read the 
general comment and ignore the massive array of nota-
tions about diction, grammar, spelling, structure, and 

logic. It was a clear case of more is less. I learned the 
method of rubric at Mount Allison University, but I 
had applied it to less extensive evaluations. Pre-defining 
specific expectations and grading the students success 
on a scale improves the feedback to the students and 
thus improves both teaching and learning. It can also 
diminish the mark creep by recognizing compartment-
al ranges where exceptional is rarely achieved. Less be-
comes more.

Universities, specifically in education, and general-
ly throughout all degree programs should be modelling 
best practice in learning theory. All too often tradition-
al methodology triumphs best practices. As students 
we should be the intelligent consumer, insistent that 
we are exposed to the most recent effective practices at 
the university. We best learn by best learning. Equally 
as a classroom or studio teacher, we should be stay-
ing current and applying our awareness about changes 
in learning techniques and practice. Staying current 
means demanding professional development be cur-
rent and ubiquitous. In a conversation with a recently 
retired teacher, she remembers being told by an educa-
tion professor at the University of New Brunswick that 
every teacher should read one new book on education 
every year to stay current. She remembers thinking that 
one book was slack but also recalls that in the pressures 
and growing demands of the school year that the read-
ing was often relegated to the summer break. Outsiders 
often are unaware of the many extra hours many teach-
ers employ outside of the classroom as the terms roll by.

School based professional development opportun-
ities are vital despite the resigned groans that are experi-
enced by the mere mention of them. Top down does 
not work. First and foremost, they should be initiated 
by the teachers that are going to be subjected to them. 
This can be employed in a number of ways. I like the 
idea of every teacher submitting ideas to be explored 
as topics. These can be small group as well as larger 
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group undertakings. I had the opportunity a number 
of years ago to participate in a board assessment leader-
ship team. The group, made up of teachers from the 
high schools in the district, met on a regular basis and 
engaged in a collegial learning experience. A variety of 
different teaching and learning tactics were employed 
based on a number of new texts regarding the subject of 
assessment and evaluation. We learned new methodol-
ogy and practice by using them as small study groups to 
teach the whole group. Exposure to the techniques and 
content could then be shared later at the school level. 
It was a powerful and practical way to share the latest 
ideas and methods quickly and relatively inexpensively. 
We know from recent education research that small 
familiar groups are often the best way to promote dis-
cussion, comprehension, and 
acquisition.

Small leadership teams are 
another way to foster excellent 
professional development. A 
number of years ago the An-
napolis Valley School Board, 
under the auspice of Nancy 
Pinchworthy-Lake, constructed 
a number of leadership teams. 
I had the good fortune to par-
ticipate on the Fine Arts Team, 
which was made up of teach-
ers from music, art, and drama. The Fine Arts Team 
provided a framework for the district. Lead teams in 
drama, art, and music provided professional develop-
ment opportunities to other art, drama, and music 
teachers twice a year. The content was directly tied to 
current best practice and provided an exceptional oc-
casion for teachers to share and develop. Remember, 
it would be uncommon for there to be more than a 
single teacher in art, music, or drama in a rural high 
school. The isolated subject teachers benefited great-
ly from the experience of meeting with like-minded 
teachers throughout the whole board. Later the Visual 
Arts Leadership Team added elementary teachers and 
provided equally rewarding opportunities to class-
room teachers expected to provide an art curriculum. 
This blossomed into a District Wide Annual Art Show, 
which moved to a different district location each year. 
The growth and breadth of art at the elementary level 
was exponential because of the sharing and exposure.

It is dangerous when individuals find themselves 
professionally isolated. The educational world is in con-
stant flux. Everyone faces new challenges in meeting 
the curriculum needs of students. The dialogues that 
should be occurring within the profession are a vital 
component in progress and improving practice. The 
late, middle, and early career teachers all have excep-
tional insights, resources, and support to offer each 
other. We learn when we share successes and failures. 
As a group we gain strength.

This strength can be fostered by small study groups. 
The dynamics of small groups have been a current prac-
tice in education for a number of years. The theory, 
tactics, and strategies governing successful groups are 
well known. As is so often the case, teachers would be 

wise to apply what they know 
about teaching and learning 
to promote their own learn-
ing. The research is so access-
ible with the incredible current 
up-to-date resources available 
online. Self and small group in-
itiated research and sharing will 
be a benefit for the participants 
and eventually their students. 
The members of a small group 
could easily suggest, divide, re-
search, and share a number of 

current topics. One of the obvious advantages of group 
activity opposed to isolated individual efforts is that the 
tendency is to procrastinate is governed by the expecta-
tion of others.

The union provides a similar experience for all 
teachers with the Province-Wide Professional Asso-
ciations. The Professional Associations organize and 
present conferences to teachers from all over the prov-
ince. These conferences are teacher driven and organ-
ized to promote professional development in related 
areas of teaching and learning. Like any organization, 
these undertakings are only really beneficial if teachers 
take an active role in planning, promoting, and partici-
pating in the experience. The practical and professional 
benefits are significant. Teachers are often criticized 
for the days away from active classroom teaching for 
professional development. The reality is professional 
development should provide the students with better 
circumstances to learn in the classroom.

The dynamics of 
small groups have 

been a current practice 
in education for a 
number of years.
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In my early years, both as a participant and an 
organizer, I delighted in the two days permitted to 
Provincial In-service. Registration occurred on Thurs-
day night and Friday and Saturday were devoted to 
intensive exposure to new and exciting learning from 
our peer group. There was lots of time for social and 
professional interchange. Teachers from every corner 
of the province met and exchanged ideas on profes-
sional development and new expectations in the rapid-
ly changing landscape called Public Education. The 
success of these days was based on the commitment 
of the teachers who organized, lead, and evaluated the 
process. Negotiated professional development funding 
was used to subsidize personal expenses. We all learn-
ed, shared, and supported teaching and learning as a 
direct response to these days.

Participating in the union 
is also a highway to professional 
development. All of the com-
mittees, both local and prov-
incial, present excellent oppor-
tunities for professional growth. 
I can say without any hesitation 
that my personal professional 
development has been great-
ly enhanced. Working at the 
school, local, district, provin-
cial, national, and international 
levels was a huge assistance in my development. The 
collaborations were monumental. The axiom that you 
always receive more than you give is so true. Participat-
ing brings rewards.

Participating in volunteer activities that may have 
no real easy to discern connection to a teacher’s class-
room and school reality, often have excellent benefits 
to enhancing actual teaching practice. Whatever the 
volunteer activity, the individuals are exposed to a new 
learning environment. When I first volunteered with 
the Nova Scotia Choral Federation at their summer 
choir camps, I was exposed to a whole new reality. The 
junior, youth, and adult camps were welcoming places. 
Differences were accepted and celebrated. Calculated 
and sensible risk taking were supported. There was a 
culture that challenged without threat. It was a world 
that should, and slowly is perhaps, being experienced 
and supported in some schools. I learned from that 
experience that a classroom climate is critical to learn-

ing success. I learned that trying and failing is a very 
positive experience. I learned educational leadership 
is pointless if no one is following. Volunteering opens 
doors to new worlds. Observation allows practices to 
be transferred.

I can only congratulate those courageous teachers 
who are willing to employ the rapidly advancing tech-
nologies. With the Internet, the classroom suddenly 
has been provided with immediate access to unbeliev-
able resources from almost every corner of the globe 
(and yes even from the universe). There are many re-
alities where tablets, cell phones, and other personal 
devices can be cleverly used to augment some excit-
ing learning situations. One caution might be to re-
strict personal social connectivity outside the specific 

learning situation. In order 
to be truly present and main-
taining the attention required 
to fully participate, individuals 
need to be totally involved. Be-
ing present means not to have 
communications, distractions, 
and social interactions external 
to the learning environment. 
Everyone has a role to play in 
success of the interaction. Pro-
fessionally sharing the successes 
and failures of technological 

interventions of these endeavors can only advantage 
the system.

As the 21st century unfolds, we can be certain 
that the rapid speed of change in the way education 
is delivered will continue. Professionally each teach-
er has a personal responsibility to stay current, but I 
know that external support and encouragements from 
schools, boards, the department and the union will 
facilitate by providing leadership and direction. Ul-
timately, the job of teaching becomes easier and more 
effective if we take advantage of the breakthroughs, 
insights, and changes that are being recognized by 
current and developing research. Education is a very 
demanding profession. Remember to play a role in the 
next professional development activity to make it the 
best of days.

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

We all learned, shared, 
and supported teaching 
and learning as a direct 
response to these days.
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Do You Know Who You Are?
Meg Ferguson

“AARrrrrrgggghhh!”
Skull and cross bones do-rag scarf ends flapping from the wind created while our presenter sprints down the aisle, 
holding a small chain high in the air and yelling to make his point. I knew I would like this guy.

The thought a person does not choose a book but a 
book chooses the person could be said for conferences 
as well. How do we decide which session to go to when 
there isn’t even a jacket cover to be judged?

It’s in the title. “Outrageous Teaching” this one was 
called. I’m in!

You may have heard about this session, its facilita-
tor and/or the book he published. Dave Burgess wrote 
Teach Like a Pirate and catapulted me into no-more-
boring workshops or classes! The quote above is when 
he was talking about reframing things for students 
so that they are more interested and engaged. He de-
scribed taking his son and son’s friends to the fair. The 
first three boys received “cool” prizes such as a sling-
shot, a battle ship, and a plastic plane. His son anxious-
ly opened up his prize and got…a small chain bracelet. 
Thinking quickly, “Dad” Burgess grabbed the chain, 
shouted, “Pirate treasure! AARrrrrrgggghhh!” and had 
four boys chasing after him, thinking the fourth got the 
best prize of all. Brilliant.

His book is a rolodex of ideas that can be used for 
any class, meeting, or PD session. Why reinvent the 
wheel? It cost me $25 and inspires unique ideas to 
make the ‘usual’ memorable.

Another session at the same conference was Those 
Who Laugh, Last: Education-topic-based sketch com-
edy. They have plays and re-worded songs they are sell-
ing as Wavelength Inc. These are great ideas to use in 
the classroom or for leadership events. You may have 
seen one at the Nova Scotia Teachers Union Leadership 
Skills Development Institute – adapted for Canadian 
Content, of course. I practically ran back to the hotel 
after the 5:30 p.m. Wavelength session, found my con-

ference-colleague and talked all night about the possi-
bilities in the sessions we had seen that day.

It’s time to leave the nest

Broader perspective helps us put our own world into 
perspective. I feel like we are in our own little cocoon, 
here in Nova Scotia. I know I certainly was in my little 
music room. I started learning about what is happening 
in the rest of Nova Scotia through union activity. Then 
I went to a couple of conferences in Chicago. Holy-I-
didn’t-know-what-I-didn’t-know, Batman. The first was 
the Midwest Clinic. It is the Music Educators Associa-
tion Conference on steroids! There were 80,000 people 
who participated in the conference, which takes place 
mid-December each year. The second was the Asso-
ciation for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
(ASCD) a few years later. I am hooked.

From attending sessions with world-renowned fa-
cilitators to regular classroom teachers, learning with 
exhibitors, and striking up a conversation with the 
American administrator on the shuttle bus – there 
is so much to gain from each and every corner at a 
conference! The administrator on the bus was fascin-
ating. She came from Alabama, suth’n drawwwl and 
all. We talked about what issues we are facing in our 
schools – they have smaller classes, and much smaller 
pay cheques. We have more prep time and more spe-
cial needs students. Extra-curricular activities (sports 
teams, musical ensembles, and specialty clubs) each 
have a special contract of $6,000 in addition to their 
teaching contract. (At the time, their salary was two-
thirds of ours.)
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Light That Fire

“How much does your boss hate you?” I joked to 
one exhibitor. I then looked at his name tag 10 seconds 
too late. You see, he was wearing an ill-fitting, felt elf 
costume at the Row Loff Productions booth. Turns out, 
he was the owner. Not just the owner, but one of the 
main composers whose music our Drumline students 
play regularly because they love his work. But he looks 
like a regular guy! My next inspiring question was, “Do 
you know who you are?!” And gushed accordingly. Not 
only do we get to meet people like Tim Lautzenheiser 
(music, leadership) and Andy Hargreaves (21st Cen-
tury Skills, Sustainability) at ASCD, but we get to talk 
with them, ask questions, take their message, and work 
through it into relevancy to our world. Did I mention 
that my conference colleague and I along with 20,000 
peers were dazzled by Maya Angelou at our keynote ad-
dress at ASCD Conference? In 
the over 25 sessions at Midwest 
Clinic and ASCD, there were 
only a couple that did not speak 
to me.

Then there was Broadway 
Teachers Workshop in New 
York City. To learn from the 
professionals who write, com-
pose, direct, stage manage, 
train, choreograph, create sets/
props, and musically conduct Broadway shows was 
three days of awe. Although they are working with Ind-
ina Menzel (not just “Elsa”, she is the darling of Broad-
way, too!), they were all able to relate it to jamming as 
many middle schoolers on a stage as possible.

The epitome of “perfect conference”, in my opin-
ion, was the Department of Education’s Technology 
Camp (all Google, all the time) held at St Francis Xa-
vier University this past summer. Criteria for “perfect”? 
They had experts from away, Julie Millan and Jim Ja-
mieson from Ontario, as well as from Nova Scotia, 
Byron Butt, Sandy MacDougall, Tami Cox Jardine, 
and Mario Eleftheros (and more). They brought in a 
Google Evangelist, Jaime Casap, who was an inspiring 
yet grounded keynote speaker. They showed us stuff 
that will work in our classroom tomorrow. They shared 
ideas to make our classes more appealing and with as-
sessment strategies I didn’t know possible. There were 
differing levels of sessions (I started with “turn on your 

computer”, while others “Makerspaced” 3D objects). 
There was also built in time with specialists in case you 
wanted to use the information you just learned, de-
velop your skills and dive further into one of the Apps. 
On top of all the wonderful education geek events, 
there were fantastic social happenings in the evenings 
to remind ourselves that it is summer and so we could 
network.

We know teachers are shop-talkers. At the end of 
each day, in all of the above situations, my fellow con-
ference attendees and I would talk about all the seeds of 
ideas gleaned and developed some of them into lessons 
right then and there. So rewarding.

Share the Wealth

Once back in my own school, the inspiration con-
tinues… by sharing with colleagues all the great stuff 

I learned, new ideas ready to 
shake things up, further brain-
storming, and idea develop-
ment ensues. I have been asked 
more than once if I am getting a 
kickback from the Pirate book. 
Unfortunately, no – but if we 
are spreading creativity and 
energy, giddyup!

The other surprising forum 
for post-conference PD is Twit-

ter. The networks of passionate educators continues in 
the Twittersphere where attendees can further discus-
sion, ask for next level tips and get their own “extra-
help” from peers and facilitators. Love it!

....Next!

Where to next? Nova Scotia Music Educators As-
sociation Conference. Very excited to see what my col-
leagues have put together for us music types. Looking 
forward to connecting with fellow music directors, 
finding out what new charts are out there and learning 
from the experts, both local and from away. Then I am 
off to the Ireland International Education Conference 
at the end of October.

Meg Ferguson is Halifax County Local President and 
an instrumental music education specialist at Auburn 
Drive High School.

Holy-I-didn’t-know-
what-I-didn’t-
know, Batman.
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My Leadership P.D. Journey: 
The Nova Scotia Aspiring 

Leaders Program
Tammy Landry

How does one know when the time is right to take that step out of the classroom and into administra-
tion? Most of us find our niche in the teaching world fairly early on in our careers. My music classroom has 

been my safe haven for over 27 years, a place where I feel comfortable, confident (most of the time), and I know 
what I’m doing. My leadership experiences to this point have been closely aligned with my work through the Nova 
Scotia Teachers Union as Local President, Provincial Executive member, RRC Chair, Article 60 Co-Chair, and with 
NSMEA as President, Vice President, and Conference Chair. Through my school, I have had the opportunity to 
serve as Teacher in Charge for a number of years as well as leadership roles for various school initiatives. Now it is 
time to take all those valuable experiences and see if I have what it takes to become an educational leader. So begins 
my journey.

In June of 2015, I was encouraged to apply for a 
new program offered through the Nova Scotia Educa-
tional Leadership Consortium, “The Nova Scotia As-
piring Leaders Program”. This program was developed 
in response to an identified priority by the Nova Scotia 
School Boards Association and 
to the commitment to excel-
lence in teaching and leadership 
in the Minister’s Action Plan for 
Education. A 13 month pro-
gram to support those who are 
interested in becoming effective 
school principals and/or vice 
principals. Following an appli-
cation and interview process, 
I was fortunate enough to be 
chosen as one of six candidates 
from the Strait Regional School 
Board to enter the program.

August 2015 saw the ALP participants gather for a 
three day event where we were introduced to the pro-
gram, and a two day workshop with Dr. Mike Ruth-
erford. During the introduction each participant was 
given an overview of the Insights Discovery model. 
We had previously answered a set of 25 questions at 

the beginning of the summer. Based upon our an-
swers, we each received a detailed profile about our-
selves, which described our working style and how it 
impacts others, how we can develop our interpersonal 
skills, how we can assist in improving team perform-

ance and create a more posi-
tive, productive environment. 
This 23 page profile signalled 
the beginning of some major 
soul searching and self-critique 
for this teacher. Questions sur-
faced like, “Is that really me? 
Do I present myself that way 
to my peers? Do my colleagues 
and my administrators see me 
like this?” I thought I knew 
myself pretty well until I read 
my profile; definitely room for 
improvement. This single piece 

of professional development is powerful information 
to possess if one is looking to make significant, pro-
active changes. To have that information about one-
self as an educational leader is paramount.

Dr. Mike Rutherford is a compelling, upbeat pre-
senter. His book titled, The Artisan Teacher: A Field 

This single piece of 
professional development 
is powerful information 

to possess if one is looking 
to make significant, 
proactive changes.
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Guide to Skillful Teaching looks at 23 themes of teacher 
artisanship. It provides intriguing insights into the skills 
that highly skillful teachers present in the classroom. 
Dr. Rutherford’s down to earth stories and real-life 
experiences made the two day presentation extremely 
practical.

The next 12 months in the Aspiring Leaders 
Program will be spent with 30 plus colleagues, from 
around the province, engaged in seven seminars in-
cluding: Diversity and Social Justice, School Cul-
ture and Building Relationships, Leading Change, 
Instructional Leadership, Collaborative Learning 
Teams, Communication Skills, and School Manage-
ment. Along with the Friday/Saturday seminars there 
is a two day summer institute on Student Services and 
an exit assessment. One of the refreshing parts of the 
seminars is the professional dialogue and engagement 
with my peers. The learning that takes place as we 
discuss real situations in our schools and classrooms 
is a professional development session all on its own 
right. Eight days are spent with a principal mentor in 

the participant’s school board. The residency provides 
protégés the opportunity to learn under the mentor-
ship of an experienced principal in a real school set-
ting. The protégé will be assigned in‐school leadership 
tasks to complete under the mentor’s guidance. This 
will give protégés an opportunity to learn by doing 
and to practice or implement what they are learning 
in the seminars.

As I continue on this journey, I hope to achieve 
improvement in my own teaching practice, step out of 
my comfort zone, hone my existing leadership skills in 
another direction, and finally, decide if I am ready for 
a new experience in my teaching career. I am excited 
to find out where this path will lead. I do know that 
wherever it goes the professional development I receive 
along the way will be valuable, timely and will make the 
path that much easier to travel.

Tammy Landry is a P-4 Music Educator at the 
Antigonish Education Centre with the Strait Regional 
School Board.



14  AVISO Fall 2015

Professional Development

Revealing collaborative moments 
in the classroom through 

professional development
Verne Hélène Lorway

I gaze out onto the landscape of my current class-
room in search of ways to address the needs of the 

bright, diverse, unique young people, each of whom I 
believe is gifted in their own way. I hear samples daily 
of such giftedness depicted in sound; from a soundscape 
of the inner workings of a teenage mind, to a pastoral 
scene interpreting the search and rescue of animals in 
the forest. Both these submissions were made to me 
quite recently as part of a class project in experimental 
music. I think back to the professional development 
experiences with fellow music educators over the years, 
which have inspired me to think of music differently, to 
engage students in conversations about their learning, 
and to work with them to create a classroom atmosphere 
in which they create music relevant to their lives (see 
Figure 1). As an arts educator, it occurs to me that every-
thing I do involved personalizing the program in ways that create spaces where young people can tap into their 
creative and innovative brains. Although this disrupts traditional rote learning and skills for acquiring old bodies 
of knowledge, which have changed radically, I feel strongly that we are heading in the right direction, and that 
professional development experiences made possible to me as an educator in Nova Scotia have played a large part 
in my transformation as a teacher.

I think through the words of Andreas Schleicher 
(2014), in The Case for 21st Century Learning who 
stated, “We are seeing a shift from a world of stocks, 
where knowledge is stored up but not exploited, and 
so depreciates rapidly, to a world of flows, where know-
ledge is energised and enriched by the power of com-
munication and constant collaboration”. I think of the 
many professional development experiences I have had 
over the years, which have made visible to me as a class-
room teacher, potential collaborators in the education 
of our young people (see Figure 2). From students and 
parents, to myself, other colleagues, and members of 
the greater community – we form a larger community 

of people with constantly emergent ideas. These ideas 
become the centre of student learning and assist young 
people in taking ownership of their learning.

Very recently I had the tremendous professional 
development opportunity of pursuing graduate studies 
in education at the doctoral level. There was a certain 
amount of trepidation on my part as to how my own 
work might be enhanced by the process. I mean, it was 
a huge leap! From PhD studies to classroom life – liv-
ing between two worlds was a great challenge given 
the demands of a high school music educator and re-
searcher simultaneously. I think back to the year of col-
lecting data in the classroom with the students in our 

Figure 1. The students have input into all processes of their education. 
This includes the set-up of part of the classroom space for “jamming” in 
small groups. 
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research group, which was a Song Writers’ Club. We 
had four public performances during the year of data 
collection; one of which was a rock show in the school 
gym, and three performances that were smaller acts in 
a coffee house theater in the 
greater community. Students 
engaged in reading, writing, re-
cording, and performing songs 
in community venues. They 
spoke about these experiences 
during two interview periods. 
The research was undertaken 
by 30 youth with whom I col-
laborated for one year. Looking 
back on this experience from a 
professional development point 
of view, I think of the generos-
ity of those collaborators within 
the school and greater com-
munity who helped make these 
opportunities possible for these 
young people.

One of the most significant 
moments for me was when one 
of the students who called herself Lightening1 spoke 
informally about what she had gained from the experi-
ence of the Club. While telling me about her enjoy-
ment of the recording and performing processes in 
particular, Lightening stated, “Miss, this isn’t really 
your Club. It’s our Club”. The students had received 

input and feedback from myself, one another, family 
members, audience members, and so on. I felt success 
as a teacher and researcher when I heard these words 
of pride and ownership within a larger collective from 
one of the Club participants. The acknowledgement by 
Lightening that the Club was a collaborative venture 
underscored to me that this experience was building the 
kinds of skills needed to learn as spoken about by An-
dreas Schleicher and other 21st century thinkers in edu-
cation. Another notable observation for me as a music 
educator was that I was able to sit and watch/document 
these musical performances instead of being in the 
centre of the musical performances as is the norm for 
music education which has used a “maestro” approach. 
The students wrote, jammed, recorded, and performed 
their songs and the Club was a shared practice which 
produced music from voices not always heard in the 
music classroom.

I cannot emphasize enough the great value of 
professional development experiences for classroom 

teachers. With the challenges 
produced by the need for in-
novative, 21st century think-
ing, the occasions provided for 
classroom teachers for learning 
within greater communities of 
professionals are precious and 
invaluable. In my case, a pro-
fessional development experi-
ence involving research in my 
own classroom practices has 
radically altered how I view 
education with new discov-
eries occurring on a daily level 
in my own classroom as I col-
laborate with young people to 
create rich learning experiences 
through music.

Notes:
1. Students chose their own pseudonyms for the re-

search.

Dr. Verne Lorway is a music educator at Sydney 
Academy with the Cape Breton-Victoria Regional 
School Board.

Figure 2. Professional development experiences create opportunities to look 
at ways key agents come together to work with young people to enhance 
their learning. 

With the challenges 
produced by the need 

for innovative, 21st 
century thinking, the 
occasions provided 

for classroom teachers 
for learning within 

greater communities of 
professionals are precious 

and invaluable..
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Developing Successful Schools
July 6-9, 2015

Cognitive Coaching Seminars Foundation Training
Jane Sweeney

It was the summer of 2015 …
It is late June and hallways of schools are pretty well 

void of human existence. The voices of custodial staff drift 
in and out blended with the sound of desks and chairs 
hauled out into the hallway so that preparation for the 
new school year can commence. Teachers and adminis-
trators have left the walls of their educational world to re-
energize and begin to focus on the upcoming school year. 
For some, the opportunity to re-energize did not come in 
the form of relaxing at the cottage or in the form of taking 
a family vacation but in attending a professional develop-
ment conference, Developing Successful Schools, in New 
Brunswick at Mount Allison University.

On July 6, over 50 administrators arrived on the 
doorstep of Mount Allison University to take part in a 
four day, training seminar on Cognitive CoachingSM. 
Each of the Atlantic provinces were well represented with 
eight Nova Scotia Teachers Union members in attend-
ance. Due to the positive seminar reviews of Developing 
Successful Schools, we were pleased to have as part of our 
group a participant who came from Iqaluit, Nunavut. 
The group was very diverse in its makeup. There was a 
variety in the years of administrative services, age, school 
background and grade levels, educational experience, 
and cultural backgrounds, which helped to bring to the 
group a blend of personalities, values, and insights. This 
gave way to a very relaxing and engaging social atmos-
phere that allowed for a truly successful and enriching 
educational moment for us all.

Trust was an important part of this whole journey for 
participants. To experience the true benefits of the Cog-
nitive CoachingSM training experience, we were required 
to role play dual roles. At times, participants were playing 
the role of the Administrative Coach or the teacher who 
was being coached. Within a very short period of time 

John Clarke, our presenter and our host from the New 
Brunswick Teachers’ Association (NBTA), embraced us 
as a group. John helped us feel at home with one another 
so that we could focus on the task at hand with ease, 
which was training to become Cognitive Coaches.

Cognitive CoachingSM is a supervisory/peer coach-
ing model that capitalizes upon and enhances cognitive 
processes. Art Costa and Bob Garmston, the founders 
of Cognitive CoachingSM, define it as a set of strategies, 
a way of thinking, and a way of working that invites 
self and others to shape and reshape their thinking and 
problem solving capabilities.

The Cognitive CoachingSM Process

Cognitive CoachingSM uses a three-phase cycle sim-
ilar to teacher evaluation through clinical supervision: 
preconference, observation, and post conference. The 
primary difference between Cognitive CoachingSM and 
evaluation is that Cognitive CoachingSM uses these 
cycles for the sole purpose of helping the teacher im-
prove instructional effectiveness by becoming more 
reflective about teaching. While the preconference 
requires a teacher to articulate the day’s goals and the 
post conference calls for assessment, the teacher, not 
the coach, evaluates the lesson’s success.

Rooted in the clinical supervision theories of Gold-
hammer and Cogan, Cognitive CoachingSM adds to 
clinical supervision the dimension of enhancing teach-
ers’ intellectual growth (Costa and Garmston 1985, in 
press; Garmston 1990). It requires extensive coaching 
skills and teaches a set of strategies for creating a school 
environment that fosters teachers’ abilities to make 
changes in their own thinking and teaching. The pro-
cess supports informed teacher decision making.
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The ultimate goal of Cognitive CoachingSM is 
teacher autonomy: the ability to self-monitor, self-
analyze, and self-evaluate. In early cycles of Cognitive 
CoachingSM, the coach must draw these capacities from 
the teacher, but as the cycles continue, a teacher begins 
to call upon them internally and direct them toward an 
area of personal interest.

In Cognitive CoachingSM, the person being coached, 
not the coach, evaluates what is good or poor, appropri-
ate or inappropriate, effective or ineffective about his/
her work. This is a powerful approach to enhancing 
performance and building learning organizations. It is 
not conventional evaluation or performance appraisal.

Cognitive CoachingSM is based on the following 
four major assumptions:

•	 Thought	and	perception	produce	all	behavior.
•	 Teaching	is	constant	and	decision-making.
•	 To	learn	something	new	requires	engagement	

and alteration in thought.
•	 Humans	continue	to	grow	cognitively.
Cognitive CoachingSM is a form of mediation that 

may be applied to professional interactions in a variety 
of settings and situations with the intention of enhan-
cing self-directed learning. It is a composite of skills and 
strategies, maps and tools, and mental models and be-
liefs. In addition, it is a model for classroom mediation 
to enhance students’ self-directed learning. (A.Costa, 
R. Garmston 1994)

Coaches facilitate learning in teachers by posing 
questions, challenging thinking, and leading them in 
examining ideas and relationships. Coaching is a way 
of working with colleagues to support and encourage 
them in their development. Coaching is about learning, 
lifelong learning. It is about acting from strength it is 
not a process of ‘fixing’ people. (G Hoult, 2005)

A coach is someone who:

•	 Sees	what	others	may	not	see	through	the	high	
quality of his or her attention or listening,

•	 is	in	the	position	to	step	back	(or	invite	par-
ticipants to step back) from the situation so 
that they have enough distance from it to get 
some perspective,

•	 helps	people	see	the	difference	between	their	
intentions and their thinking or actions, and

•	 helps	people	cut	through	patterns	of	illusion	
and self-deception caused by defensive think-

ing and behaviour. (Robert Hargrove, Master-
ful Coaching 1995)

Coaching, at its best, adheres to these principles: 
it is grounded in inquiry, collaborative, sustained, con-
nected to and derived from teachers’ work with their 
students, and tied explicitly to improving practice. In 
any form of coaching, the focus is on the teacher as 
the learner. The ultimate goal of any coaching program 
is to support and guide individuals through reflective 
practice and continuous improvement among staff as 
part of collaborative, collegial learning environments 
for improving student achievement.

The four days of intense training went by quickly. 
It is common for educators to say, “I wish I had more 
time. I wish I could practice more so that I feel more 
confident in executing that which I am suppose to do”. 
We left the seminar having the tools, strategies, practice, 
and access to about 49 other individuals from whom 
we could seek support as we return to our respectful 
schools prepared to better foster our teachers’ abilities 
to make changes in their own thinking and teaching as 
a Cognitive Coach.

Costa, A., and R. Garmston. (February 1985). “Supervision for 
Intelligent Teaching.” Educational Leadership 42, 5: 70–80.

Costa, A., and R. Garmston. (In press). Cognitive Coaching: 
Approaching Renaissance Schools. Norwood, Mass.: Christo-
pher Gordon Publishing.

Garmston, R. (February 1987). “How Administrators Sup-
port Peer Coaching.” Educational Leadership 44, 5: 18–28.

Garmston, R. (Spring 1990). “Is Peer Coaching Changing 
Supervisory Relationships?: Some Reflections.” California 
Journal of Curriculum and Supervision 3, 2: 21–27.

Guild, P., and S. Garger. (1985). Marching to Different Drum-
mers. Alexandria, Va.: Association for Supervision and Cur-
riculum Development.

Hoult, G. (2005). Investigating the links between teacher pro-
fessional development and student learning outcomes. Re-
trieved September 29, from http://www.dest.govau/sectors/
school_education/publications_resources/profiles/teacher

Jane Sweeney is a Principal at Carleton Consolidated 
School with the Tri-County Regional School Board.
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Racing in Belize
Dr. Steven Van Zoost

So there I was, racing, in Belize. I don’t have the tourist versions of Belize I have often heard from those who 
have vacationed there. It was August. It was hot. I was working. I have learned that one of my favourite ways 

to travel is to meet other educators and I also like adventure. This summer working with Mount Saint Vincent 
University was a perfect mix of both. My task, along with seven other Nova Scotians, was to develop and deliver 
workshops in each of the education districts of Belize. This meant travelling in small planes and automobiles all 
over the country—quickly. As a group, we created our own version of The Amazing Race as we travelled in teams 
of two. Night after night, we moved our workshops to scattered locations and then reconvened in Belize City at 
the end. My team didn’t win our race, by the way. I didn’t return home with bragging rights, but I came back with 
other things.

Certainly, I’ve returned with new recipes; rice 
and beans is a staple in Belize. My friends and family 
enjoyed, or will enjoy (spoiler alert), hot sauces, choco-
late, wooden puzzle boxes, embroidered scarves, and 
bags. They are also subjected to viewing photos and 
listening to stories of spelunking, Mayan ruins, and in-
explicable moments of serendipity.

One thing that happens when you work outside 
of your normal frames of reference, is that you have 
to adapt your knowledge and skills—your theories 
and practices—to different cir-
cumstances. This experience 
challenges your own reference 
points, reinforcing the know-
ledge and skills that are valu-
able, and affirming best practi-
ces. For me, the distractions of 
“how to” questions are mini-
mized and the “why” questions 
of pedagogy are reinforced. Per-
haps this is because the “how to” questions vary tre-
mendously based on the context and resources available 
to a teacher. By contrast, the “why” questions of peda-
gogy become of heightened importance.

My workshop concerned classroom assessment, 
and as you probably know, the assessment literature is 
highly technical, focusing on “how to” use assessment 
to support students’ learning. The reasons concern-
ing “why” specific assessment practices are effective is 
often ignored or minimized. When I work outside of 
my day-to-day teaching context, as I was in Belize, the 

“why” questions concerning best assessment practices 
are at the forefront of my mind. I returned home with 
a clear and stronger vision of my own views about the 
importance of classroom assessment, and about the role 
of students in these practices. This insider/outsider ex-
perience of working elsewhere is very helpful for some-
one like me who likes to think about issues from new 
perspectives.

Regardless of where I happen to be working, I’ve 
often been thinking about the role of students. How 

we think about the role of stu-
dents in our classrooms largely 
informs our decisions as teach-
ers. Do we see students as emp-
ty vessels awaiting knowledge? 
Are they considered capable? 
Current citizens? Individuals? 
The question of valuing stu-
dents as capable decision-mak-
ers in their own education has 

been clarified for me; teachers need to know how to 
create spaces for students to be active agents in their 
learning.

Early in my teaching career, such a space involved 
the pedagogical language of offering students “choices” 
and this was accompanied by offering help to students 
as they made choices, and offering students reflections 
about their choices. Now, such a vision of the classroom 
also involves offering a negotiated structure for learn-
ing, including decisions that are made by the whole 
class, small groups, and individuals. In fact, right now, 

Regardless of where 
I happen to be working, 
I’ve often been thinking 

about the role of students.
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everything seems, to me, to be in negotiation: what 
knowledge, what skills, what attitudes, what texts, and 
which authorities are deemed important. Our curric-
ula provide this vision for us and continue to evolve to 
reflect the changing needs of our time. Across Canada, 
provinces and territories are redesigning curricula to 
reflect the needs of our current students and our coun-
try. It is my hope that the changing vision of education 
takes into greater account the role of students as active 
agents in their education.

In Belize, curricula are changing too. The assess-
ment workshops that I conducted in August were to 
help teachers understand changes in the vision of their 
education system as they implemented new curricula. 
One of the aims of this project with Mount Saint Vin-
cent University is to create sufficient capacity within 
the country’s teaching community that in the last years 
of the project, Belizean teachers will conduct these 
workshops rather than Nova Scotians. This will require 
movement away from a culture of compliance towards 
a professional culture of teaching. It will also require 
a validation of self-directed professional development.

Regretfully, it is not difficult to find places where 
governments attempt to de-professionalize teaching, 

perhaps as a means to justify the underfunding of pub-
lic education. In such places, these attempts not only 
impact the morale of teachers; these attempts also im-
pact the support of public education in those places. 
When education becomes a reduced societal value, 
there is need for all citizens to be concerned because 
education impacts our well-being and quality of life.

Fortunately, the government in Belize is working 
to improve the quality of life throughout the country 
and to do this they have decided to support the con-
tinued professionalization of teaching as a means of 
transforming their society.

When I returned home from Belize, I didn’t just 
come home with recipes and gifts; I also came home 
with a renewed conviction about the importance of 
understanding teachers to be professionals. I returned 
home reinvigorated to work with Nova Scotia students 
and educators. I returned home with strengthened sup-
port for public education in Nova Scotia. This, despite 
losing the race in Belize, still runs through me.

Dr. Steven Van Zoost teaches for Avon View High 
School and Nova Scotia Virtual School in the 
Annapolis Valley Regional School Board.
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Brian Forbes

Charles Ungerleider is a former Associate Dean for teacher education at the University of British Col-
umbia, who subsequently served as B.C. Deputy Minister of Education from 1998 to 2001. He published 

an important book, Failing Our Kids: How We Are Ruining Our Public Schools, in 2003. The book is an unusually 
clear-headed and even-handed analysis of the challenges, changes, and opportunities for creative solutions facing 
Canadian public education in the 21st century. Most of its observations are just as pertinent today as they were at 
the time of publication. He received an interested hearing from teacher unions across the country, to whom he 
offered full-fledged recognition of the importance of their role as shapers of the future of public education, com-
bined with thoughtful criticism of some of their approaches to various issues and strategic advice concerning ways 
to enlist public – and especially parental – support for their goals. I concurred, and still concur, with Heather-Jane 
Robertson’s advice: “Teachers, parents, policy-makers and pundits: Read this book, then act.” As a readable and sage 
survey of the “contested terrain” that public education has become, it is incomparable.

In Chapter 8, Ungerleider compares the “compet-
ing ideologies” of government and the British Col-
umbia Teachers Federation (BCTF), concluding that 
government’s focus was on the individual’s economic 
contribution to society and his or her worth as “human 
capital”. BCTF took a more holistic and activist ap-
proach, emphasizing the individual “as socially respon-
sible citizen obliged to bring about changes democrat-
ically.” This division between government and teacher 
organizations on the purpose of public education tends 
to be mirrored across the country. Moreover, other en-
tities and groupings within the community often align 
themselves on one side or the other. Especially at times 
of conflict, each side will seek allies for its vision among 
these other players. The implications for public educa-
tion, flowing from these very different perceptions of its 
purpose, are manifold and significant.

Among the ramifications are those having to do 
with curriculum, professional development, and pro-
fessional autonomy for teachers. The utilitarian, func-
tional, instrumental economics philosophy typically 
manifests as a narrow “back to the basics” agenda. This 
is often accompanied by a preference for concentration 
on achievement of discrete and quantifiable outcomes, 
traditional methodology, and standardized assessment. 
Little scope is offered for teachers to make meaning-
ful choices, based on their own professional judgement, 
in terms of content, method or evaluation. Similarly, 
professional development is narrowly construed, with a 

focus almost exclusively on direct application to effect-
ive delivery of the officially sanctioned curriculum. The 
main initiative and direction, of course, comes from the 
employer.

Such an agenda runs counter to a vision of edu-
cation, which seeks to develop the whole person, and 
enable each one to achieve their highest potential as 
an individual, and as a fully contributing and valued 
member of society. Fortunately, while the philosophy’s 
proponents are strongly represented and influential, it is 
not universally subscribed to, even within government 
and policy-making circles, and certainly not among the 
general public. Still, it has had a considerable impact. So 
it is far more than turf protection when teacher organ-
izations insist on having a meaningful voice, through 
their members’ active participation in curriculum de-
velopment, certification issues, assessment policy and 
methodology, professional development, teacher edu-
cation – indeed in every aspect of public education. 
With a broad and progressive view of what schools are 
meant to accomplish in a democratic society, teachers 
are committed to being recognized as the professionals 
that they are, to exercising their prerogatives and ex-
erting their influence as professionals, and to defending 
their profession’s status against any measures that would 
diminish its credibility or integrity.

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