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Or email submissions to aviso@nstu.ca 
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Contributor guidelines are available to interested writers on the 
NSTU Website — www.nstu.ca 
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manuscrits ne seront pas retournés. Les manuscrits sélectionnés pour 
la publication dans AVISO pourront être édités pour ce qui est de la 
clarté, du style, de la langueur et de la cohérence

Les directives relatives aux collaborateurs sont disponibles en 
consultant le site Web du NSTU — www.nstu.ca 

Les manuscrits envoyés par voie électronique doivent être en format 
Microsoft Word, Rich Text Format ou Texte seulement.

Les photos/images originales reliées aux soumissions sont appréciées.
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Hiver – Comment appuyer nos garcons et nos filles dans notre 
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What is 
Aviso?
Simon Wilkin

EDITORIAL

As Peter L. McCreath wrote in the first edition of Aviso magazine in the spring of 1986, “Aviso is the 
magazine for Nova Scotia’s teaching profession.” Today we would expand that to say that Aviso is the 

magazine for Nova Scotia’s teaching profession, by Nova Scotia’s teaching professionals.

The title Aviso stands for or represents “a collec-
tion of thoughtful ideas and advice.” Over the past 26 
or so years there have been over 615 different writ-
ers, 73 editions and a wealth of knowledge shared 
through a multitude of articles. Over this time, there 
have been names that members will recognize as hav-
ing been regular contributors to the magazine: Ken 
Langille, Monica Maloney, Paul McCormick, Greg 
O’Keefe, Susan M. Church, Dr. Steven Van Zoost, 
Deborah McVeigh, Brian Forbes and David Ritchie, 
to mention a few. The success of Aviso magazine is a 
reflection of the wonderful work going on by all of 

our members.
As a profession, and in the spirit of collegial-

ity and collaboration, we enjoy sharing and learning 
about events and activities that are taking place across 
the province and the Atlantic region. We encourage 
members, regardless of their perception of their writ-
ing ability, to share stories with members of the or-
ganization and beyond. The Aviso Content Editorial 
Team is here to help with the technical tightening of 
articles once they are submitted.

Every spring the Aviso Advisory Board deter-
mines the themes for the upcoming academic year. 
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These themes are published on page 2 of the spring 
edition each year so that members, who might be in-
terested in writing or feel they might have something 
to contribute, are aware of the upcoming themes. 
Some of the themes that have been chosen include: 
Equality Issues, Who Makes Decisions Affecting Stu-
dents, Literacy, Innovations in Education, Fine Arts, 
Community Colleges, The Joy of Teaching, Violence 
in Our Schools, Administering Our Schools, Tech-
nology, Healthy Living and the list goes on.

For the 2012-2013 academic year the themes 
include “Teacher Unions in the 21st Century”, the 
winter edition “Wellness/Self Management for a 
Healthy Soul” and the spring edition “Supporting 
Our Boys and Girls in Education.”

If a member is interested in submitting a story, 
the full contributor guidelines can be found on the 
Nova Scotia Teachers Union website (www.nstu.
ca) under the ‘Communications’ menu, then under 
‘NSTU Publications’ and ‘Aviso’. Even if an idea for a 
story does not directly correlate to the current theme, 
there are the ‘In My Classroom’ and ‘The Pedagogue’ 

sections to fit additional topics.
In 1994, the Canadian Educational Press Asso-

ciation (CEPA), to which the NSTU is a member, 
initiated the Golden Leaf Awards. Annually winners 
are selected in the following categories: writing and 
editing; graphics and design; and public and media 
relations advertising. Submissions are evaluated and 
critiqued by an independent panel and winning en-
tries are selected. Over the eighteen years, since their 
inception, Aviso writers have received 57 CEPA 
Golden Leaf Awards.

We know there are exciting things happening 
in all demographics of our membership. At any time 
of the year, if a member has a story to share, they can 
submit it to the Aviso team for consideration in an 
upcoming publication. If an article does not make 
it into the edition immediately following the article 
being submitted, it will be given consideration for a 
future edition of the magazine because Aviso is the 
magazine for Nova Scotia’s teaching profession, by 
Nova Scotia’s teaching professionals.
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COMMUNITY COLLEGE Q&A

International Travel with 
our NSCC Students

Deborah McVeigh

International travel can be a wonderful experience for those willing to 

“step outside the box” and explore education, teaching and learning in 

a new format. Darlene Redmond, an information technology (IT) faculty member at 

NSCC Truro Campus, describes her international travel experiences and highlights.

Q: How did you become involved in the 
international travel program at the Nova 
Scotia Community College (NSCC)?
A: I became involved with NSCC International in 
2000 when two of my IT students were selected for 
internships in Belize. The first time I travelled with an 
NSCC field school was in 2005 when I participated 
in the Mexico field school.
Q: What was your first experience? What 
perked your interest?
A: By 2005, my students were regularly applying for 
international opportunities within the college and I 
spent time encouraging them to consider the value of 
working in other countries and cultures. Internation-
al experience on the resumé of an IT student is as 
valuable as a second language. My students and I kept 
an eye on emails coming from NSCC International.
Q: What are the prerequisites to become 
involved in this program?
A: The primary prerequisite is a good attitude. (Per-
haps that’s why industry values this on a resume.) You 
have to be adaptable and not fluster easily. You have 
to be able to navigate in unfamiliar environments 
and, if you are travelling with a group, you must be a 
team player. Each opportunity will have specific skill 

requirements depending on the project, but the key 
is really being able to perform outside your comfort 
zone.
Q: Can any NSCC employee become 
involved?
A: Each NSCC International project has specific 
skill and background requirements depending on 
the project goals. Also, because of funding require-
ments, there may be particular positions identified 
for students, faculty, and staff. One of the interest-
ing things about international opportunities is that 
applicants need to read the advertised requirements 
carefully because opportunities can be missed. For 
instance, two years ago two Truro IT students were 
accepted for an international project in the Nether-
lands that identified the positions as “advocating for 
people with disabilities.” The application process for 
that project was a real learning experience for those 
students when they had to think about how an IT 
technician might have a role to play as an advocate. 
Their placements in the Netherlands were very suc-
cessful and life changing for both students, neither 
of whom had travelled outside the province prior to 
their internships.
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Q: Please describe your project 
experiences.
A: With NSCC, I have participated in five 
international projects:

In 2005, I had the opportunity to live 
with a family in Guadalajara, Mexico and 
study Spanish at the Universidad del Valle 
de Atemajac. In 2006, I participated in the 
Asia field school and worked in Singapore, 
Malaysia, Vietnam and China. In 2009, and 
again in 2011, I travelled to Tanzania as a fac-
ulty advisor on student projects. In 2010, I 
participated in the Uniterra Leave for Change 
program and worked in Ghana with the Na-
tional Education Campaign Coalition.
Q: Do you find language a 
barrier since English is your first 
language?
A: Today’s reality is that most of the world 
speaks English as a first or second language. 
On the rare occasion when you find yourself 
in a situation where no one can interpret, re-
sorting to charades usually gets the job done.
Q: What happens if you become ill 
while out of the country?
A: If you are travelling with a group, there 
are usually one or more participants with 
first-aid or medical training. The group 
leader(s) will know where to find the local 
hospital or emergency services. As part of 
the orientation process, every participant fills 
out a short medical history and is required to 
have emergency medical coverage while out-
side the country. There is always discussion of 
which medications may be required. Often 
the group organizes supplying these among 
the various participants. Even if you are trav-
elling as an individual, as with the Leave for 
Change program, you have a significant or-
ganization supporting you and you are given 
a local phone number where you can contact 
someone 24 hours a day in the case of an 
emergency.
Q: What type of learning is 
involved for students who 
participate in this experience?
A: International projects usually have ser-
vice goals and learning goals and these are 

determined at the beginning of the project. 
Service goals are usually dependent on stu-
dents’ academic training such as (nursing 
and information technology). A project may 
test these skills in a resource-challenged set-
ting. Students also gain experience in prob-
lem solving, critical thinking, teamwork and 
cross-cultural skills.
Q: Are you and/or the students 
totally sponsored by NSCC?
A: The level of sponsorship is different for 
each project, but a participant will always be 
expected to make a personal financial contri-
bution to establish their commitment. I en-
courage students involved with international 
projects to fundraise to cover some or all of 
their personal expenses because I feel fund-
raising, networking and reporting back to 
funding organizations is a skill in and of it-
self.
Q: How much preparation is 
involved before you embark on a 
journey to another country?
A: For the project leads who are responsible 
to oversee service goals, there is a great deal of 
preparation. You have a job to do. You have 
to know how you are going to accomplish 
it given the time and resources you have at 
the partner site. Individuals will be involved 
in personal preparation: learning about the 
locale, possibly learning some phrases in an-
other language and making sure their travel 
obligations including required vaccines are 
completed. For students and staff, NSCC 
International provides all the necessary infor-
mation and coordinates orientation sessions.
Q: You are open to many different 
experiences and cultures. Do you 
feel a certain personality is needed 
to be involved in this program?
A: In talking with people over the past sev-
eral years, I have come to realize that work-
ing in international locations isn’t for every-
one. It’s not really a particular personality 
type you need. Every group I’ve travelled 
with was made up of a wide variety of per-
sonalities. Rather, you just have to have an 
interest in international project work and, 
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more importantly, be able to “see” yourself 
doing it – whether it’s putting in a computer 
network in Africa, setting up a tourist pro-
gram in Belize, or installing wood stoves in 
Guatemala. When someone asks, “Is this 
for me?” there should be an opportunity for 
them to find out. That is why I feel passion-
ate about providing project opportunities 
for NSCC students and for individuals in 
the Truro community. Now more than ever, 
we need citizens with a global perspective 
and a personal commitment to international 
issues. Nothing accomplishes this more ef-
fectively than travelling and working inter-
nationally.
Q: You recently returned from 
Guatemala with your community/
church group, how was this 
experience different from or the 
same as your other experiences?
A: My work with the Guatemala project re-
sulted directly from my NSCC experiences. 
Having been involved in travelling with a 
group, including experiences with travel 
logistics and orientation sessions, I was able 
to bring some valuable knowledge and organ-
ization to this local parish group. I am part 
of the steering committee for the Guatemala 
project and our goals and discussions are very 
similar to those I’ve had at NSCC. We are 
trying to address a need while providing a 
learning opportunity for the project partici-
pants. With the Guatemala project, as with 
the NSCC activities, there is an emphasis on 
having students and young people involved. 
The earlier we can expose our youth to inter-
national issues and various cultures, the more 
time they will have to “pay forward” what 
they have learned.
Q: What activity, if any, is 
generated once you return home?
A: An important aspect of NSCC Inter-
national activities that may not be easy to 
quantify, is the second level of activity gen-
erated by a project: when NSCC students 
fundraise to support a non-governmental or-
ganization (NGO) in Africa that one of their 
classmates has visited; when lifelong friend-

ships are sustained between individuals in 
Bosnia and Canada; or when an NSCC staff 
member continues to send training resources 
to an organization they’ve worked with in 
Vietnam or Ghana.
Q: In this time of fiscal restraint, 
do you feel this is a student 
experience that should be 
encouraged? If so, why?
A: The world is very small, and today it is 
painfully obvious that decisions one country 
makes can have huge international implica-
tions. Every educational institution has an 
obligation to help its stu-
dents become responsible 
global citizens. For those 
students who want to ex-
perience different countries 
and cultures, we have to do 
everything we can to sup-
port them in that. They are 
the ones who will be mak-
ing decisions in 10, 15 and 
20 years’ time. They are the 
ones who need to travel and 
see now.

We have dealt with this 
same question in respect to 
the Guatemala project that 
my parish group supports. 
Each participant in that 
group pays their own ex-
penses and we fundraise to 
pay for project materials. We 
know our partners in Gua-
temala are more than capable of the stove 
installations we travel there to complete, so 
why don’t we just send the money? The fact 
is that it’s not just about addressing a need in 
Guatemala. The project also addresses a need 
on the part of the Truro-based participants 
to feel they have done something personally 
and to feel they have a relationship with the 
individuals they are helping. The participants 
in these projects will readily admit that they 
get much more out of the project than they 
give and that the travel is a secondary con-
sideration.

I haven’t found 
anything 

that makes a 
bigger impact 
in a student’s 
perspective 
or maturity 

than travelling 
and working 

internationally.
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Q: What was your most interesting 
experience with your travels?
A: A definite highlight was my opportunity last year to 
bring two IT students from our program to Mikumi 
National Park in Tanzania and install a computer net-
work in a community college. I feel the two NSCC 
students who travelled to Tanzania had an ideal ser-
vice-learning experience. They used their skills, their 
knowledge and their practical experience to install a 
stable, reliable network infrastructure at the Mikumi 
Campus. They learned about teamwork and gained a 
truly global perspective. It was what service learning 
should be: rewarding and enjoyable.

The project also had an impact on the other stu-
dents at the Truro campus. Throughout the winter 
semester many “teachable moments” arose from dis-
cussions of the value and sustainability of various re-
sources and components we considered for the project. 
With the success of this project, we all have a renewed 
appreciation for the value of planning and preparation. 
We accomplished our service goal and far exceeded our 
learning goals. We couldn’t have asked for better hosts 
and we couldn’t have done it without their assistance. 
They were accommodating and appreciative and made 
us feel very welcome. The tourism students taught us 

about their country and their culture, and they shared 
their knowledge and time with us. We introduced their 
IT instructor to web server administration only to dis-
cover the next morning that the welcome message on 
the Mikumi WordPress server was now in Swahili with 
a photo of the Mikumi Campus!
Q: Would you encourage students to make 
this a part of their NSCC experience and 
lifelong learning?
A: I have been encouraging students to seek out 
international opportunities since I began teaching at 
NSCC 14 years ago. I haven’t found anything that 
makes a bigger impact in a student’s perspective or 
maturity than travelling and working internationally.
Q: Where can people go to find out more 
about international travel and NSCC?
A: Here are some links:
http://www.international.nscc.ca
FaceBook: http://www.facebook.com/nsccinternational
Twitter: http://twitter.com/nsccintl
Blog: www.nscc-intl.travellerspoint.com
Questions: international@nscc.ca

Deborah McVeigh is a faculty member at NSCC, 
Marconi Campus.
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Teacher Unions of 
the 21st Century

Mary-Lou Donnelly

What will teacher organizations be dealing with as we move forward in the 21st century? In 
order to answer that question the Canadian Teachers’ Federation (CTF) decided to take a look at trends, 

both nationally and internationally, and the impacts of those trends on education, on teacher organizations and 
on the work we need to do.

We’ll take a look at the trends in four different 
areas: economics, demographics, ideological and edu-
cational, and then we will have a look at the impacts 
of each of those categories.

RD Laing said, “We live in a moment of history 
where change is happening so fast that we begin to 
see the present only when it is already disappearing. 
So we need to be ready for the changes that are hit-
ting us – and that is not easy.”

Teachers and unions will continue to face chal-
lenges and our unions will continue to play an im-
portant role in addressing those new challenges well 
into the future.

Economics is what drove the worst recession 
since the depression in 2008. With the crash of the 
U.S. housing market, de-regulation, fixed-rate de-
posits that eventually became known as “toxic paper” 
and using increasingly risky financial instruments, 
eventually lead to an international bank crisis, which 
in turn, lead to the global recession.

So, as we begin to address the deficits, the ques-
tion is, what is the impact on the public sector?

In the school system, we see more and more pri-
vate schools. Some provinces even put money into 
charter schools, which are more prevalent in the U.S. 
than in Canada. This, of course, leads to the under-
mining of unions and we’ll see more of that as we go 
on.

We’re seeing attacks on the public sector unions. 
Collective bargaining issues such as wage freezes or 
governments offering zero per cent, refusal to negoti-
ate at all, threats, pitting public sector workers against 
private sector workers. The undermining of pension 
plans: defined benefit plans, which are depicted as 

elite, unrealistic in our current economic times are 
too costly to the public versus defined contribution 
plans.

Now let’s have a look at the education trends. 
More and more, we see schools and education sys-
tems as “providers of human capital”. But in educa-
tion we know that one size doesn’t fit all. It is not a 
business model, yet governments are moving closer 
and closer to this. And while skills and training are 
important, there is so much more to education than 
that.

The Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment (PISA) test, distorts 
educational policies as it has “encouraged govern-
ments to adopt an overly economic approach to edu-
cation.” The OECD operates in the power countries, 
so the PISA tests are encompassing the countries that 
control over 87 per cent of the world’s economy. Na-
tional and provincial governments have instituted 
educational reform based on increasing efficiency and 
competitiveness with reference to the latest PISA re-
sults as a source of legitimacy for their actions.

The OECD is set up as a quasi-government the 
way it has influenced policy direction, almost for-
cing education to go through an economic lens. We 
see standardization, a narrowing of curriculum and 
school rankings.

These tests talk about the value we are getting 
for our dollars. Canada did not take part in the first 
round of the Teaching and Learning International 
Survey (TALIS) (results released June 2009) but we 
understand that some provinces will take part in the 
second round (results to be released June 2014). Edu-
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cation International (EI) warns that there could be 
a potentially dangerous connection between TALIS 
and PISA in that they could be used to strengthen 
the argument for performance-based pay for teach-
ers. Another concern is the potential linkage between 
TALIS findings and PISA in terms of teacher evalua-
tion being based on student performance on PISA. 
In other words: Could individual teachers be evalu-
ated according to how well their students perform in 
PISA-type assessments?

Finance Minister Jim Flaherty announced that 
Canada would be the first in the Group of Seven to 
erase its deficit and do so with “prudent” economic 
growth assumptions; that translates to, Canada will 
cap government borrowing needs over the next five 
years.

When we look at the demographic impacts 
we see the changing demographics of the Canadian 
population, the teaching profession and declining 
school enrollments.

Immigration is projected to rise steadily until 
2030. In 2010 there were 4,000 immigrants com-
ing through Pearson International per week. It is re-
ported that 50 per cent of immigrants live in poverty 
in Canada. What school supports will be needed and 
what family supports will be needed?

In the last ten years, we have seen a decline in 
student enrollment and an increase of the number 
of educators in Canada. Some may argue that a de-
clining enrollment would transfer into a decrease in 
education dollars. But we see that government spend-
ing in education has declined faster than the student 
enrollment between 2000 and 2009.

In the context of an aging population and de-
clining student enrollment, education budgets may 
well be competing for funding with health care and 
other priorities within shrinking provincial budgets. 
In 2010, 23 per cent of Canadians over the age of 65 
command 50 per cent of hospital spending. In the 
next five years that number will increase by 2 mil-
lion, and people over the age of 80 will increase by 
300,000. This will lead to a competition of health 
care dollars and privatization.

So, we know public education as the great 
equalizer. Diane Ravitch says that unless we organize 
now, we’ll have:

•	Schools run by non-educators;

•	Administrators who have never taught;
•	Teachers working 60 hours a week;
•	Top students only accepted and public educa-

tion for those who “can’t make it”.
We can’t see the future but we can prepare for it 

based on what we know. Moving forward we need to 
develop the structure:

•	Member engagement: Looking at demograph-
ics, we must engage all our members.

•	Communication with members, parents and 
the public. In Finland and Sweden two suc-
cessful campaigns were launched: “Don’t let 
the children pay for the Crisis” and “Every-
thing starts with a good teacher”.

•	Social justice issues: Teacher unions around 
the world and in Canada are more and more 
involved in social justice issues.

•	Develop trust, respect and commitment. Time 
to put aside differences and work together. 
Cooperation is necessary for our survival.
John Schnarr quote: “The future is not some-

place we are going to, but one we are creating. The 
paths to it are not found, and the activity of making 
them changes both the maker and the destination”.

We are facing some of the greatest challenges in 
our lifetime:

•	 Increased scrutiny;
•	Accountability agenda;
•	Competition for dollars;
•	Competition for resources;
•	Declining student populations;
•	Privatization;
•	Threats to pension plans;
•	Governments in debt trying to cut back;
•	Teacher organizations on the defensive which 

undermines our credibility for advocating;
•	Degree to which the media and politicians are 

prepared to demonize the teaching profession.
However, given these challenges we must always 

remember – teachers are the future!

(Excerpt from an address by past CTF President Mary-
Lou Donnelly to CTF National Staff Meeting delegates)

Mary-Lou Donnelly is former president of the NSTU 
and Canadian Teachers’ Federation.
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You might want to try an experiment with your classes someday by asking them why we 
have Labour Day in September usually before the school year traditionally begins. You 

might be surprised by the responses you receive. It is a sad fact that many of the dramatic and important gains 
made by unions in North America in the last 150 years seem to be in jeopardy. This threat appears to have been 
instigated by polarization rampant in the industrial free enterprise world; a phenomenon that is diminishing 
the growth of, and participation in, unions.

Unions are constructed on four very definite 
sturdy legs: wage and welfare concerns, social con-
cerns, health and safety concerns and educational/
professional development concerns. It is no accident 
that early union halls were instrumental in the pro-
motion and development of the whole person. Many 
of them provided adult education opportunities out-
side the employees’ work schedules. Interestingly, 
many of these duties and responsibilities have since 
fallen to govern-
ment in recent 
years in much 
the same way 
that health has been transferred from re-
ligious and local community organizations 
to government. The inherent danger in this 
is that we will lose, to a great extent, control 
of the agenda.

From a totally personal point of view, it 
is time we re-energized the union movement 
and clawed back a greater portion of the 
agenda for our profession. As a profession-
al union, a true oxymoron, we not only 
have a responsibility to ourselves but to 
others to educate them on the gains, 
advantages and necessities of unions to 
our and their well-being. I am shocked 

by the number of well-educated young people and 
well-qualified and experienced older people who are 
frozen in poorly paid employment with no benefits. 
Having been 
recently cata-
pulted from 

The White Knight’s Charger
Unions in the 21st Century

David Ritchie
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the NSTU drug plan to the Nova Scotia 
Seniors’ Pharmacare Plan due to my age, I 
can tell you that the benefits our union has 
earned are decidedly superior. Imagine hav-
ing no benefits beyond those very basics sup-
plied by the government. That is the sad real-
ity for many of our non-union brothers and 
sisters.

Recently I have been hearing stories 
of impoverished people who are statistically 
less healthy and cannot afford the prescribed 

drugs to maintain their well-
being. Stop and think just 
how fortunate we are to have 
a union that has fought and 
achieved the myriad of ad-
vantages we enjoy. It is time 
to reaffirm our commitment 
to the collective protection of 
the Union. Most of us recog-
nize the rising tide of the cost 
of living, the tsunami of a de-
preciating dollar (just look at 
housing and food costs) and 
the lack of adequate com-
pensation to keep our heads 
financially above water. Our 
survival and protection lies 
within the Union.

The great gains we have 
made in economic welfare 
must not be lost because of 
indifference or the misguided 

belief that there is no risk. In much the same 
way, I would like to see a revitalization of the 
in-service and professional training being 
reinforced by a renewed interest and excite-
ment about our special associations and Lo-
cals. As school boards continue to back away 
from providing  in-service opportunities, we 
would be wise to pick up the slack. Just ask 
yourself how much active subject-directed 
training you have received from your board 
lately. Much of the in-serving seems to be 
related to administrivia and record keeping 
rather than innovations and breakthroughs 

in the way our particular curriculum should 
be delivered given the dramatic ideas being 
exposed by recent research in pedagogy. I ex-
pect that we all need refreshers in the new 
brain theories and matching techniques to 
best meet our students’ needs. If we are to 
remain current and relevant professionally we 
must promote our own and our colleagues’ 
education. We absolutely cannot rest on our 
laurels.

The social aspect of the Union is also 
critical. We need to continue to provide a 
welcoming and inclusive social opportunity 
to all teachers. I remember how important 
this was in my early career. As schools become 
larger and less community-based, this is even 
more critical to the well-being of the profes-
sion. We must create a community. Isolation 
is a risk all the way through our careers. We 
all know how hard we work and the relatively 
high levels of stress and demands of the job 
and the system. One would think that as the 
career progresses that there should be a corres-
ponding decrease in the stress and demands. 
Those of us at the end of our careers know 
this is not true. Continuing to strengthen the 
social community within the Union is para-
mount. Matching this with collegiality at the 
school level is equally important.

Imagine the Union as a wonderful war-
horse charger from the Middle Ages, a huge 
powerful armoured steed that carries us as 
protected teachers, the white knights of the 
modern world. Each of its sturdy, powerful 
legs (economic welfare, professional develop-
ment, health and safety concerns, and a social 
context) is as essential to our well-being as 
the white knights who battle the darkness of 
ignorance. Make sure each of you takes the 
time to nurture this magnificent horse that 
carries us through our careers.

David Ritchie is a visual arts teacher 
at Avon View School, Annapolis Valley 
Regional School Board.

“Our survival 
and protection 

lies within 
the Union.”
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Elections Nova Scotia, in partnership with Smiley Guy Studios and Nexus Media  
Inc., introduces Pillars of Freedom, ten episodes of a cartoon series developed  
for TVO and now available online through the Elections Nova Scotia’s Growing  
Great Citizens website.

Also online, the Elections Nova Scotia Democracy Folio – a host of information 
and activities, in English and French, with a focus on students 8-13.

Visit www.electionsnovascotia.com and click on Growing Great Citizens.  
Because great citizens are not born, they’re made.

It is a mythical world of dragons, 
creatures that have all but  
lost their rights to be dragons.  
An election is their last chance 
to change things around.
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Changing Times for 
Teacher Unions

Maintaining relevance in the 21st century
Peter Sheppard

For more than 100 years, the Nova Scotia Teachers Union has been protecting teacher rights 
and defining the nature of education in this province. We are now well into a new century, which 

has brought with it the development and communication of ideas through digital means. The rate of change 
is dizzying, not just as new gadgets hit the market, but in the use of this technology to shape societies and the 
very ideas they embrace. It is harder for authoritarian governments to maintain their grip on their populations, 
harder for businesses to survive in an intensely competitive market, and harder for individuals to maintain 
employment in the face of so much rapid change.

It is also a time when we face environmental 
degradation, contamination of our food supply by a 
myriad of chemical agents and biological manipula-
tion, as well as global economic recession. It has be-
come almost a cliché to say our young students are 
heading towards a very different world than the one 
in which we live. Not only must they find the means 
to ensure a just and healthy society in this century, 
they must also find ways to do so without massive 
social upheaval.

Yet such rapid technological development and 
social change has created an exciting environment for 
young people to push for social experimentation. Stu-
dents in Halifax and other communities have already 
used technology to meet together in real time, to talk 
with astronauts, on the space station about the work 
they have been doing. For years now, musicians from 
countries around the world have been creating music 
together online, again in real time, raising their voices 
as a single global human family. There are countless 
examples of this sort of thing. Nothing has brought 
home the impact technology is poised to have on 
our society as much as the recent Arab Spring, when 
young people used social media to support their ef-
forts to defeat their authoritarian governments.

Place the NSTU and organizations like it in 

this landscape and we begin to see the challenges 
they face in order to survive and be a constructive 
force that teachers will support. While salaries, pen-
sions and working conditions should not be set aside 
as we move forward, there must be an open attitude 
towards education that happens outside school walls; 
an education that will be developed and communi-
cated through electronic rather than physical com-
munities.

We all know that change is already upon us; it 
is hitting all professions. Some parents and educators 
are already creating new ways to educate children 
that do not necessarily rely on public school teach-
ers. Governments have been preparing legislation to 
allow these changes to take place and they recognize 
that education at a grassroots level, or education with 
fewer schools, could result in better test scores with 
far lower costs. If teachers rely on government legis-
lation to protect their jobs in the future, the profes-
sion will not survive. If teachers spend their energies 
fighting to maintain the current system and focus on 
simply tweaking curriculum every time a new test re-
sult comes out, they will not survive. If teachers put 
blinkers on, close their classroom doors and say, “Just 
let me teach in my classroom,” the profession will not 
survive.
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It may not be necessary to know what 
the profession will look like in the future so 
much as it will be necessary to develop the 
kind of professional flexibility that allows us 
to be a part of these changes and even a pri-
mary mover of them. We need to ask if there 
are new ways to employ teachers; whether 
students and teachers need face-to-face con-
tact each and every day to be successful. Can 
teachers and students meet online some of 
the time to engage in discussion, create and 
communicate? Consider the value in having 
students from different communities and 
cultures coming together, increasing their 
awareness and acceptance of others in a kind 
of electronic classroom. Perhaps there should 
also be more opportunities for students and 
teachers to come together in smaller groups 
away from computers and classrooms – in 
camps, sports complexes, museums and 
workplaces. We need to ask if all students 
have to study the same curriculum, or if there 
are effective ways, that technology can allow 
more choice for them. As we develop new so-
cial arrangements in education, how do we 
deal with different learning styles and pro-
mote inclusivity? What will a school year and 
a school day look like? Perhaps most import-
antly for teacher organizations, how do we 
ensure standards are met in such situations, 
and how do we determine qualifications and 
compensation for those who take responsibil-
ity for them?

As one considers these questions, it 
should become obvious that the very nature 
of our society is dependent upon the answers. 
It can be argued that while there has seldom 
been such a time of increasing communica-
tion, one has to question the quality and so-
cial value of much of that communication. 
As technology breaks down the physical walls 
of schools, it builds new and very real barriers 
between individuals, often pushing us apart 
rather than bringing us together. Education 
is a social interaction; teachers and students 
need to meet face-to-face to develop ideas 

and skills. We cannot allow social barriers to 
be built as people back off into groups de-
fined by race, sexual orientation, socio-eco-
nomic status, locale, family, or other ways 
we differentiate ourselves. We need to keep 
in the forefront the belief that education is 
the means by which we embrace our differ-
ences and ensure a just and democratic so-
ciety. Education, a free and open education 
that allows students to develop the ability to 
think for themselves and to explore their in-
terests and their skills, is not 
a new idea. It is well recog-
nized as one of the basics of 
a democratic society. Perhaps 
this is where the teaching 
profession should anchor it-
self and help shape the fu-
ture of education. As we al-
low education to evolve, we 
must remember that we all 
deserve an education, even 
though it may well be dif-
ferent for different students. 
We must fight to make sure 
that this basic concept lies 
at the foundation of the 
coming changes. We must 
remember that education 
is a social interaction and 
that this interaction is what 
drives the very way we learn 
and how our brains develop. 
Young students must learn to question and 
challenge themselves mentally, creatively and 
physically. They must also be prepared to 
challenge those forces in society that would 
oppress them. Perhaps then society will see 
our value, and be willing to continue to in-
vest in us. Students will gain an education 
they can take part in and value, no matter 
how much its delivery changes.

Peter Sheppard is a retired teacher from 
the Annapolis Valley Regional School 
Board.

Education 
is the means 
by which we 
embrace our 

differences and 
ensure a just 

and democratic 
society.
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Voices of Concern
As a new government ushered in the 21st century with severe 

fiscal restraint measures, NSTU members took action

Paul McCormick

On October 20, 1999, newly elected Premier John Hamm appointed a fiscal management 
task force to undertake a complete program review. The task force was given one month to hold 

public hearings across the province.

The interim report of the task force was released 
on December 20, with community consultations 
across the province scheduled for the first week in Janu-
ary. Among its recommendations was a strengthening 
of the community college system to provide lifelong 
learning opportunities, but little for public education. 
Most frightening to teachers and other public servants 
were recommendations that the deficit be eliminated 
within two years and that departments prepare budgets 
based on 15 and 30 per cent reductions.

The Nova Scotia Teachers Union organized a 
series of Local workshops to help teachers prepare for 
the consultations. More than 150 members attended 
the workshops. Some 50 teachers made oral and writ-
ten presentations at the hearings. The upside of the 
final report was its key theme “to make Nova Scotia a 
learning society.”

At the same time, the NSTU twice asked teach-
ers through anecdotal surveys to provide personal ac-
counts of life in the classroom. These survey results 
were compiled and used in a series of newspaper ads 
in a campaign called Voices of Concern.

On April 11, Finance Minister Neil LeBlanc 
introduced his first budget. While pointing out that 
the “education envelope” remained the same, fund-
ing to NSCC and universities actually increased by 
$27.3 million, and funding for public schools de-
creased by the same amount. As school boards began 
to work the budget figures, it emerged that the real 
shortfall would be almost twice the amount cut and 
they projected that 744 teacher positions would dis-

appear and 1,100 support staff would face layoff.
NSTU president Donnie MacIntyre called for 

Education Minister Jane Purves’s resignation.
Opposition to the cuts mobilized within days. 

Coalitions between teachers and parents, other pub-
lic sector unions and students took to the streets 
throughout Nova Scotia. Petitions were gathered and 
letter writing, telephone and email campaigns were 
launched. One senior cabinet minister’s constituency 
office shut down under the deluge. The NSTU ratch-
eted up Voices of Concern, adding billboards and 
television commercials. By the end of April, parents, 
teachers and students were protesting daily in front of 
their MLAs’ constituency offices. In Port Hawkesbury, 
teachers and education supporters held public account-
ability sessions with MLAs. In Amherst, Middleton, 
New Glasgow, New Minas, Springhill, Sydney, Dart-
mouth and Truro, rallies, demonstrations and parades 
of concern were held to protest the cuts.

Rallies attracting thousands of supporters were 
organized at the legislature on April 19, April 27 and 
May 4. In late April, Department of Education offi-
cials and school board superintendents began meeting 
in an attempt to find a solution. Even Minister Purves 
admitted that the true shortfall was in fact more than 
$50 million. The breakthrough came with an agree-
ment reached May 3, 2000. The Province agreed to 
absorb the accumulated deficits of the boards and the 
Department of Finance negotiated wage settlements 
with support staff through its restructuring fund and 
admitted that it might not be able to reach its goal of 
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cutting 400 teachers through attrition.
The mood at the May 4 rally at Province House 

was much different than the two that preceded it. 
More than 18 chartered buses from throughout the 
province brought teachers to the legislature, swelling 
the demonstrators’ ranks to close to 3,000 people. 
With live music, the rally resembled more a street 
party than a protest.

Teachers did not have a lot to feel happy about. 
The previous October, the NSTU had become the 
first public sector union to open negotiations with 
the new government. Talks progressed throughout 
the fall with a tentative agreement reached on Janu-
ary 17, 2000. While the agreement did increase bene-
fits for substitute teachers, improve insurance pro-
grams and create a new committee to examine pro-
fessional issues and concerns facing teachers, NSTU 
President Donnie MacIntyre admitted that many of 
the improvements to working conditions sought dur-
ing the talks were not obtained.

Classrooms in the new millennium were much 
more stressful places than they had been a decade ear-
lier. Three separate governments – those of Donald 
Cameron, John Savage and now, John Hamm – had 
seriously cut public education funding. Addition-
ally, teachers had seen their own salaries lose ground 
against inflation through the imposition of successive 
wage rollbacks and restraint programs. The stress was 
clearly affecting teachers at the classroom level.

In March 2000, Andrew Harvey and Jamie Spin-
ney of the time-use research program at Saint Mary’s 
University released a hallmark study of teacher time-
use in Nova Scotia. The methodology of the study 
was based on the international standard time diary ap-
proach and its results were compiled from responses 
received from more than 800 randomly sampled 
teachers, reflecting more than 1,600 diary days. The 
results of the study showed that teachers spent an aver-
age of 52.5 hours per week on teaching-related activ-
ities. Only one-third of that time was spent on class-
room instruction and tutoring; 20 per cent was spent 
on preparation; 10 per cent on marking; seven per cent 
preparing report cards and other paperwork; and a full 
30 per cent on other activities including supervision, 
administration and extracurricular activities. The study 
also showed that administrators spent an average of 

56.7 hours a week on work-related activities. Further 
evidence of job intensification was demonstrated in the 
revelation that 80 per cent of teachers were involved in 
individual program plans (IPPs). With an average of 
4.8 IPPs per teacher, that involvement created an aver-
age of 4.2 hours per week of additional work.

In June 2000, the minister of education ap-
pointed the Special Education Implementation Re-
view Committee (SEIRC) to examine the special edu-
cation policy. The 22-member committee consisted of 
school board representatives, teachers, parents, gov-
ernment representatives and four members from the 
NSTU: teachers Peter Sheppard from Kings County 
and Jed Corbett from Cape Breton, and staff officers 
Earl Rutledge and former NSTU president Donnie 
MacIntyre. The committee would focus on inclusive 
schooling; identification and assessment; program 
planning; resources and supports; programming stan-
dards; and funding.

The SEIRC released its final report in October 
2001. The key recommendation was a call for the im-
mediate injection of $20 million in the 2002-03 fiscal 
year, targeted to a base level of core courses. Achieving 
this base level would require the hiring of an addi-
tional 333 resource teachers, 26 speech-language 
pathologists, up to a dozen psychologists, 28 special 
education classroom teachers and more student servi-
ces coordinators. In addition, the committee called on 
the Department of Education to address the issue of 
class size guidelines and related funding requirements.

The final budget of John Hamm’s administra-
tion was tabled by Finance Minister Peter Christie on 
April 29, 2005, and contained a $71-million increase 
in funding for education. Reflecting an operating sur-
plus for the previous fiscal year, funding was added 
to cap class sizes up to Grade 2 at 25 students. Addi-
tional funding was provided to reduce the cap on early 
elementary classrooms with high numbers of special 
needs students. There was also more money for pro-
fessional services such as guidance and speech path-
ology, for textbooks, classroom resources and student 
assessment.

Paul McCormick is a retired communications 
coordinator of the Nova Scotia Teachers Union and 
author of Conflict and Collegiality.
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Educational Research:
Different Perspectives and a Shared Vision …

Barry Rowe, Ann Vibert & Jeff Orr

Educational research is essential to a vibrant and healthy democracy, and to the development 
and sustenance of individual, social, cultural, political, and economic well-being in Canada 

… it is responsible to a complex network of social, political, and cultural organizations and com-
munities that share a desire to foster understanding and societal betterment … (Accord on Edu-
cational Research, Association of Canadian Deans of Education, 2010, p. 1)

High-flung words, n’est-ce pas? Nonethe-
less, these are words that are meant to remind us all 
(teachers, administrators, researchers) what we are 
about. Here, the assembled Deans and Directors of 
Canadian faculties, schools and departments of edu-
cation reassert the purpose of educational research 
as an impulse toward a greater understanding in the 
service of social improvement. Educational research, 
we are reminded, is not about amassing data; it is not 
intended to be used as a mechanism to dominate, or 
bamboozle, or provide surveillance. It promotes bet-
ter understanding and improvements. The authors 
are confirming their belief that, both historically and 
currently, it is primarily through our public educa-
tion system and our on-going inquiries to strengthen 
it that we embody, maintain, reproduce, and extend 
– or not – a democracy.

Sometimes educational research gets a bad rap! 
But face it, if we think about it, the cars we buy, the 
food we eat and the electronic gadgets we so often 
seek to engage us – are all as a result of research. 
Someone, somewhere – attempting to “better 
understand” something, shares their results with us 
and our purchasing practices are often influenced. 
Local educational research should similarly be of in-
terest to us.

Questions about the purposes, uses and ac-
cessibility of local educational research were central 

to discussions held at the Inter-Agency Forum on 
Teacher Education in Truro in June 2012. Partici-
pants came from the five universities in Nova Sco-
tia that offer B.Ed. programs, the Department of 
Education, most of the province’s school boards, 
the NSTU, Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey and the Nova 
Scotia School Boards Association to share perspec-
tives on three broad concerns in teacher education. 
One of these themes was educational research and its 
place in informing policy and practice in Nova Sco-
tia schools and educational sites. The appropriate-
ness and usefulness of educational research for each 
partner group was discussed. Participants had a rare 
opportunity to exchange views across a broad rep-
resentation of educational partners, spurring many 
candid, sometimes challenging, and often fruitful 
exchanges. A central point of agreement, however, 
was that such cross-agency discussions and informa-
tion sharing sessions should be made much more 
regularly available for all of us and should be held 
more frequently.

The discussions represented a predictable di-
versity of perspectives, particularly on the potential 
meaning of phrases like “meaningful and relevant 
research.” A plethora of ideas and opinions were ex-
pressed. Participants recognized that significance and 
relevance are located terms, as exemplified by the fact 
that a classroom teacher’s interests in research may 
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differ from those of personnel from district office or 
equally from those of university faculties. The dia-
logue across these interests and perspectives is vital to 
a lively local research culture; continued communica-
tion is essential.

A recurring theme in the discussions focussed 
on practitioners’ sometimes ambivalent relation-
ship to research. A number of participants indicated 
that when teachers perceive research as an activity 
in which they are involved, rather than research as 
done “on” or “to” them, they value it. In this vein, 
participants recognized that in the context of Mas-
ters programs and professional learning communities 
teachers and principals regularly undertake action re-
search projects, suggesting that linkages among such 
projects and between such projects and district and 
university researchers could enliven research culture 
for all educators.

Action research has become an essential com-
ponent of teacher learning. Teachers systematically 
investigate their pedagogical approaches and other 
aspects related to the teaching and learning process. 
In some jurisdictions – action research HAS become 
an integral part of teachers’ lives in that they plan 
their own professional growth in concert with their 
school growth plans, school accreditation processes 
and ongoing school district improvement efforts. 
Maybe we could encourage and collaborate on more 
action-research efforts?

To this end, participants suggested that the 
NSTU might provide coordination between univer-
sity researchers and teachers in the interests of pro-
viding allies in framing and understand issues facing 
schools. Collaboration, mutual understanding and 
trust are crucial for local research to advance. Another 
specific suggestion involved the creation of a lead per-
son at the district level to promote and coordinate 
local research efforts across schools, the NSTU, the 
Department, and the Faculties of Education. These 
people could collaborate and consult public school 
teachers, NSTU personnel, Ministry personnel and 
university faculty and develop plans for their respect-
ive districts. Again – collaboration and ongoing dia-
logue is essential.

One of the highlighted recommendations emer-

ging from the research sessions was a proposal for a 
coordinated system for local research sharing. Teach-
ers, consultants, and administrators could benefit 
from better familiarity with ongoing university re-
search projects and, similarly, university research-
ers need access to systems analyses and to ongoing 
classroom based action-research. Participants sup-
ported the notion of a future forum focussed on local 
research as an exciting opportunity for opening up 
the educational research culture in the province, and 
they found particularly promising the idea of a cen-
tral digital research repository for Nova Scotia educa-
tional research.

Shared horizons of understanding, the develop-
ment of mutual trust and respect across diverse in-
stitutional affiliations and roles are the critical fea-
tures of a vibrant local educational research culture 
that contributes to pedagogical growth, stronger 
schools, and student and professional engagement. 
Participants agreed that such shared understandings 
are forged in the kind of open inter-agency dialogue 
held at the Truro Forum, and soundly supported the 
continuance of such opportunities for dialog across 
the constituencies interested in teacher education and 
educational research.

Research is sometimes considered a “dirty” 
word for public school teachers. It is often mentioned 
in school staff rooms in negative ways – sometimes 
jokingly. Forum participants agreed that we need to 
“clean” the word; we need to work together to clearly 
define the need for research, establish the intent of 
research, identify the key players in the process and 
broadly communicate the findings and learnings. 
ALL combined efforts would be attempting to im-
prove ALL existing teaching conditions and, at the 
same time, improving ALL student learning experi-
ences. Everyone learns, everyone benefits. Let’s seize 
the opportunity!

Dr. Barry Rowe is the former Director of the 
Département des sciences de l’éducation et 
Université Sainte-Anne, Dr. Ann Vibert is the 
Director of the School of Education at Acadia 
University and Dr. Jeff Orr is the Dean of the Faculty 
of Education at St. Francis Xavier University.
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All Aboard! Chart our Course!
Terry Doucette

The benefits of a lengthy career in teaching and school administration include the ability to 
reflect and to develop perspective.

Like many dedicated Nova Scotia Teachers 
Union members, my journey began as a school repre-
sentative. Before I knew it, I was involved in the Lo-
cal executive. In addition to my Union involvement, 
my career evolved into that of a school administrator.

Early in my administrative career, I was asked 
a question by a Local member relating to pending 
staffing cuts. I knew the answer and wanted to share 
it; however, I knew also that the information was em-
bargoed. My response to the member was straight-
forward and truthful; that I was unable to share the 
information as it was embargoed.

The answer was accepted; however, it left me 
feeling conflicted between my role as a NSTU mem-
ber and my job as a school administrator. Unfortu-
nately, I internalized a sense of conflict which led me 
to withdraw from active involvement for a number of 
years. Upon reflection, I regret my self-imposed exile.

Following years at various levels of school ad-
ministration and with a greater comfort level, I re-
turned to active membership, serving most recently 
as Local secretary, provincial executive member and 
currently as our Local president.

Nova Scotian teachers and administrators are in 
a fairly unique position, being a province that still 
has school administrators as part of their union. Over 
the years, it was not uncommon to hear talk from the 
odd school administrator and teacher advocating for 
the removal of school administration from the Nova 
Scotia Teachers Union for different rationales.

In this, the 21st century, it is my hope that school 
administrators remain part of the NSTU for many 
years to come. First and foremost, we have all begun 
our careers as teachers. Hopefully, we understand the 
role of teachers and the many demands that are as-
sociated with our profession. We share a common 
bond, working with and advocating for students.

Any potential separation of school administra-

tion from the Nova Scotia Teachers Union would only 
serve to create an “us” and “them” division. Griev-
ances and arbitrations would increase. The potential 
for labour unrest and teacher discontent would be 
amplified significantly.

I recognize, and am extremely proud that, for 
the most part, there is a willingness among school 
administrators and school teachers to work issues out 
through working together.

Throughout my career, I have experienced 
the leadership of 11 different Nova Scotia Teachers 
Union presidents. Interestingly enough, nine of the 
11 had been school administrators.

The very fact that school administrators are be-
ing elected to the position of provincial president by 
our membership speaks volumes about the positive 
relationships that exist between most school adminis-
trators and most teachers. What it simply boils down 
to is: “Good leadership is good leadership.”

Our Nova Scotia Teachers Union member diary 
presents an extremely important tenet that guides 
us as professionals. This is our Code of Ethics. Over 
the years, I have been drawn to the Code and have 
referred to it on numerous occasions. As stated, it 
serves as “a guide to members in maintaining, at all 
times, the high traditions of their profession”.

We must go forward keeping our Code of Eth-
ics in mind as I believe it to be the glue that holds 
us together in a professional capacity. Old words and 
terms become more pronounced and meaningful in 
tough times. They include confidentiality, impartial-
ity, responsibility, respect, tolerance, understanding, 
loyalty, sensitivity and professionalism.

The Code outlines how our membership should 
address relationships with pupils, other teachers, 
school administration, external administration, our 
union, our profession and our community.

As the 21st century evolves we shall, I believe, 
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come back to our Code of Ethics, which advocates 
for the importance of professional development. 
Technology is changing quickly and we have the chal-
lenge of keeping up. More professional development 
opportunities will be required.

Looking back over the years, it seems to me 
the engagement of our teachers in union matters 
was greater. From my perspective it is critical for our 
provincial organization to increase the active involve-
ment of membership at all levels.

We have experienced a very difficult Spring 
2012, with declining enrollment and the loss of 700 
teaching positions province-wide. The problems of 
declining enrollment and the depopulation of rural 
Nova Scotia are not going away soon.

Our professional organization is committed to 
helping members. We at the Local and school level 
need to be very active in support of each other, as well.

We need to get our members involved prior to 
crisis situations. Perhaps to do this we need only to 
refer to our Code of Ethics once again: “The member 
should be a member of and participate in the Nova 
Scotia Teachers Union.” Well, where is our mem-
bership when it comes to general meetings?

Perhaps one could conclude our Local and prov-
incial leaders and our executive staff officers are doing 
a great job addressing our daily issues. While I believe 
this to be the case, we must not be complacent.

Going forward in this new century, we face the 
challenges of member knowledge and engagement. 
We need the voices, insights, suggestions and recom-
mendations of early, mid, and late career teachers.

If the majority of teachers choose not to come 
to our meetings, we need other methods of seeking 
their input and keeping them up to date on union 
matters. Technology will play a large role in strategic 
planning and visioning for our future.

When I view our union strengths, it always 
comes back to the leadership of our dedicated and 
involved members. With active involvement comes 
the benefit of friendship, camaraderie and fellowship. 
We come together sharing the common bond; work-
ing to improve our working conditions.

The 21st century will demand the best from 
both our members and its leadership.

With declining enrollments, a shrinking work 

force and changing government strategies, significant 
demands are upon our membership. The following 
demands and issues are constantly on our minds:

•	Work load issues
•	Time management issues
•	School closures and relocation issues
•	Reductions and teacher cut issues
•	Changing professional development demands
•	Teacher training, education and certification 

issues
•	Home schooling, correspondence courses and 

virtual learning issues
•	Length of school day, length of school year 

issues
•	Salary, benefits and compensation issues
•	Personal health issues and related benefits
•	 Individual and group recognition
•	School size and related leadership issues
•	Addressing the needs and interest of today’s 

youth
•	 Insuring the protection of fairness and due 

process
•	The promotion and positive marketing of Nova 

Scotian teachers
•	Establishing positive and professional relation-

ships with political leaders of the day
•	Addressing career lengths and retirement for-

mulae
•	Addressing pension contributions and funding 

issues
The 21st century will challenge each of us as in-

dividual educators and will certainly challenge our 
Nova Scotia Teachers Union. It is likely that the de-
mands of these issues will only increase. The mission 
must not change, which will be the promotion and 
protection of members. Our well-being and survival 
demands our participation and sharing in common 
goals, causes and interests.

Always remember, the Union is only as strong 
as its members. We want to lead with you, not with-
out you. Take a colleague to your next Local meeting. 
Make a commitment to involvement. Together we 
can chart our course.

Terry Doucette is principal at Liverpool Regional 
High School, South Shore Regional School Board
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Being a fanboy
Dr. Steven Van Zoost

SO THERE I WAS...

So there I was, with my cousins on a road trip to Montréal and becoming a fanboy for a little-
known three-person band called Flash-Back who were playing in a basement pub. The night 

before, the street band performed at this venue to a rather apathetic crowd – except for us. We cheered on the 
band, got to know them between sets, and they took my request and played an improvised version of Billie Jean. 
Surprising my cousins, the next day I had T-shirts made with the band’s promotional poster on the front. When 
we arrived to the pub to see Flash-Back for a second night, dressed in our fanboy T-shirts, the band was ecstatic! 
Sebastian, the bass player, amped up his performance; he broke and replaced a string mid-performance. Our 
support for the band was infectious and other patrons began to cheer them on too. We had our T-shirts auto-
graphed and photos taken with the band. I couldn’t stop smiling.

Since that night, I have been thinking about 
how being a spontaneous fanboy improved the band’s 
performance, enhanced the atmosphere of the pub 
and created lasting memories. Back in the real-world 
of my classroom, I made connections about the im-
portance for me as a teacher to be an overt fan of my 
students.
Why become a fanboy (or fangirl) of your students?

When fans show support, performance im-
proves. When teachers show support for their stu-
dents, their performance improves. When I am an 
overt fan of my students, I am conveying that I am 
interested in them, I am interested in their learning, 
and that I believe in their abilities as a student. The 
simple pragmatic intention of improving student 
performance is reason enough for me to become a 
fanboy of my students.

For some students, being their fan can provide 

motivation or reward. Positive teacher attention can 
encourage students to continue learning, especially 
when they are faced with challenging tasks or challen-
ging life circumstances. I remember one year working 
with a high school student who had grown weary of 
life in general, and school specifically. At first, it was 
tempting to be a fan of her brave fashion decisions: 
striped socks, changing hair and gold jeans. However, 
I did not want the student to think my support had 
anything to do with her appearance. Instead, I sought 
a way to support her academic work in English class. 
As it turned out, her introductory sentences were 
highly engaging and so I became a fanboy for how 
she could immediately intrigue readers to want to 
read more of her work.

When we become fans of our students, we have 
the potential to transform our classroom climate. The 
presence of a teacher’s appreciation can create a sense 
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of belonging for students who may not have 
experienced a great deal of individual or col-
lective encouragement. There is something 
exhilarating about the sound of cheering 
and the united energy of a crowd; I am ex-
cited about the possibility for this to happen 
with students in our classrooms, schools, and 
communities.
Three ways to become a fanboy (or fangirl)
Be visual: An easy way to show students 
that you are a fanboy is to display images of 
them as they are demonstrating success in 
your classroom. Traditionally, bulletin boards 
have been used to demonstrate student work. 
Now, digital photo frames, video clips, scrap-
books, slideshows, Tagxedo and published 
books are used by teachers to show pride 
in their students’ work. When students see 
their work posted in the classroom or im-
ages of themselves on a bulletin board, they 
are reminded of their moments of learning. 
Students and teachers are connected in these 
moments of learning and the visual display 
encourages students to remember that the 
teacher values their learning and is interested 
in their success.
Go public: In our increasingly digital world, 
it is becoming easier for teachers to promote 
student success in school newsletters, pod-
casts, local newspapers or news sites, or a 
classroom blog. Students appreciate it when 
teachers show support in public spaces where 
parents, friends, family and communities 
can extend a student’s fan base. This year, I 
asked students to read an essay called Ava-
tars Not Included that was written two years 
ago by a previous student and published in 
a class anthology as part of a social action 
project. By using this essay, my current stu-
dents learned that I am a “wannabe fanboy” 
and that I am keen to share my support for 
students in the world beyond our immedi-
ate class. I was, and remain, a fanboy of this 
student’s writing.
Personalize: You can tell that you are a fan-
boy when you personalize your support. Stu-
dents like it when teachers provide tailored 
feedback or offer comments that could only 

be given to a specific student. Over the last 
several years, I have been using voice record-
ing software to communicate with individual 
students. I am told, although not convinced, 
that they enjoy hearing the tone of my voice 
(for better or worse) as I respond to their 
work. When I get stuck about what I am go-
ing to say to the student, I imagine that the 
student has become the next Canadian Idol 
and I have a poster to hold up at their con-
cert. What would I put on the poster so that 
they would recognize my voice in the crowd? 
I also imagine a slogan to go 
on a customized T-shirt of 
support.

I admit, my instinct to 
create a Flash-Back fanboy T-
shirt may not be shared by 
others. Becoming a fanboy 
takes practice. In fact, the 
idea of demonstrating such 
public endorsement for an 
unknown band in Montréal 
probably occurred because 
of my practice of showing 
overt support for students 
in my classroom in Wind-
sor. However, the benefits 
of being a fanboy are worth 
the efforts of this mindful 
practice. Being a fan of my 
students helps me maintain 
a positive focus in the class-
room, builds confidence for 
students to take risks in their 
learning and helps to create a 
culture of encouragement. Becoming a fan-
boy is not new to me; I have a history of ex-
pressing my fanboy habits. In my first year of 
teaching, not unlike the Flash-Back T-shirt, I 
created a tie that included the pictures of all 
of my Grade 7 homeroom students. To this 
day, when I meet students from that class, 
they ask me if I still wear their tie. I do.

Dr. Steven Van Zoost is a teacher at Avon 
View High School, Annapolis Valley 
Regional School Board.

Fanboy is 
a term used 
to describe a 
male who is 

highly devoted 
and biased 
in opinion 
towards a 

single subject 
or hobby 

within a given 
field (source: 
Wikipedia).
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Upholding a Mission:
Maintaining Relevance in the 21st Century

Brian Forbes

On any given day the Nova Scotia Teachers Union is engaged in prodigious multi-tasking. 

The president, provincial executive, executive 
staff officers, professional services staff, support staff, 
committee members, local and regional officers and 
countless individual members in various capacities 
are actively meeting, planning, liaising, communicat-
ing, managing, researching, advocating, defending, 
critiquing, advising, representing, arguing, collab-
orating and influencing. The spectrum of activity 
includes collective bargaining, contract interpreta-
tion and enforcement, pension fund governance, 
professional development, curriculum improve-
ment, public relations and communications, teacher 
preparation and certification, group insurance and 
counselling services. All this and more is conducted 
in the service of public school teachers, Commun-
ity College faculty and professional staff, and Atlan-
tic Provinces Special Education Authority (APSEA) 
teachers. The NSTU interacts regularly with such 
external bodies as Nova Scotia government depart-
ments, each of the political parties represented in the 
legislature, the Canadian Teachers’ Federation, other 
provincial teacher organizations, other public sector 
unions, Education International, universities within 
the province, regional school boards, the Nova Sco-
tia Community College, the Nova Scotia Federation 
of Home and School Associations and La Fédération 
des parents acadiens de la Nouvelle-Écosse, the Black 
Educators Association and a host of others. Within or 
related to the NSTU are the professional associations, 
the Sheonoroil Foundation and the Retired Teachers 
Organization.

I have purposely presented the above lists stac-
cato fashion in order to create a vivid impression of 
the broad range of NSTU activities and interests; to 
reinforce as clearly as possible the following simple 
statement: the NSTU is a very busy organization! 

When the NSTU was conceived in 1895, public 
education was in its infancy. Among public priorities 
it was still relatively low. Status and compensation for 

public school teachers left much to be desired. Often 
teachers were subject to oppressive rules of conduct 
and were victims of exploitation, or even outright 
cheating, by unscrupulous trustees. Yet, in making 
the case for a union, Margaret Graham identified the 
dual purpose which has been and continues to be a 
guiding principle for the NSTU. Such an organiza-
tion, she argued, “would exert an influence in gaining 
better salaries and aid teachers in securing better re-
sults in their schoolwork.” The same principle found 
expression in the Union›s first constitution (1896), 
where among the objectives were “to watch the edu-
cational outlook and trends of thought in other parts 
of the world with a view to keeping the profession in 
Nova Scotia abreast of the times;” and “to endeav-
our to advance salaries by increasing the capability 
of teachers and improving the quality of the work.” 
There is a direct line from those statements to the cur-
rent NSTU mission statement: “As the unified voice 
for the advocacy and support of all its members, the 
NSTU promotes and advances the teaching profes-
sion and quality public education.”

An examination of the NSTU›s history from 
its start to the present shows that the organization 
has done a commendable job of remaining true to 
its founders› vision. A fierce contender for teachers› 
economic interests, it has always based the case for 
such improvements on enhanced professionalism, 
while assuming a leadership role on major education-
al issues for more than a century. No organization in 
this province has been a more effective advocate of 
quality public education. I believe that as long as the 
Union retains its insight into the inextricable connec-
tions among teachers› economic welfare, professional 
development and educational leadership, its relevance 
and effectiveness in the 21st century are assured.

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