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Community College Q&A

Sam Schwartz: Teaching 
Abroad with NSCC

Deborah McVeigh

Sam Schwartz became a faculty member at the Nova Scotia Community College, Marconi Cam-
pus in Sydney after 28 years working for the Cape Breton Development Corporation. He has 

been a valuable contributor to many customized business development programs for NSCC. Some of the programs 
Sam has helped plan and deliver are described in this article.

Q: Sam, what year did you join the NSCC 
faculty and in what capacity were you 
employed?
A: I started my career at Marconi Campus, NSCC near 
the end of 1999. I was hired as a Related Subject in-
structor for the Trades and Technology programs which 
involved teaching courses such as math and science to 
students in core programs.

Q: What did you do in your “former life” and 
who was your employer?
A: I worked for the Cape Breton Development Cor-
poration for 28 years. CBDC operated underground 
coal mines and auxiliary services such as the coal 
preparation plant, railway, shops and ship-
ping pier for their mining operation in the 
Sydney Coal Field. I spent most of my time 
at CBDC working in the engineering depart-
ment as a chief electrical engineer.

Q: You have a strong family 
background in education. 
Your mother and father 
were both teachers and 
your daughter also decided 
to enter the teaching 
profession. Did they 
influence your entrance into 
your second career?
A: My grandfather was a high 
school teacher as well. So, you can 
say I have teaching in my genes!

Q: You have been involved in the 
development and implementation of a 
number of courses and programs. Please 
explain the history behind this.
A: In 2001, ExxonMobil from Houston came to Learn-
Corp International which was then a partnership be-
tween Cape Breton University and NSCC to provide 
Advanced Skills Training for trainees who would be 
working as operation and maintenance technicians in the 
newly developed offshore oil facility in Angola. NSCC 
was responsible for developing the electrical technician 
program for this effort. We reviewed the ExxonMobil 
competency matrix for electrical technician and noticed 

it was very similar to the electrical portion of 
the NSCC Electro Mechanical Technician 
Program. We customized that program to 
meet ExxonMobil requirements.

Q: You travel and teach courses/
programs in foreign countries. 

Please explain how you 
became involved in this.
A: ExxonMobil uses different 
training delivery models based on 
unique requirements for each pro-
ject. In many of the projects, the 
program was delivered here in Nova 
Scotia. Some projects were deliv-
ered in training facilities outside of 

Canada. We also delivered a program 
online. Flexibility to meet customer 

needs is the key to these projects.
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Q: You just returned from a month in Russia. 
Why were you there and what did you learn as 
an educator?
A: Our Business Development is partnered with Train-
ing Partners Limited. TPL has a contract with a Rus-
sian oil company to provide facility specific training. 
I was helping in the delivery of training for Russian 
electrical technicians and supervisors.

I was teaching in Russia for four weeks and I 
worked with other training instructors from Canada, 
Australia, UK, South Africa and the US. I also found 
that the training tools we use at NSCC are world-class.

The camaraderie teachers share has no bound-
aries. While cultural differences and English language 
skill levels may vary in different countries, students 
respond in the same positive way when the instructor 
takes interest in them.

Q: Where else in the world have you visited 
and taught?
A: I taught in Texas and Papua New Guinea. I was part 
of a team that visited Malaysia in 2008 on a fact-find-
ing mission before developing curriculum and training 
manuals for a Malaysian training institute that trains 
technicians for the oil and gas industry.

Q: A number of Business Development 
programs were offered at Marconi Campus 
in partnership with Cape Breton University. 
Please describe them.
A: The majority of these projects were for ExxonMobil. 
All of these projects had three major themes: technical, 
English language skills and cultural. The company had 
key-performance standards the trainees had to meet 
in each theme. The technical portion was discipline 
specific. English as a second language programs and 
testing were done to meet language requirements. On 
the cultural side, the trainees were introduced to the 
local culture here in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. They 
attended concerts and hockey games, visited local mu-
seums, sang in local church choirs and played broom 
ball on ice, just to mention a few of the activities. The 
local community has been great at hosting the foreign 
students.

Most of the maintenance-related (electrical, 
mechanical and instrumentation) training was done at 
Marconi. We also sent our students to the IT Campus 
(Halifax) and the Strait Campus (Port Hawkesbury) 

for specific specialized courses. Cape Breton University 
focused on operator training. We hosted trainees from 
Angola, Russia, Italy and Papua New Guinea.

Q: How would you compare students from 
foreign countries with our students?
A: All of the foreign students I was involved with were 
“trainee employees” of ExxonMobil. As such, they were 
screened and hired by the company. Competition for 
these positions is fierce in their countries. Generally all 
the students do very well and get high results. They are 
very appreciative of everything we do for them.

Q: You must enjoy working and developing 
curriculum in Business Development. What is 
the most rewarding experience you have had 
teaching foreign students?
A: I am grateful for the opportunity to work on pro-
jects with international scope and work with world-
class companies. An important element in developing 
and delivering programs is adding the safety culture of 
the company to our delivery. We have included some 
of these in our core programs at Marconi. It has been a 
great professional development opportunity for me to 
learn new safety standards and new equipment used in 
the oil and gas industry.

Q: We recently enjoyed the experience of 
hosting a number of students from Papua 
New Guinea in the Advanced Skills Training 
program. You were involved from the 
beginning with this. Please tell us about your 
initial trip to Papua New Guinea to begin the 
planning for this project.
A: ExxonMobil is involved in the development and 
operation of a huge liquefied natural gas project in 
Papua New Guinea. They contacted LearnCorp Inter-
national to manage and deliver the entire operation and 
maintenance technician program for this project. This 
program was designed for Papua New Guinean nation-
als. The training program was divided into three sec-
tions: High School Top-up, Basic Skills Training and 
Advanced Skills Training. The first two sections were 
delivered in Papua New Guinea and the AST was de-
livered in Cape Breton. My initial trip to Papua New 
Guinea was to deliver a portion of the BST and help 
plan for the AST.
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Q: How has teaching and preparing 
curriculum for Business Development made 
an impact on your career?
A: These customized programs have widened the var-
iety of training development and delivery skills for me. 
It has given me the opportunity to network with ad-
ministration and faculty at Marconi and other NSCC 
campuses. It has helped me to keep current with indus-
try standards and practices.

Q: You also returned to Papua New Guinea to 
finish the program. What did you learn from 
your initial visit to your final visit with your 
students?
A: I went back to Papua New Guinea to teach BST to 
the second group of trainees. At this time I had the op-
portunity to observe the last group of AST trainees who 
were trained in Cape Breton. They were doing their 
on-the-job training in the LNG plant. I was impressed 
and pleased with the level of confidence they exhibited. 
Their supervisors were pleased with the knowledge and 
skills they learned during their training.

Q: Can you sum up your experience(s) to 
date in the teaching profession?
A: My career transition from industry to teaching was 
made seamless thanks to the support of my colleagues 
at Marconi and Community College Education De-
velopment Program. It has given me the opportunity 
to travel internationally and experience classes with di-
verse student backgrounds. I am able to use my experi-
ence in my regular classes.

The curriculum and delivery tools available at 
NSCC are a great asset in marketing international 
training programs. The hands-on training at NSCC is 
ideal for the type of training programs I was involved 
in delivering. Teaching techniques are always evolving 
so flexibility is an important element in this profes-
sion.

I heard that if you want to learn a subject, you 
must study it as though you have to teach it. I wish I 
had studied in university like that!

Deborah McVeigh is a faculty member at NSCC, 
Marconi Campus.
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Supports for Thoughtful Inclusion
Susan Summerby-Murray

Thoughtful inclusion can be a very powerful tool, and there are many supports that can be 
introduced to increase a student’s chance of having a successful learning opportunity (and 

the chances of the teacher having a successful year). Here are some of the top picks that have worked 
particularly well over the years:

1) Make a special support apply to the entire class, 
or even better, to the whole school.
a. One school in Chignecto-Central Regional 

School Board struggled with a student who 
could not differentiate between voice volumes 
that were appropriate for different situations; 
the student would be heard yelling all day 
throughout the school. After consideration, 
the school decided to implement Kari Dunn 
Burton’s Incredible 5 Point Scale across all 
settings. The strategy uses a visual scale to 
help students with autism spectrum disorders 
understand social situations and learn to con-
trol their emotions. Today, there are brightly 
coloured poster-sized scales in the library, 
cafeteria and hallways, page-sized versions in 
classrooms, and even card-sized visual scales 
attached to the backs of staff ID cards. The 
challenging volume situation has become 
concrete and visual and the scale has become a 
subtle support; staff (and students) can point 
to a level on the scale and everyone in the 
school knows what to do in order to bring the 
volume down a notch.

b. Rather than separate a student who needs 
fewer distractions or does separate work, 
create an “office area” where a number of 
distraction-free carrel type arrangements are 
available. Ensure that all students use the 
area when needed in order to produce their 
best work. This is much more supportive for 
a student who may otherwise be seated far 
from the rest of the class and in a manner that 
makes him/her stand out.

2) Provide visual support! Students who are chal-
lenging to integrate tend to be guided verbally, 

often being publicly reprimanded or punished. 
Think of the number of times we’ve called out a 
student for disruptive behaviour, or for failing to 
follow the expected rules. Rather than relying on 
calling the student’s name and expecting this will 
produce a result (that hasn’t worked so far, has it?) 
– use visual cues.
a. Try putting aquarium marbles or pennies in a 

small clear jar for desired behaviours, or mov-
ing a magnetic chip along a continuum for 
unwanted behaviours. These are a good re-
minder that we see and track behaviours, both 
positive and not-so-positive. It also reduces 
the number of times we hear one student’s 
name. We can all remember back to our early 
school years and the student names we heard 
constantly. They were the “bad kids,” right?

b. Be sure that you keep the timelines to “suc-
ceed” quite short. There is almost no chance a 
student can “hold it together” for a full day or 
a full week, but a student might work hard for 
30 or 45 minutes at a time when they have a 
chance of being successful. Praise often, praise 
honestly.

c. If you’re using special visual supports, consider 
placing those on the legs or along the sides of 
the student’s desk, rather than along the top. 
This makes the desk seem more like the others 
in the room, and reduces clutter on a work 
surface. Ideally we don’t want visitors to the 
class to see immediately who “those students” 
are based on who has Velcro and laminating 
on their desks. For older students, use check-
lists in a binder or an agenda, or get them 
using their devices to organize and remind 
them of tasks, assignments, etc.
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d. Visual supports are our friends. We have not 
outgrown grocery lists or calendars ourselves, 
so find ways to keep visual supports current, 
appropriate, and “cool” enough that students 
will buy in to the process.

3) Organize work to be explicit: to have a clear 
beginning and end, with clear expectations. Stu-
dents who cannot initiate work, or who become 
reliant on support/teaching staff to begin or com-
plete work, end up having a much harder time of 
it in the end, as they have not developed skills that 
will enable to them to be successful. For perma-
nent employment, it will matter less whether the 
student can do upper level math, than whether 
they require one-on-one support to undertake or 
complete work reliably. Basket tasks (simply an 
ordered work system where work is laid out in an 
organized, logical manner) provide the support 
and reassurance that once effort has been made to 
complete the tasks, there will be something they 
like better or find easier.

4) Take motivators into account! We may under-
stand the idea of delayed or abstract motivators 
(our pay cheques arrive every two weeks, after all), 
but not all students will buy in to this concept. 
For some, the idea of doing difficult, frustrating 
work – or work they don’t understand – will not 
fly unless there’s something pretty wonderful at 
the end of a period of effort. Start small so they 
understand the reward system inherent in a token 
reward strategy. It’s far more important to have 
compliance than a completed product at this 
stage; you can always build up once they under-
stand the system, and feel they have an active role 
in determining what rewards could be offered. For 
some students, use of a computer is a great way to 
get good work, and better “behaviour.” Just don’t 
forget to determine in advance how much and 
how long!
a. To prevent compulsive requests to use com-

puters, keep your reward system visual. You 
may want to provide a certain number of “vis-
uals” (that is, once the three computer rewards 
are off the reward menu that day, it means 
there will be no more computer time that 
day).

5) Find ways in which hard-to-integrate students 
can shine within the classroom. Give them jobs 
– better yet, give everyone jobs. Shared jobs mean 
the student will have meaningful interactions 
with another student when watering the class 
geraniums, carrying milk cartons to recycling, etc. 
A student who is excited by technology can click 
the switch to start the national anthem, a student 
“geeky” with numbers can keep the intramural 
scores on the sport bulletin board, etc. A little bit 
of “street cred” goes a long way for students who 
can easily feel unappreciated; it will go a long way 
to reduce bullying and it allows them some very 
positive social interactions with staff and peers.

6) Find meaningful opportunities for “down-
time”. Students who are integrated often find the 
demands of “reading” the school requirements 
exhausting. They sometimes have outbursts or bad 
behaviours that result in them being out of the 
class, or out of school altogether. You might not 
need an entire sensory room, but find spots they 
can go to pull themselves together.
a. One local school has coloured folders, sealed 

(and empty), with staff names on them. A stu-
dent who is felt to need a break from the class 
is asked to deliver a folder to someone else in 
the school, and that person (primed to expect 
periodic deliveries) will have something to 
send back.

b. Ensure students have a quick way to get out 
of class if they begin to feel overwhelmed. 
Many students have breakdowns or outbursts 
because they don’t recognize they’re over-
whelmed until it’s too late. For many, getting 
kicked out for “bad behaviour” is the only 
sure way they have of getting out of a situa-
tion they find onerous and one that they can’t 
control using more conventional strategies. 
You can be sure your “bad behaviours” will de-
crease if students understand how to negotiate 
things they don’t understand, find frightening 
or can’t handle at the moment.

Susan Summerby-Murray is a speech language 
pathologist who works with the Chignecto-Central 
Regional School Board.
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Bouquets and Brickbats
Inclusive Education, Nova Scotia Style

David Ritchie

Change is difficult! It is even more difficult within a naturally conservative institution like the education 
system. Conserving what is and promoting it for the existing society is often the prime objective.

The philosophical metamorphosis from exclu-
sion through segregation through integration to inclu-
sion has been a quite rapid transition, but that doesn’t 
mean it has been easy. Not long ago, education was 
primarily for the middle and upper classes, and higher 
education a reality reserved for the wealthy or gifted. 
We tend to think of exclusion, segregation, integration 
and inclusion in terms of broad societal conditions and 
patterns,conditions and patterns like class or caste, race, 
religion or gender. While these have been and continue 
to be challenges in public education, we have had to 
move from exclusion to segregation to integration to in-
clusion for every child who passes through our schools 
on their educational journeys.

Over the course of my Nova Scotian teaching ca-
reer, I developed strong expectations: a belief in per-
sonal excellence, a trust in academic quality and a sense 
of accountability to the profession, the union and the 
community. I also developed a fundamental belief in 
the fairness and honesty of inclusion for all students 
who came through the doors of the school.

My own school experience in Nova Scotia in the 
’50s and the early ’60s was vastly different from the 
inclusive environment in which students learn today. 
It was truly a survival of the fittest: a fitness defined 
by post-World War II values of excellence and achieve-
ment. In those years, many were excluded and many 
more were not encouraged to complete their matricula-
tions. The opportunities to enter doorways were few, 
the encouragements limited and the successes few and 
strictly guarded. While race, class, religion and gender 
were being diminished as blockages, they still existed. 
In my 35-plus years, this reality was challenged and 
eventually changed by government, unions, schools 
and communities.

This change did not come easily. Many people – 
administrators, teachers, parents or students – were re-
quired to adjust their perceptions of what schools and 
classrooms looked like, physically, demographically and 
educationally. The days of homogeneous rows of stu-
dents with a teacher’s desk at the front, accompanied 
by a blackboard and roll-down world map, have slow-
ly vanished. But student progress measured by fixed 
achievement hurdles was a hard system to abandon.

We would be shocked to see 10-year-olds in a 
Grade 3 class today, but that was not unheard of in my 
childhood classroom. There were many students who 
were “held back” because of very strict achievement 
outcomes that needed to be met to ensure promotion 
to the next grade. I clearly remember that in order to 
pass Grade 3, students had to read at a certain level, 
have a numeracy standard that included knowing the 
times tables, have proficiency in standard cursive writ-
ing in ink, and be able to recite certain poems and texts 
from memory.

The idea that every student should move forward 
in an age appropriate manner was shocking in the 
1950s. By the ’70s, promotion was the expected out-
come but occasional one-year retentions were equally 
expected. Thirty years later, students proceed through 
the system straight through from Grade Primary to the 
first year of high school, rarely held back for lack of 
required achievement. The credit system in high school 
does require achievement-based promotion. However, 
the creation of a wide variety of credits and assessment 
options means that almost all students are able to suc-
cessfully move through high school. How different 
from a time when a predefined required seven-credit 
system meant a student would have to repeat a whole 
year including the subjects passed because of a single 
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missed credit! How different from a time when pot-
entially only 20 per cent of students would make it 
through to senior matriculation!

School today offers a wide range of options to pro-
mote success for students moving through the educa-
tional system. Independent Educational Programs and 
the modifications they encourage mean that with the 
cooperation of the teacher and educational supporters, 
motivated students who apply themselves to their work 
will have outcomes of success. This is augmented by 
creative and inclusive ways of teaching and assessment.

The support offered to students who struggle 
is paramount to their success. Individual attention is 
critical. A classroom, lab or studio experience benefits 
from inclusion when the resource and teacher assistance 
is integrated. I have experienced spectacular growth 
and learning when my often thinly spread attention has 
been supplemented by qualified, caring and thoughtful 
educational supporters.

My teaching success was consistently enhanced 
when I provided the resource 
room with a detailed outline 
of my course, a defined time-
line and all the assessment ex-
pectations. Students benefited! 
My IEPs were realistic and al-
most always achieved with the 
wonderful consultation and 
cooperation of the resource 
teachers and the educational 
assistants. The use of rubrics and 
modifications meant that there 
were no mysteries and no surprises. I was fortunate 
enough in my university education to be exposed to ru-
brics and this allowed me as an educator and marker to 
focus on specific defined expectations. It also allowed 
the student to focus clearly on what was expected and 
being evaluated. The third component for success was 
the motivation of the student. I believe success breeds 
success. Thus early modification and clearly defined 
expectations (the rubric) can greatly assist a student 
experiencing difficulties. I believe that early success im-
proves the overall success of inclusion and in fact the 
whole educational experience. A bouquet is much bet-
ter than a brickbat for motivation.

Very few required rigid texts exist today and cor-
respondingly, the specific text-based assessments have 
mostly disappeared. Gone are the days of memory tax-

ing content tests. Assessment has been totally trans-
formed. Exacting knowledge-based tests and exams 
have given way to daily, unit and term student-based 
assessments. These changes have supported inclusion. 
I can clearly remember academic essay assignments in 
English giving way to alternate ways of demonstrating 
comprehension. At one time, I would give students en-
tering my class for the first time a written assignment. 
I substituted this for a personal container assignment 
where the students created containers and decorated 
the outside with their public persona(s) and the inside 
with their private self. As an assessment tool, the results 
were amazing. As an assignment, the appropriateness 
for all students was supportive of inclusion.

From an assessment point of view I learned more 
from the students’ individual constructions and written 
or verbal explanations than I ever learned from their dry, 
often laboured and uninspired autobiographies. I have 
used similar assessment in a variety of different forms 
in different grades and courses. By adjusting our assess-

ments, we encourage a delightful 
and more complete way of as-
sessing. Students who might 
not do well in a traditional as-
sessment are often outstanding 
when they are encouraged to 
apply their special talents to an 
assignment. These alternative 
assessments allow for inclusion 
of many, many students. Trad-
itional assessments are still ap-
propriate for certain situations, 

but a palette of assessment tools and activities makes for 
a much more realistic and fair assessment of students. 
Contrast this with a single text-based provincial exam 
on a single day in June that defines a whole year as-
sessment. We have certainly modified, or should I say 
obliterated, that method of assessment. Imagine the 
log jams that an application of that archaic standard 
would cause if initiated today. Believe it or not, there 
are systems that continue to assess that way. They are 
not inclusive.

When I recall the physical structures of the ele-
mentary, junior high and high schools I attended and 
compare them with the schools and classrooms in which 
I have taught, the comparisons are radical. No student 
who was in a wheelchair or who was blind or deaf or in 
any way physically challenged could have managed to 

“…we grow and learn 
though exposure to 
diversity. Inclusion 
fosters diversity.”
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attend the schools of my youth. There were no architec-
tural allowances to allow for that kind of inclusion. In 
fact, special provincial boarding schools existed which 
took those students far from their families and home 
communities. These were an obvious example of seg-
regation. We are only just now recognizing the exten-
sive harm that such institutions have had on the social, 
emotional and educational development outcomes of 
students.

Many post-secondary educational institutions are 
creating allowances for far greater inclusion. Some of 
them are following the excellent examples of the best 
Nova Scotia schools in being creative, understanding 
and fair in their entrance and evaluation assessments. I 
shudder at the tremendous opportunities and benefits 
that were blocked by the former one-solution mental-
ity, but I smile when I imagine the inherent advantages 
and gifts from which we as a society will benefit by re-
defining intellectual fitness.

It has clearly been my experience that we grow 
and learn though exposure 
to diversity. Inclusion fosters 
diversity. Nova Scotian rural 
communities are suffering a 
demographic out-migration of 
the working-aged population. 
This is having an unsettling 
impact on our schools. One of 
the solutions to this depopula-
tion of school-aged children 
is to invest in our home com-
munities. This means supporting 
local business, buying locally and providing the vol-
unteer supports that make our communities viable. 
Immigration may provide a realistic solution to the 
demographic changes. With immigration will come an 
important need for cultural inclusion. I have noticed 
in Canada’s growth areas that there exists a conscious 
effort to be culturally conscious and inclusive. I have 
watched students experience the rich diversity foreign 
exchange students bring to our schools. Imagine the 
many reciprocal benefits for immigrants, schools and 
communities from a healthy rural immigration policy 
accompanied by prioritized inclusion.

One area that may still need work in terms of 
school inclusion lies within extracurricular activities. 
While there have been some exceptions, the majority of 
extracurricular activities are competitive in terms of ac-

cess and participation is based on a competitive perform-
ance. Sometimes we may sacrifice inclusion for winning 
or the perfected performance. I may be in the minority 
here but I am beginning to resent a few gifted athletes, 
actors and musicians being able to participate in high 
performance activities. I was extremely fortunate to be 
able to participate in sports, choir, band, drama, debat-
ing and public speaking at an inter-school competitive 
level. I expect that fewer than 15 per cent of current stu-
dents in Nova Scotia’s public schools are able to partici-
pate in any of these inter-school activities. The gremlin 
here may be the competitive nature of certain activities. 
In a school system that is truly inclusive we may have 
to ask ourselves what we have sacrificed for excellence: 
an excellence open to a very few students. I am con-
vinced the sacrifice may be too high. Should we not be 
applying the same principles to all school sponsored ac-
tivities? Like Pandora, have I opened the box? Opening 
up these activities to all may mean a dramatic growth in 
the number of people who coach and assist. Once again 

volunteerism raises its sleepy head. 
I celebrate all the teachers, par-
ents and community members 
who stepped in to allow me to 
play sports, sing, debate, act and 
enjoy an activity filled school 
life. It may be time for you to 
pay it forward.

Very few in the public 
education world would sup-
port exclusion. We have seen 
what excluding people based 

on race, colour, religion, gender, ethnicity and disabil-
ities has cost in the past and what horrible outcomes 
have transpired when practiced today. Equally the idea 
of segregation is offensive to most. Do not forget when 
we support segregation we may be defining how society 
deals with us. Integration was a point in our journey, 
but for many of us it is a point that has been passed. 
Inclusion is a requirement of public education. It is a 
requirement that demands significant supports in place 
if it is to become a success.

Teachers are on the frontlines. Let us hope we are 
entering a golden age of education where everyone is 
included and rewarded.

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

“In a school system that 
is truly inclusive we may 

have to ask ourselves 
what we have sacrificed 

for excellence…”
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A Restorative Approach  

to Education and Inclusion
Richard Derible

A restorative approach in schools is founded on the belief that in order to build safe and healthy 
school communities we must strengthen and support our social relationships through community 
participation, respectful dialogue and sustainable processes that build and strengthen relationships. 
In this way, opportunities can develop for all school community members to feel empowered and 
engaged and hence to participate meaningfully.

Emma Halpern, Building School Communities of Attachment and Relationship 
– A Restorative Approach to Schools in Nova Scotia

Between September 2012 and August 2015, the Re-
storative Approaches in Schools Project, a collaboration 
of the departments of Justice and Education, will pro-
vide interested schools in Nova Scotia with the tools, 
resources and supports necessary to adopt a restorative 
approach.

In order to achieve this, 
the RAISP has established 
a provincial restorative ap-
proach network with over 
200 educators and partners to 
foster a learning community 
meant to sustain the adoption 
of a restorative approach in 
schools.

A restorative approach 
to education has the potential 
to bring about significant and 
positive change in all of our 
schools including a reduction in conflict, increased 
time on task, increased staff morale and better attach-
ment for the children and families who need schools 
the most. Indeed, it has already supported these chan-
ges in a number of schools and school communities in 
the province.

A restorative approach is as an overarching way 
of approaching relationships in schools and supporting 

the building of healthy and respectful school commun-
ities.

A starting point for understanding a restorative 
approach is relational theory, or the idea that we are 
relational beings. Relational theory reminds us that 

students are shaped and consti-
tuted by their interactions with 
other students and their teach-
ers, and that they live their lives 
in and through a complex web 
of relationships.

Students feel like they be-
long, like they are valued, and 
that their teachers and their 
peers care about them within 
the context of that complex 
web of relationships. And be-
cause the day-to-day func-
tioning of a school has an im-

portant impact on relationships, paying close attention 
to what we do and how we do it is important.

A restorative approach facilitates looking at all aspects 
(activities, procedures, traditions) of a school’s day-to-day 
functioning through a lens that examines their relational 
impact on the students in the building. When developing 
procedures, policies and activities, asking relational ques-
tions like “What is our goal?” and “Who will be affected 

A restorative approach 
to education has the 

potential to bring 
about significant and 
positive change in all 

of our schools…
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and how by the way in which we go about achieving that 
goal?” increases the potential for every student to feel like 
they belong, like they are valued, and that their teachers 
and their peers care about them.

As educators we can influence these important 
aspects of social development while also attending to 
the curriculum. We often struggle to make these social 
development outcomes work for our most marginalized 
students. In one school that adopted a restorative ap-
proach over a five year period, staff reported a closing 
of the achievement gap that had been a feature of the 
school. Overall student achievement on external as-
sessments climbed from a 60 per cent success rate to 
success rates in the 90 per cent range on a number of 
indicators.

Adopting a restorative approach in schools helps 
us figure out new ways, and enhance the things we are 
already doing, to “make room” 
for every student.

Far from suggesting we 
abandon previous initiatives 
or start from scratch, a restora-
tive approach, when embraced 
as a continuum of practice, 
provides a new lens to review, 
support and animate the work 
that schools and school boards 
are already doing to support 
students. RCH in Learning, 
Cultural Competence and Re-
sponsiveness, PEBS, Continuous 
School Improvement, initiatives around literacy, num-
eracy, inclusion and bullying, are all examples of the 
work schools are currently engaged in that can be sup-
ported through a restorative approach.

Through her work in the area of relational theory, 
Professor Jennifer Llewellyn of the Schulich School of 
Law at Dalhousie University is supporting the prov-
incial network and the schools interested in learning 
about a restorative approach, especially in the areas of 
inclusion and bullying.

For instance, inclusion through a relational lens 
helps us to think about relationships in the classroom 
and how they will be affected and enhanced through 
inclusion to the benefit of all students.

In terms of bullying, relational theory turns our 
attention to the nature and the health of relationships 
within schools. What a restorative approach helps us 
see is bullying as a relational problem, as a multi-level 
relational issue.

Teachers using a restorative approach in their 
classrooms are reporting important shifts in the way 
their students relate to one another. A high school 
teacher describes how one of her students, who has 
just returned to school for the first time in over a year, 
has become more attached to his school and is a more 
active participant in class through the restorative pro-
cesses she is supporting in her classroom, including giv-
ing her students a regular opportunity to share their 
goals and concerns with each other.

An elementary teacher shares a story about the 
day her students organized an activity, on their own, 

where each of the students told 
their tablemates something they 
liked about each other!

And a number of schools 
learning about and adopting a 
restorative approach report im-
proved relationships with fam-
ilies, and a positive shift in the 
school’s climate.

All schools in Nova Scotia 
support students in ways that 
are restorative in nature. There 
are many examples of activities 
and initiatives that support a 

relational perspective of schooling. All schools have a 
story to share and we can all learn from each other as we 
explore a restorative approach in Nova Scotia.

The RAISP provincial network is providing the 
space for an ongoing conversation around how to en-
hance our support for students, staff and communities 
through a restorative approach.

For more information on the Restorative Ap-
proaches in Schools Project please contact me at 
Deriblrn@Gov.ns.ca.

Richard Derible is the Project Lead, Restorative 
Approaches in Schools Project.

Adopting a restorative 
approach in schools 

helps us figure out new 
ways, and enhance the 
things we are already 
doing, to “make room” 

for every student.
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Getting Back to Basics:

The importance of safe and loving learning environments
Tammy Harrison

Teachers today have many responsibilities. Not only are we educators; we are also nurses, therapists, police 
officers, musicians, coaches, mothers, fathers, actors, authors, peacemakers and the list goes on. Regardless of the title 

we hold, the future educational success of our students depends on their first years with us in our classrooms.

As a parent, I worked hard to create a warm and 
loving environment for my children – one that encour-
aged play, learning, exploration and conversation. Read-
ing with my children was one of my favourite times of 
the day. It wasn’t just at bedtime; reading was for any time 
and could take place several times throughout the day. 
We sometimes read the same book numerous times be-
fore putting it back on the shelf. It was sheer enjoyment. 
Reading with my children is one of my proudest parent-
ing accomplishments. It was powerful to read to them and 
in doing so, take them on a journey to a place they had 
never been. The conversations prompted by reading were 
wonderful. The day my six-year-old son looked at me and 
said, “Mom, it’s like a movie inside my head,” I knew I 
had done the right thing. I had opened the world to my 
child.

As a teacher, I use the same philosophies. We learn 
through play and exploration and my classroom is a place 
of wonder and discovery. We have many daily conversa-
tions. We read. We write. We think. We speak. We share. 
We learn. As a teacher, I model these practices for the chil-
dren. I show them how to do things before setting them 
free to try on their own. I allow them the opportunity to 
explore. I let them know that it’s okay to take risks and 
it’s alright to make mistakes. I’ve created a safe learning 
environment where they can feel loved and respected: a 
home away from home.

When I look at these children, I see somebody else’s 
son or daughter; someone else’s baby. I had the rare oppor-
tunity to teach both my sons in primary. The day my oldest 
son graduated into Grade 1 was a pivotal moment for me. 
That’s when I had to release my boy to the care and guid-
ance of another. As a parent I worried: would he be treated 
fairly with love and respect? Would he be given the guid-
ance to go where he needed to go and led down the path 
best suited for him? That’s when I truly appreciated what 

parents fear and what those same parents need from me.
There are numerous expectations on teachers today. 

Our role is crucial to the success of these learners. How do 
we do it? Since there is no magic wand, we simply go back 
to the basics! We do what we would do for our own chil-
dren. We read. We write. Every day! Reading and writing is 
reciprocal. We can’t have one without the other. As teachers, 
we have had many “flavours of the month” pushed our way. 
For years, we have been bombarded with programs, pro-
grams and more programs! In fact, our plates are no longer 
plates – they are platters! Overflowing platters! The demands 
on teachers today are greater than ever before. Yet we are still 
expected to remain fresh, full of energy and ready to provide 
everything a student needs. How do we do that in our ever-
changing society? Well, we focus on the basics! Our class-
rooms today have everything we need. They have books. 
They have writing tools and paper. They have students and 
they have passionate teachers. No matter what programs are 
thrown our way, we just need to remember the basics.

I think back to the days when my sons were young 
and how I provided them with the knowledge they need-
ed to start them on their journey of life. I provided them 
a solid foundation for their teachers to build upon. And 
as my students enter my primary classroom, I make sure 
I provide them with a solid foundation which will sup-
port their future endeavours. I will ignite their passion for 
learning, reading and writing just as I allow my own pas-
sion to be ever-present. I will love and respect them and 
gently guide them along the path to success. Love what 
you do. Show your students anything is possible if you put 
your heart into it. Take it back to the basics and remember 
why you became a teacher…for the children!

Tammy Harrison is a Grade Primary teacher at 
Cumberland North Academy in the Chignecto-
Central Regional School Board.
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So There I Was…

Waiting for an Epidural
Dr. Steven Van Zoost

So there I was…waiting for an epidural. Leading up to this appointment, I had plenty of time to debate 
the pros and cons of this injection that would pierce into my back. After all, we tend to consider a wide range 

of options when we are in pain or feeling strained. I was also keen to distract myself and so I considered metaphors 
for the procedure as I sat in the waiting room of the pain clinic. What magic relief needle could be injected into 
our public school system?

It would be easy to say 
“money.” Too easy. Undeniably, 
money is a substantial part of 
an imagined epidural injec-
tion that would ease the strain 
in our education system. In-
creased funding could provide 
greater technology integration 
into our classes and programs. 
Increased funding could bet-
ter connect student learning 
with their lives beyond the 
classroom. However, as I have 
witnessed in my travels, money 
alone does not solve societal 
problems.

As a mid-career teacher 
(the happiest kind, I’m told), I 
am not anticipating any magic 
injection that will resolve the 
strains of teaching. In fact, I 
am pessimistically looking at 
the aging baby boomers and 
the demands they will place 
on our health care system and 
the challenge governments will 
face juggling education fund-
ing in our province in the fu-
ture. Hopefully the general 
population, and not just the 
government, realizes the im-
portance of a strong public 
education system in sustaining 
a province’s social and econom-
ic health.

Instead, I control what 
I can: my reactions. Below, 
I practice some facetious re-
sponses to my professional 
pain triggers. Okay, truth be 
told: I haven’t used any of these 
responses...yet. But I do wish 
I had a better repertoire ready 
for when these situations arise. 
Instead, I just smile and keep 
these slightly passive-aggressive 
thoughts in my head.
Stress Trigger 1: “It must be 
nice to have the summers off!”
Response 1:  It is nice! You 
should try it! I think the 
university process to enrol 
in Bachelor of Education 
programs usually begins in 
October and November for 
the following year’s admission. 
Why haven’t you become a 
teacher?
Response 2:   I agree. The 
summers are the best in 
Atlantic Canada, don’t you 
think? Every summer, I work 
in graduate teacher programs 
in several different Canadian 
provinces. I am always amazed 
how fortunate we are to be 
living on the East Coast! Have 
you been to Gander?
Response 3:   Some of my 
teacher friends refer to summer 

“What magic relief 
needle could be 

injected into our public 
school system?”
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as a time to “re-charge.” This usually worries me, of 
course. I wonder how depleted they are and how 
draining their work must be. Surely, their work must 
have an “off-switch” during the school year?
Stress Trigger 2:   “Please excuse this interruption, 
but...”
Response 1:   But what? All learning can be stopped so 
we can find someone’s cell phone in the building? I’ll 
tell you “but what”: but that student who was in the 
middle of her film shoot has to restart the shot; that 
student in the middle of reading his novel has to restart 
that paragraph, and; those students who were talking 
through a problem with several steps just had to start 
again. So much for the “flow” of learning. My school 
does a good job of minimizing these interruptions, 
but my classroom does not exist in a vacuum – it’s in 
an institutional setting that inevitably and necessarily 
permeates the classroom walls.
Response 2:   What interruption? No big deal. I’m 
interrupted all day anyway with the “paperwork” 
of schooling. After recording attendance, lateness, 
behavioural observations, homework and the borrowing 
of school books and equipment, the class is ready to 
start. “Paperwork” in schools is funny, isn’t it? I carry 
a piece of scrap paper in my pocket to make quick 
notes throughout the class so that I can enter my digital 
record-keeping later while sitting at the computer when 
the students aren’t in front of me.

Contrary to popular belief, the students are rarely, 
if ever, the cause of stress and strain in my work. True, 
I do worry about them and this can be tiring: Will they 
get their work done? How did they make out with that 
tricky social situation? How will they be able to focus 
on their school work while they are working so much 
at that “afterschool” job? That jacket isn’t really their 
“winter” jacket now is it?

So, if no magical epidural is going to relieve me 
from my strains of teaching, what can I do about this? 
Change my reaction. This will take work – repeated 
practice over time. It will take a lot of intentional re-
training of my emotional and verbal responses. But I 
am tired of becoming defensive about my “summers 
off” and tired of being wound-up about classroom in-
terruptions and therefore I am motivated to make these 
internal changes.

Here’s my plan: when someone meets me and 
tells me, “It must be nice to have the summers off,” 
I am going to try one of the carefully rehearsed re-

sponses below. I admit, they are still slightly passive-
aggressive, but at least they are more positive in my 
head space. You, gentle reader, might understand 
them as overtly positive. You’d be right, of course. 
This is part of my re-training process: I need strong 
language with clear direction in my mind to help me 
make the shift from a negative to a positive response. 
I’m also using imagery and calling on my emotional 
experiences to help anchor this new direction in my 
mind’s eye.
Response 1:   The summers are nice, but it’s not the best 
part of my job. You know what is even better? That look 
in a student’s eyes when they experience one of those 
“light-bulb moments” in my classroom. Somehow, the 
excitement of learning something new – even making a 
new connection – energizes me as much as it energizes 
the student. It’s as if our classroom experiences are a 
form of renewable energy! And, of course, it feels good 
to contribute to Nova Scotia’s social and economic 
future, knowing that quality education is pivotal to 
societal success. Right?
Response 2:   Yes! For sure! It is good in the summer 
to be out of the school building (it gets terribly hot in 
there anyway) and have a wider range of life experiences 
that inform my teaching and classroom decisions. I try 
to be careful not to confuse experience and intelligence. 
After all, I work with many students who rely on my 
life experiences as much as my intelligence to stretch 
their thinking about themselves and their worlds. For 
example, my studies and travels in the Middle East have 
helped me understand some of the cultural contexts 
of what we discuss in the classroom. Thankfully, the 
summer provides teachers with unpaid time to seek out 
these experiences.

With a lot of practice, I might be able to re-train 
myself to respond to my stress triggers with less angst. 
I don’t like the idea of my work satisfaction being de-
pendent on an external world that is beyond my con-
trol. If I can adjust my internal responses, perhaps my 
stress triggers will transform into moments of celebra-
tion and focus on what I love about teaching. I will 
try. I will try my very hardest. But just so you know, in 
the pain clinic that morning, I did opt for the epidural 
needle to relieve the pain and strain in my back.

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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Inclusion: A Work in Progress
Brian Forbes

I’ll call them William and Sarah for the sake of anonymity. They attended my rural elementary school in 
the mid-’50s. They were brother and sister, and it was clear even to a nine-year-old that they were “different,” that 

there was something “wrong” with them, that they weren’t “normal.” Their behaviour and conversation revealed 
it. Sometimes there were rumours about strange doings in the Grade 1 and 2 classrooms. Our parents provided 
the terminology to describe them, a word that is no longer used today. Nevertheless in their cases I don’t recall it 
ever being applied derisively or derogatorily, merely descriptively and never to their faces, because even then we 
realized that it would be hurtful to use it so. Neither do I remember either of them being teased or shunned by the 
rest of us. They were accepted and even appreciated by just about everyone. But Sarah seldom skipped rope with 
the other girls and William never participated in our ball games. My memory doesn’t allow certainty on this point, 
but I believe they stayed only about a year, and then they were gone. I don’t know where they went, how their lives 
unfolded after that, or where they are now. I do know that no one like them was ever seen at any school I attended 
subsequently.

Thinking back on it now, I wonder what sorts of 
considerations and conversations accompanied their 
beginning to attend the school, and their later with-
drawal from it. Was this an early experiment in inclu-
sive education, soon deemed to be unsuccessful? Or was 
it instead an initially resisted but eventually triumphant 
exercise in exclusion? (Maybe it was a little bit of both.) 
Was it, for its time, a typical 
episode or a local aberration? 
What were its impacts on par-
ents, students and teachers?

One of the greatest social 
projects of the past half cen-
tury has been the movement 
towards a more egalitarian, car-
ing and inclusive society. Most 
of us would acknowledge that it 
has been a noble cause, that educa-
tion has had a key role to play in its pursuit, and that 
significant progress has been made. Certainly William 
and Sarah’s school experience would have been vastly 
different in the ‘80s or ‘90s, not to mention today. 

I’m not so sure that in education, inclusion is as 
new an idea, or exclusion as old a one, as we sometimes 
think. But when “full inclusion” became Department 
and school board policy in this province in the late ‘90s, 
it rapidly became very contentious. Most of the battles 
were fought, not on the ground of principle, but rather 

of implementation. The dominant issues were the pace 
of change, funding, professional development and pro-
vision of adequate supports for affected teachers and 
students. Although I have no direct connection with 
today’s classrooms, I suspect those matters are still be-
ing contested, albeit not as loudly or urgently. Hope-
fully we have learned in the course of the struggle that 

not everyone who questions vital 
aspects of a policy is an obstruc-
tionist, anymore than someone 
who pushes it forward vigor-
ously is simply ideologically 
driven. Ultimately, the idea 
that William and Sarah ought 
to be fully accepted and inte-
grated members of the school 
community, entitled to the 
same respect, dignity and con-

cern as any other, and provided with all the support 
required to help them reach their full potential as per-
sons, is uncontroversial. 

Have we made progress toward that end? Un-
doubtedly. Can we rest on our laurels? Not at all. Is it 
worth continuing to debate and struggle to get it right? 
Absolutely.

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

I’m not so sure that in 
education, inclusion 
is as new an idea, or 

exclusion as old a one, 
as we sometimes think.
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