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application can scan the image of the QR code to open a web
page in the phone’s browser.
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In My Classroom

Stand Up for Learning
Dawne MacLeod

I

am currently enjoying a position as a Behaviour Intervention Resource Teacher (BIRT) at
West Kings High School in the Annapolis Valley Regional School Board (AVRSB). I use my
background in physical education, yoga and all things outdoorsy to help the students develop tools to thrive.
But here’s the thing: it’s almost impossible for students – especially students who have learning disabilities
and attention problems – to thrive in a system that requires them to sit all day and stay focused. For some, a
75-minute class is excruciating. Having ADHD myself, I know how hard it is to sit still for that length of time.
Actually, 10 minutes is a challenge. I’ll fidget, my right leg will start vibrating and I will become a discipline
problem if the topic doesn’t grasp and keep my attention. Sound familiar?
Neuroscience is finally able to back up what
John Medina, author of Brain Rules states:
physical education teachers, health practitioners and
“…you’ve got about 10 minutes to hook your audithose who exercise already know: exence’s attention before it plummets to
ercise has endless benefits. You’d think
near zero. Every 10 minutes you need
we’d all be jumping up and down eman emotionally relevant hook to keep
bracing a tool that can help with intheir attention with you.” This beattention issues, emotional issues (incomes problematic when you consider
cluding anxiety and depression), bethe range of learning needs, increased
The
brain
havioural concerns and obesity. Howclass sizes and curriculums that deever our students continue to struggle
mand aerobic-like attention stamina.
functions
through a style of learning that does
We need to explore any method of
better just
not reflect these revelations but rather
keeping students engaged. Beyond
increases academic work and decreases
emotionally relevant hooks, what can
by engaging
physical activity. With the time rewe do to decrease the fidget factor and
straints of the current educational day,
in the act of
increase brain functioning?
what could we agree to scale back on
Harvard clinical psychologist
standing.
to accommodate more time for brain
Dr. John Ratey believes the key is in
boosting aerobic activities? Consider
the connection between exercise and
this quote from Medina: “Cutting off
the brain’s mental performance. In his
physical exercise – the very activity
book, Spark: The Revolutionary New
most likely to promote cognitive perScience of Exercise and the Brain, Dr.
formance – to do better on a test score
Ratey describes what happens in the
is like trying to gain weight by starving yourself.”
brain at a cellular level to promote learning when
Okay, I am a realist. The future of aerobics as a
you exercise: “Aerobic exercise is like Miracle-Gro
key brain boosting tool in schools across Nova Scotia
for your brain.” He says exercise improves learning
may be far in the future. Yet there must be something
on three levels: “…first, it optimizes your mindset to
we can do to get even a little of that brain boostimprove alertness, attention and motivation; second,
ing power. I found the answer at the Teachers Assoit prepares and encourages nerve cells to bind to one
ciation for Physical and Health Education (TAPHE)
another, which is the cellular basis for logging in new
conference in Yarmouth this past fall. In his presentainformation; and third, it spurs the development of
tion, Dr. Ratey caught my attention with a comment
new nerve cells from stem cells in the hippocampus.”
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In My Classroom
about standing versus sitting. While he believes the
ideal scenario for increasing brain function is to be
aerobically active with others while solving a problem in an outside environment, he says any amount
of exercise is better than sitting. The brain functions
better just by engaging in the act of standing. One
of my students with Asperger’s and ADHD issues
came to mind. He likes to stand to do his work in
my room, typically hunched over one of the tables. It
looks uncomfortable, but he assures me it helps him
concentrate. I’ve seen video clips of classrooms that
use alternate forms of learning stations such as exercise balls instead of chairs, desks attached to stationary bikes, and stand up decks with balance boards for
continuous movement. With tight budgets and space
being an issue in our over-crowded classrooms, stand
up desks seem to be a good place to start.
Dr. Ratey introduced me to the work of a
Grade 6 elementary school teacher in Minnesota
named Abby Brown who has been using stand up
desks for the past five years and has started a movement called Stand up for Learning (http://www.standupforlearning.com/). At first, there were no furniture
manufacturers making anything suitable in a stand
up style for her students. She teamed up with a local
furniture maker and developed the Alphabetter desk.
You can adjust the height to fit almost any student’s
needs and it features the patented “fidget” bar. This
bar allows the student to put their foot on a pendulum type bar and swing their foot to their hearts content. Excellent idea! By allowing the fidget factor you
increase the learning.
I approached Cameron Hartley, the technology education teacher in our school and asked if he
could make a stand up desk. He seemed intrigued
by the idea and went about creating a design with
his students. They came up with a pedestal style that
would cost only $50 dollars once finished – peanuts
in furniture standards. The desks are now completed
and have been distributed to various classrooms for
my students. The next project he and his students are
tackling for the school is to build balance boards to
accompany the pedestal desks. When you’re moving
you’re less likely to fidget, so the balance board will
act like the fidget bar in allowing the student to experience continual movement.
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Stand up desks are cheap, effective and put no
added work load on the teachers. Feel free to use the
design for the pedestal desk Cameron Hartley has
shared. We’d like to challenge other Technology Education shops around the province to improve on the
design. Let’s all stand up for learning!
Dawne MacLeod is a Behaviour Intervention
Resource Teacher (BIRT) at West Kings District
High School, Annapolis Valley Regional School
Board.
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Community College Q&A

NSCC Nautical Institute
Deborah McVeigh

T

he recently retired
Academic Chair of

the Nautical Institute,
Strait

Area

Campus,

NSCC is Kevin Henderson. He was responsible
for overseeing marine training and welcoming students
from around the world. In
this article, he describes the
programs offered and the
qualifications required to
attend the Strait Area Campus, School of Fisheries.
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Community College Q&A
Q: When did the Nautical Institute
become part of NSCC and why?
A: The Nautical Institute (NI) became part of NSCC
in 1988-89 when it was moved to the Strait. The NI
in Halifax was looking for a new home and it was
moved to Port Hawkesbury.
Q: How many programs are offered in
the Nautical Institute at the Strait Area
Campus and what are they?
A: There are two core programs:
Marine Engineering Technology (MET)
Advanced Diploma (three years) and
Marine Navigation Technology (MNT)
Advanced Diploma (three years)
A number of certification courses are also offered to
those already working in the industry. These include:
– Navigation courses: Bridge Resource
Management (BRM), Electronic Chart
Display and Information Systems (ECDIS)
– Engineering courses: Engine Resource
Management (BRM), Propulsion Plant
Simulation (PPS)
– Safety courses: Marine Emergency Duties
(Basic safety, Proficiency in Survival Craft,
Advanced Firefighting)
We are also developing programs that will take cadets
to senior officer levels.
Q: Where do the students come from to
attend these programs?
A: Students are mainly from the Maritimes although
we do have some from further afield such as Jamaica
and Nigeria.
Q: What type of student succeeds in these
nautical programs?
A: Students who love the sea and are willing to work
hard to do well.
Q: I’ve experienced one of the marine
simulators on your campus and was very
impressed. How much time do students
spend on them?
A: The simulators are a great learning tool. We have
four main simulators: Navigation, Engine Room, Fire
field and Survival craft. The students spend about 10
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per cent of their time in simulators although more
and more assessment activities are being developed
for the simulators. The simulators are used for training purposes only.
Q: The faculty members in these
programs must have spent considerable
time in the marine industry before
teaching in this program. Can you share
some of their experiences?
A: Yes, all have extensive experience on Canadian
and International voyages. We have instructors that
have worked on board cargo vessels, bulk carriers, ferries and large fishing vessels.
We have a faculty member who had a management position at the Dubai shipyard, the largest in the
world. Another faculty member has a PhD in Naval
Architecture and taught in Kuwait for 15 years. We
have very experienced and qualified faculty members.
Q: Where do students in these programs
find employment?
A: Like the faculty, they will have careers on board
cargo vessels, bulk carriers, ferries and large fishing
vessels.
Q: Please tell us about the programs; Do
the students do a work term and if so,
where?
A: The MET program graduates write their exams
with Transport Canada as Fourth Class Engineers
(entry-level officers) and after a few more months of
sea time can write their Second Class. They have six
months of sea time as part of the program.
The MNT program graduates write their exams with
Transport Canada as Watchkeeping Mate Unlimited
(entry-level officers). They have 12 months of sea
time as part of the program.
Q: Tell us about the facility that houses
the marine programs and also about the
location?
A: We are located in Port Hawkesbury which is a port
second only to Vancouver for tonnage in Canada. In
addition to a modern spacious campus environment,
students enjoy the town of Port Hawkesbury’s Civic
Centre and excellent recreation and entertainment
services that are offered year-round.
AVISO Winter 2013

Community College Q&A
Facilities for marine training include
trades shops, a wave tank, fire field and stateof-the-art simulators for propulsion systems,
navigation, global communications and survival craft.
Trades shops – The Nautical Institute has a variety of marine purposed
shops, trainers and labs that can be
used for teaching and research. These
include: Diesel Engine Fitting Shop,
Electrical Shop, Machine Shop,
Welding Shop, Power Engineering,
Pipe-fitting Shop, Boiler Operating
Plant, Hydraulic/pneumatic Trainers, Refrigeration/ Air Conditioning
Trainers, Electrical Laboratories and
Chemistry/Physics Lab.
Wave tank – The Nautical Institute
has a 20m x18m x 4m tank with a
wave machine capable of producing
a metre swell wave of various patterns. Additionally, darkness can be
created to provide extreme abandonment conditions.
Fire field – NSCC has completed
the building of a two-level steel fire
facility capable of delivering variable
levels of fire and smoke with a second
level bunk room, engine room (with
grated floor), galley (with flash over),
corridors, two open rooms, and connecting doors that expose the participant in a realistic manner to shipboard fires. The facility also includes
escape ladders and hatchways and
a communication system whereby
commands from a command post can
be relayed to participants at the emergency locations within the mock-up.
Simulation – The Nautical Institute
has a full mission Kongsberg Polaris
Bridge Simulator, a Kongsberg Neptune Propulsion Plant Simulator and
Kongsberg Communications simulators which were upgraded to the
top industry standard in 2010. They
are capable of use for both training
and research. In the past year, Tug
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and Ice (navigation and engineering)
have been added to the simulation
capability of these simulators. NI has
the only full mobile Proficiency in
Survival Craft simulator.
The Campus also has a number of other facilities including: a full service cafeteria, library and computer labs available evenings
and weekends, meeting rooms, wireless access
in common areas, a distance learning centre,
an innovation centre, a presentation theatre,
a Centre for Student Success, a bookstore,
intramural sports and recreation and a student association that organizes social events
throughout the year.
Q: Are the students able to transfer
their credits to another institution?
e.g. Canadian Coast Guard College.
A: Credits from the program are recognized
by marine schools in Canada (Georgian College, the Fisheries and Marine Institute of
Memorial University of Newfoundland
and the British Columbia Institute
of Technology). The Coast Guard
College does not accept credits
from other institutions but
we do have cadets completing sea time on coast
guard vessels and they could
be hired into the coast guard
upon graduation.
Graduates are accepted into the
Bachelor of Maritime Studies at the Marine Institute in Newfoundland based on their
NSCC credential.
Q: What is the time frame for
students to complete these
programs?
A: Both programs are three years in duration;
however, because of the additional sea-time
requirements in the MNT they usually take
an additional six months.

Deborah McVeigh is a faculty member at
NSCC, Marconi Campus.
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Yoga in Schools
6th Annual Summer Institute Teacher Training
A course that inspires growth, connection and inner peace.
Four days that can transform your life and your teaching career!
“My overall health, relationships and teaching practices have been greatly influenced by this training. Be prepared for a life altering workshop!”
—Tanya Thibeau, Yoga in Schools Graduate
This program will provide teachers with an introduction to Yoga, Yoga Grade 11, Yoga for Special Needs and Autism, with physical practice and
experiential activities.
These hours are part of the optional 200hr certification, which is required to teach Yoga 11 in schools. Graduates of the 200hr certification
program will receive all yoga programs designed by Jenny.
“Joy and gratitude is palpable throughout the journey. This course is changing many lives, having lasting effects within the education system.”
—Sue Stevenson

This PD workshop will leave you feeling refreshed, renewed and inspired.
Leaders:
Jenny Kierstead, author of 6 yoga school programs and award-winning educator, is founder of Breathing Space Yoga Studios. She has trained and
mentored the many teachers introducing yoga to their schools.
Blair Abbass has been teaching meditation and stress reduction for students and teachers for over 25 years and was the first teacher to bring
Yoga 11 to HRSB.

Date(s): July 22nd – 25th, 2013
Time: 9:00 a.m. – 4:00 p.m.
Location: Chocolate Lake Hotel, Halifax
Fee: $ 500.00 + HST (check Local PD for funding)
Register early to secure your spot!
Contacts: Jenny Kierstead & Blair Abbass 444-YOGA (9642)
info@BreathingSpaceYogaStudio.ca
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Be As You Are
A Young Teacher’s Experience with
the Gay-Straight Alliance
Ashley Connors

A

ll teenagers, no – all of us – are trying to feel comfortable in our own skin, develop into
people who are accepted; people who can love and who are loved. Accepting ourselves is a difficult task and one we expect our youth to figure out before graduation. Working in the public school system has
reminded me of this. I always tell my students that I am a young adult; old enough to be teaching, young enough
to remember what tears in the hallway feel like, how arguments with friends cause real stress, and that when you
are just figuring out who you are and you want to be accepted, it can be hard to stay true to that person.
to me. I remember listening to the experiences of a
In the fall of 2007, I knew nothing. I “knew”
student from our small community about his threea lot – I had taken methodology courses, I had two
month exchange to rural Quebec. He
degrees, I had always been at the top
talked about a language barrier and
of my class; but I knew nothing. I
maybe even an identity barrier; how
did know that as a first year teacher I
challenging it had been to be himself
should become as involved as I could
during those three months in such a
in the school, so when a group of stuI
remember
different culture. I remember thinkdents approached me to help out with
the Gay-Straight Alliance, I said yes. I
thinking that I ing that he came back stronger. He
lead the Gay-Straight Alstill see remnants of that years’ group
must have done unofficially
liance that year.
as I look around my classroom today.
The wonderful thing about
Small rainbow-coloured ribbons atsomething
the Gay-Straight Alliance is that it is
tached with a safety pin to my bulletin
right if he
student-led. Students lead the topics
board, a burned disc of the Powerof discussion and the initiatives in
Point presentation my students made
felt he could
the school. That year the goal was to
to show to the 900-plus students in
talk to me.
take on homophobia in our school –
our school that year – a PowerPoint
firsthand. They worked and worked in
presentation that pushed the limits,
my classroom every Tuesday. They ran
sharing experiences of students who
their ideas by me and asked if it was
felt they had to hide in their own
okay to talk about suicide rates among
community, and sharing statistics that
gay youth. I remember asking them if it was okay
would make even the most experienced teachers shudnot to talk about it. The finished product of images
der; a presentation that would without a doubt turn
and statistics was accompanied by the song, I am Who
some heads.
I am, by Ben’s Brother. The presentation was shown
That winter was the first time a student came
to administration, and then on May 17, 2008, the
out of the closet to me during lunch. I listened to
Avon View Gay-Straight Alliance handed out ribbons
him talk about being scared of what his family would
to every student who entered the school and during
think and say, even though he felt very loved and
the morning announcements, all rooms broadcast my
supported by them. I remember thinking that I must
students’ masterpiece. My English Communications
have done something right if he felt he could talk
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11 class was silent throughout the entire presentation and during the minute of silence that
followed. A buzz of conversation and questions followed throughout the day. The same
member of the GSA who had led the development of the PowerPoint received comments
during our French class that afternoon from
classmates who knew he had been behind
the whole thing; they were proud of him. Although I had only facilitated these students,
I felt proud, and I felt proud of them. I was
proud they had put themselves out there, not
knowing what reaction they might receive.
They were brave in an environment that, despite our best efforts, can be less than friendly
to those who speak up and say what needs to
be heard by others.
This past December my journey with that
student leader came full circle. He came back
to our high school as alumnus and was keynote speaker at Avon View’s Solidarity Day. He
spoke of his journey; his own challenges with
being comfortable in his own skin and staying
true to himself. He spoke to our student body
about working in fashion and as an androgynous model. Our students listened; they hung
on every word. The gymnasium was silent. It
was all I could do to keep the tears from falling
down my cheeks. What strong youth we have
in our community. I spoke with him after his
presentation, and after our hug and catching
up I realized that students do take important
steps in self-identity during high school, and
that this student, this young man, has stayed
true to himself. He is who he is and he won’t
allow others or society to change him. What an
inspiration, what a role model for our students
who are where he was a few years ago.
My students thanked me that year for
working with the GSA. I hope I remembered
to thank them for reminding me that even
when it is difficult to be me, it is no less important.
Ashley Connors teaches French language
courses and History/Science in French at
Avon View High School, Annapolis Valley
Regional School Board.
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I am Who I am
by Ben’s Brother
No I don’t mind if you think I should grow my hair
And no I don’t mind if you pick out the clothes I wear
But know I can keep my head when all around me are losing
theirs
Because
I am who I am, and you can’t change me
I’ve done what I can, now I’ll stand my ground
You’re tying my hands if you re-arrange me
It all falls down,
It all falls down
Why when you dream do you see me as something I’m not?
Why don’t you wake up and see all the good things you’ve got?
A heart isn’t made out of clay
Not something you shape with your hands
Understand
I am who I am, and you can’t change me
I’ve done what I can, now I’ll stand my ground
You’re tying my hands if you re-arrange me
It all falls down,
It all falls down
Is the reason you ask me to change so that you’ll stay the
same?
Well I’m sorry if I keep disappointing you again and again
But
I am who I am, and you can’t change me
I’ve done what I can, now I’ll stand my ground
You’re tying my hands if you re-arrange me
It all falls down,
It all falls down
It all falls down
It all falls down
It all falls down
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Wellness/Self Management for a Healthy Soul
O

ne of the algorithms for living well and being
successful as professional educators and productive members of society is that we look after ourselves so that we can look after others. In the complex
and ever-changing education reality, the experience of teaching
is becoming increasingly more demanding. Our world continues to shrink due to spectacular expanding changes in technology. At the same time, there are even greater pedagogical
expectations. Our professional responsibilities have been correspondingly transformed into a progressively more stressful
and rewarding occupation. Remember that while stress is essential, it is also vital that we find and maintain balance.
One of the obvious
ways for us to maintain
balance is to construct a
personal experience with a
positive structure that encourages and fortifies us to
stay healthy, connected and
happy. We live by strident
scheduled bells, unpredictable demands and the challenging task of coordinating
our teaching content and delivery to meet the perpetually
changing needs and expectations of the students in our
classroom, their parents and
our boards. Balance is essential: balance in our classrooms, in our schools and in
our lives.
Personally we should
strive to stay in good health.
Proper nutrition, sleep and
exercise form the foundation of better health. Each
of these three elements presents challenges. It is important that we know what
makes for a good, sensible
and achievable healthy diet.
It is also important to recognize the dangers of sugar,
salt and fat. Current life-
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styles often militate against
a wholesome and achievable
sound diet. All too often the
enticements of sugar, salt and
fat, all of which are addictive,
lead us to easy and convenient yet unhealthy choices. It
is important to balance the
rewards of treats with the reality of well-being. Everyone
should attempt to get eight
to nine hours of satisfactory
rewarding sleep. Current research underlines the need
for a regular pattern and that
electronically induced light
and cellular devices interfere
with good sleep. We all know
the importance of getting
regular daily physical exercise. Again current lifestyles
and living patterns have increased our dependence on
motorized transport and
have decreased our dependence on physical exercise in
our everyday lives. As a result
we need to build an artificial
physical regiment into our
day, our week and our lives.
The triad of healthy diet, sufficient sleep and regular exercise is essential to our good

Stay
Healthy

Connected

& Happy!
David Ritchie
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Wellness/Self Management for a Healthy Soul
Healthy
health. Together these three essentials enable
us to successfully manage stress by maintaining balance.
Professionally we should strive to help
others stay in good health. When I review the
above paragraph I recognize that these ideas
are not new. However, like so much else in
our complex lives, we do not always follow
best practice, so it is essential that we reinforce these concepts with those around us.
Our ongoing success depends on our good
health and the good health of our students
and our peers. We are a team working towards the goal of learning. Good health allows us all to be our very best.
Personally we should strive to stay connected. As we are completely overshadowed
by the noise, machinations, hullabaloos,
relationships, devices, technologies and accoutrements of our busy personal and professional modern lives, it is essential that we
stay connected. The first obligation is to stay
connected to ourselves. Many believe we owe
it to our balance to start the day with some
kind of quiet practice that forces us to slow
down and focus. This may take the form of
a daily devotional, a meditation, a reflection,

Conne
a run or a swim, a tai chi routine, a yoga
practice or simply a quiet personal moment.
These preparations will set the personal equilibrium and build the foundation for our day
and help us connect with our own centres.
We need to connect with ourselves in order
to be most effective.
Volunteerism is an excellent undertaking to foster intrinsic and extrinsic connectivity. I had the good fortune to be raised in a
family and community that expected people
to volunteer. As a result I have experienced
the tremendous personal gains that come
from it and have benefited as both a leader
and participant in wonderful social, recreational and educational activities. The truth
is that we always receive more than we give
and there are fewer more exciting experiences
than watching young people discover themselves through the act of volunteering and the
activities the volunteers make possible. To
maximize the benefits personally and collectively, I encourage you to seek out opportunities to support artistic learning and promote
physically active and healthy lifestyles.
Collectively it is also important that we
stay connected with our students, our col-

Happiness is contagious
12 
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& Happy

ected
leagues and our professional development.
The days of being the teacher behind the lectern pontificating, browbeating and lecturing the class have vanished in the cloud of
yesteryear’s forgotten chalk dust. Education
today demands the real connection between
us, the facilitators, and our clients, the pupils.
Professionally we should strive to help others
stay connected. For students to achieve their
best they too must be connected to themselves, their peers, their families and their
communities. It is equally important that we
stay connected with our colleagues and our
profession.
A major disconnect in our schools and
lives is the way modern technologies have
allowed bullies to follow victims right into
their homes. One of the best ways to stay
connected with our students and peers is to
vigilantly keep watch for bullying and stay
connected and active in addressing this nasty,
dangerous problem. The bully has no place
in our schools, on our school grounds, in our
world and on the electronic waves invading
the formerly safe places of the victim. The
bully can be found in the guise of the top
dog. Actually if you unwrap the outer layers

of bullies, you will uncover damaged, angry
and unhappy people underneath; be they a
young child, teenager, teacher, adult supervisor or administrator. We owe it to ourselves
and everyone around us to identify and help
all bullies discard their disguises and become
positive, happy participants in our collective
humanity and in doing so protect ourselves
and the victimized. By staying connected and
healthy we have increased our likelihood of
maintaining balance.
The last piece is happiness. Personally
and professionally we should strive to become and stay happy. It sounds so obvious,
but unfortunately in reality the obvious often
becomes buried in the confusion, bluster and
bother of living. A smile, inside and out, is
the ultimate vehicle for a joy-filled life. Happiness is contagious; a contagion that transmutes into a warm cozy light to be shared
with all the people in our lives.
Health, connectivity and happiness create a solid foundation and interconnect in a
dynamic and harmonious coalescence.
David Ritchie is a retired teacher from the
Annapolis Valley Regional School Board.

Balance is essential: balance in our
classrooms, in our schools and in our lives
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Wellness/Self Management for a Healthy Soul
Listen to the Quiet…
Sonja Bryan

I

have always been a very involved
teacher in my high school; the “yes”
teacher on staff as well as in my personal life. “Sonja, can you…?” The rest of
the question wouldn’t need to be finished before I would say, “Sure, no problem!” I never
minded adding to my list of things to do because it gave me a sense of accomplishment. I
didn’t actually know this about myself until I
was training to become a school yoga teacher.
Ironically, when I was approached to take the
yoga training in order to teach it as a high
school credit, I said “Yes!” I immediately
agreed to do it, even though at the time I was
in the middle of my Masters of Leadership
program and in the process of adopting two
children. “No problem,” I thought to myself.
“I will just add it to my to-do list!”
Like so many teachers, I could almost press an
autopilot button and go through my days mindlessly
checking off items on my to-do list. The idea of remembering to be mindful, breathe, go inward, listen
to my inner voice and let go was completely foreign
to me and had no place on my list!
I remember the first full weekend of my yoga
training for teachers. It was held on Saturday and
Sunday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. On the Sunday afternoon at around 4 p.m., the practitioner said she was
going to end a bit early because she had noticed that
most of the participants were getting tired and a little
zoned out. This came as a great relief to me; I was
extremely distracted, thinking of all the other things
I needed to get done. Suddenly, to my dismay, one
of my peers piped up and suggested that we stay to
the end as initially planned since the program was
very expensive and the practitioner had driven a long
distance. I recall feeling a tad irritated, frustrated and
frazzled as we moved through the rest of the session.
“Phew it’s over,” I thought to myself as I raced
to grab my shoes and get out of there. However, just
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as I was about to fly out the door, my mind racing
with everything I had to get to, I heard in a soft and
soothing voice: “Gently lie back on your yoga mat,
settle into corpse pose, drop the contents of your
brain and begin to quiet the mind.”
I thought, “You’ve got to be kidding!” But I
headed back to attempt a “savasana,” literally meaning “corpse pose.” This involves lying on your back,
arms and legs spread, eyes closed softly with a full
awareness on your breath, which is long and deep.
As the instructor guided us through our relaxation,
she encouraged us to focus on our breath and away
from any random or racing thoughts going through
our minds. “This is the time for you; to be with you,”
she whispered.
For the first few minutes, I found myself in a
state of unsettled urgency and just couldn’t wait for
this “nonsense” to be over. I experienced a few moments of calmness but they were short-lived and
quickly replaced with visions of my to-do list dancing
in my head. It wasn’t until the last five minutes of the
15-minute savasana that I began to settle and start to
AVISO Winter 2013
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embrace what the practitioner was saying. She told us
write another entire article on its benefits for the
to ask ourselves, “What is it that you need?” At first,
mind and the body.
I found myself making judgements on her question
I knew I wanted to share my experience and
but as she repeated it a few more times, I decided to
the benefits of yoga with my colleagues so when my
go ahead and silently ask myself the question.
NSTU rep asked me if I would be interested in in“What did I need?” I realized that I had never
structing a teacher yoga class, I jumped at the opbefore asked myself this question and I was surprised
portunity. “Yes of course!” You see I am still a “yes”
by my answer: “Listen to the quiet…”
teacher and individual, but there is a difference! My
I know it sounds very simple but this short af“yeses” are far more meaningful now and are reserved
firmative phrase that popped into my head during
for experiences that enrich my life or the lives of
my first savasana was life-altering and a much needed
others. The other “stuff” goes on my to-do list which
wake-up call! I realized that I was basically living like
I occasionally check off.
a hostage to my to-do list
Teachers in my sesand my identity was being
sions have said that during
defined by other peoples’ extheir first yoga practice, they
pectations and demands on
too were chomping at the
me and my time. I realized
bit to get back to their lists.
that my true self had been
However, by the second seson a shelf for years and I had
sion with the safe presence of
I realized that my
been involved in a survival
their professional peers they
true
self
had
been
on
game in both my professionhad discovered an hour to
al and personal lives! It was
focus on themselves after a
a shelf for years
time to dust myself off and
long and always exhausting
allow my inner self to shine.
day. It provided them with a
What would this look
more positive outlook to betlike for me? The self-dister deal with other aspects of
covery of that first savasana
their lives. It made them feel
had blind-sided me. I knew
that they were given the opyoga could provide me with physical benefits and
portunity to have time with themselves which in turn
was aware of its strong mind/body connection, but
made them willing to give more of themselves to their
I never would have made time in my hectic life to
students.
embrace its emotional benefits.
If only for a moment, I encourage you to put
The yoga training program was very long and
aside your list of “stuff.” Take the time…the time to
intense, and on many occasions it conflicted with my
listen to the quiet…and then ask yourself: “What is it
to-do list. But with time I learned to look forward to
that I need?” Patiently wait while your inner voice is
the distraction and realized that most of the things on
turned-up and answers your question…then honour
my list were just “stuff” and that the list would always
and embrace your answer.
be there no matter how many items I checked off.
I do not “do” yoga and it will never be on my
Sonja Bryan is a Grade 11 yoga teacher at Avon
list: I live yoga! I live it in my professional life and
View High School, Annapolis Valley Regional
I live it in my personal life on a daily basis. I could
School Board.
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Wellness/Self Management for a Healthy Soul
Teen Drama:
The Good Kind
Chris Lugar

“I

just wanna make them think!” That was my mantra
as I began my teaching career 35 years ago. I was fresh out
of Acadia with all sorts of ideas about what should be happening in high
school English classes and raring to straighten out the mess.
For the most part, my own experience in school
had not been good. In fact at one time, I was so disengaged I did not even attend school for weeks at a
time other than to socialize. But it was the late ‘60s
and they couldn’t get teachers or books in front of us
fast enough. I recall one Grade 11 English class of 45
or 50 kids where the 20-year-old teacher read short
stories to us from Playboy magazines. (There were
actually good stories and articles in there!) It was no
wonder the teachers never reported many of us for our
truancy. They were probably thankful for the smaller
classes! I wasn’t engaged with what went on in school
other than extra-curricular activities, especially sports.
I didn’t even graduate until I was 20 – and that was
only because I decided I wanted to go to university.
I was convinced I could change the experience
for young people; I was convinced I could reach
them. But I recalled the cautionary advice of one
of my more respected education professors when he
said, “If you can reach one of them a month, you
will be ahead of the average.” What? I was dismayed!
What cynicism! I thought I could do better than that.
I quickly realized he wasn’t talking about me. Rather
it was about how the whole system regularly works to
prevent young people from having a sense of engagement with it: the reason is simple but the cure is not!
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The “simple” analysis lies in the nature of adolescence. Young people are entirely wrapped up in
their own personal development. They truly are the
“me” generation. That is quite normal: the not-sosimple part is that most public education curriculum
does not reflect that. Given the multitude of mandates imposed by various sectors regarding what happens in schools, the daily experience of most teenagers has very little to do with their priorities. Schools
rely heavily on the extrinsic motivations of marks
and adult expectations to keep the system chugging
along. The teacher becomes responsible for bridging
the gap; for making the curriculum worthwhile and
maybe even enjoyable. Of course there is also considerable responsibility placed on students to become
receptive to the experience – to try.
So away I went thinking I would sort the whole
thing out. I will spare you the stories of my feeble
battle in the early years. Suffice it to say that I learned
a great deal about myself in the process. While that
comment may seem self-deprecating, it is actually at
the centre of my thesis. And here it is: the important
thing to learn as a teacher is how to use your personal skills to best support the learning process for
students. Every teacher brings a different set of experiences and interests to the classroom.
AVISO Winter 2013
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My comfort zone as a teacher is in
drama. While drama has been in my life in
many forms, it wasn’t until 10 years into my
career that I began teaching it as a course. And
more specifically, it is called “developmental”
drama. Put simply, the course is designed to
support the development of the resources of
students. As such, and especially at the Grade
10 or introductory year, the emphasis is not
on performance. Most of the activities encourage students to rely on and support one
another as they go on a journey of discovery
and development. As I learned more about
how to be a better drama teacher, I became
more enthralled and sometimes even incredulous about what happened. It is ironic that
drama, which is perceived to be about making
fiction appear real, can be so very real itself
in the hands of youth. But this is where the
process gets muddied. The role of the teacher
is different. In order to create an atmosphere
where this can effectively happen, where students can be supported in an authentic way,
the teacher has to get out of the way. Students
need to feel there is an atmosphere of trust
and support from everyone in the room, not
just the teacher. This is a very tenuous balance; it does not happen because the teacher
commands it to happen. The teacher designs
activities where a natural trust can build within the ensemble by demonstrating trust and
a respect for appropriate risk-taking. When
it works well, amazing things happen. There
have been times when I have been reluctant to
say anything because I was concerned I might
screw it up! Of course other, more challenging
groups do not even approach such levels of
development. This is often due to events far
beyond anyone’s control.
Most of my drama classes over the years
have reached a point where important gains
in personal development have been achieved.
But in the final analysis, I know one of the
most important elements has been the authentic support that young people provide to
one another when given the opportunity to
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do so. Students want – even desire – acceptance from their peers. Given the opportunity
and support, the bonding that develops in a
drama space becomes the safe environment
where students can risk their identities. And
oh my, the risks they take. I recall the courage
one girl had to open up about the bullying
she had endured three or four years earlier. At
the time, I did not realize that her tormentors
were other members of the class. Following
her description, one of those students spoke
up with an apology. Then
tears sprung from another as
…the
she too admitted her involvement. Two more followed,
important
all asking for forgiveness.
thing to learn
Other members of the class,
some of whom knew about
as a teacher
the situation, sat respectfully
allowing the drama to play
is how to use
out. These students were beyour personal
coming much more effective support systems for each
skills to best
other than I could ever hope
support the
to arrange for them. And as
far as engagement in the curlearning
riculum is concerned, they
process for
were meeting and surpassing
the outcomes – big time!
students.
So there it is. The kind
of bonding that is often experienced at summer camp, a sleepover or
belonging to a team can be used in the classroom to provide an important underpinning
for reaching the outcomes designed for the
drama program. It took me a while, but I
achieved one of my goals as a teacher as evidenced by the following quote from a student
as she was leaving an eventful class one day:
“I can feel my brain working!”
Chris Lugar has been a drama teacher for
twenty years. He currently teaches Grade
10 English at West Kings District High
School, Annapolis Valley Regional School
Board.
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Just for the Health of It!
Leticia Richer

S

tress is becoming more and more of an epidemic. This is a worldwide phenomenon and many
studies are showing how this increase in stress is making us all sick! Some estimates say that up to 80 per
cent of all visits to doctors may be directly related to stress. Statistics Canada found the annual cost to Canadian
companies due to stress-related disorders is $12 billion, and absenteeism due to stress has increased by over 300
per cent since 1995! Some common stressors present in all stages of life include:
• Personal illness or that of a family member or
friend
• Relationship problems
• Excessive work demands, loss of employment
or income
• Life changes such as starting a new job, death
of a loved one, retirement, moving or having a
baby
• Financial or legal concerns
• Daily hassles or personality traits such as perfectionism.
Taber’s Cyclopedic Medical Dictionary describes psychological stress as the emotional and
physiological reactions experienced when an individual confronts a situation in which the demands go
beyond their coping resources. There is substantial
evidence supporting the role of stress in the regulation of the human immune system although the
mechanism of this effect is still unclear. The influence
of stress on the immune system is considered a direct
and likely primary link to the way stress can impact
disease and overall physical health. Early studies have
shown that people who suffer from chronic psychological stress are more susceptible to developing common colds. Ongoing research indicates that stress
affects much more than this. Chronic psychological
stress has been found to be associated with the body
losing its ability to regulate the inflammatory response due to a decreased sensitivity to the stress hormone cortisol. Since inflammation influences many
diseases such as cardiovascular disease, asthma and
autoimmune disorders, this increased level of inflammation is suggested to promote the development and

18 

progression of disease. This is particularly worrying as
the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada says that
every seven minutes in Canada someone dies from
heart disease or stroke and there is one cardiac arrest every 12 minutes in Canada. They also report
that nine in 10 Canadians have at least one risk factor
for heart disease or stroke: smoking, alcohol, physical
inactivity, blood pressure, high blood cholesterol or
diabetes. The impact of stress can exacerbate all these
conditions.
Stress has also been found to affect the body
on a cellular level. Stress hormones increase blood
pressure, heart rate, and blood sugar levels. There
are also many behavioural mechanisms related to
increased stress levels that may compromise our
immunity and health. Stress can also lead to overeating, smoking or abuse of alcohol or other substances. This in turn can increase the risk of obesity, heart disease, diabetes, cancer and a variety of
other illnesses. As stated in the Canadian Journal of
Public Health, 57,000 deaths in Canada were associated with being overweight and obese from 1985
to 2000. Stress often affects our sleep patterns and
it has been suspected that sleep disturbances have
a significant effect on the immune functions of the
body during periods of stress.
Stress may be chronic (lasting for a long period of time or recurring frequently) or acute (sudden
onset lasting a short time, receding when the stimulus stops), but both forms of stress have been shown
to affect the human immune system. Interestingly
enough, anxiety and depression (or negative mood)
have also been linked with immune changes in the
human body.
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Consider this:

Stress
energy/
fatigue

poor eating habits
insulin

exercise

abdominal fat storage

blood sugar
levels

weight gain

metabolism

use of substances
eg. tobacco/alcohol

mood swings
/depression

Stress
Too much stress impacts:
Eating habits (overeating, poor eating due to cravings),
which affect insulin levels, which affect abdominal fat
storage, which causes weight gain, which may cause
mood swings and/or depression therefore causing more
stress.
Increased abdominal fat storage affects blood sugar
levels which can lead back to cravings and overeating. Unstable blood sugar levels may lead to mood swings
which may lead to increased use of tobacco, alcohol and
other substances which in turn leads to more stress.
Cravings and overeating also lead to decreased
energy and fatigue which in turn often lead to decreased exercise resulting in even more fatigue along
with a decreased metabolism. This is also associated
with weight gain (especially abdominal fat storage)
which can lead to even more stress.
Fatigue may also lead to increased use of substances such
as alcohol, tobacco and drugs which again leads to more
stress.
Stress alone (due to the increased cortisol production)
leads to a decreased metabolism which is even worse
if one is not getting enough exercise. The vicious cycle
continues and disease sets in.
This is by no means a conclusive explanation of
the potential effects of prolonged stress on our health
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and well-being, however it does show some of the influences of stress on the body and mind and how it
is inevitable that too much stress for too long a time
will lead to a vicious cycle and in turn to “dis-ease.”
So what do we do about it? Well first, making
life changes that interrupt any of the above loops is
a great start. There is also evidence supporting the
theory that those who participate in diverse social networks (including family, friends, colleagues,
neighbours or social or religious groups) live longer
and healthier lives than those who are not socially
involved. This can likely be attributed to the availability (or perceived availability) of emotional support. It may also be because these social networks
(through peer pressures and social controls) may influence a person’s habits in exercise, eating, drug or
alcohol consumption and smoking. Being involved
in a group provides someone with a sense of purpose,
stability and belonging. Perhaps socially involved
people have a greater probability of knowing the
“right” people who can help them with issues that
arise. Social networks often provide support in financial and life matters that affect health and overall
wellness. And so for a very important point, KNOW
YOUR RESOURCES!!! NSTU members have support available to them through the Early Intervention
Program, Counselling Services and the Employee Assistance Program. Don’t be afraid to ask for help.
Nutrition Related Conditions:
Osteoporosis
Diabetes
Heart Disease
Stroke
High Blood Pressure
Peptic ulcers
Mental Health Related Conditions:
Depression
Anxiety
Eating Disorders
Mood Swings
Psychological Distress
Other Conditions affected by Stress:
Sleep Problems/Insomnia
Chronic Fatigue
Chronic Pain
Headaches/Migraines
Poor Immune Function (colds, flus, viruses)
Respiratory Ailments
Leticia Richer is the acting manager of the NSTU’s
Early Intervention Program.
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The Pedagogue

Breathe, Stretch, Write
Using Sheree Fitch’s Writing
Resource in the Classroom
Heather Hollis

So, in the beginning is the breath – not the word
“Remember, boys and girls: if I can hear you talking,
you’re not doing the exercise properly.”
The giggling and chattering continues.
“You need to breathe in and out through your
nose. It’s impossible to do that and talk at the same
time.”
My Grade 4 students are self-conscious. I’m
making them stand up, move around and breathe
consciously. Some of the boys react by pushing each
other out of the way, trying to clear more space for
themselves, or by making goofy faces at each other.
I look around the room. We’ve pushed all the
desks to the walls, clearing a space in the middle. It’s
still not enough room for all 30 of the children plus
me to move freely but it will have to do.
“Now I want you to put your hand on your
belly and breathe in. Push your belly out towards
your hand.”
Some of them take a deep breath and hold it,
letting it out in a big burst. Others actually try to do
what I’ve asked. The giggling starts again.
“It feels weird,” one of the girls says. “My stomach goes in when I breathe in.”
“That’s why you need to concentrate,” I tell
them. “Close your eyes if you have to. Think about
breathing in while pushing your belly out. It will automatically go back in when you breathe out. Just relax.”
Focusing on the breath is the first part of our class
lesson using Breathe, Stretch, Write – Learning to Write
with Everything You’ve Got. And although it sounds
like it should be the easiest, it’s often the hardest part
of the lesson. Children, like adults, often breathe shallowly, making it hard for oxygen to get to the brain.
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Writing is a process of discovery and, by bringing
our whole being to the work, we can make writing
a safe, exciting, joyfully challenging experience for
even the most reluctant writer.
So often, as teachers, we ask our students to
suddenly “be creative” after sitting quietly, passively
and listening. I don’t know about you, but I don’t
often feel creative after I’ve been sitting for hours on
end. With the reduction in physical education time
and a lack of outdoor play, children are often lulled
into a sleepy state as the school day drags on. This
book allows them to move, breathe and yes, even chat
and giggle, for a few minutes.
Health Canada recommends that schools “build
active opportunities into daily classroom routines.”
They say that children ages five to 11 need to take
part in physical activity for 60 minutes a day. This
will help them to improve their health, do better in
school and feel happier. Unfortunately, most children
are getting nowhere near that amount. According to
the Active Healthy Kids report card, only seven per
cent of Canadian children are meeting these targets.
Seven per cent! As classroom teachers, it’s incumbent
upon us to see that children incorporate movement
into their everyday classroom activities.
Often we hear children say, “I need to take a
break. My wrist hurts from writing so much!” Most
times, they aren’t making it up in order to score a
free trip to the water fountain. Writing is a physical
activity. Many children, especially those who struggle
with writing, press hard with their pencils when they
write. Their shoulders tense up and they often have
poor posture when sitting at their desks. It’s important for us to recognize that fact and make it part of
our lesson planning.
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Breathe, Stretch, Write is a resource text for
teachers designed to wake children up and get their
brains and bodies refreshed, so they can write creatively and freely.
The book starts off with an introduction for
teachers. It’s fun, easy and enjoyable to read. And no
wonder. It’s written by Sheree Fitch, the beloved author of Toes in My Nose and other celebrated works.
Fitch is a poet, a novelist, a yoga enthusiast and a
lover of joy. She loves and respects children and their
teachers and this shines through in her writing of this
book.
Fitch designed the text in a way that gives teachers flexibility. You can follow each activity in succession or jump around the book, using activities you
think fit your class or the outcome you are trying to
meet. Each writing activity follows the same process:
first breathe, then stretch, then write.
The pages can be scanned and put up on your
overhead, so that your visual learners can have something to refer to other than your voice.
The lessons include a writing prompt based in
part on the stretch that was just completed. It is designed to spark a child’s creative energies. Each writing activity is laid out over two pages and follows a
similar pattern, so that both the teacher and the class
know what to expect. I used the text as a script, reading aloud exactly as it was written. (Hey, I’m not going to try to improve on Sheree Fitch!) Each activity
starts with the same description of how to breathe
and then moves on to a step-by-step description of
how to do the yoga pose. The poses are very simple to
complete and teachers need not worry that they will
look silly in front of the class. Trust me: you will. But
that’s part of the process. If the children see that you
are willing to be open to new ideas, then they will do
the same.
Guess what – writing is never perfect in the first
burst. That’s what revisions are for!
I was lucky enough to get a copy of the book
from Sheree Fitch when it first came out and I started
using it immediately. The reaction of my Grade 4
students was nothing short of amazing. They loved
getting up and moving around. Of course some stu-



AVISO Winter 2013

dents got carried away and became out of control –
probably because they were so excited to be released
from their seats – but the activities were worth the
controlled chaos they sometimes produced.
No matter how giggly and silly the breathing
and yoga portion sometimes got, the children almost
always settled down to silent writing when we were
finished. Most times when I told them the 10 minutes were up, they begged for more time.
One of my students’ favorite activities in the
book is the first one in which they are asked to make
lists of the five most important things in their lives.
The first time, they list the most important things to
them right now. Next, they write a list pretending
they are five-years-old, followed by another list pretending they are 88-years-old, and so on. Then students are asked to pick one of those things and write
for five minutes. Because the time limits are short,
students don’t worry that they may run out of ideas.
The exercises in the book worked well for the
strong writers. They would zip through the prompts
and quickly ask to share; however, the biggest thrill
for me was how well it worked for those kids who
struggled with writing. Children who were reluctant
writers were now the first ones with their heads down,
pencil to paper or hands to keyboard.
I have had Grades 4 and 5 students who were
writing at a Grade Primary level. They would come to
me, filled with ideas about what they wanted to say,
and I would write their ideas down for them. When
we were done, I would have them practice reading
what they had just dictated. These children were
often the first ones with their hands up when it came
time to share.
I used this book with two different classes and
by the end of the year, not only did every child’s writing improve, but every one of them thought of themselves as a writer.
Mission accomplished.
Breathe, Stretch, Write should be an essential
part of any teacher’s reference library.
Heather Hollis is currently on a one-year leave of
absense from the HRSB. She has been a teacher at
Hammonds Plains Consolidated School for the past
four years.
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SO THERE I WAS…

Learning with
Women
Dr. Steven Van Zoost

S

o there I was taking a course to become
a doula and learning with women. I wasn’t

surprised that I was the only man in the class and
while I was welcomed by the women, I did not
blend in. I have been the only man in a group of
women many times in my life and it is often
an insider-outsider experience; I am part of the
group and part not-of-the-group.
I know that I’m not alone in this experience. I
have seen many schools with one male staff member
and I have seen many classes with one male student.
In Mongolia, I was told that I was the “first male
teacher.” At the time, teaching was understood to be
women’s work and administrating was the work of
men. I was leading a group of women to write national curriculum and I reported to a male supervisor.
I found myself as a “middle man” who bridged the
interests and ideas of the female teachers with the expectations of the male leadership. This placed me in a
position that called upon my skills to find common
ground from diverse perspectives about pedagogical
issues. I am not suggesting that curricular debates can
be polarized into gender positions, but rather that
multiple gender positions can allow us to see curricular issues differently. And this, gentle reader, is
the benefit of an insider-outsider perspective: we can
begin to think about the interests of others differently.
Perhaps this is why I have been drawn to the
study of postmodern feminist literature, feminist
poststructuralist theory and postmodern feminist
educational research. Feminist discourses, like all
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good theories, allow me to use alternative lenses to
explore the world. Importantly, very importantly, I
must acknowledge that feminist theory is intentionally not a congruent field of study. Feminist theorists do not automatically agree with one another
and may indeed oppose each other. I mention this
because there are dangers in assuming that one voice
can represent a group of people or a particular stance.
Put another way, when I claim to be learning with
“women,” I use the term to suggest that I am learning
from a range of women.
In my “learning with women” experiences, I
have delighted in how authoritative knowledge has
been challenged or abandoned and sometimes replaced with storytelling, emotional learning, and
listening with the intent of seeking multiple perspectives. In my doula course, for example, a student’s
account of what her sister had told her was valued
as much as the experienced instructor’s knowledge
about childbirth. The instructor’s agenda for our
discussion was fluid and responded to the emerging
interests and changing needs of the class. Several
students – myself included – cried at different and
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unexpected points during the course. There
is plenty of research about this sort of thing:
research into the epistemology and constructivist value of narrative inquiries including
storytelling, hearsay, gossip and humour, and
research into the connections among gender,
learning preferences and schooling. There is
also research about power, identities, histories and discourses. But this is not a literature
review of feminist educational research; it is
more of a testimony about how learning with
women has shaped my teaching.
I once had a professor who began her
course by expounding that she was a postmodern feminist. There was a “pedagogical
fallout” from such a statement: voices that
were often silenced in mainstream society
were valued in the class; our texts examined
issues that I had not spent a lot of time thinking about before, and that is not to mention
the fact that I was apparently the first male
who had even been in her class. While my
own research methodologies have ascribed to
postmodern feminist stances, I cannot make
the same claim about my teaching practices
with consistency. I know that there are plenty
of other discourses that also permeate my
classroom thinking.
And this is what I have learned from
women: there are plenty of voices, perspectives and agendas to consider when making
curricular decisions in my classroom. Can
my students see themselves reflected in the
texts that I choose? In the way I organize
their learning experiences? In the language
choices that I make? Do I provide sufficient
insider-outsider experiences that stretch my
students’ personal learning?
My experiences of learning with women
have disrupted my thinking and therefore
have disrupted my teaching practices. These
disruptions usually occur in the form of
questions. In the experiences of being an insider-outsider, I benefit from the opportunity to practice thinking about those whose
voices are not expressed and to consider why
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not? In my classroom, what dominant forms
of understanding gender are prevalent, reinforced or challenged? What alternative perspectives are available to students? Who else
has a story or a different experience about
what we are discussing in class? How can
these stories best be shared in the classroom?
What is my role as a traditional authority of
knowledge? What is my role as an authority
of postmodern knowledge construction?
I should note that these same deconstructive experiences also offer me constructive ways of thinking about the world. I use
a very basic mental habit that allows me to
continue my learning from various women.
(The practice is so simple that I’m a little
embarrassed to share it with
you.) It involves testing out
several different courses of
action before I make a decision. When faced with a diI use a variety
lemma, small or large, I simply ask myself: “What would
of stances from
Rhonda do? What would
influential
Jan do? What would Claire
do? What would Kathy do?
women in my
What would Tunga do?
life to think
What would my mum do?” I
use a variety of stances from
through a
influential women in my life
situation
to think through a situation.
For example, if I notice that
a student in my class doesn’t
have a warm enough winter
jacket, or is struggling with
homework, or can’t understand iambic pentameter, I use these women as touchstones
for thinking about diverse approaches to the
problem. To me, these women are among my
internalized experts in different and overlapping fields of pedagogy, critical thinking,
problem solving and care.
Dr. Steven Van Zoost teaches at Avon View
High School, Annapolis Valley Regional
School Board.
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Mens Sana in Corpore Sano
Brian Forbes

T

he phrase “mens sana in corpore sano” – a healthy mind in a healthy body – expresses a
classic ideal and aspiration for education. According to that great compendium of human knowledge, Wikipedia, it comes from the Roman poet Juvenal in a passage expounding what constitutes the good
life. It was also a favourite saying of U.S. President Harry S. Truman, whose full middle name was “S” and who
famously lead his Secret Service detail on a brisk two-mile walk every morning. I first remember seeing the
motto appropriately inscribed over the entrance to the Mount Allison University Athletic Centre when I first
arrived there in 1964. Many other athletic, military and educational institutions have adopted it as an expression of what they hope to achieve. It accounts in part for the derivation of the name of the Mensa organization.
The thing about timeless sayings is simply that:
success of the educational enterprise depends in larthey are always timely. The phrase in question exger measure than we sometimes acknowledge on the
presses what is now called the holistic nature of huuniting of healthy minds and healthy bodies.
man development and well-being. I
Just as importantly, how comam a big fan of The Big Bang Theory on
mitted are we to helping our students
Everyone
TV. The members of the “nerdy” gang
realize Juvenal’s ideal? Certainly many
on the show exhibit the results of an
factors militate against
knows a poorly environmental
overemphasis on mental development,
it. Everyone knows a poorly nourished,
nourished,
while some of Penny’s ex-boyfriends
unrested or unexercised body is a poor
could stand a bit more “mens sana” to
instrument for learning. The same is
unrested
or
go along with their “corpore sano.” As
true of a distracted or troubled mind.
physicians, psychologists, motivationYet fast food outlets, sedentary forms
unexercised
al speakers and self-help books never
entertainment, mindless media and
body is a poor ofmany
tire of telling us, the key is balance.
negative and destructive influToday’s professional educators
ences abound. All these things are
instrument
can find that balance hard to achieve.
largely beyond the control of schools
for
learning.
Workloads, stress levels, personal and
and teachers. Still, how helpful is it to
family responsibilities, unsustainable
reduce or eliminate physical education
habits, efforts to live up to others’ expectations and
in schools, to cut art and music programs, to limit
a general frenetic pace of life can rough up the modaccess to libraries and eliminate school librarians, to
ern psyche like sandpaper. Maintaining a proper diet
serve marginally healthy food in school cafeterias, to
and exercise regimen can become truly problematic
fail to make school guidance counsellors available
for busy people racing through days that stubbornly
to all students, to make standardized test results the
refuse to offer more than 24 hours each. Yet as teachfinal measure of success or failure for our schools and
ers, we acknowledge author and educator Parker J.
students? As a society what are the consequences of
Palmer’s statement: “As I teach, I project the condifailing to adequately address such issues as child povtion of my soul onto my students, my subject, and our
erty, child abuse and bullying? I’m merely suggesting
way of being together.” Certainly that understanding
that if we really thought about it, we could find lots
requires that we take responsibility for our own menof ways to make “mens sana in corpore sano” less an
tal and physical well-being; our “soul care” if you will.
ideal and more a reality.
At the same time it is not unreasonable for
teachers to look to their employers and professional
Brian Forbes is a retired teacher and former
organizations for help in that endeavour, because the
president of the NSTU.
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