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Community College Q&A

Debbie Nickerson, Faculty member at Burridge Campus, has been involved in the creation and design of 
a program that focuses on mental health issues and recovery. In this day and age, it is extremely important 

that supports are put in place for those dealing with mental illness so that they can be healthy members of society.

Q: What is the Mental Health Recovery & Promotion 
program?
A: The Mental Health Recovery & Promotion (MHRP) 
program is a two-year diploma within the School of 
Health & Human Services that focuses on supporting 
people living with mental health issues. Mental Illness 
affects one in five Canadians, that’s the equivalent of 
200,000 Nova Scotians (Canadian Mental Health As-
sociation, 2010). The MHRP program prepares the 
learner to work as part of an inter-disciplinary team 
promoting mental health and recovery for individuals 
of all ages affected by mental illness.

Q: How did the program 
obtain its name?
A: With the Mental Health 
Commission of Canada de-
veloping a new National Men-
tal Health Strategy; this pro-
gram was designed to prepare 
the learner to be on the cutting 
edge of improved support strat-
egies and service delivery for 
individuals and communities 
affected by mental health issues. 
Learners will develop the know-
ledge, skills and experience to 
help influence and change the 
way we think about mental illness, recovery and pro-
motion of wellbeing. Thus the title, Mental Health Re-
covery & Promotion was created.

Q: How did you, Debbie, get involved in teaching this 
program?
A: As faculty delivering courses related to disability 
supports, I have been advocating that we need more 
front-line workers trained and knowledgeable in the 
mental health field. The program I was supporting was 
suspended from my campus and I was asked to write a 
curriculum for that specific need.

Q: Is there much demand for this program?
A: The need for community-based supports for people 

living with mental health issues is a growing demand. 
The national and provincial strategies are placing more 
emphasis on recovery and mental health promotion, 
improved access to services, shorter waits and better 
care. As a result the community supports are expected 
to increase.

Q: Is this program unique to Burridge Campus and 
what kind of practical training do students obtain?
A: This program is unique to Burridge Campus and 
the students are required to do four practicums in two 
years, totaling 510 hours.

Q: Can graduates of this 
program continue their 
education in this field?
A: Yes, NSCC has articulation 
agreements with Athabasca, 
Mount St. Vincent and Cape 
Breton Universities.

Q: Who employs your 
graduates?
A: The students have been 
getting employment in the 
not-for-profit and residential 
sectors such as Psychosocial 
Rehabilitation, Peer Support, 

at-risk youth services, Schools Plus programs, com-
munity outreach services and social clubs. As well they 
provide employment supports for people to obtain 
jobs or return to work if they have been off due to 
mental illness.

Q: What is meant by practicing self-care strategies in 
this program?
A: It’s very important for students to recognize their 
state of wellness as the responsibilities of this career 
can be very demanding. Practicing self-care and main-
taining physical and emotional wellness is critical in 
order to be effective. Role modeling healthy lifestyle 
choices is also an important responsibility of the work-
er. In a nutshell, “take care of self ”.

Mental Illness affects 

one in five Canadians, 

that’s the equivalent of 

200,000 Nova Scotians
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Q: Does the theory and practicum apply to all age 
groups in this program?
A: Yes, we look at mental health and illness across the 
life span.

Q: An additional graduation requirement is 
Mental Health First Aid (MHFA). What does this 
encompass?
A: MHFA is the equivalent of physical First Aid/CPR 
but for emotional conditions. It looks at identifying the 
more common mental illnesses and most importantly 
how to communicate, understand and support persons 
experiencing a mental health crisis.

Q: How would an interested individual obtain more 
information about your program?
A: The NSCC web calendar has a program overview. 
Interested individuals can sign up to do a test drive at 
Burridge Campus or they can contact me by phone /
email at 902 742 7871 Debbie.nickerson@nscc.ca

Q: Is there anything more you would want us to know 
about the Mental Health Recovery and Promotion 
program?
A: The mental health support worker assists the multi-
disciplinary team to support, teach and enable clients, 
families and communities to effectively build supports, 
promote recovery, improve quality of life, reduce stig-
ma and eliminate barriers to full citizenship.

Shift work in physical and emotionally demanding, 
but a rewarding environment, is what you can expect. 
Practicum experiences could take you anyplace in the 
province. You’ll participate in practicum placements in 
public and/or private clinics within Nova Scotia. Dur-
ing the clinical training, students may be scheduled for 
some night and/or weekend/holiday shifts. Students are 
required to provide their own transportation to clinical 
sites and may be required to provide accommodation 
during some portions of clinical placement. They are 
required to have a clear criminal record check and up-
to-date immunizations including Hepatitis B and Tu-
berculin testing.

To sum up, here are some testimonials of mental 
health workers who are presently working in this oc-
cupation:

“In September, 2010, I returned to school as a mature 
student fulfilling a lifelong goal of working with people 
with mental illness. Until this date, there was no op-
portunity to be gainfully employed in this field without 
a university degree. This being a brand new program 
I was very excited to be part of the first class to enroll 
and graduate.
As a mature student and also a person whose life was 
affected by a mental illness, I thought I had a very 
strong foundation of knowledge in this field. I knew 
exactly on day one of class where I wanted my career 
to go. I have to say that direction changed several times 
and I came to understand the amount of knowledge 
I thought I had was very minimal in comparison to 
what I had learned. The course taught me about ef-
fective communication, how to handle stigma, the bar-
riers people with a mental illness face, how to be client 
centered, ways to help people with mental illness reach 
a meaningful and fulfilling life as they perceive it, and 
it also taught me about myself. I gained a great deal of 
understanding, insight and confidence that prepared 
me to be an effective person working in the mental 
health industry. The combination of book learning and 
more so the hands on experience the facilitator provid-
ed made my learning experience one of the best invest-
ments I’ve ever made.”
Brenda: Peer Support Specialist (NSCC: Mental Health 
Recovery and Promotion program, Class of 2012)

“Growing up, my parents fostered, or cared for, a men-
tally challenged individual who changed the way I 
thought about people with mental health issues and 
disabilities. I believe my family and I made a big im-
pact on this man’s life and today he is very successful. 
He has his own business and has bought a house. I 
wanted to learn more about other ways I could make 
a difference helping others, so I went back to school 
to take the Mental Health Recovery and Promotion 
program. I have learned that we all can make a dif-
ference, even if it is just a little. In the end the reward 
will be a lot.”
Francis: Residential Support Worker (NSCC: Mental 
Health Recovery and Promotion program, Class of 
2012)

Deborah McVeigh is a Faculty member at NSCC, 
Marconi Campus.
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In My Classroom

Meditations on a Classroom 
Chick Hatch -or- How I 

Overcame My Fear of Birds
Julie McManaman

As a new teacher, you learn quickly there are many things that 
are now a part of your life. For example, listening intently as 

you work to solve a conflict between two 7-year olds in which one 
has called the other a “fart face” and not laughing. This is just a thing 
I do now. I also never envisioned myself checking agendas while field-
ing five questions and re-directing a student to their seat all at the same 
time, but we teachers take care of business just like the Bachmann Turner 
Overdrive taught us. I certainly never pictured livestock as a part of my 
life, but when it comes to those kids I just cannot disappoint, so call me 
Martha Stewart, and hold on to your seats because I am bringing chickens 
to school.

This was my first year teaching a Grade2 class and, 
of course, the Grade 2 animal growth and changes sci-
ence unit. I knew of teachers before me who in Grade 
2 had a classroom chick hatch and knew it would be a 
real, hands-on experience for my own students. How-
ever, I was unsure if this was right for me. Something 
you must know about me is that I do not like birds. 
Sure, watching them flit around a bird feeder is fine, 
watching seagulls fight over and subsequently swallow 
whole McDonald`s chicken fajitas – amazing! I can ap-
preciate birds, from a distance, as a beautiful part of our 
eco-system, but to actually be near and touch one is not 
so much my style. Now I know what some of you are 
thinking, “Geez Julie, they are just chickens. Not even 
chickens-they are baby chicks – they hardly even count 
as live stock. You are being dramatic.” Perhaps, but if 
Jurassic Park taught me anything it is that birds are des-
cendants of dinosaurs and that is just one more reason 
to keep my distance. Sure enough though, when I think 
about my students and their bright little faces, who am 
I to deny them what I know is a fantastic, meaningful 
learning experience!

I did not know what to expect, as I welcomed a 

kind gentleman from the Department of Agriculture 
into my classroom with 12 little balls of life just wait-
ing to burst forth. He explained how to care for the 
eggs, which basically comes down to a few important 
points: turn the eggs a few times a day, keep the water 
trays filled for humidity, and make sure the incubator 
temperature is correct. Simple enough. So the days and 
weeks passed quickly (as they tend to during the school 
year) and the kids would check the incubator religious-
ly upon their arrival. “I think the eggs are growing,” one 
wide-eyed little girl exclaimed. We spent our time dis-
cussing the development of the chicks inside the eggs 
and learning about the egg parts. We even got to handle 
the eggs to compare an egg with a developing chick to 
an egg that had not developed at all. I would stop in 
every Saturday and Sunday, twice a day to flip the eggs.

When our 21st day arrived and there was no chick 
action, I began to worry. “What have I done,” I said 
with exasperation, “I`m going to have to explain that 
we killed the chicks and watch their sad little faces!” I 
would probably just have to move instead. However, 
the next day the universe smiled upon us and I arrived 
at school to find a chick in the incubator! That wet 
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little yellow blob was my glimmer of hope. A couple 
others were moving and beginning their arrival as well. 
We were able to use an iPad and Apple TV to project 
the hatch through the LCD projector and all the kids 
got to watch live as the next two chicks hatched. As I 
watched their little beaks work away at the exhausting 
job of entering the world, I tried to maintain my cool 
in front of the kids, sharing their smiles but using the 
teachable moments to discuss this experience. In reality, 
my thoughts were exactly this: “I HAVE CREATED 
LIFE!” It was an exciting moment.

That moment couldn’t last forever though, I knew 
what was coming next. I was going to have to TOUCH 
the chicks and PICK THEM UP to move them to their 
brood box where they would spend their next few days. 
I acted my way through it like a regular Marlon Bran-
do. With a big smile I reached in and grabbed those 
chicks with confidence, like I`ve done this 100 times 
before. The children viewed me as a skilled professional, 
my mind raced with thoughts of “ew ew ew, oh my 
goodness, ah!” I cleaned more chick poop than I ever 
thought I would in my lifetime (my expectation being 
zero chicken poop). My students all got to hold them 
and help fill their food and water dishes. We continued 
for a few days until it was their time to go home. As I 
danced up the hall after saying goodbye to my feathered 
friends, I felt the sense of accomplishment that comes 
with finishing a successful lesson, and perhaps even a 

moment of sadness that it was over. A very brief, fleet-
ing moment of sadness. Then I moved on.

The most important new job you take on as an edu-
cator is doing all you can to provide meaningful and ef-
fective learning experiences for your students. This was 
my goal in bringing these never ending feces machines 
into my room, and I really think it was achieved. The 
look on my students faces as they watched the chicks 
“unzip” their shells, and the conversations we partici-
pated in as we watched them lay exhausted from their 
efforts could not have happened without that real-
life experience. The responsibility they demonstrated 
in taking care of them, and the conversations we had 
around the chicks would not have happened had I not 
gone beyond my comfort zone. This was not about me 
and what was best for me, it was about what was best 
for my students. It was an experience that I hope they 
will never forget. Was it a lot of work and a little crazy? 
Yes. Would I do it again? Yes! The experiences they had 
and the memories they made were truly worth the time 
and effort. So the next time you bite into a chicken 
nugget, think of my hard working grade twos, and 
smile. Then, think of me, cringing as I picked up my 
first chick, and laugh.

Julie McManaman teaches Grade 2 at Cumberland 
North Academy, Chignecto-Central Regional School 
Board.
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Feature

I sit in the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library at San José State University, California. I’m here to attend 
a conference about the late American writer John Steinbeck, winner the 1962 Nobel in Literature. Or for me, 

English teacher Heaven. It’s a long way to travel for a few days, but this is a unique opportunity: a three-day confer-
ence, followed by a Steinbeck “Festival” weekend, consisting of a visit to the National Steinbeck Center in Salinas, 
for more talks, and tours of the some of the settings of his works, including Ed Ricketts’ marine biology lab in 
Monterey. It’s a literary odyssey.

The Center for Steinbeck Studies is a large room 
on the fifth floor, dedicated to John Steinbeck’s life and 
writing, with over 50, 000 items. It is the only research 
archive of its kind. His typewriter is enclosed in glass. 
In another case there are photos of the writer, his family, 
his friends and his French poodle, Charlie.

There are also pages of his notebooks on display 
and I can see his actual handwriting in pencil. He cov-
ered the whole page in tiny cursive — to conserve paper 
of course, a habit from the Great Depression. A large 
shelf holds sardine cans and signs from the real Can-
nery Row. Posters from movie adaptations are framed 
and hung between floor-to-ceiling bookcases, which are 
full of Steinbeck’s books, journals, letters, and notes, 
as well as anthologies, biographies, scholarly journals, 

dissertations and everything Steinbeck. I’m jittery with 
excitement, starstruck. I guess this is what Beiber-Fever 
must feel like.

I check in with the secretary and she hands me my 
registration package. I take off to a lecture hall for the 
first talk.

“Are you presenting a paper?” asks a woman in the 
elevator, having noticed my new little conference swag 
bag.

“Oh... no... I’m not presenting. I’m just here to 
attend the conference. I’m a teacher. I just love Stein-
beck’s writing,” I say.

“Oh, how wonderful. And where do you teach? 
What courses?” she asks.

“I teach in Nova Scotia, high school English,” I say.

Steinbeck’s typewriter © Michael Cosgrove

A Conference Crasher in 
Steinbeck-country

Kristen Amiro
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“Nova Scotia! Oh my. You’ve come a long way. Re-
markable! And you teach high school?!” she says, shak-
ing her head slowly with a smile, as if I’m some exotic 
creature — a lobster maybe.

“I’m just a big Steinbeck fan,” I say, “I’m interested 
in how people are looking at Steinbeck’s writing these 
days.”

“Well, great. I hope you’re 
staying for the tours this week-
end,” she says, and we walk into 
the lecture hall.

There are professors and 
graduate students from Japan, 
India, the Philippines, Tran-
sylvania, all over America, and 
me — high school teacher, and 
lone Canadian. I scan the pro-
gram for information. These 
speakers are all academics pre-
senting papers, offering their theses on Steinbeck’s writ-
ing. The name on my name-tag seems to be the only 
one without a university attached to it. Oh man, I’m out 
of my league. I do a double-take at a small photo on the 
program pamphlet and see that the woman sitting next 
to me in the audience, my elevator friend, is Susan Shil-
linglaw, who is a professor here, and has been a Stein-
beck scholar for thirty years. (She writes introductions 
to the Penguin editions of his books. She’s launching 
her latest book about him. Oprah consulted her when 
the book club read Steinbeck.) Way out of my league.

But it’s okay. I’m fine. In fact, I’m having fun. Be-
tween presentations, I’m having engaging conversations 
about Steinbeck with the pros. One grad student has 
made some interesting connections between The Pearl 
and The Hunger Games. A professor has done some ma-
jor detective work about the jail in which Tom Joad 
served his time. Another one shares her findings about 
the Texas death penalty laws that refer to (fictional!) 
Lennie from Of Mice and Men as a baseline for defin-
ing mental health. A grad student from Utah shows us 
how Cathy from East of Eden is more of a Lilith than a 
fallen Eve. It’s all wonderful to think about. I’ve done 
my homework — read most of his books for pleasure 
— and now I’ve found my tribe. We’re celebrating our 
favourite writer in our own joyful, if geeky, way.

If you haven’t read much Steinbeck, I’m jealous, be-
cause you are still in a place (maybe) to feel those first-
love butterflies. The humour, philosophy, tenderness, 

intelligence and empathy of his writing is still yours to 
discover. But this experience isn’t only about Steinbeck.

The love of fiction is why I pursued Education, 
and fiction remains at the center of my teaching. 
Everything else pivots around it. Stories are the media 
through which I can connect to my students and fa-

cilitate their learning, their 
achievement, their fulfillment. 
To read fiction is to listen, not 
shallowly, not quickly — it’s 
not a race — but meaning-
fully. To write stories can reveal 
what’s on our minds, and in 
our hearts, and help us gain in-
sight. When we really listen to 
each other’s stories, and when 
we tell our own, we cultivate 
our capacity for empathy and 
compassion, which is the only 

way to make progress on moral issues like prejudice, 
bullying and other abuse.

A good conference is restorative. As classroom 
teachers, it is essential to remember, rekindle, and 
maintain the passion for our subject matter. It’s in-
vigorating to be surrounded by people that share that 
academic interest, and it’s exciting to be able to return 
to the classroom with a current perspective. Find an 
awesome conference to attend. Practice what you teach!

Kristen Amiro teaches at Dartmouth High School, 
Halifax Regional School Board.

Steinbeck’s childhood home in Salinas, CA (now a restaurant, with a gift 
shop in the basement) © Michael Cosgrove

“Oh... no... I’m not 
presenting. I’m just 
here to attend the 

conference. I’m a teacher. 
I just love Steinbeck’s 

writing,” I say. 
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a day in the lifea day in the life
Days in the Lives of Teachers

David Ritchie

The period that this article attempts to cover stretches over ten decades in five year bites. From a domestic 
technological perspective it saw dramatic and significant adaptations. Alexander Graham Bell created a device 

primarily as a technology for teaching the deaf that morphed into the domestic telephone. In the thirties this was a 
box with a crank that when cranked, notified an operator that a caller wished to be place a call. Incoming calls were 
identified by a series of long and short rings. By the fifties the phone was lifted and an operator contacted after a 
verbal request saw the call completed. By the late fifties the rotary dial replaced the need for an operator contact. In 
the seventies touch tone dialing replace the rotary dial. By the nineties cell phone were becoming common. In the 
2010’s land lines were disappearing and the world was becoming digital and wireless. By the 2030’s my imagina-
tion runs riot. We will all be implanted with electronic devices that allow two-way communications in sound and 
pictures.

I approach this topic from an historical view with 
some modest advantage. After having spent some fifty 
years as a student and teacher in classrooms in Nova 
Scotia and having two parents who taught I think I 
have an advantage to write from personal and family 
experience. My plan is to look 
at teachers’ and students’ school 
days in the 1930’s, the 1950’s, 
the 1970’s, 1990’s, the 2010’s 
and the 2030’s. This article is 
not an historical document but 
rather a work of primary and 
secondary memory and yes a 
dash of futuristic fantasy.

Canada was experiencing 
a depression in the 1930’s. 
Students attended schools in 
Academies in county schools, 
in multi-classroom schools in 
other larger towns, in a huge 
variety of circumstances in the 
cities and hundreds of one-room schools in the rural 
areas. The curriculum was highly standardized and lock 
step. There were Provincial exams in Grade 9, 11 and 
12. Most teachers were trained at the Normal School 
in Truro in one or two year programs. In hundreds of 
one-room schools a single teacher taught all subjects 
primary through to Grade 11, junior and senior ma-
triculation, sometimes even Grade 12. The teacher was 
the time keeper as no one else would likely have had a 
watch. The single classroom schools were characterised 

by a central stove were dominated by a teacher’s desk 
often on a raised platform and a variety of blackboards, 
and had outdoor toilets and no running water but a 
hand pump in the yard. The desks were often doubles 
for the smaller children and single desks for the senior 

students.
The teacher would arrive 

and start a fire in colder weather 
unless a close living neighbour 
had started it earlier. Where 
possible every community 
member was expected to supply 
their portion of dry wood or in 
some instances coal. In many 
communities the parents would 
also supply bed and board for 
the teacher who moved from 
house to house throughout the 
school year. A teacher would 
be paid at the beginning of 
the Christmas break and at the 

close of school in early June. I believe the school year 
consisted of 150 days. The teacher and students would, 
for the most part, walk distances of up to four miles. 
Imagine the organization and planning a teacher would 
have to maintain to keep all the students on productive 
tasks throughout the school day. However curriculum 
outlined specific day by day, grade by grade expecta-
tions with supported text. Any lesson being taught 
would have been obliquely experienced by everyone in 
the room. Most of the lessons were very text book ref-

A teacher would be 
paid at the beginning 

of the Christmas break 
and at the close of 

school in early June. 
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erenced and supported by blackboard.

I remember, as a preschooler, for a period of time 
experiencing the one-room classroom from under a 
table at the back of the room in my mother’s school. 
While I was playing quietly I obviously was learning 
from watching and listening. I magically had learned 
to read without ever being directly taught. Many stu-
dents still used the environmentally sound economic 
slates and slate pencils. Students were responsible for 
supplying their own school texts and these were often 
passed from year to year from student to student with 
marginal notes, assisting the receiving student’s com-
prehension. Recess and noon hour play was, for the 
most part the only physical activity the 
students got other than their healthy 
hike to and from school. Activities ran-
ging from skating, sledding, marbles, 
baseball, tag, kick the can or skipping 
rope depended on the geography and 
season. The Christmas concert was a 
major community event that included 
a wide variety of skits, recitations and 
songs.

Each teacher maintained an at-
tendance register which was a legal 
document and was expected to be 
maintained correctly every day. If the 
school inspector arrived in the class-
room the teacher would immediately 
take the document from the top cen-
tral drawer. A picture of the King hung 
at the front of the room. A hand bell 
would be rung to call the students and 
to start the day. Discipline was the responsibility of 
the teacher and corporal and public humiliation were 
expected. Less than 25 per cent of the students who 
entered schools would graduate. The Depression ended 
with the outbreak of the Second World War.

After the Second World War the 1950’s saw dra-
matic changes in many teachers’ and students’ school 
days. The province initiated the construction of a 
number of consolidated schools. The first consolidated 

school in Canada had been built by the MacDonald 
Tobacco Company at the dawn of the twentieth cen-
tury in Middleton. The experiment failed for a variety 
of reasons. These new mid-century province-wide con-
solidation saw the advent of seven through 12 classes 
being shifted to these new rural schools. Middleton 
once again had a junior and senior high school built. 
Time keeping was by wall clocks punctuated by elec-
tric bells physical rung by the principal in some town 
schools. My elementary school had a large bell which 
tolled in the morning to warn straggling pupils of the 
eminent school day’s beginning. I can remember sur-
reptitiously glancing at the wall clock when the recess, 

noon hour or dismissal bell was late. 
By the late 1950’s most rural areas had 
been somewhat consolidated by mul-
tiple classroom schools. The consolida-
tion at junior and senior levels allowed 
for single classroom subjects and great-
er specialization. Physical education, 
home economics, manual arts, French 
and Latin were made available to great-
er numbers of students. Pictures from 
this period show males and females in 
compulsory gym clothing. Many Nova 
Scotian students were able to play 
interschool team sports for the first 
time. Musicals, dances, school bands, 
choirs, choral competitions, cadets, 
spring teas and competitive drama and 
debating were now possible to many 
more students. Early in the 1950’s 
textbooks were still the responsibility 

of the student to acquire but eventually were available 
to be rented for a single annual fee. Each textbook was 
expected to be covered and many free paper book cov-
ers were available with appropriate advertising. Class-
rooms were decorated with roll down maps highlighted 
with chocolate bar advertisements. These maps often 
hid a test or quiz handwritten on the blackboard.

Male teachers were expected to wear jackets in the 
hallways and ties at all times. Female teacher often wore 

I magically had learned to read without 
ever being directly taught. 
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smocks over their proper business clothing to protect 
them from the chalk dust. Big yellow buses transported 
the rural students to the schools. Students were not en-
couraged to drive their own cars and were not allowed 
to park at the school. I cannot recall a single student 
ever being driven to my elementary school. Every day 
was punctuated by a walk to school in the morning to 
and from home at lunch and home after school. There 
is a strong suggestion that this physical exercise coupled 
with intense play during the recess actually had a posi-
tive impact of student learning. No teacher was driven 
to or parked a car at the school. The schools were well 
heated and had libraries filled with books. The indoor 
plumbing and electricity were welcomed additions. 
Regular music classes were provided and most new 
schools had gyms that also doubled as an auditorium. 
The extra curriculum 
clubs and activities blos-
somed and opened up a 
vast array of wonderful 
experiences in sports, 
the arts and new oppor-
tunities.

It was a decade 
of detentions, school 
musicals, extra help, 
yearbooks, three terms, 
a basic lock step cur-
riculum, and bells start-
ing and ending five one 
hour classes. Subjects 
did not all receive the same amount of contact time. 
English and math had twice as many periods as most of 
the other subjects; music, physical education, health in-
dustrial arts, domestic arts and activity often were once 
a week. Labs for chemistry, physics, language, indus-
trial arts and domestic arts and music provided hands 
on opportunities. Students and teachers ate lunch in a 
supervised lunch room with hot soup available to aug-
ment the carried lunches brought from home. Students 
were not permitted to leave the school grounds except 
with writer permission. Teachers smoked in the staff 

rooms and students smoked in designated areas. Exam-
inations covered all the work to that point in the year. 
Ink dominated. The fountain pen ruled the 1950’s.

An immensely effective general business programme 
was developed in certain schools in the province. These 
Grade 11 and 12 programmes had the same rigor as the 
university stream but were oriented to skills suited for 
the business world. Shorthand and bookkeeping were 
offered. Business English focused on letter, report and 
assessment writing. The programs were so successful 
those students were often recruited in their graduat-
ing year by businesses like banks, insurance compan-
ies and retail businesses in the maritime provinces. The 
unfortunate reality was when the program was adopted 
in many other schools the same standards and rigor 
was not evident. Eventually the program disappeared. 

It was somewhat revived 
in the new Vocational 
Schools which allowed 
for a trades orientation 
of high school. A suc-
cessful experiment failed 
because of faulty under-
standing and implemen-
tation. The leadership of 
teachers is so critical for 
educational success. The 
best ideas in the world 
are at the whim of the 
application.

Schools were separ-
ated in some parts of Nova Scotia by religion, language, 
colour, gender and heritage. The indigenous people are 
still suffering from that travesty of removing children 
from their language, homes, communities and culture.

The 1970’s saw the huge social changes of the 
1960’s incorporated into the schools. Dress changed 
dramatically. Curriculum was much more teacher 
directed and the auxiliary texts were often chosen at the 
class level. Provincial examinations were under attack. 
Time keeping was on everyone’s wrists. Multi visual 
support was available in the form of televisions, port-

Curriculum was much more teacher directed and the 
auxiliary texts were often chosen at the class level.  
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able video machines and basic Xerox machines. Most 
students owned calculators and wrote with ball point 
pens. The curriculum was still lockstep so the failure of 
a single subject meant the student repeated the whole 
year. With these changes a greater number of students 
were entering and completing high school. The pray-
ers and opening session on the loudspeaker had ceased. 
Detentions, suspension and some corporal punish-
ments were practiced. A name written on the board 
was often enough public focus to deter inappropriate 
behavior. The 1980’s saw an increase in of school and 
students’ experiences

The 1990’s roared in terms of changes and adapta-
tions. The geography of the classroom was in constant 
transformation. The composition of the classrooms’ 
demography was heterogeneous in terms of gender, 
ability and achievement. Inte-
gration was making significant 
inroads into all schools. Indi-
vidual adjustment to curricu-
lum expectations was begin-
ning to surface and be applied. 
Classrooms for P through 
12 saw the addition of adults 
other than the teacher pro-
viding student support. The 
appearance of white boards, 
computers, smart boards, cell 
phone, and electronic tablets 
played powerful roles in how 
education was delivered and 
received. Classroom registers were computerized. Stu-
dent records and reports were being managed by the 
computer. Classrooms were equipped with internet and 
overhead connections so the classroom could be con-
nected to a huge variety of resources. The office, other 
classrooms and the outside world, including the stu-
dents’ homes were at a click of the mouse. Many parents 
expected frequent reports of behavior, performance and 
attitude. By the end of the decade punishment was be-
ing eliminated. Most schools were committed to a day 
cycle and the week vanished as a time organizer.

The tenth decade in my mind will see the dis-
appearance of schools as we know them. Given the 
electronic connectivity we enjoy, it is no longer neces-
sary to herd people into one place to be educated. Al-
ready school classes are being offered on line success-
fully. Imagine the savings in costs if we didn’t have to 
build, maintain and renovate buildings. Imagine not 
having to bus thousands of students both in terms of 
gas, maintenance, drivers’ salaries, capital costs and 
time. Two principle criticisms of the super schools is 
the loss of time do to travel and the disappearance of 
the sense of community. There will be opportunity to 
escape screen time and enjoy social time. Every stu-
dent will be required to participate in physical activ-
ities of both a team and individual nature. The super 
schools concentration on elite athletes will be altered 

to active participation of all. 
Periodic opportunities will be 
offered in the arts and music. 
Every student will be expected 
to produce and maintain a 
product journal of their in-
dividual progress. Commun-
ities and neighbourhoods will 
encourage the sense of village 
in terms of supervision, safe-
ty and support. Rather than 
negative it could be extremely 
positive. Change is after all 
constant and as this article has 
shown the speed of change has 

increased exponentially.
I trust the smorgasbord of tidbits from schools over 

the ten decades has been amusing, generated memories 
and edifying. Please excuse any inaccuracies because 
memory is not particularly reliable. Changes have not 
diminished the cadre of skills the teacher needs to sur-
vive, prosper and be resilient.

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

Given the electronic connectivity we enjoy, it is no longer 
necessary to herd people into one place to be educated. 
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Founder

Author

A Day in the Life…We Day 
November 28, 2014

Holly MacDonald

What is We Day?

We Day gathers young people together to celebrate 
the actions that they are taking in their local and global 
communities and to inspire another year of change by 
sharing the passion of world leaders and entertainers. 
We Day is tied to the year-long We Act program, which 
offers and supports educational resources, campaigns 
and resource materials to help turn the event’s inspira-
tion into sustained long term action. Through We Act, 
students commit to taking one local and one global ac-
tion to better and improve the world, earning their way 
to We Day. On November 28, 2014, the Scotia Square 
Centre in downtown Halifax was filled with over 8,000 
people – educators and youth for We Day Atlantic 

Canada Celebration.
I was in attendance! It was like a dream come true! 

I was one of the educators selected to attend this event 
and to be a part of something very inspirational and 
rewarding. I spent the entire day with over 8000 stu-
dents and educators. Educators and youth from Nova 
Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island and 
Newfoundland travelled by airplane, bus, car and train 
to participate in the We Day 2014 event. It is truly a 
day I will remember and one that will stand out in my 
mind for a very long time. It will stand out as a very 
special day in my life as an educator and as community 
supporter.
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We Day Time Line:

5:20 am wake up and get ready for the travel and the day ahead
6 am depart leaving from Amherst travelling to the city
9 am arrival and meet with others attending

Receive our electronic passes, bag of goodies and welcome from the welcoming committee made up of 
volunteers from all over the Atlantic Provinces

4:30 pm departure
7 pm arrival home

Line up of presenters and guests:

Mia Farrow; Dr. Dave Williams; Amanda Lind-
hout; Kweku Mandela; Kardinal Offishall; Ricardo 
Hoyos; Munro Chambers; Shawn Desman; JRDN; 
Neverest; Mustafathe Poet; Craig and Marc Kielburger; 
Travis Price; Ashley Rose Murphy, Hannah Alper; Rob-
in Wiszowaty and many others.

You cannot buy a ticket to We Day—you earn it 
through service. Through the year-long We Act pro-
gram, schools and groups take on one local and one 
global action and report back to Free The Children to 
earn their way to We Day.

If you are looking for a wonderful way in which to 
enrich lives of children and youth, to encourage them 
to become active in their communities and to become 
more aware of how they can make a difference – please 
consider We Day. If you are interested in gaining further 
information regarding We Day and what it is about, of-
fers, supports, sponsorship or volunteer opportunities 
please see weday.com.

Holly MacDonald teaches at Cumberland North 
Academy, Brookdale, N.S.
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A Day in the Life

Steven Wells

As a teacher and now principal, for over the past 15 years, a day in my life can vary from the calm and 
mundane to the wow! My job varies from teacher, caretaker, nurse, animal control and marriage counselor as 

well as several other hats in between. The average day for most principals includes visiting a couple of classrooms, 
chatting with a parent or 5, replying to 20-30 email, pretty standard stuff. However, there are days that you just 
would be able to dream up.

Animal control: over the years I’ve had my share 
of dogs and cats that visit the school, most days they 
can to “shooed” away, but at one school my daily rou-
tine was to bring a dog home. Bruno, was a 40 lb 
friendly visitor that followed the kids to school and 
my routine was, after O Canada and announcements, 
to walk Bruno back to his yard where he would grate-
fully wag his tail and return to his owner. I would do 
this at least once a week off and on during the fall and 
spring. Bruno was smart enough to stay inside during 
winter.

Taking care of birds around the school has been an 
unusual event and over the years I have had several days 
that were interrupted by a bird rescue. One day a group 
of giggling excited students came to me exclaiming that 
there was a chicken on the playground. After further 
investigation, I discovered yes there was. This was an 
unlikely visitor as this wasn’t a school in a farming area 
..not even close. I shooed the bird away into a yard 
hoping it would find its way home, assuming this was 
a 4-H project on the loose. Much to my shock, at the 
end of the lunch break, a student approached my ask-
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ing for a garbage bag. I, of course inquired to which 
he replied, “it’s for the chicken, I got him”. Now my 
first reaction was one of dreadful shocked and I think 
my exact quote was “oh sweet #@$@#, don’t tell me 
you killed that bird”. Upon further investigation this 
boy had caught and given the bird a smack and was 
bringing him home for supper. Now as dreadful as 
that might seem for many, you have to take this into 
context; if a child came home with a couple of trout 
for the family that would be a celebrated event, so as a 
student you can imagine what 
an entire chicken might do for 
your house status. I quickly 
investigated, retrieved a photo 
copy paper box and put the still 
alive, but stunned bird in the 
box and placed it on the admin 
assistant’s desk (funny story…
she was not impressed). After a 
phone call to a local vet hospi-
tal I was assured that the bird 
had a better than 50/50 chance 
“they’re pretty tough and it usu-
ally takes a smack or two”. After 
an hour our feathered friend re-
covered…hoorah! But, now I 
was faced with a new task..who 
owns the bird? If it had died I 
had an easy disposal solution… 
now I was faced with the task of 
returning the bird to its owner. 
After a quick but futile student 
investigation I was left with 
going door to door questioning neighbours, after five 
houses the bird was safely returned.

A year later I collected an injured and angry seagull 
from the playground of another school…bigger box 
and a hockey stick had to be used. It was a difficult task. 
I’m sure it looked like a fight scene from a Three Mus-
keteers movie, as I bobbed and weaved with my hockey 
and got this angry bird into the box and delivered it to 
the local vet hospital.

Recently as a principal of a small rural school, 
without a daytime custodian, the position of nurse and 
caretaker seem to go hand in hand. I won’t go into too 
many details but let’s say I don’t wear my good shoes 
during flu season.

Perhaps one of the most interesting hats that I 
have worn was that of marriage or at least “dating” 
counsellor. While working in a school in Halifax, as 
the vice principal and serving as the NSTU rep, my 
knowledge of school board policy was requested. A 

younger new teacher, I won’t 
mention his name, approached 
me in my office. He was inves-
tigating whether the board had 
a policy regarding dating co-
workers. His questioning was 
heart filled and true, “Wells…
does the Board have any policy 
about teachers dating??” My 
knowledge of policy was pretty 
sure that he was safe, but after 
working in several schools over 
the years I have become aware 
of the dangers that this dating 
can cause. Many a staffroom 
lunch has been silenced by the 
awkwardness of a failed rela-
tionship.

I assured him he was safe, 
but advised him of the perils of 
this relationship and jokingly 
commented, “If at some point I 
have four or five angry ladies in 

this building its easier to replace one of you then five of 
them”. I am glad to say that I attended their wedding, 
they have two young children and the fella in question 
has become a vice principal in HRSB.

These are just some of the events in the Day in the 
Life of Principal.

Steve Wells teaches at Northport Elementary School

  I’m sure it looked 
like a fight scene from 

a Three Musketeers 
movie, as I bobbed 

and weaved with my 
hockey stick and got 

this angry bird into the 
box and delivered to 
the local vet hospital.
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I Teach – What’s Your Super Power?

Chara Ross

People ask me all the time why I wanted to be a teacher, and before I get to answer, they answer it for me. 
“It’s the summers off, isn’t it? Or the 8:00 to 3:00 hours, or the storm days, Christmas and March break.”

I tend to feel my blood pressure elevate, and have 
to take a minute and breathe before I answer. If people 
only knew what the job actually entailed.

If you became a teacher for these reasons, you are in 
for a ride….and not a smooth one!

Like most, I became a teacher because I wanted to 
make a difference in students’ lives. I wanted students 
to find and reach their true potential. I wanted students 
to learn to be resilient. I wanted students to learn to 
practice compassion towards themselves and others. 
I wanted students to know that they can change the 
world; that they are our future, 
and that education was the key 
to all of this. I didn’t realize how 
much of my time and energy 
this would entail. I struggle, 
like many others in our profes-
sion, to find a balance.

Let’s take a look at the 
roles, other than just ‘teachers’, 
that we play in our classrooms. 
We are role models, coaches, 
disciplinarians, assessors, mo-
tivators, counsellors, and medi-
ators. Our students sometimes see us more than their 
parents. We are an integral piece in the puzzle of their 
development.

We all teach very diverse students and it is our re-
sponsibility to ensure ALL students learn. It is not un-
common to have a mixture of levels in our classroom. 
Among that mixture of thirty or more students, it 
doesn’t seem to matter that two students are cognitively 
low, or eight have ADHD and another five are on adap-
tations. They are all in one class, with little to no EA 
support and we are still required to deliver a curriculum 
to meet all of their needs. Delivering the curriculum 
can be tough.

As teachers, we care more about who our students 

will become rather than a score they make on a test.
Part of our teaching day involves tracking students’ 

progress. We spend countless hours developing les-
sons that facilitate student learning. Not for just one 
class, we are talking preparing for sometimes five to ten 
classes (and some of us more). We then spend count-
less hours marking assessments to track student success. 
The documentation process can be quite tedious.

We are updating PowerTeacher Gradebook daily, 
phoning home, attending program planning meetings, 
parent teacher conferences, and documenting every-

thing! Not forgetting our pro-
fessional development, PGAP 
and the looming thought that 
someone is going to be evalu-
ating our classroom practices. 
Yikes – Judgment!!!

I am getting anxious just 
thinking about all of this right 
now. I feel guilty taking the 
time to write this article because 
I feel that I should be working 
on any of the above mentioned. 
Sometimes I feel that this is all I 

do. My balance is off.
Once our ‘school’ day is over, our other roles begin. 

In some families both partners work. So when work is 
done at school, work only begins at home. Preparing 
meals, interacting with family, kids, etc… and trying to 
find a morsel of time for yourself.

As teachers we are ‘Givers’, and feel guilty when 
we are not giving. But I wonder, “What would it feel 
like to give to yourself? Finding balance in our lives is 
essential. Stephen Covey basically sums up balance in 
his article: The Big Rocks in Life. The ‘big rocks’ signify 
the main things that are important to you and urgent. 
The ‘little rocks’ things are the other parts of your life 
that are important but not as urgent. If you put all the 

  “The greatest glory in 
living lies not in never 
falling, but in rising 
every time we fall.”
– Nelson Mandela
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‘little rocks’ in your ‘jar’ first, there is not enough room 
for the ‘big rocks’ to fit. Put the ‘big rocks’ in first, and 
there is lots of room for the little things to trickle in 
and around.

What are your ‘big rocks? Remember to put them 
first in your life.

Self care is one of my ‘Big 
Rocks’. Self care is essential in 
such a stressful environment. 
We take on so many roles it is 
can be hard to leave everything 
at school.

Sleep! Do you get 7-8 hours 
of sleep a night? Put down your 
lesson plans and go to bed!!! 
Sleep refuels our body for the 
new day.

Feeling sluggish? What are 
you putting into your body to 
fuel it throughout your busy day? As teachers we often 
skip out on lunch and recess to support our students. If 
you don’t fuel your body, your 
body will not be able to func-
tion at its best. Skip the sugary 
snacks which produce a ‘crash’ 
factor and look for whole foods. 
Start to listen to what your 
body needs.

Exercise! Move your body. 
Yes – MOVE. Movement sup-
ports cognitive function. Not 
only in students but teachers 
too! The more you move, the 
better you feel.

Part of self care is changing 
the way we interact with our-
selves.

We are our own worst 
critic. We continually reflect 
on our day thinking of things 
we could have done or should 
do next time instead of being in the present moment. 
How many of you have gone to bed and could not stop 
thinking about a particular student? Is your mind not 
turning off because you are playing through strategies 
to help reach them somehow? Is this healthy?

We need to learn to not take things personally – to 
let things go. That just because something didn’t go as 

planned, that it is still okay. Failure is just an opportun-
ity to begin again. Tomorrow is another day. You never 
lose, you always learn. We teach our students this every 
day. Time to take our own advice! Don’t be so hard on 
ourselves! We do our best. Just remember that our best 
is sometimes different on any given day; after all, we are 

human.
Don’t be afraid to lean on 

others for support. We need 
to find a support system that 
works for us to build our resili-
ency. Remember, when things 
don’t seem to be working out as 
planned, remember it is about 
the journey – not the final des-
tination.

True self care is honouring 
ourselves from a place of worth-
iness. Self care is not something 

we do when we get everything else done.
We practice it in between. Practicing self care takes 

courage and commitment. Our 
lives are extremely busy, but 
trust me, there is time. There 
is 1440 minutes in every day. 
What are you doing with each 
minute?

In order to keep making 
a difference in your student’s 
lives, you need to take care of 
yourself. Self care is not a self-
ish act. Before you start feel-
ing run down and exhausted 
by life, ditch the guilt and start 
taking care of yourself today! 
Remember: You must nourish 
yourself before you can nourish 
others. Whether it is going for a 
walk/run, reading a book, yoga, 
meditation, practicing grati-
tude, playing a sport, having a 

massage, going to the gym, dabbling in artwork; it is 
very important to unwind and take off our cape from 
the day.

Chara Ross teaches Physical Education, Healthy 
Living and Science at Parrsboro Regional High 
School

  “ Life is like riding a 
bike: to find balance 

you must keep moving”

– Albert Einstein

  “What is a teacher? I’ll 
tell you: it isn’t someone 
who teaches something, 

but someone who inspires 
the student to give of her 
best in order to discover 

what she already knows.”

– Paulo Coelho
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A Day in the Life of a 
Retired Teacher

Janet Pedersen
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After agreeing to write this article, my initial reaction was one of panic and self-doubt. Well into my third 

year of retirement, I thought, “What have you done with your time? Have you used it wisely? Have you con-
tributed to your community or society in general?”

Looking around at my friends, who are also retired 
teachers, most who have been retired longer than me, I 
could see how they are spending their days, seemingly 
all much more productive. What are they doing?

I have one friend who works one day a week at a lo-
cal business, which she loves. Another friend volunteers 
weekly at her church. I have friends who curl three to 
five times a week. I have another friend who babysits 
her grandchildren. Some friends substitute regularly, 
or work as math consultants and mentors. Yet another 
friend has developed a thriving home business, which 
sprang out of her beautiful sea glass creations. A col-
league of mine gets up early every morning to go for 
a run and/or a workout at the gym and is perfecting 
the recipes for her daughter’s wedding cake. Still others 
take courses through the local 
seniors college. Some winter 
in Florida, some seldom leave 
home.

And what do I do with my 
days? Well, since I retired, I 
have taken up curling, a sport 
I have watched avidly over the 
years, but never had time to participate in. This has 
allowed me to meet a whole lot of wonderful people, 
from their twenties to their eighties, who I otherwise 
would never have met. My husband and I have trav-
elled to the Northwest Territories, Newfoundland and 
Labrador, and British Columbia, to visit our children 
(who seem to have found jobs and settled as far from 
home as they could). We have gone on two cruises and 
attended the Scotties Tournament of Hearts in Mont-
real. We have attended our first NHL hockey game and 
camped all over the Atlantic Provinces in our RV. I have 
had time to complete many rug-hooking projects, and 
to perfect my knitting. I have taken up a new hobby, 
chalk painting furniture. My husband and I have 
spruced up our old farmhouse, sold it, and moved into 
a new home. We have welcomed two new granddaugh-
ters into our family. On a monthly basis, I go to lunch 
with members of two separate, former school staffs. I 
walk, I snowshoe, I skate on the lake at our camp. Vow-
ing to satisfy a lifelong dream of writing the GREAT 

CANADIAN NOVEL, I took a creative writing course 
at our local library.

There are also days when I don’t seem to do much 
of anything – linger over the morning paper with end-
less cups of coffee, binge-watch British TV series on 
Netflix, read, nap, cook recipes out of the newspaper, 
or watch the birds at our many feeders.

As teachers, the most precious commodity in our 
professional lives and personal lives is time. As a retired 
teacher, the comment I hear and make most often is, 
“Where did I ever find the time to work?” There are 
mornings when I get up and I wonder how I will get 
everything done that I want to accomplish. There are 
other mornings when the day stretches out ahead of 
me, unplanned. Yet all the days pass quickly, busily, and 

for the most part, productively. 
My house is no tidier, my paper 
work is no better organized, but 
there is always tomorrow – a 
luxury I never had as a working 
mother.

One of the most valuable 
pieces of information that I 

gleaned from the pre-retirement seminars I attended, 
was not to rush into anything your first year – or in my 
case, years – of retirement. Some people, in a panic to 
fill their days, which as teachers had always been over-
full, volunteer too much, work too much, say yes to too 
many things. So in retrospect, I have created a retire-
ment life that is “just right” for me, just as my friends 
and former colleagues have done for themselves. Some 
of you, when you retire, will need to fill your days with 
work, be it paid or voluntary. Some will take up new 
hobbies, or have more time for old ones. Some will 
travel and some will stay home and make their gardens 
more beautiful. Some will downsize their homes, some 
will upsize, some will stay put. But rest assured, that 
whatever you choose to do when you retire, will be 
what is just right for you. I believe that, just as no two 
students learn alike, no two teachers retire alike!

Janet Pedersen Retried teacher from River Hebert 
District High School

  Some winter in 
Florida, some seldom 

leave home.
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A day of reflection; 
teaching and 4-H

Crystal Siddall

I never realized that the youth organization known as 4-H, that was and still is a huge part of my life is so 
connected to the teaching profession. As a teacher, one is always reflecting on lessons, how to improve student 

learning, how to increase knowledge, how to help individual students who are struggling etc. This summer I took 
some time to reflect on two important aspects of my life, teaching and 4-H. People think that teachers have sum-
mers off, but our brains are never off. We are always reflecting on our teaching, figuring out how to grow profes-
sionally and how to help our students. I often get asked, “What is 4-H?” so before I tell you about my reflection I 
will explain what is 4-H. 4-H is a nation-wide youth program for youth aged 9 to 21 and the program is dedicated 
to the development of young people to help them become responsible members of society. 4-H provides youth 
with technical, social, sportsmanship, leadership and life skills essential for their success in agriculture, business and 
government, and community careers. The 4-H program is also for adults who wish to give leadership.

Teachers are always challenging their students to 
be the best they can be which is exactly what the 
4-H program does. One of the components 
of the 4-H program is public speaking. 
In order to complete the 4-H program 
members must do a speech or a dem-
onstration to earn their communica-
tion sticker. Oral language is an 
important skill inside and outside 
of the classroom. Teachers are al-
ways challenging their students to go 
outside of their comfort zone because 
by taking risks true learning will hap-
pen. The 4-H program does the same 
thing. When a member first joins the program 
they are only asked to do a 2 minute speech but as they 
get older the 4-H program challenges them more by 
lengthening the speech, introducing site reading and 
impromptu

speeches. 4-H leaders are always working with 
members on pace, fluency, organization of ideas, ability 
to think on your feet, how to put ideas together fast and 
effectively and the ability to express oneself.

Teachers work on the same skills when it comes to 
oral language. When I first started the 4-H program my 
knees would shake, I would stumble over words and my 
heart would be beating so fast that I thought it would 

come out of my chest. After a few years participating in 
the public speaking competition I started to learn 

communication skills that helped me rise to 
the top and win numerous 4-H public 

speaking competitions. I’m thankful that 
my leaders challenged me and I chal-

lenged myself to become better at an 
important life skill. My 4-H public 
speaking challenge definitely helps 

me in the teaching profession.
Now as a 4-H leader and a 

teacher I challenge my 4-H mem-
bers and students to practice oral 

language because no matter what 
you do in life knowing how to communicate 

effectively will be a key to all successes. I’m often told 
by other teachers that they can tell a student is a 4-H 
member by their presentation and communication 
skills. This shows one how much a community organ-
ization helps to teach the whole child. The school board 
believes that learning is a partnership among home, 
school and community. 4-H does an excellent job help-
ing young members of society learn and grow.

Decision making is another key component to the 
4-H program. In order to get the judging sticker mem-
bers must compare and contrast 4 items, place them 
and give reasons that support their thinking. In school 
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teachers teach students how to support a belief or an 
opinion by backing it up with facts. This is a life skill 
that 4-H feels is crucial for all young members of so-
ciety to learn. No matter what you do in life you need 
to be able to compare things. It could be something as 
simple as grocery shopping and comparing oranges and 
which one is best to buy. The judging component

of the 4-H program asks students to compare using, 
“er” words. We challenge members to go past the sur-
face and to not use words like nice and pretty. Teachers 
do the same thing as they challenge their students to 
use juicy words when writing, when speaking and when 
communicating.

Team work is key when it comes to school and the 
4-H program. In school students are asked to work 
together to accomplish a common goal or to get along 
when on the playground. Teachers challenge students 
to put aside differences when working as a team and to 
learn how to solve conflict within the group. Students 
represent their school at science fairs, heritage fairs 
and by being on sports teams 
while 4-H members represent 
their club, county and province 
at different events. By being a 
team player we are challenging 
the young members of soci-
ety to develop leadership skills 
and conflict resolution. This is 
a challenge that both the 4-H 
program and teachers feel is an 
important battle to take part in.

The 4-H national motto is 
“Learn to do by doing”. When 
I took time to reflect on the 
4-H motto I could see how this 
motto connects to the school 
system and to my own personal teaching. The first thing 
that came to mind was hands on learning. I’ve noticed 
that true learning takes place when lessons are inter-
active, by using manipulatives and by allowing students 
to physically see how something happens by making 
it happen themselves. The 4-H program believes that 
members are not going to learn if they don’t give some-
thing a try. 4-H leaders feel that they need to challenge 
students to use their hands as if they don’t participate 
in a skill or a project then learning will never take place.

Other beliefs of the 4-H motto are learn how to 
work effectively in groups by having to participate in 

group activities, learn how to make wise decisions by 
challenging students to think critically, acquire leader-
ship & entrepreneurial skills by learning new life skills 
and being a team leader and acquire a positive attitude 
towards learning as learning is in 4-H members hands 
with support from 4-H leaders. All of these beliefs are 
what I have as a teacher. The 4-H program helps mem-
bers develop a sense of responsibility. As a teacher I 
strongly believe in the gradual release of responsibility. 
I challenge my students to work towards independ-
ence and the 4-H program does an excellent job at 
this. When 4-H members become a senior member 
which is ages 14 to 21 they have the opportunity to 
take the junior leader project. In this project, senior 
members with the help of the 4-H leader, are taught 
members skills based on the project that they are in-
volved in. This project allows members to learn how 
to be a leader and how to help members learn with the 
support and advice from a 4-H leader. Then eventually 
these members will become leaders and have the sole 

responsibility of helping mem-
bers learn.

4-H is now a credit in high 
school called the 4-H Grade 10 
Personal Development Credit. 
In order to receive this credit 
4-H members must put 110 
hours of work into the 4-H 
program over a year period, 
they must exhibit leadership 
and they need to take on the 
responsibility of keeping track 
of their hours and to see their 
guidance counsellor to set up 
the credit. The school system is 
seeing the benefits of the 4-H 

program not only to help shape responsible young 
members of society but also to help educate youth. I 
personally can say that 4-H has helped me become the 
person I am and it has allowed me to develop import-
ant life skills that I use in the teaching profession and 
in my daily life.

Crystal Siddall teaches English language arts 
at Cumberland North Academy in Brookdale 
and Program Support at West End Elementary in 
Springhill, N.S., Chignecto-Central Regional School 
Board.

The 4-H national motto is 
“Learn to do by doing”. 

When I took time to reflect 
on the 4-H motto I could 

see how this motto connects 
to the school system and to 
my own personal teaching.
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Reflecting on my day
Dr. Steven Van Zoost

So there I was, reflecting on my day. To be more precise, I was reflecting on my reflections. I don’t know if you 
keep some form of a journal or not. I do. Most people probably keep blogs or posts on The Facebook to record 

their day-to-day activities. To be clear, I usually record the highs and lows of life in my journal and it is rare for me 
to have a “regular day” recorded. This, however, is what I was reviewing: my record of a “day-in-the-life of teaching,” 
written in 2013. Now, two years later, as I re-read my record of a “regular” day at school, I write reflections using 
the “insert comment” feature of my word processor.

A day in the life...
I arrive at school early: early enough to greet my neighbouring 

colleagues as they arrive, early enough to boot up the class computer 
and open the files needed for the day, and early enough to meet stu-
dents before teaching begins.

My classroom, nicknamed “The Shire”, is like a second home to 
me. I have brought in lamps, art, student supplies and bookshelves 
that, to me at least, hold the promise of discovering new worlds.

A highlight of my job is creating unexpected instances of learning 
for students – a “light-bulb” moment when the brain makes a new 
and meaningful connection. Often this occurs through literature but 
more usually it happens during our classroom conversations.

I teach three courses – two in advanced English with the 11th 
and 12th grades (ages 16-18) and a 12th-grade film and video pro-
duction course – in one-hour classes at Avon View High School in 
Nova Scotia, Canada.

I teach five classes a day and every second day I have one hour for 
marking and preparation. Today is such a day, and I use that “prep 
period” to meet a colleague to discuss strategies for assessing speaking 
and listening skills in our courses. I have worked with this colleague 
for 18 years in various schools, grade levels, and subjects and we love 
learning, and teaching, together.

At lunch, The Shire is always busy. Most often, I eat in my 
classroom – although I make a conscious effort to go to the small 
staffroom to chat. Not many teachers go there anyway; they, too, are 
busy with students. In my classroom, students spend their lunchtime 
on computers (often editing video footage for the film course that 

Comment 1: Recently, I found myself ex-
plaining to a couple of non-educators the differ-
ence between curricula and texts. That is, in my 
high school English classroom, the curriculum 
is not a canon of literature. My task is to help 
students develop and demonstrate specific skills 
using a wide range of texts. Teachers are needed 
to help students engage not only with literature, 
but also with each other.

Comment 2: Oh, I must confess this is a treat! 
I remember in other years when I was teach-
ing five or more courses, most of them new to 
me. Now, my classroom preparation is about 
modifying units of study to match the particu-
lar interests of different student groups and 
developing new ways of assessing students in 
blended learning environments.

Comment 3: I wish I had written a bit more 
about what I ate for lunch. Most likely, it was 
from my freezer (I prepare lunches in advance). 
Now, I am no longer permitted to have a small 
fridge or microwave in my classroom and this 
means waiting in line for a microwave down-
stairs. This also means that I have to leave and 
lock my classroom at the beginning of lunch, 
asking students to also leave, or wait in the hall 
for me to return. For a rural school where stu-
dents are bussed for an hour and a half in all dir-
ections to get here, lunch time is a social time of 
heightened importance. I try my best to use The 
Shire at lunch as a place for students to connect.
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I teach), with me or with each other – in a space where they feel 
comfortable.

I check my emails to see what kind of workload awaits me. Some 
are from administration requesting paperwork about a student. And 
one from a student – who has made a late decision about what she 
wants to do after she graduates from high school – contains a request 
for a reference letter to apply for post-secondary education.

In the afternoon, to my great delight, a light-bulb moment oc-
curs in my grade 11 English class. We are enjoying Macbeth and we 
make connections between different parts of the play and then with 
other texts that students have read in The Shire. One student remarks 
that the myth of Icarus relates to the tragic flaw of Macbeth and this 
opens a class conversation about humanity and how literature can 
help to frame our thinking about ourselves and the world. Early in 
the conversation I bow out and let them get on with it – after all, 
these are the students’ moments of discovery, not mine.

I know that I am teaching important material, concepts and 
skills. For me, however, what I am really teaching is current and 
future citizenship.

After school, I make phone calls, respond to emails, start the 
marking, and finish the preparation for tomorrow. I have made a 
vow to stay in The Shire to finish my work rather than taking it 
home with me. What this means is that sometimes I bring my dinner 
to school but most times I try to be home before sunset. There is no 
end to the work and no end to my passion for teaching, but there is a 
finite amount of time and energy in me. I turn off the lights in The 
Shire and smile about Macbeth and Icarus as I lock the door.

Comment 4: Yesterday, I was 30 minutes early 
arriving to see a movie in Halifax and I bumped 
into a previous student. We had a great chat. I 
have no idea if this was the specific student who 
needed a reference letter, but I do know I wrote 
her a reference. My file called “reference let-
ters” is alarmingly large. I wonder when I found 
time to write this one? Most likely that night, at 
home. I wonder how many hours every year I 
spend writing such letters? 

Comment 5: This is a large part of my calling 
into the teaching profession. As a mid-career 
teacher, I can attest to how the concept of cit-
izenship has been expanding since the begin-
ning of my career: civic knowledge, local volun-
teerism, social justice and equity issues, global 
citizenship, digital citizenship, social action...the 
concept seems to keep extending to encompass 
today’s changing world. So, too, must my teach-
ing keep up with today’s world. My professional 
development, in all of its forms, is critical to 
keeping my work with students relevant.

Comment 6: I wish I had ended this piece 
without the imagery of a door. Teaching, like 
learning, is not contained to a physical space; 
my work-life permeates my mind as I workout, 
prepare dinner, or read a new book. Thinking 
about my classroom is a habit of mind that con-
tinues throughout my day-to-day life. 

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

His “day-in-the-life of....” was originally published in England in the Times Educational Supplement (TES) 
magazine on 26 July, 2013 by Ed Dorrell https://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=6344682.
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As an inveterate reader
Brian Forbes

As an inveterate reader, when I found out that Amazon's Kindle e-reader was becoming available in Can-
ada, I immediately ordered one, as a gift from my wife. It arrived in due course in its sturdy Amazon pack-

aging. But I had to wait until Christmas to crack it open and begin reading Moby Dick, with which I had preloaded 
it while it was en route.

It took me awhile to become a responsible Kindle 
owner. My first one I accidentally left on the car roof. 
I presume it still lies dilapidated in a ditch or among 
roadside bushes somewhere in the vicinity of Mavil-
lette Beach. Its replacement was inadvertently left on 
a bench in Scotia Square. When I returned to look for 
it after about five minutes it had disappeared. Happy 
reading, someone. I was given spousal approval to or-
der another one, with the warn-
ing this was my last chance. To 
date, there have been no further 
mishaps.

I love my Kindle. In fact, 
I seldom leave home without 
it. I am confident those who 
own an e-reader will under-
stand why. It is so easy to carry 
an entire library wherever one 
goes, so convenient to instantly acquire new books. 
Most e-books are cheaper than their print counterparts, 
and many classics (like Moby Dick) are free. No more 
thumbing through a cumbersome dictionary to de-
fine an unfamiliar word. Highlighting passages, book-
marking and annotating, as well as deleting or editing 
the same, are a breeze. If one is using more than one 
device the entirety of one’s library is available on each 
of them and can be synched so that each device mirrors 
the others.

The free app, which I have on my phone and my 
tablet, greatly improves the quality of maps, charts, 
diagrams and illustrations. It also adds functionality. 
In its latest update highlighting a word or passage of-
fers a choice of definition, a link to the corresponding 
Wikipedia entry, or translation of the complete passage 
into one of sixteen languages (although my few experi-
ments with this feature suggest that new meaning has 

been added to the phrase “lost in translation”).
Usually I use my Kindle in tandem with my smart 

phone or tablet. Reading a History of the Enlighten-
ment, if I feel I need to know more about Condorcet or 
Malebranche, the information is close at hand. Read-
ing Theodore White’s Thunder Out of China, Google 
Maps enables me to locate an obscure town in southern 
China. Dubious claims or suspect interpretations can 

be checked out on the spot.
Technology has affected 

every aspect of our lives in ways 
that we sometimes hardly think 
about. Its impacts and appli-
cation to education, and the 
issues it gives rise to, are a vast 
subject upon which I am in no 
way qualified to add anything 
substantive to the discussion. I 

don’t know if or to what extent e-books and e-readers 
are changing classrooms, or even whether they should. 
But I suspect that something that has so transformed 
and enhanced my reading experience probably will.

More generally, someone has remarked that the 
hardest thing to explain to someone who lived a cen-
tury ago would be that I have in the palm of my hand 
a gadget that gives me immediate access to all the ac-
cumulated knowledge and wisdom of humanity, and I 
use it mainly to look at pictures of cats and pick argu-
ments with total strangers. There’s a painful truth in 
that comment. Surely as educators it is both possible 
and essential to raise awareness of the higher potential 
of these remarkable and engaging devices, so ubiqui-
tous in the hands of our students.

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

Technology has affected 
every aspect of our lives in 

ways that we sometimes 
hardly think about.
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