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For over thirty years Pink Larkin has been dedicated 
to excellence in the practice of Public Law with an 
emphasis on labour law, professional regulation, pension 
and benefits, and complementary areas of environmental 
and municipal law. In serving the Teachers’ Union, our 
dedication, attention and responsiveness are personified 
primarily in three of our talented lawyers.

Gail Gatchalian, a partner with Pink Larkin, 
has extensive experience providing legal advice and 
representation to trade unions in grievance arbitration, 
collective agreement negotiation, interest arbitration, 
human rights matters, and pension litigation. Gail speaks 
regularly on issues important to trade unions, and provides 
training to employee representatives.

David Roberts, a partner with Pink Larkin, has 
represented a full range of clients before labour boards,  
in grievance arbitrations, and in the courts. David has  

also represented union clients before two significant public  
inquiries into occupational health and safety – the Westray 
Mine and Englishtown Ferry Inquiries.  

David Wallbridge has a keen interest in legislative  
issues and in working to ensure progressive legislative 
change for workers in Nova Scotia. As an associate, he 
represents both public sector and private sector clients  
in grievance arbitration and proceedings before the  
Nova Scotia Labour Relations Board. 

At Pink Larkin we strive to provide our clients with 
unequalled excellence in legal work shaped by a desire to 
make a positive difference in people’s lives. We are pleased 
that these three lawyers, backed by the entire firm, are able 
to continue making a real difference in the life of every 
member of the Nova Scotia Teachers Union. 
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IN MY ClaSSROOM

NSTU Position Paper: Inclusion
Monica Maloney

 Background
Inclusion is a philosophy based on the belief that all 

students are respected for their unique capabilities and 
that all students are integral members of the education 
community.  Inclusion ensures equitable access to learn-
ing for those students identified with special needs and 
requires necessary resources to address special needs.

Research is clear that all students benefit both aca-
demically and socially through inclusive practice.  Re-
search also demonstrates that teachers support inclusion 
and that classroom teachers are a critical component of 
successful inclusion.

The NSTU as an organization has addressed this 
topic over a period of two decades.  Beginning in 
1987, the NSTU adopted a Policy on Integration fol-

lowed by a Task Force Report on Integration in 1990.  
1998 saw the organization commission a study – Edu-
cators’ Perceptions of the IPP Process.  This study’s find-
ings resulted in a Letter of Understanding concerning 
the IPP process in the 1999 Teacher Provincial Agree-
ment.  However, members remained concerned about 
the paucity of resources for inclusion. Thus in 2002, 
a resolution was adopted at Council withdrawing the 
organization’s support for the Department of Educa-
tion’s Special Education Policy.  In 2006, allocation of 
designated funding for the IPP process was achieved 
through contract negotiations.  Today, the NSTU 
continues to address inclusion issues through its mul-
tiple governance structures.
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 Guiding Principles
The following statements serve as the fundamental te-
nets concerning inclusion for the Nova Scotia Teachers 
Union.

•	 A caring society provides education for all.

•	 Children with special physical, intellectual or 
emotional needs benefit from learning in the 
most enabling environment characterized by 
flexibility, responsiveness and support.

•	 While regular classroom placement may best 
serve many exceptional children’s needs, it 
is recognized that learning centres and other 
environments may be the most appropriate 
short and long-term placement options for 
some children.  The determination of place-
ment should be based on individual student 
program needs.

•	 Ongoing, specially-designated and substantial 
funding should support the inclusion of special 
needs children. Each school board should be 
accountable both to the Department of Educa-
tion, which has responsibility for providing the 
funds, and to the public it serves. Sharing of 
human and material resources among school re-
gions should be encouraged.

•	 Funding should be based on actual audited costs, 
be long-term in its scope, and, most importantly, 
adequate to the challenge of successful inclusion.

•	 To allow for maximum success for teachers 
working with special needs in an inclusive set-
ting, teachers should receive a continuum of 
support services necessary to provide a positive 
learning environment.

•	 Successful inclusion is achieved when a child’s 
educational program and environment further 
his or her cognitive, physical and affective de-
velopment. The process of inclusion should 
ensure the rights of all children to an appropri-
ate education and an equitable distribution of 
resources among all students.

•	 Programs for some students with special needs 
require allocated funding for “life skills” curricu-
lum.

 Issues and Needs
Successful inclusion consists of five key elements: class 
size and composition; funding; professional develop-
ment; resources; and, time.

1. Issue
Class size and composition affect the amount of 
attention an educator can provide to all students in 
the classroom, in particular, to students with special 
needs.  The larger the total number of students in a 
classroom coupled with the number and nature of 
the special needs of students dramatically influences 
the time an educator can devote to each individual.

Need
A weighting formula needs to be applied when stu-
dents with special needs are integrated into regular 
classrooms.  Such a formula would cause the class 
size to be reduced based on the number of special 
needs students placed in a particular classroom.

2. Issue
The funding necessary to support the philosophy 
and practice of inclusion is significant.  Without 
jeopardizing the education programs of other stu-
dents, additional dollars must be designated for 
the following: barrier-free buildings; specialized 
equipment; medical and other health services; 
assistive technology; trained support personnel; 
teacher-student ratio stipulations; designated prep-
aration time for planning, implementation and 
assessment of programs.

IN MY ClaSSROOM

Inclusion is a philosophy 
based on the belief that all 
students are respected for 
their unique capabilities 
and that all students are 
integral members of the 
education community. 
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Need
Adequate long-term funding must be in place to 
support inclusion in Nova Scotia’s public educa-
tion system.

3. Issue
Research identifies six professional development 
topics for educators involved in working with spe-
cial needs students. 

Areas include program planning and implementa-
tion; curriculum modification and adaptations; 
team building; working with support personnel; 
information on special needs; and, teaching skills 
to support explicit teaching, remediation and 
compensatory strategies.

Need
Education partners must work both independ-
ently and collaboratively to provide professional 
development that advances the knowledge and 
understanding of educators working in an inclu-
sive environment.

4. Issue
Access to professional resources (teaching materi-
als, relevant policy documents, technology, per-
sonnel) is a major concern for educators.  These 
tools are required to effectively plan and deliver 
Individual Program Plans (IPP) for special needs 
students.

Need
Sufficient quality resources, appropriate teaching 
materials, and a full range of support personnel 
need to be put in place for successful inclusion to 
be achieved.

5. Issue
Given the time commitment required to carry 
out the numerous tasks to achieve successful 
inclusion, and transition educational timetables 
must include blocks of time within the work 
day for educators and other IPP team members 
to meet and to complete the required documen-
tation.

Need
The timetabling of team meetings and the sched-
uling of record-keeping activities need to be 
included within the work day to ensure effective 
implementation of inclusionary practices.

 Organizational Position
Under the leadership of Provincial NSTU Commit-
tees; in particular, the Comité de programmation aca-
dienne, the Curriculum Committee, Member Services 
Committee, the Professional Development Committee, 
the Public Relations Committee, and the Teachers With 
Administrative Responsibilities Committee, as well as 
with the assistance and guidance of the 22 NSTU Pro-
fessional Associations, the organization is responsible 
for the following roles to enhance the implementa-
tion of successful inclusion in Nova Scotia’s public 
schools.

Inclusion Advocate
As a successful inclusion advocate, the Union promotes 
the need for increased resources, dedicated funding, 
pertinent legislation, a spectrum of support services, 
and ongoing member and public awareness initiatives 
to ensure the delivery of quality education in an inclu-
sive environment.

Inclusion Collaborator
As a successful inclusion collaborator, the Union works 
with education partners to develop relevant policies and 
guidelines, build teamwork and leadership, and provide 
a forum for focused discourse to plan, implement, sus-
tain and evaluate successful inclusion.

Inclusion Provider
As a successful inclusion provider, the Union provides 
a wide range of professional development opportunities 
for members to increase their knowledge base concern-
ing inclusion.  Further, the Union through contractual 
negotiations continues to address the issues of class size 
and composition, team planning time and adequate 
funding to better meet the needs of both educators and 
students.

Monica Maloney is an Executive Staff Officer with the 
Nova Scotia Teachers Union.

A reading list for this position paper can be obtained by 
contacting the NSTU – Aviso magazine staff.
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Shakespeare Didn't Twitter:  
Why Literature Still Matters Sara Jewell Mattinson

Being a substitute teacher is difficult enough: “Sit 
down.” “Stop talking.” “Get to work.” “Stop 
talking.” Now it’s also: “Turn off the cell phone.” 

“Put away the iPod.” “I know you’re texting under the 
desk.” I am an English teacher and freelance writer, and 
while I appreciate that language is organic – we spoke a 
lot differently 1300 years ago – when I see what texting 
and twittering and “spelling doesn’t count” have done 
to basic language skills, I have to wonder: “How could 
this have happened?”

Since returning to teaching as a substitute teacher 
two years ago, I regularly fill in for a senior English 
teacher. While there is a certain amount of self-centred-
ness expected of teenagers, what worries me is the kind 
of ignorance I perceive. On one hand, there’s the lack 
of common sense manners: One male student replied, 
“But it’s my dad,” when I told him not to answer his cell 
phone in the middle of first period. On the other hand, 
there is the lack of interest in gaining knowledge. In the 
twenty years since I was a high school student, technol-
ogy has transformed the education of adolescents, yet 
for most students, it’s becoming more of a detriment 
than an assist. Even the simple computer, billed as a 
“must-have” for every student, encourages plagiarism 
rather than independent thought and creativity. One 
favourite trick of teachers preparing for a substitute is 
to book the computer lab and allow the students an 
hour to work on a project. As I watch them print up 
pictures and cut-and-paste text without attribution, I 
have to sit down with my head between my knees and 
take a few deep breaths. It appears they just don’t get 
it – and don’t want to.

The complaint I hear most frequently (students take 
liberties with a substitute that they might not take with 
their regular teacher) speaks directly to that: “Why do 
we need to know this?”

I have never read Dickens and I avoid the impene-
trable poetry of T. S. Eliot, yet I am dedicated to the 
belief that the study of literature is worthwhile. To con-

vince students that their lives could be enhanced by it, I 
suggest that the characters in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales 
share the same characteristics with people we know to-
day; Shakespeare understood teenage relationships bet-
ter than any parent; and anyone can write poetry since 
rules are made to be broken. I suggest that knowing 
these stories and these characters will help them make 
sense of the world in which they live and will help them 
understand human nature.  I tell them knowledge, even 
the kind from short stories and poems, breaks down the 
limitations imposed by ignorance.

I was quite excited about a Garden of Eden motif in a 
movie we had just watched. The male and female leads 
had escaped from their artificial world and returned to 
a lush, uninhabited Earth. They were barely clothed.  It 
was, like, so obvious.

“I don’t believe in that,” Brittany said.

“You don’t have to believe in it,” I replied. “It’s a liter-
ary allusion.”

“But I don’t believe in that,” she insisted, meaning 
God and the biblical creation story. “I don’t know any-
thing about it.”

Looking at her, I realized she didn’t want to learn 
anything about it, even in a non-religious context. End 
of discussion: that’s not what I know and I don’t want 
to talk about anything that could challenge my beliefs. 
That attitude is the very foundation of ignorance. We 
fear what we don’t know and that fear keeps us from 
learning. The question “Why do we have to learn this?” 
reminds me of how as a teenager I whined to my moth-
er: “Why do I have to go to church?” Whether faced 

We want a reason to 
care about something.
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with The Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock or a theologic-
ally-dense preacher, anyone at any age wants to know, 
“How is this relevant to my life now?” We want a reason 
to care about something. Creating a personal connec-
tion with an event or individual is the key to making 
anything – faith, fiction, even food – relevant.

American novelist Chris Adrian says he writes “most-
ly to try to make sense of my own petty and profound 
misery, and I fail every time, but every time I come 
away with a peculiar sort of contentment, as if it was 
just the trying that mattered.”

This is my answer to Brittany and all the students 
I encounter: Reading matters. Every idea we listen to, 
every thought we express, helps us understand ourselves 
and our relationships. Human beings have been tell-

ing stories since evolution pushed the larynx deeper 
into Cro-Magnon’s throat (and have been writing them 
down since the eighth century) because we find per-
sonal connections to plots and settings, themes and 
characters. By broadening our knowledge – reading 
Beowulf and Animal Farm, Harper Lee and J.K. Row-
ling, Samuel Coleridge and Sue Goyette – we receive 
information that helps us figure out not just what we 
believe but more importantly, why.

You won’t discover that in a 140-character tweet. 

Sara Jewell Mattinson is a substitute teacher, 
Chignecto Central Regional School Board.

We fear what we don’t know and that fear keeps us from learning.

THE MAGAZINE FOR NOVA SCOTIA’S TEACHING PROFESSION
LA REVUE DE LA PROFESSION ENSEIGNANTE DE LA NOUVELLE ÉCOSSE 
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The Faculty Learning College Portfolio is a five-
year voluntary learning program offered to 
NSCC faculty members.  In the March 2005 

to August 2008 Collective agreement, all members of 
faculty were placed on a single salary grid and the Fac-
ulty Learning College Portfolio was introduced to en-
able them to advance learning at NSCC and receive 
recognition for it.  Shelley Zwicker is a faculty member 
at Lunenburg Campus. She describes her experiences 
both as a participant and as the Faculty Learning Col-
lege Portfolio Resource Specialist.

How did you become involved in the Faculty Learning 
College Portfolio?

Shelley – I first became involved as the NSTU Union 
Representative appointed to the Faculty Learning Col-
lege Portfolio Steering Committee. As a result of my 
work on the Committee, I was seconded for six months 
to Organizational Learning as the Faculty Learning 
College Portfolio Resource Specialist. Following that, I 
continued on a quarter-time basis while teaching three-
quarters time, until recently, when Andrea O’Neil was 
hired to take on the role in a full-time capacity.

Describe the enrolment process for the Faculty Learn-
ing College Portfolio.

Shelley – All faculty who have regular status are eli-
gible to participate. A faculty member does not have to 
wait until he or she is at the top of the salary scale to 
submit a learning plan to the Faculty Learning College 
Portfolio Review Committee for approval. Here’s how 
it works.

•	 Faculty	member	and	Academic-Chair	have	sev-
eral planning meetings.

•	 Faculty	member	submits	an	online	“Intent	to	
Participate” application, through the Organiza-
tional Learning Share Point Site.

•	 Faculty	member	submits	a	plan	for	Academic-
Chair’s approval.

•	 If	approved,	the	Academic-Chair	forwards	the	
plan to the appropriate Dean of the NSCC for 
approval.

•	 Dean	forwards	plan	to	Organizational	Learning.

•	 The	Faculty	Learning	College	Portfolio	Review	
Committee meets to review plans.

•	 Once	approved,	the	faculty	member	starts	work-
ing on the plan.

Faculty members submit an interim report at the 
two-and-a-half year point and a final report at the five 
year point.

What are the benefits to the individual and the col-
lege?

Shelley – Creating a plan gives faculty a chance to 
reflect on their practice and determine areas where they 
wish to grow professionally. The plan offers structure 
and formalizes the learning they may already be doing, 
as part of their daily teaching practice. Upon successful 
completion of the plan, those who qualify will receive 
ongoing monetary payment in recognition of their 
contributions.

There are also many benefits to the college, as all 
plans must include activities related to four key curren-
cy areas: occupational/professional currency (activities 
that support the faculty member’s efforts to maintain 
and update the relevancy of their occupational/profes-
sional skills and knowledge); teaching/facilitating cur-
rency (activities supporting efforts to acquire, enhance, 
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and continually update and demonstrate new learning 
theories and practices); organizational currency (activ-
ities supporting efforts to sustain awareness, support, 
and promote the strategic directions of the College and 
its values) and portfolio currency (activities that sup-
port the individual’s efforts to participate in a reflective 
practice through portfolio learning and continue as a 
life-long learner).

What happens to the learning that takes place?

Shelley – Part of the Faculty Learning College Port-
folio process requires participants to apply, evaluate, 
and share the new knowledge they have gained. The 
sharing may take many forms, such as presentations to 
external audiences or at staff meetings, faculty work-
ing Groups, the NSCC Festival of Learning and faculty 
and professional support conferences.

What kinds of projects are involved in the Faculty 
Learning College Portfolio?

Shelley – There are many different kinds of projects. 
Here are a couple of examples, one of which is my 
own. 

Jamie Ellison, Kingstec Campus

The proposed learning plan is to initiate and create 
a one-of-a-kind arboretum, forming a partnership be-
tween the NSCC and the town of Wolfville in promo-
ting green technology and horticultural sustainability 
and excellence in Atlantic Canada.  The arboretum 
will inevitably extend the boundaries of horticulture at 
Kingstec and possibly create international opportun-
ities for horticulture students. A focus on land stew-
ardship, environmental and modern sustainable horti-
cultural practices could link to schools throughout the 
province. The site could also be integrated into the high 
school science and biology curriculum as an on-site 
outdoor classroom.

Shelley Zwicker, Lunenburg Campus

The learning plan consists of a series of short-term 
activities that focus primarily on methodologies that 
support student success and engagement in learning. 
These areas include research on appropriately address-
ing disruptive classroom behaviour, integrating tech-
nology in the traditional classroom setting through 
blended learning, and developing meaningful learning 

experiences that are grounded in what graduates will be 
expected to do in industry.

Another area of focus involves the continuation of 
work needed to support the Faculty Learning College 
Portfolio initiative, as well as research into how faculty 
define themselves as educators and how they seek new 
learning as they grow in their practice.

When will the first group of learners finish?

Shelley – The earliest the first group could complete 
their work is 2012.

How is the Faculty Learning College Portfolio com-
mittee structured and how often do you meet?

Shelley – The Faculty Learning College Portfolio 
Review Committee meets twice a year, usually in De-
cember and June. The Committee consists of three 
NSTU representatives and four representatives from 
the NSCC — a dean, an academic-chair, the Dean of 
Organizational Learning and the Director of Employee 
Relations.  This committee gives final approval for pro-
ject completion.

What financial remuneration applies to the faculty 
member upon completion?

Shelley – Participants who qualify will receive on-
going monetary payment in recognition of their contri-
butions. In order to receive the financial recognition for 
the successful completion of their five years of learning, 
faculty must be at the top of the salary grid and have 
completed one additional year of instructional experi-
ence as established in the collective agreement.

Are you enjoying the process and what learning has 
taken place for you?

Shelley – I have enjoyed the process and the self-
directed approach to learning that a structured plan 
provides. It motivates you to apply your new learning 
immediately to see if it works. It also forces you to seek 
opportunities to share your learning with others so that 
they can also learn and try new methodologies. The 
learning renews and enriches our practice as educators.

Deborah McVeigh is a faculty member at the NSCC, 
Marconi Campus.
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Understanding Gender Differences: 
An Educational Perspective
Margaret M. Miles

BOYS AND GIRLS ARE DIFFERENT

If you ask the question “How are boys and girls dif-
ferent?” you may get smiles and even some snickers. It’s 
obvious! Generally speaking, boys have physical char-
acteristics that are different from girls. They tend to be 
bigger and stronger (with the exception of a few years 
during puberty). Their physiology is different for repro-
duction and they can grow beards upon maturity. Some 
may even argue that boys behave differently than girls 
because of gender socialization or upbringing. Boys 
play with toy trucks, tools and weapons where girls 
tend to play house, or with dolls and stuffed toys. Boys 
are rough and tumble and physical where girls are more 
nurturing and gentle. How many of these traits are in-
nate and how many are a result of learned behaviour?

Hard-Wired Brain Differences

Emerging brain-based studies have revealed a more 
profound difference between boys and girls than just 
behavioural or outward physical characteristics. Leon-
ard Sax, psychologist, physician and author of Why 
Gender Matters and Boys Adrift suggests that recent re-
search points to differences involving the senses of hear-
ing, vision and smell. Girls have a more acute sense of 
smell and hearing and the visual cortex appears to be 
organized differently between boys and girls. 

What accounts for these differences? Studies reveal 
that a male child’s fetal brain is heavily bombarded with 
testosterone between the second and fifth months. As a 
result, this testosterone actually changes his brain, mak-
ing it different from the female brain. The affects of 
these hormonal changes become obvious when watch-
ing children play and interact with their environment. 
Girls as young as four days old, spend twice as much 
time maintaining eye contact than boys. Baby boys 
tend to be more interested in movement or objects sus-
pended in space. The male brain is actually hard-wired 
for physical movement, having more blood flow in the 
“primal” brain stem. 

Cognitive Differences

Evidence shows there may also be some gender-
specific cognitive characteristics. Boys, more often than 
girls, are left-handed, have reading disabilities, stutter 
and suffer autism. They also possess a smaller posterior 
portion of the corpus callosum (the part of the brain 
connecting the two halves). All of this seems to sug-
gest that men are lateral thinkers, using one side of the 
brain at a time, where the organization of the brain for 
women is more bilateral or two-sided. 

Research has also shown that boys’ cognitive processes 
favour the right hemisphere where visual-spatial, visual-
motor, intuitive skills and holistic thinking occurs. The 
skills involving movement, global thinking and tactile 
abilities mature more quickly in elementary school-
aged boys than in girls. Young girls begin to develop 
their left hemisphere earlier than boys. This is the area 
of the brain that is primarily responsible for processing 
auditory and verbal skills, and for organizing informa-
tion sequentially and analytically.

Emotional Differences

Not only do boys and girls process information dif-
ferently, they also express emotions differently. Brain re-
search of children ages seven to 17, conducted at Har-
vard University, found negative emotions in children 
seem to be localized in the amygdala or primitive part 
of the brain. This means there is a disconnect between 
negative emotions and the area of the brain associated 
with higher cognitive functioning. As a result, young 
children are unable to verbalize these emotions or ex-
plain why they are feeling the way they do. When chil-
dren reach adolescence, brain activity associated with 
negative emotions is shifted to the cerebral cortex, the 
part of the brain associated with reflection, language 
and reasoning skills. But according to author Leonard 
Sax, this shift only occurs in females. For boys, nega-
tive emotions remain stuck in the amygdala throughout 
adulthood.
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GENDER IN THE CLASSROOM

Males and females are different despite their many 
physical, psychological and cognitive similarities. They 
mature at different rates and process information dif-
ferently. Boys and girls experience the world differently 
and express their knowledge and emotions differently. 
These differences need to be recognized and celebrated 
by educators so that both genders can experience suc-
cess throughout school. 

Science and brain research is now confirming what 
many teachers have intuitively known themselves. Girls 
tend to do well with written and spoken language and 
order and sequential tasks, where boys generally learn 
better through physical touch and direct experience. 
Boys thrive on a sense of competition and individual 
accomplishment, while girls respond best to cooper-
ation and communication. Boys mature more slowly 
in the area of language skills, while girls mature more 
slowly in spatial-visual and spatial-motor skills. Boys 
and girls differ in the part of the nervous system that 
regulates the stress response. Because of this, boys work 
best in a cooler room (69 F), respond to movement, 
and are energized by loud short direct sentences with 
clear instructions. Most girls prefer a warmer room (75 
F), and respond better to a softer voice and gentler ap-
proach. 

Gender differences never became more real to me 
than two years ago when I taught a group of 30 grade 
five beginner band students. It was an unusual class 
with about 85 per cent boys. Four of the boys required 
a teacher’s assistant in class; three were challenged with 
autism (one also had obsessive-compulsive disorder 
and another also had ADD) and a fourth was taking 
medication for ADHD with accompanying behavioral 
issues. In addition, several other children were in con-
stant need of attention. It was one of the most demand-
ing groups I had ever taught. Out of desperation, I took 
what I knew about gender differences and changed my 
rehearsal routine to keep the students on task during the 
weekly 90-minute class. I used movement and drama, 
mirroring activities, rhythmic clapping and contests. I 
spoke less, had the students play more, used visual dir-
ectional cues and teacher and peer modeling to help 
keep the class engaged. This “education by fire” helped 
me better understand the gender differences in my 

students and encouraged me to experiment with new 
strategies to reach the boys without losing the girls.  

Single-Sex Schooling

With so many differences, would it be beneficial to 
boys and girls if they were divided into separate classes 
or even separate schools? Some studies suggest higher 
university entrance scores for both males and females 
when they are free from the distraction of the opposite 
sex. Many single-sex schools and parallel class settings 
have been successful in breaking down gender barriers, 
where boys are more likely to study art, music and for-
eign languages. Girls could also benefit from a non-
competitive environment where they could explore 
traditional male-dominated fields such as computer 
science, physics and trades.

Some critics of the single-sex education system argue 
it is a step backward in time and may be putting girls 
at a disadvantage. It may give students mixed messages 
about their gender. As well, their curriculum options, 
role models and social mixed-gender experiences may 
be limited. 

GENDER BIAS

One trend over the past several decades has been to 
provide equal opportunities for females in a male-dom-
inated world. Emphasis on verbal, written and group 
skills, and using essay tests in math and science class, 
have helped girls close the gender gap in test scores. 
More women are now entering university and are even 
outnumbering men in undergraduate and master’s de-
gree programs formerly dominated by men.

Girls have benefited from changes, especially in lower 
elementary school, but many boys have been left to 
lag behind. Boys eventually catch up development-
ally by about Grade 4, but by that time, many have 
become discouraged and have given up in the class-
room. To compound the problem, our children (both 
boys and girls) are being pushed to grow up quicker 
and to learn more and more at a younger age with very 
little consideration being given to their psychological, 
emotional or developmental abilities to handle the 
added demands. The academic pressure accompanied 
by a test-driven curriculum they are not development-
ally mature enough to handle, is a formula for chronic 
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failures, which may lead to self-esteem, behavioral and 
psychological problems.

Many young boys are floundering. The education sys-
tem is gender-biased by rewarding linguistic, detail ori-
ented and analytic abilities, – all female strengths, and 
usually ignoring global thinking strategies and learning 
through touch and movement – all male strengths. Chil-
dren that are kinesthetically drawn are labelled trouble-
makers or ADHD and are often given drugs to improve 
their attention span and behavior. Studies show these 
drugs may have long lasting damaging effects on the mo-
tivational centres of the brain.

Boys At Risk

A disturbing social phenomenon is beginning to 
emerge. Professionals and laypersons alike have noticed 
more and more intelligent and capable males are lacking 
in ambition, goals and achievements, putting many of 
our young men at risk. Educators are witnessing a rise 
in the number of boys with learning disabilities such as 
autism and ADHD and some studies reveal almost 70 
per cent of all special-needs students are male. Accord-
ing to the U.S. census bureau, one-third of males aged 
22 to 34 are still living at home. The increasing number 
of boys and young men who lack focus in life is caus-
ing concern for parents, psychologists and educators. 
Many experts believe current educational practices may 
be one cause of the problem that needs to be changed.

Instead of trying to change boys to conform to a 
biased education system, we need to support them 
by providing a learning environment that is develop-
mentally appropriate and inclusive of male cognitive 
strengths. Educators need to reexamine current prac-
tices to help encourage and motivate boys, especially 
in light of a disturbing increase in unproductive and 
unmotivated young men. Integrating aerobic exercise, 
multiple intelligence strategies and the arts into the 
curriculum are considered by many experts to be valu-
able ways of engaging and focusing all students, regard-
less of individual strengths or weaknesses. Learning can 
be enhanced through the visual arts, music, drama and 
dance, allowing children to express their ideas and emo-
tions non-verbally, while providing hands-on learning 
experiences and performance assessment opportunities 
where both boys and girls can shine. 

When looking at gender-related issues, it is wise to 
keep in mind not all children fit into neat little gender 
categories. There are many degrees of “maleness” or 
“femaleness” influenced by a variety of factors includ-
ing environmental, genetic, social and learned behavior. 
The fact remains, however, there are basic hard-wired 
and biological genetic traits that do differentiate boys 
and girls. Teachers need to be trained to recognize the 
special cognitive and developmental abilities of both 
boys and girls and need to be responsive to gender needs 
when delivering curriculum and assessing abilities.

Margaret Miles teaches band to Grades 5 to 9 
students in eight schools, Cape Breton-Victoria-Strait 
School Boards.

For every 100 girls with multiple disabilities there are 
189 boys with multiple disabilities. 

For every 100 girls with a special education disability, 
there are 217 boys with a special education disability.

For every 100 girls with a learning disability, there are 
276 boys with a learning disability.

For every 100 girls with an emotional disturbance, 
there are 324 boys with an emotional disturbance.

For every 100 females aged 15-19 that commits suicide, 
there are 549 boys who kill themselves.

For every 100 females aged 20-24 that commits suicide, 
there are 624 males who kill themselves.

For every 100 girls aged 15-17 in correctional facilities, 
there are 837 boys in correctional facilities.

For every 100 women aged 22-24 in correctional 
facilities, there are 1,448 men in correctional facilities.

SOURCE: www.boysproject.net
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Bullies, Bigots and Backstabbers... 
Your Time is Over

David Ritchie

The world has changed, and it is time for all of us 
to become more accommodating.

Administrators, teachers, student support staff 
and members of our school communities need to make 
a goal line stand, with and for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 
transgender (GLBT) students and staff. We must work 
together to create a safe, welcoming and supportive cli-
mate, environment and school community.

For years, GLBT members of our community have 
been unfairly peppered with hurtful names, insulting 
comments and verbal accusations. These damaging 
labels have been hurled at people at sports events, street 
corners, playgrounds and sadly, even within families. In 
the past, these insults were often viewed as school yard 
antics, justified by expressions like “sticks and stones 
will break your bones but names will never hurt you.”  
But for the victims of such verbal abuse, the names did 
hurt and made the world a place of fear, mistrust and 
concealment.  The lesson learned was that being GLBT 
was wrong and unacceptable.

Last spring, the NSTU held an Equity Conference 
in Halifax for teachers, administrators, student work-
ers, students and representatives from other teach-
ers’ unions and associations from across Canada. The 
whole conference dealt with sexual orientation issues in 

school – a conference that would not have taken place 
five years ago. Participants would not have felt secure 
enough in their jobs to take part. It was widely reported 
in local and national news, and the courage and pride 
expressed were cause for celebration. The world has 
changed for the better. It is now time to encourage that 
change throughout the entire province.

Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender members of 
our community are no longer outcasts, outlaws and 
outside observers.  They are quickly gaining full status 
as equal and valued members of our Canadian society, 
in urban centres and rural hinterlands alike.  There is 
no longer room for disparaging and insulting com-
ments, misinformation, isolating practices or outright 
exclusion. There is room for individual commitment, 
collective action and community responsibility to en-
sure that GLBT people are able to take their place in 
our schools, families and communities without fear.

Those who have watched the emergence of the 
GLBT culture since the 1960s are amazed by the steady 
progress. Something that was once deemed a disease, 
a mental disorder, a perversion and a criminal offence 
has thankfully progressed to being accepted as a valid 
and celebrated human state. One does not have to look 
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very far in our past to see tragic outcomes from the 
totally prejudiced society that existed in this province.  
Teachers lost jobs because of whispers; substitutes were 
not hired based on personal lifestyles. Homosexuality 
was often automatically linked in peoples’ minds to 
pedophilia. I can clearly remember a so-called educator 
making that very illogical connection in a staff room, 
and a very brave young man responding quite loudly 
with, “Oh, does that mean that heterosexual men have 
a perversion for young female children?”

The commitment of each individual educator is 
critical. GLBT people have faced horrific and intense 
torments, disadvantages and discrimination regarding 
housing, family rights, 
social position and em-
ployment. These were ob-
vious deterrents to open 
presentation on the part 
of this invisible minority 
and many of those who 
did identify themselves 
suffered name-calling, be-
littlement, harassment, 
personal injury and in 
extreme cases, death. The 
significant gains in law, 
primarily due to the Can-
adian Bill of Rights, and a 
changing social perception 
about sexuality, have altered some of the more blatant 
abuses. However, many ugly injustices relating to equity 
still exist just below the surface or, in some cases, at or 
above the surface.  As caring human beings and educa-
tors, we have an obvious and important role.

Our mandate in the classroom is to educate.  We 
know the best education comes in a safe, caring and 
supportive environment and by example. For many 
GLBT students, schools have been far from safe, car-
ing and supportive. I recall a public conversation that 
took place at a county-wide meeting of junior and high 
school teachers. One of the topics was the school li-
brary. Someone commented that books considered 
‘risky’ because of their topics were often on the most 
stolen list.  The highest on the list were those dealing 
with homosexuality. The logical conclusion was that 
teenagers feared being publicly “outed” if they signed 

out the books; they preferred to steal rather than risk 
exposure. The mood at the meeting cooled consider-
ably and a number of respected teachers, some of who 
were teacher/librarians, vehemently made the point that 
books of that “abnormal” nature had no place in a school 
library.  They had not only missed the point but were 
reinforcing a dangerous practice. What had started as a 
discussion of missing books from libraries had escalated 
into a full-blown and rather ugly series of recommenda-
tions on senseless library collection censorship, as they 
related to topics of a direct and significant importance 
to GLBT young people. It was clear to many that some 
information was seen as a danger.  Further suggestions 

that libraries deserve to 
serve its public seemed to 
go nowhere. The aston-
ishing reality in the after-
math of this meeting was 
that nothing happened 
on a county-wide basis. 
No policy changed. No 
dawn of enlightenment 
lit the darkened corners 
and shelves of the school 
libraries.

Today of course, every 
student has access to the 
Internet and the some-
times astonishing array of 

information available. It is important for students to 
have access to this information. If the computer cen-
sors in your school, district or province are preventing 
students from having adequate access to certain topics 
because of forbidden search words like, gay, lesbian, bi-
sexual, transgender, or queer, it might be time to initi-
ate some discussion with the appropriate people.  Start 
with the principal, move on to the technical support 
people at the board offices and even to the upper ad-
ministrators of your district. As a caution, remember to 
follow the correct procedures and protocols.

Now back to a world you can control – your class-
room. What is a safe classroom?  A safe classroom is 
obviously one in which all students are able to feel safe 
to express themselves and not be in danger of being put 
down by either word or deed. As we know, peer influ-
ences are very powerful, but so are examples. The best 

As caring human beings 
and educators, we have an 

obvious and important role.
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way to create a safe classroom is to insist that everyone 
adheres to a few basic rules. One of the most basic is 
that everyone must show respect – for themselves, for 
one another and for the classroom culture and environ-
ment. If there is respect, then many of the inherent pit-
falls and dangers disappear.

At the Equity Conference in Halifax, we were reminded 
that you should never ask a student you suspect might be 
GLBT if they are GLBT. To do so would be an invasion 
of their privacy and could seriously upset their personal 
equilibrium and definition. The correct procedure is to 
wait until a student offers you that personal information. 
If they do, they are paying you a very sincere compli-
ment as an educator.  Han-
dle that trust with care.  It 
should never become the 
subject of gossip.

Language is another area 
where safe classrooms can 
be defined. Words and in-
tonation can be very dam-
aging.  Imagine a third 
party GLBT, whether out, 
questioning or closeted, 
hearing or overhearing 
comments being made 
about GLBT people or 
topics. We as teachers know 
that a particular comment, act or situation can have a 
dramatic impact on a student. We have all experienced 
students saying that something that was done, said or 
occurred at school ended up having a positive or nega-
tive impact on the rest of their life. Often these com-
ments or situations do not even register on our radar at 
the time. One way to avoid this is to have students and 
teachers cautioned to be very mindful about what they 
say. The old adage to “engage brain before mouth” is a 
wise one.

There is another aspect to language that should be 
practiced in every classroom.

While a phrase like “that’s so gay” might not be in-
tended to be hurtful, GLBT students will tell you that 
it is.  We all know there is a lexicon of forbidden words.  
These words hurt no matter in what context they are 
expressed.  Language is powerful and its use and misuse 
is critical to a feeling of safety. No word or combination 

of words should be permitted that in any way might ex-
press hate, prejudice or discrimination. Safe classrooms 
are safe in act, word and deed.

The school must be safe as well.  The very same rules 
that apply to an individual classroom should apply to 
the whole school – including its grounds and playing 
fields. Any student should feel safe from threat of intimi-
dation, prejudice or violence. GLBT youth often feel 
unsafe in public washrooms, change rooms and shower 
rooms. One of the best ways to police such spaces is 
by the student body as a whole.  All students should 
be engaged in actively providing for general safety. Stu-
dents must be encouraged to be the eyes that ensure 

students safety. I am tired 
of the ‘snitch syndrome’ 
governing peoples’ par-
ticipation in public and 
private safety. We should 
be celebrating those who 
protect, not allowing those 
who injure to remain un-
punished.

Another reality we all 
face in schools is the grow-
ing number of same-sex 
parents of students. These 
parents have the right to 
expect that the schools 

are going to be accepting and understanding places for 
their children to be educated. This means they will ex-
pect safe classrooms and schools, run by professionals, 
para-professionals and support staff who understand 
the reality, the legality and the moral responsibility of 
schools to provide for and promote GLBT students and 
employees within the public education system.

GLBT clubs should be established in all middle, jun-
ior and high schools in Nova Scotia. Written policies 
should be expanded to protect GLBT students and staff 
with specific procedures and dictates. Finally, schools 
need to continue to be places where true education 
happens. As educators, we are the agents of change.

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

We should be celebrating 
those who protect, not 

allowing those who injure 
to remain unpunished.
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Creating a Safe School
Mark MacPhee

In 2007, Canada marvelled at an anti-bullying in-
cident that occurred at an Annapolis Valley high 
school. A grade 9 boy wore a pink shirt to school 

and was called derogatory, homophobic names. Two 
grade 12 boys witnessed the incident and took immedi-
ate action. Through word of mouth and text messaging, 
they organized a sea of pink shirts to be worn by the 
majority of the student population. This commendable 
and powerful act quickly silenced the bullies involved 
and the students received nationwide media attention 
for their action against homophobic bullying. But the 
incident begs the question: Is school a safe place for gay, 
lesbian, bisexual and transgendered (LGBT) students, 
teachers and administrators?

Every student has the right to feel safe and included 
at school. And every parent wants their child to be edu-
cated and considered a valued member of their school 
community. Therefore, we must take steps to ensure all 

of our students feel safe and included in our classrooms 
and schools, regardless of sexuality.

The EGALE National Survey on Canadian School 
Climate was released in March, 2009. It provides statis-
tics on safety in Canadian schools as it relates to homo-
phobia and transphobia.

The survey showed that 75 per cent of LGBT students 
and 95 per cent of transgendered students felt unsafe at 
school, compared to 20 per cent of heterosexual stu-
dents. Seventy-five per cent of students reported hear-
ing “that’s so gay” (a disrespectful expression denoting 
something as worthless) every day at school. Sixty per 
cent of LGBT students reported being verbally harassed 
about their sexual orientation and 25 per cent reported 
being physically harassed. Over 25 per cent of LGBT 
students and almost 50 per cent of transgendered stu-
dents had skipped school because they felt unsafe, but 
less than 10 per cent of non-LGBT students.

Teachers tend to be very sensitive to the religious 
and personal beliefs of others, but are often reluctant 
to bring up sexuality in the classroom for fear of parent 
complaints, staff complaints or that their own sexuality 
will be questioned.  Administrators need to acknow-
ledge this sensitive material and handle any complaints 
appropriately. Schools need to develop an anti-homo-
phobia policy, similar to a school code of conduct, 
which provides students and teachers with consist-
ent guidelines for when issues regarding homophobia 
arise.

Administrators also need to be supportive of any 
LGBT staff members, especially if they encounter ha-
rassment from students or parents in the course of their 
professional duties. Principals and vice-principals can 
encourage teachers to include appropriate LGBT ex-
amples in the curriculum, and be open to discuss and 
provide feedback on these lessons.

Curriculum developed and used by teachers needs to 
include LGBT examples. This will allow LGBT student 

(Photo Credit: The Chronicle Herald, July 2009)
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to see themselves and their families reflected in their 
school and community. Teachers need to address de-
rogatory comments and harassment immediately and 
consistently. That can be a powerful and teachable mo-
ment not only for the student involved, but for every 
student in the classroom. Failure to address the behav-
iour communicates the idea that it is acceptable within 
that educator’s defined educational space. Administra-
tors need to support teachers who address this type of 
bullying and become involved if needed.

Adopting some simple items into your classroom 
routine will help promote a safe and respectful learning 
atmosphere.

•	 Work	to	ensure	
your school has an 
anti-discrimination 
policy that is in-
clusive of LGBT 
issues.

•	 Confront	harass-
ment consistently 
and sternly.

•	 Encourage	parents	
to address all forms 
of discrimination 
and harassment.

•	 Teach	students	to	
respect the differ-
ences between themselves and others, including 
LGBT persons.

•	 Use	curriculum	that	respects	all	forms	of	sexual	
orientation and has a broad, inclusive definition 
of family.

•	 Include	LGBT	teen	crisis	hotline	numbers	
wherever other hotline numbers are posted or 
published.

•	 Make	LGBT	books/posters/images	highly	visible	
and available.

•	 Include	LGBT	issues	in	education	programs,	es-
pecially during Gay History Month (October).

In recent years, Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) at the 
high school level have made and continue to make sig-
nificant progress, and now many junior high schools 
are coming on board with GSAs. It cannot be stressed 

enough what a positive impact a GSA can have on a 
school community. We need to continue to use this 
positive learning tool and develop GSAs in every junior 
high school across the province.

The Nova Scotia Teachers Union had an organized 
presence at the Halifax gay pride parade this year. It 
was a remarkable experience and the response from the 
community was overwhelming. For the first time in my 
teaching career, I was approached by a parent and told 
how much teachers were needed and how glad they 
were to see that we had finally “caught up” and joined 
the parade. Community members screamed from the 

sidelines and exclaimed 
how fantastic it was to see 
our involvement. I hope 
this sentiment is echoed 
throughout schools for 
our LGBT teachers and 
students to experience.

As the chair of the prov-
incial Equity committee 
for 2008–2009, I can con-
fidently say that the Nova 
Scotia Teachers Union has 
made great progress in the 
last few years on LGBT 
issues. But there is still 
more work to do. Areas 
demanding our atten-

tion include policy updates and changes, teacher and 
administrator-based professional development, aware-
ness campaigns, adoption of GSAs for teachers and ad-
ministrators, and Department of Education curriculum 
changes. We also need to lobby Bachelor of Education 
programs to adopt curriculums that reflect the diverse 
needs of LGBT students, and adequately train pre-ser-
vice teachers for LGBT-inclusive classrooms.

Every child is born with the right to an equal oppor-
tunity education. As educators, we need to continue 
to be inclusive of all students in our classroom and 
schools.

Mark MacPhee is a teacher at Harold T. Barrett Junior 
High School, Halifax Regional School Board.

Teachers need to address 
derogatory comments and 

harassment immediately 
and consistently.



19AVISO Fall 2009

HEaDINGPride in Education

My World: These Past 13 Years!
Cody d’Entremont

My name is Cody d’Entremont and I am a 
Grade 12 student. The following is an ac-
count of my own personal journey through 

the public school system as a homosexual male. 

My elementary school days were filled with happiness 
– colouring, doing artwork for the refrigerator and run-
ning in the playground with friends at recess. And yet, 
there was always an underlying sense of uncertainty. It 
was a feeling that I was not quite like the other boys, 
even though I couldn’t pinpoint what was different 
about me. There was not much peer pressure at elemen-
tary school. No one discriminated against anyone and 
there were no cliques; just groups of friends having a 
good time. Until Grade 6, everything went well for me 
at school. Even in our one sex education class, I did not 
feel too out of place when a male and a female couple 
was the only option discussed. I even had a few “girl-
friends.” I finished elementary school with excellent 
grades and was chosen to make a speech at my grade 
6 graduation for the D.A.R.E. program (Drug Abuse 
Resistance Education). Up to this point, there had been 
no mention of homosexuality within school. Like many 
others, I didn’t even know what the word meant.

Grades 7, 8, and 9 were entirely different. With jun-
ior high school filled with kids bursting into puberty, 
most of my peers were finding a boyfriend or girlfriend 
and having relationships that would last months or 
even a few years – a big step from elementary school! I 
had started to hang out with girls more than with guys. 
That was not a problem. In fact, most guys were jealous 
of my ability to talk to girls so easily. Throughout junior 
high, I played for the soccer team and was one of the 
most athletic males in the school. I was also very strong 
academically, earning 90s in all my classes and being 
awarded with Most Well-Rounded Student in Grade 7. 
In Grade 8, the word “gay” was introduced into my 
vocabulary, and that of my peers. It was not used in 
terms of a male or female attracted to the same sex, but 
rather as a way to express one’s dislike for something. 
I too used the word that way. I still did not realize I 
was homosexual. No one had told me that two men 
could be in love. During PDR classes in school, when 
we learned about ourselves as sexual beings and all the 
physical changes that would take place, we were taught 
nothing about homosexuality. Yet I knew 
I was not like the other students around 

My life has been totally 
new since I came 
to accept myself.
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me – I was attracted to the same sex. As far as I knew, 
I was the only “oddball” on the planet who had those 
kinds of feelings. That was the most difficult part for 
me; I felt completely alone.

This is a major fault within society and our education 
system. School is the place to educate kids about these 
issues. Students should be informed about homosexual-
ity! I believe a classroom is not the best place to offer 
this information because some kids may feel uncom-
fortable, embarrassed and stressed that ridicule will fol-
low the lesson. A good idea might be to pass out notes 
on homosexuality to the students. Therefore, it is their 
choice whether or not to read the information.

I welcomed the end of Grade 9. Times were getting 
tough between friends and the unwritten rules and roles 
of males and females in so-
ciety. I still had girl friends 
I would hang out with the 
majority of the time and 
the first part of grade 10 
was amazing. Soccer was 
the first sport to be played 
in the school season and I 
was the only grade 10 to 
make the Men’s Varsity 
team. I was very proud to 
be playing such a physical 
sport with some of the 
most masculine students 
in the school. I clearly didn’t display effeminate man-
nerisms; only a small proportion of homosexual males 
live up to that stereotype.

Grade 11 was the worst year of school for me. I had 
dumped all of my girl friends – a decision I still don’t 
understand, and one I deeply regret. There was a Gay-
Straight Alliance at our school, but I didn’t know any-
thing about it. Afraid I might create a bad image for 
myself, I steered clear of all conversations concerning 
sexuality. My marks slipped considerably and I was not 
at all comfortable with myself. I knew deep down what 
I was unwillingly turning out to be, but I still wasn’t 
ready to identify myself as “gay.” Instead, I decided to 
make a very “masculine” effort. I had the opportunity 
to spend a year in Italy, studying and playing soccer 
at a soccer academy. What better way to make myself 
more of a man than to focus all my efforts on athlet-

ics? The year abroad would take place during my grade 
twelve year, so I spent the rest of Grade 11 in prepara-
tion mode, working out and practicing soccer as much 
as possible, even at the cost of my schoolwork. But even 
though I loved playing soccer, and always will, I believe 
the sport became a false dream of mine in order to es-
cape my homosexual feelings. In Italy, between school 
and soccer practice, there was no time to think of the 
problems that had been suffocating me at home. It was 
a very liberating experience! With no parents watching 
over my shoulder, I had to make decisions for myself 
and I learned a lot about who I was in the process. By 
the end of my time in Italy, I had finally come to terms 
with who I really was.

I have been alive for 19 years, but have only been 
living as the person I was 
meant to be for about 11 
months. My life has been 
totally new since I came 
to accept myself. Upon 
returning from my year 
abroad, I decided to study 
for another year at high 
school in order to im-
prove my grades. I am ex-
tremely happy with who 
I am and I know what I 
want in life. I have a very 
exciting year coming up. I 

will be given the chance to move forward with my life 
and prepare for my future.

I find it sad that society has kept human rights move-
ments moving slowly and that there is still so much 
work to be done. Many lives and friendships could have 
been saved if only there had been a sign in the hallway 
or a word from a teacher – resources that would have 
resonated with me and so many others.

Thank you for the opportunity to share my journey. I 
hope it has shed some light on a subject that may have 
previously been in darkness.

Cody d’Entremont is a recent graduate of Yarmouth 
Memorial High School, Tri-County Regional School 
Board.

As far as I knew, I was the only 
“oddball” on the planet who 
had those kinds of feelings.
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Surviving in Schools –  
A Student’s Perspective

Breanna Fitzgerald & Kellyanne Larade

When I first came out to my mother, it was 
like being on Who Wants to be a Million-
aire. It was just question after question and 

I very quickly ran out of lifelines. Telling my friends 
was much easier; there were no 21 questions involved. 
Joking around with a friend became a scandalous in-
class love affair, and after that, there was no need for 
questions or explanations; everybody just knew.

That’s not to say everybody approved. For some 
people, I was a punch line, and for one person, words 
didn’t cut it. I soon found myself being followed home 
from school. This didn’t seem like a problem until I was 
dodging rocks and tuning out obscenities.

As long as you have more people saying you didn’t 
do something than people who say you did, you’ve got 
nothing to worry about; majority rules. I never quite 
realized that until my antagonist showed up in my 
backyard, threatening me. With majority on her side, 
the police were limited as to what actions they could 
take. But I soon found my own majority: the Gay-
Straight Alliance (GSA).

I had been walking down the hall with my best friend 
when she spotted the brightly-coloured sign. I had 
wanted to start a GSA, but had not known where to 
start. Immediately I knew I would be attending this 
meeting, and my friend was 110 per cent there with 
me. Not knowing what to expect, and encouraging 
each other, we headed upstairs.

We had a staff advisor, and an empty classroom to 
work with. This first attempt didn’t go anywhere. The 
following year, with renewed determination and a whole 
different administration, we dove in head first. Both the 
support and interest doubled and we were finally get-
ting somewhere.

Our first challenge as a GSA was to create a safe 
place. We were given access to a multipurpose guid-
ance boardroom, for which we were greatly thankful. It 
wasn’t permanent, but it was a start. Our next step was 

to obtain and provide resources to educate students and 
staff, but also to promote acceptance. To achieve this, 
we needed money. With our ideas for the room, we ap-
plied for a grant. By this point, our group had started to 
grow, and we were ecstatic to learn our application had 
been accepted and we were getting the grant.

We immediately started to perfect our safe place, 
which was now officially known as the “Rainbow 
Room.” It quickly became a comfortable and welcom-
ing place for our group, which was by now thriving. 
It was around this time that we started to work on 
changing our school’s environment, and a particular 
issue was brought to our attention.

A friend of ours was being harassed on a daily basis by 
classmates who assumed he was gay. It came to the point 
where he was afraid to come to school. We weren’t go-
ing to let that continue, even though he didn’t want to 
draw attention to the issue. With the help of some wit-
nesses, we collected the names of the people involved 
and brought the issue straight to the authorities. Not 
only was the issue resolved, but it made people realize 
that we meant business. We became the majority.

With the safe environment we had envisioned for 
our school finally established, we began to look at the 
bigger picture: our community. The International Day 
Against Homophobia was the first community event 
we participated in. It was here that we met and began 
to get involved with other community groups such as 
PFLAG (Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and 
Gays), Pride Cape Breton, Addiction Services and the 
AIDS Coalition. Although the school year was com-
ing to an end, we planned to continue getting involved 
with events throughout the summer.

Of these events, the most exciting was Pride Week. 
Now let me tell you, you have not walked in a parade 
until you’ve done so behind a gorgeous drag queen. 
Along with the parade, we attended other events such 
as a music festival and a movie night. We also partici-
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pated in PFLAG family day, and later that evening 
hosted a masquerade ball. The whole week was un-
forgettable, and we were happy to have had the chance 
to take part. We’re already counting down the days 
until next year!

Although our summer had its fun points, we were 
also hard at work. Throughout the two months, we 
were busy fundraising to attend a leadership camp for 
LGBT youth and allies. We received much needed fi-
nancial help not only from our school, but also from 
the Cape Breton Regional Victoria School Board. The 

camp, later named by the campers, Camp Eclipse: ‘Out’ 
in the Woods, was organized by Planned Parenthood and 
the Newfoundland and Labrador Sexual Health Centre 
and took place at the Brother Brennan Centre. It was 
the first camp of its kind in Atlantic Canada, but it 
won’t be the last.

Our experience at camp was amazing and something 
we’ll never forget. Not only did we take back what we 
learned to share with others, we also met some extra-
ordinary people that will forever have a big place in our 
hearts.



23AVISO Fall 2009

HEaDINGPride in Education

Making Room for Equity: 
The Rainbow Room

Irene Grezel-Read

Our school’s Rainbow Room came about because 
of a need for a safe space where LGBT youth and 
their allies could meet, find support and resources, 
and develop leadership skills. Our school’s Gay-
Straight Alliance (GSA) meets in the Rainbow Room 
and since it opened, there has been a steady increase 
in the number of students coming to the GSA meet-
ings and a greater awareness in the school.

The Rainbow Room has two sofas, a loveseat, three 
armchairs, a computer, audio equipment, a television 
and DVD player, soft lighting, and plenty of pillows. 
One of the key components of the room is an LGBT 
library that features both fiction and non-fiction 
books as well as videos and DVDs, all of which were 
screened for suitability. 

Having such a positive space within our school en-
ables us to reach beyond the classroom and into the 
community. We have been invited to events at other 
schools such as a coffee house hosted by the GSA at 
Glace Bay High. Also, Cape Breton University’s Sex-
ual Diversity Society hosted an event to showcase the 
resources and support they offer. 

Through the Rainbow Room, we have also formed 
a partnership with the Sydney Chapter of PFLAG 
(Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays). 
PFLAG members have visited the Rainbow Room to 
give talks and provide support to the students. In the 
week leading up to International Day Against Homo-
phobia, Pride Cape Breton, PFLAG Sydney, and Ad-
diction Services presented us with the first “Proud 
Steps Award” for the work that we had done to sup-
port LGBT youth. 

Irene Grezel-Read teaches Math at Breton 
Education Centre, Cape Breton Victoria Regional 
School Board.

My story has been a relatively happy one, but there 
are many others out there who have endured things you 
can’t even imagine. Although we can’t change their ex-
periences, we can prevent others from having to endure 
the things they have gone through. As teachers, there 
are some things you can do in your classrooms to help 
make them safer for all students. Listen for and strongly 
discourage derogatory language. Use inclusive language 
(like “partner” rather than “boyfriend” or “girlfriend”) 
and also be inclusive in your lesson plans. There are 
many available resources for teachers who are interested 
in including LGBT history in the curriculum. Another 
thing you can do that will not only benefit your class-
room but the entire school is to get involved in or start 
a Gay-Straight Alliance. As people who have witnessed 
change as it’s happening, we believe that anyone is ca-
pable of making a difference.

Kellyanne Larade and Breanna Fitzgerald are students 
at Breton Education Centre, Cape Breton Regional 
Victoria School Board.



24 AVISO Fall 2009

HEaDINGPride in Education

Combattre l’homophobie dans les écoles
Gérard Cormier

L’homophobie (le rejet de l’homosexualité et l’hos-
tilité systématique à l’égard des homosexuels) 
existe dans notre société, et puisque nos écoles 

sont une réflexion de notre société, l’homophobie se 
manifeste là aussi.  Cependant, beaucoup d’efforts ont 
été faits et se font encore pour combattre les préjugés 
qui existent dans notre société envers les homosexuels, 
tels que la Loi sur les droits de la personne, la légalisa-
tion des mariages gais et la promotion de la fierté gaie 
par des défilés etc.  Même si ces efforts n’ont pas pu 
faire disparaître l’homophobie, il existe dans la société 
d’aujourd’hui une ouverture envers les homosexuels qui 
n’existait pas il y a vingt ans.  Mais cette même ouvertu-
re existe-t-elle dans nos écoles ou y a-t-il du rattrapage 
à faire dans notre système scolaire?

Je travaille dans le système scolaire de la Nouvelle-
Écosse depuis la fin des années 80 et il faut dire qu’il y 
a eu des changements positifs à l’égard de l’homosexua-
lité; mais tout n’est pas gagné.  On constate encore trop 
souvent que les jeunes homosexuels continuent à faire 
face à de nombreux problèmes tels que le harcèlement, 
l’isolement, la violence verbale et/ou physique.  Les ré-
centes recherches démontrent que le taux de décrocha-
ge scolaire et de suicide chez les jeunes homosexuels est 
beaucoup plus élevé que chez les jeunes hétérosexuels.  
Les jeunes nous disent aussi qu’ils se sentent en danger 
à l’école et que les enseignant(e)s n’agissent pas assez 
souvent pour mettre fin à ces abus.  Il existe encore un 
certain SILENCE qu’il faut briser, un silence qui dure 
depuis trop longtemps.  Voici quelques pistes pour aider 
à briser le silence :

IL FAUT UNE MEILLEURE VISIBILITÉ

Il faut que le discours en salle de classe, les manuels 
scolaires, et les expériences vécues dans nos écoles reflè-
tent la réalité de notre société.  Par exemple, les cours 
d’histoire doivent raconter le mouvement gai qui a dé-
buté en 1969.  On doit insister davantage sur l’ensei-
gnement des droits de la personne.  Notre discussion 

sur la famille à l’élémentaire doit inclure des exemples 
d’enfants avec deux mères ou deux pères. Les affiches 
dans nos classes doivent promouvoir la diversité.

IL FAUT  DU PERFECTIONNEMENT 

Souvent les enseignant(e)s se demandent « Qu’est-ce 
qu’on dit? » ou « Qu’est-ce qu’on fait? »  Ils veulent sa-
voir comment agir mais n’ont pas reçu la formation né-
cessaire pour leur montrer comment combattre l’homo-
phobie.  Le NSTU offre présentement des ateliers qui 
donnent aux participant(e)s des outils pour leur aider.  
On examine les mythes qui existent encore de nos jours 
concernant les homosexuels et on apprend comment les 
discréditer.  On discute des façons de rendre une salle 
de classe ‘intégratrice’ pour tous les élèves.  On regarde 
des publications récentes dont les enseignant(e)s peu-
vent se servir en salle de classe.  On étudie les résultats 
d’un sondage pancanadien effectué auprès des élèves 
qui révèlent que les jeunes homosexuels sont encore 
victimes de harcèlement à l’école. On BRISE le silence 
en parlant et en discutant ensemble.

On constate encore 
trop souvent que les 
jeunes homosexuels 

continuent à faire face à 
de nombreux problèmes 
tels que le harcèlement, 
l’isolement, la violence 

verbale et/ou physique.
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IL FAUT COMMENCER QUELQUE PART

On a parfois  l’impression qu’il y a trop de travail à faire 
et on ne sait pas par quel bout commencer.  En réalité, 
on commence par des petits gestes, des petits pas, et on 
s’aperçoit tranquillement que la culture d’homophobie 
qui règne depuis trop longtemps commence à diminuer.  
On commence en réagissant tout de suite lorsque des 
commentaires homophobes sont faits.  On place des affi-
ches dans nos classes et dans les couloirs qui font la pro-
motion de la diversité.  On assiste à une formation sur la 
justice sociale.  On aide les élèves à former des alliances 
d’élèves gais et hétérosexuels.  On participe aux défiles de 
fierté gaie.  On enseigne par l’exemple…

En 1969, on assiste à la décriminalisation de l’homo-
sexualité au Canada.  En 1973, l’association psychiatri-
que américaine enlève l’homosexualité de la liste officielle 
des troubles mentaux. En 1991, la Loi provinciale sur les 

droits de la personne est amendée par l’ajout d’une clause 
protectrice basée sur l’orientation sexuelle.  En 1996, la 
Charte canadienne des droits et libertés est amendée par 
l’ajout d’une clause protectrice basée sur l’orientation 
sexuelle.  En 2002, une décision judiciaire est rendue 
contre une commission scolaire catholique en Ontario.  
Ce jugement  permet à un finissant d’école secondaire de 
se faire accompagner à son bal des finissants par son par-
tenaire.  En 2005, le Canada devient le troisième pays au 
monde à légaliser le mariage entre des personnes du même 
sexe.  Et en 2009, je me suis marié à mon partenaire.  Il y a 
véritablement une lumière au bout de l’arc en ciel!

Gérard Cormier is an Executive Staff Officer with the 
Nova Scotia Teachers Union.

On doit insister davantage sur l’enseignement 
des droits de la personne.
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Are You a Lesbian, Miss?
Sue McKay

“Not to be rude or anything, 
miss, but some of us are wonder-
ing... are you a lesbian?”

A hush fell over the room. It felt like all the air had 
been sucked from my lungs and my heart began to 
pound. Trying to maintain my composure I asked, 
“Why do you want to know?”

“It’s just that some people think you are, and you 
know…” Sarah looked away. “…we’re just curious.”

“Curiosity is not a very good reason to ask about 
somebody’s personal life, but I would like to respond 
to your question.” I took a deep breath and began. “I 
wonder if you assume I’m a lesbian because I speak 
up about prejudice and discrimination against gay 
and lesbian people. Interestingly enough, nobody 
is asking if I am Jewish... or curious if there is Af-
rican heritage in my family history, even though 
I also defend their right to equal treatment.

“If I were a lesbian, and if I were to con-
firm that for you today, I might be put-
ting myself at risk. We all know how gay 
and lesbian people are often treated in 
our society. I may very well experience 
prejudice and discrimination from 
students, from parents and even from 
the community. My job could be 
affected.” My heart continued to 
pound against my chest. “On the 
other hand, if I were to confirm 
for you that I was heterosexual, I 
would feel like a hypocrite be-
cause I have worked hard all 
year long to help you under-
stand that a person’s sexual-
ity should be a non-issue, 

that it shouldn’t matter. By having this conversation we 
are making it an issue.”

“So, the answer to your question is…” My heart 
rumbled against my chest. “…what difference would it 
make if I was? It shouldn’t matter.”

My students were disappointed with this response, 
but it was the best I could do at the time. I was unpre-
pared for the question, felt very much on the spot, and 
I was afraid.

If a student were to ask me that question now, I be-
lieve I could answer affirmatively. However, I am in a 
different place in my life. I have a permanent contract, 
15 years of experience, a strong support system, I 
know my contract and the board policies, and I am 
confident about who I am.

Coming Out
As a beginning teacher in the early 1990s, I 

was “outed” to the entire community by a staff 
member who made assumptions about my life-
style. I didn’t have a permanent contract, my 
daughter was a student at the school where 
I worked, homophobic parents were call-
ing the school board about me, and when 
I went to the union looking for support 
I was advised that the situation was “a 
can of worms” that was best left alone. 
That was easily one of the most dif-
ficult times of my life, but after the 
dust settled, being “out” was also a 
relief.

Like many other gay and les-
bian teachers, I had maintained 
a professional identity at work 
that was separate from my 
personal identity outside of 
school. I struggled with the 
conflict between my need 
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to feel safe, and my need to feel like I was an integrated 
and authentic person. I put a good deal of energy into 
hiding, including being vigilant about what was said and 
to whom, not giving away too much personal informa-
tion, being purposefully vague, and even changing pro-
nouns when speaking about my friends and family. In 
order to avoid detection, I chose to isolate myself from 
my colleagues, making excuse after excuse to avoid staff 
functions.

Although I would never have chosen to be “outed” 
in this way, I began to integrate my personal and my 
professional selves as a result. I vowed I would never be 
stuffed back into a closet again.

Being Out
That was by no means the end of my journey. Each 

time I moved to a new school, I worried about how 
I would “come out” without the big scene and subse-
quent disclosure. My heart still pounds every time I am 
faced with the decision about whether to share personal 
information with virtual strangers and risk the repercus-
sions, or to side-step the questions with vague responses 
that deny an important part of who I am.

There are now many excellent policies that protect gay 
and lesbian teachers, and support the work of equity and 
social justice, including those of the Canadian Teachers 
Federation, the Human Rights Commission, the Hali-
fax Regional School Board and the Nova Scotia Teachers 
Union. However, gay and lesbian teachers must realize 
that policies and legislation provide only partial protec-
tion. If school administration is not supportive, their 
work may come under heightened scrutiny and they may 

become victims of harassment at the hands of colleagues, 
students, parents and community members.

Homophobia and heterosexism are alive and well. 
Many teachers are understandably afraid to challenge 
anti-gay attitudes, comments, jokes and harassment. 
Those who do, risk being labelled and possibly even 
targeted themselves, and it is this fear that often allows 
homophobia to go unchallenged. Our collective silence 
makes us all participants in the homophobia that con-
tinues to thrive in our communities and our schools. By 
being silent, I maintain my own comfort at the expense 
of my students.

To Be Out, Or Not To Be Out
At this time in my life, I have a good deal of experi-

ence, privilege, and security, and as a result I believe I 
have a responsibility to speak out against homophobia. 
I didn’t always feel this way, but age has brought me 
some courage, and I am in a position to be open about 
my sexuality and to challenge the status quo.

Although times have changed, the climate in public 
schools remains very chilly. Gay and lesbian teachers 
who would like to be “out” at work must be prepared 
for the difficulties they will inevitably face; they must 
identify professional allies, and ensure they have a 
strong personal support system. It is also important to 
be familiar with the policies and legislation that offer 
protection to gay and lesbian teachers.

“Are you a lesbian, miss?”
“As a matter of fact, I am.”

Sue McKay is on sabbatical leave, Halifax Regional 
School Board.

I vowed I would never be stuffed back into a closet again.

...the climate in public 
schools remains very chilly.



28 AVISO Fall 2009

THE PEDaGOGUE

“Faggot, Dyke, Queer, Fruit.”
These are just some of the less-than-original slurs that 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and two-spirited 
(LGBTT) youth hear on a daily basis in the halls and 
classrooms of our schools. All too often, school is not a 
place where these students feel safe, but as teachers we 
have the power to affect positive change. Activities that 
address homophobia, raise human rights awareness and 
promote diversity are excellent ways to create a sense 
of safety within our school communities. However, as 
teachers, we can help LGBTT youth feel safe by exam-
ining the language we use and the messages it sends. 
These students will often make inferences about your 
level of acceptance based on your language, whether it 
is spoken words, body language or even your silence.

The words you use are the most explicit examples of 
language that convey acceptance and safety. In my ex-
perience, when teachers use 
terms such as “partner” or 
“spouse,” LGBTT youth per-
ceive them as open-minded. I 
once asked a student why she 
chose to come out to certain 
teachers and not to others. She responded by saying that 
one teacher to whom she disclosed her sexuality often 
used the word “partner.” The student went on to explain 
that she knew that teacher was in an opposite-sex rela-
tionship but she viewed her deliberate use of the word 
“partner” as evidence of her acceptance of diversity.

For LGBTT students, the assumption of heterosexual-
ity, or heterosexism, can be especially hurtful. Although 
you may be incredibly supportive of diverse identities, 
when a teacher presumes a student is heterosexual, it 
forces that student to do one of two things and neither 
is particularly comforting. If the student is very open re-
garding their sexual identity and are not comfortable let-
ting this assumption stand, they may disclose their sexual-
ity; an act that accentuates their difference. On the other 

hand, a student may not feel ready to come out and as a 
result they will not correct the teacher. For the students I 
have worked with, both scenarios can be very stressful. If 
they do decide to come out, they often worry about the 
consequences while struggling with the need to be true to 
themselves. For the student who chooses to remain silent 
because they do not feel safe to come out, they often feel 
guilty and see their omission as dishonest.

When LGBTT youth come out to a teacher, the edu-
cator’s initial reaction and the words they use are critical 
to the well-being of that student. First of all, when a 
student comes out to a teacher they typically do so be-
cause they feel safe. Somehow, your language or actions 
have made that student feel that you are trustworthy. 
One concern I often hear from teachers is that when 
this happens they are unsure of how to respond or what 
they should do. This is okay; there is no “standard re-
sponse.” Often a student just needs to you to listen. I al-

ways ask, “Is there anything 
you need from me?” or “Are 
there any issues in the school 
that you need help with?” 
When a student comes out 
to you, one of the most im-

portant things you can say is “thank you.” They have 
probably felt anxious about the decision and it takes a 
leap of faith. In my opinion, as teachers we should feel 
privileged that we have gained our student’s trust. I also 
feel the need to reiterate that they should be proud of 
themselves and their identity.

For LGBTT youth, how you respond to language also 
sends a distinct message of acceptance or rejection. On 
the first day of each term I talk to my classes about ap-
propriate language. I often ask my students what they 
think I mean when I use the term “appropriate language.” 
After several students inevitably guess “swearing,” some-
one typically uses the word “respect” and if they do not, 
I do. I discuss how I expect them to respect each other 
and that the first step in accomplishing this is through 

Sometimes the words we 
don’t say matter most.

The The Power Power of Languageof Language
by Victoria Bestby Victoria Best
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their language. I stress the weight that words carry, em-
phasizing how some are harmful and entrenched in hate. 
I comment specifically on racism and homophobia, but 
in general I discuss how all words have the potential to 
injure if that is the intent in which they are used. I am 
firm in my declaration that such slurs have no place in 
my classroom and their use will not be ignored. Many 
LGBTT students have told me that this discussion made 
them feel safe.  At no time did they believe they were 
immune to homophobic or disrespectful comments but 
they were reassured in knowing that their teacher was 
not accepting of such language.

Nowhere is such verbal pollution more prevalent than 
in our hallways. In my experience, these are the areas 
where LGBTT youth feel the least protected. As we 
make our way through the masses, it is sometimes easier 
to ignore students calling each other “faggot” than to ad-
dress it, but this is where teachers need to be ever diligent. 
Language and connotations exist not only in the spoken 
word but in our silences; sometimes the words we don’t 

say matter most. It is important to remember that as you 
walk by choosing not to hear that comment, an LGBTT 
student may be watching, and to them, this inaction 
sends a powerful message. In my experience, they per-
ceive this choice as your acceptance of the bigoted slurs 
that attack them. This inference may be incorrect but 
from their perspective, when a teacher has the power and 
responsibility to address this situation and chooses not 
to, they are not allies. Our LGBTT youth are often vic-
timized in schools, but when supported, they have amaz-
ing resiliency and are examples of outstanding strength. 
Like these students, you have great power and potential. 
The choices you make, the language you use, and norms 
you challenge can change a student’s life and make your 
school a safer place.

Victoria Best is a teacher at Halifax West High School, 
Halifax Regional School Board.
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A Living Curriculum
Steven Van Zoost

SO THERE I WaS...

So there I was in India, at the official closing cere-
mony for Project Overseas with the Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation. The minister of education 

was thanking the volunteer Canadians who had been 
conducting workshops over the past weeks during 
the monsoon. In the 
middle of the minis-
ter’s address, a senior 
teacher in the audience 
interrupted: “I have 
something to say.” 
Because he was older 
than the minister, he 
was permitted to speak 
his mind and the min-
ister put his speech on 
hold and sat down. “I 
have something to say 
about Mister Steven.” 
Sitting on a raised plat-
form facing the audi-
ence, I held my breath, 
attempting to guise my 
growing fear of what 
this man might say. I 
had gotten to know 
him well over the past 
several weeks because 
he disagreed with al-
most everything I had 
presented.

Each afternoon, the  
Canadian teachers  
worked with small groups of Indian teachers – a 
homeroom, if you will. In my homeroom, this senior 
teacher was eager to discuss classroom management 
practices. I use the word “discuss” more gently than I 
should, because I didn’t have the feeling that he was 
all that interested in my point of view about classroom 

management. I must admit, I too questioned what on 
earth I could possibly offer him with my limited ex-
perience that was in such dire contrast to his class, 
which was conducted under a tree. Engagement in de-
bate was inevitable with this teacher.  Resistance was 

futile.  And so I spent 
many humid after-
noons entangled in 
clumsy conversations 
about “best practi-
ces” with this veteran 
teacher who taught 
under a tree.

My sanitized life 
felt out of place in 
these gritty dialogues 
about class sizes of 
hundreds and where 
bathroom routines 
were not about rais-
ing your hand to ask 
permission or about 
walking down the 
left side of the hall.  I 
need not recount all 
of the issues that were 
raised about the dif-
ferences in classroom 
management between 
our Canadian and In-
dian schools.  I think 
you get the picture – 
this man had plenty 

of opportunity to challenge what I had to say, how 
I thought, and how I managed [in] my classroom. I 
worked hard to see him as my advisor, which was dif-
ficult to put into practice because he understood that 
I was there to advise him – a position riveted with 
generational and cultural challenges.
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“One day, I said to Mister Steven, ‘No, Mister Ste-
ven.  You are wrong!’” he told the audience of teachers 
including the education minister. For the life of me, I 
could not recall what moment or even day this was said 
to me. For all I could remember, that could have been 
any day that we talked. He continued: “If a student ever 
said that to me – told me that I was wrong – he would 
not be allowed to come back to school. Do you know 
what Mister Steven said? He asked me what I thought. 
I had never considered asking my students what they 
thought. That is what I learned from Mister Steven.” 
And with that, he sat down and the minister stood up 
and continued to deliver his prepared speech.

I did not recall this man’s moment of learning; his 
“light-bulb moment.” I did not prepare a lesson or 
even had any intention for this particular learning – 
a learning that was so significant for this man that he 
felt compelled to share it with others, even though it 
meant interrupting the 
formal closing ceremon-
ies. Perhaps in spite of my 
workshop preparations 
and intentions, this man 
learned from me simply by 
my response – “What do 
you think?” I would never 
have guessed that this sim-
ple question would have 
been of such consequence. 
It was the first time that I 
remember acknowledging 
that we are all a living curriculum. It was the first time 
that I realized its potential influence.

I don’t mean to speak for you, but I think we are 
largely unaware of our influence. What continues to 
seem extraordinary to me is the amount of effort that I 
spend preparing and planning moments of learning for 
students in my classroom, when in actuality, moments 
of learning also occur from our less-planned and more-
ordinary interactions.

As someone who is interested in promoting equity in 
public school education, I often think about how this 
might best be done. I think of that teacher in India 
and what he might say to me. I think of the resources 
that are and are not available to me. I think of how 
I’d like to move beyond the stories of brave individ-

uals and international days of public recognition. But 
I don’t think that my students are waiting for me to 
roll-out a special lesson in diversity. I think my inter-
actions with colleagues in the hall as students change 
classes are moments when young people are learning 
from us as a living curriculum. They are seeing that 
adults with diverse sexual orientations, cultural back-
grounds and personal interests not only get along with 
each other, but enjoy each other’s company and value 
each other’s professional ideas. While supporting di-
versity can be thought of in terms of bulletin boards 
and teaching strategies, our ability to reach students 
and teachers who feel marginalized can be as simple as 
our positive professional interactions or common in-
vitational phrases such as, “Good morning” or “What 
do you think?”

Showing pride in our diversity at school makes sense 
when we recognize that we are educating all facets of so-

ciety – our future citizens 
– about tolerance and ac-
ceptance. We, as teachers, 
model what showing pride 
looks like and sounds like. 
We, as a living curriculum, 
teach young people what is 
acceptable and unaccept-
able through our own 
behaviour and language. 
When young people watch 
teachers interact with gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, trans-

gendered and two-spirited (GLBTT) staff, students 
and parents, or see teachers openly acknowledge GL-
BTT issues, or refer to fiction and non-fiction texts that 
concern GLBTT characters or people, they are learn-
ing from adults about how to discuss, consider, involve, 
and connect their own lives with the lives of others. 
They are learning how to support diversity – something 
they will need to be able to do in their lives beyond 
school and beyond Nova Scotia. They are learning how 
they, too, are a living curriculum.

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

SO THERE I WaS...

We, as a living curriculum, 
teach young people 

what is acceptable and 
unacceptable through our 

own behaviour and language.



32 AVISO Fall 2009

Reaching the Pot of Gold
Greg O’Keefe

BaCK PaGE

After a rainbow of articles, you have now reached, 
in my opinion, the pot of gold. I assure you this 
is not a sales pitch for a box of chocolates. I still 

eat them, but it is too late in my career to begin selling 
them. 

Experience is a great teacher and as professional 
educators in our early years, mid-career or rapidly ap-
proaching retirement, we have a wealth of opportun-
ities to learn from our experiences.

As I am in the latter category, my opportunities to 
learn have been numerous. Let’s start with male-female 
observations from my years as an Engineering student at 
St. Francis Xavier University from 1957-1960. My class-
es were composed of 85 men and one woman. At first, 
the woman’s presence prompted questions like “What’s 
she doing here?” But as the weeks and years passed, she 
became a source of inspiration. She did not become “one 
of the boys” but rather remained true to herself.  Soon we 
were asking, “Why is she the only woman here?” 

Progress is slow, but 
it is progress.

The shoe was on the other foot in 1963, when I 
started teaching at Holy Angels High in Sydney – Nova 
Scotia’s only public all-girls high school since 1885. 
The school population included 400 girls in Grades 10 
through 12, a teaching staff of 21 women... and me! 
Many of the teachers were Sisters of the Congregation 
of Notre Dame, and I soon became accustomed to stu-
dents opening their questions in class with the word, 
“Mother.” My colleagues must have wondered, “What’s 
he doing here?” I ended up spending the rest of my 
teaching career there, and as the years passed, other 
men joined me on the teaching staff. 

As a teacher, I became an active member of the Nova 
Scotia Teachers Union. I worked on curriculum develop-

ment with 
the Associa-
tion of Sci-
ence Teachers 
and later, on 
economic welfare. 
My first experience 
involved contract negotia-
tions at the Local/Board level. The first meeting consisted 
of ten men – five representing the School Board and five 
representing the Sydney Local. The main area of conten-
tion was the Local’s insistence that the Board change its 
clause regarding teacher retention. The wording in effect 
stated that all married teachers were hired on a one-year 
basis so that at the end of the school year they were no 
longer employed and the Board was under no obligation 
to re-hire them. There was also a sub-clause saying that 
if a teacher became pregnant, she had to resign within 
the third month of pregnancy. I’m pleased to report that 
before the round of negotiations finished, the offend-
ing and offensive clause was removed, and replaced with 
wording to the effect that there would be equal treatment 
for all teachers in the Board’s employment.

All individuals should have the right to be treated 
equally. It seems easy to say. But it takes so long to ac-
complish. 

Equality can’t be reduced to a majority-minority 
comparison. And it goes far beyond gender issues. It 
involves your gender, age, place of birth, sexual orienta-
tion, religion, culture and so much more.

Bob Dylan was correct when he sang “times, they are 
a changing!” Progress is slow, but it is progress and in 
the words of the famous civil rights anthem, “we shall 
overcome someday.”

Greg O’Keefe is a retired teacher and former 
President of the NSTU.
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