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T
he British Columbia School Superintendent’s Association 
(BCSSA) is proud to be celebrating more than 100 years of 
educational leadership. The learning journey in B.C. has taken 

us on a path that has helped our province emerge as a leading 
jurisdiction in innovative educational practice and transformation.  

We are honoured to be part of an inspired group of partners 
(Board of Education Trustees, principals and vice-principals, 
teachers, support staff, First Nations, Ministry of Education 
staff, parents and many others) who have worked together to 
co-construct systemic and ongoing change. In May 2019, the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
will be coming to Vancouver, British Columbia to help tell the B.C. 
story to the world, and we look forward to welcoming our global 
partners to highlight and share our journey.

The BCSSA engages with the broader educational partners 
through our membership and through our Board of Directors. 
Please see the accompanying list to learn who makes up our 
current Board of Directors. I would like to take this opportunity, on 
behalf of the entire BCSSA membership, to express our gratitude to 
the current Board of Directors and all those who came before them 
for volunteering their time and service over and above their regular 
leadership duties.   

Likewise, I would like to express our thanks to the many 
BCSSA members who have donated their time to lend the voice 
of our association to several provincial and local committees and 
initiatives. We are fortunate to have such dedicated and committed 
leaders. 

The BCSSA looks forward to the next 100 years of leading 
learning and providing opportunities for students to shape and lead 
the world ahead of them.

Chris van der Mark
President, British Columbia School Superintendents Association
Superintendent, Cariboo-Chilcotin School District 27 

Summer 2019  
(Members Only) 
August 14-16, 2019 
Delta Grand Kelowna

Fall 2019 
November 21-22, 2019 
Westin Bayshore Vancouver

Spring 2020 
April 17, 2020 
Westin Bayshore Vancouver

Summer 2020  
(Members Only) 
August 19-21, 2020 
Fairmont Chateau Whistler

Fall 2020 
November 5-6, 2020 
Westin Bayshore Vancouver

Event dates for the next 
several years are already 
available online. Visit  
www.bcssa.org for details.

A Message from the BCSSA President

The learning journey 

in B.C. has taken us 

on a path that has 

helped our province 
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A Message from the Deputy Minister of Education

I
t is my great pleasure to provide greetings to the British Columbia School Superintendents Association’s 
(BCSSA) inaugural issue of InspirED. This is a fantastic initiative on the part of the BCSSA and I am 
honoured to be given the opportunity to outline the Ministry’s vision for student success within this  

first issue.
Please also let me provide formal congratulations for your association’s 100-year anniversary! It is 

incredible to think that with all of the advancements and changes in education made over the last 100 years 
that the actual delivery of education as a provincial service remains relatively stable. District administrators, 
including superintendents, assistant superintendents, directors of instruction and other senior district 
executives, are integral to providing the visionary leadership that makes our education system world-class. 
You provide leadership and integrity as well as passion and courage in times of change as exemplified 
by your efforts to support an ambitious agenda in the K-12 system through re-designed curriculum, new 
assessments and clear reporting to students and parents. I know from my experience and in talking with 
many of you that the work you do each day is grounded in your passion for improving student outcomes. 
I share the same goal, as does the Minister and our entire Ministry team, and we are all committed to 
continue to work closely to achieve this important and mutual objective.

We know that B.C. students continue to perform among the best in the world. While our results are 
encouraging, we will not be complacent. To aid in this challenge, the Ministry has developed the Policy for 
Student Success after several rounds of consultations and input from key education partners, including the 
BCSSA. It is our shared roadmap to enable every learner in this province to maximize their potential and 
become educated citizens who thrive in a changing world.

As part of this shared roadmap, Ministry priorities, projects and programs have all been aligned under 
the umbrella of the Policy for Student Success. For example, we believe that all students deserve the best 
educational experience possible and access to the same services and supports—no matter where they 
live—which is why we are embarking on a journey to look at building a new funding model that will help 
reduce inequities, eliminate administrative burden and better support success for students.  

Government is committed to meaningful reconciliation with Indigenous peoples, including implementing 
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission Calls to Action. We know that education can play a key role in reducing barriers and increasing 
equity, which is why we recently announced the BC Tripartite Education Agreement: Supporting First Nation 
Student Success (BCTEA). This one of a kind agreement in Canada ensures equitable education for B.C. 
First Nations students, whether they choose First Nations, public or independent schools.  

We recognize the years of hard work and collaboration undertaken by many of you that went into 
building the Framework for Enhancing Student Learning, which focuses on outcome-based performance 
measures and ensuring school districts are taking an in-depth look at how students are doing with 
intellectual, human and social, and career development. The Framework really sharpens the focus on how to 
ensure all students are successful, including Indigenous learners, children in care, and students with diverse 
learning needs. 

I am a big advocate of using evidence-based decisions to improve outcomes for students and the 
Ministry is well positioned to support districts in this endeavour. You can access and utilize education data 
through the Ministry’s SharePoint site and the Ministry’s Education and Analytics team holds frequent online 
SharePoint Info Sessions to walk through new reports and access information about your students. Ministry 
Education and Analytics experts are able to work with districts to support the use of data to make evidence-
based decisions to improve student outcomes. I encourage anyone interested to take advantage of this offer 
by contacting EDUC.ReportingUnit@gov.bc.ca.

British Columbia has a great education system, and we have the opportunity to make it even better. I 
look forward to working with all of you beneath the umbrella of the Policy for Student Success as we strive 
to enable every learner in the province to maximize their potential in this rapidly changing world.

District administrators, 

including 

superintendents, assistant 

superintendents, directors 

of instruction and other 

senior district executives, 

are integral to providing 

the visionary leadership 

that makes our education 

system world-class.

Scott MacDonald 
Deputy Minister 
British Columbia Ministry of 
Education

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/administration/program-management/vision-for-student-success
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/administration/program-management/vision-for-student-success
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/administration/program-management/enhancing-student-learning


https://www.bccpa.ca/become-a-cpa/become-a-cpa/


British Columbia School Superintendents Association   11

I
t is a pleasure to welcome you to the inaugural edition of our British Columbia School 
Superintendents Association (BCSSA) electronic educational journal. We also wish to 
thank the Coast Salish people from the xwm kw y’ m Musqueam, Skwxwú7mesh sníchim 

Squamish, and s 'lilw ta   Tsleil-Waututh First Nations, upon whose traditional territory we are 
fortunate to work and learn together.   

As we look outward to the future of learning, education transformation and equity for all 
students in British Columbia, it is equally important to look inward to our past and celebrate 
those who have paved the way for us for over 100 years. Our goal is to “Inspire, Develop and 
Support” our BCSSA members, so that they, in turn, can convey their wisdom, expertise and 
ethic of care to provide the best life chances possible for our learners. Thus, it is fitting that the 
title for this new BCSSA educational journal be InspirED.

In its pages we will highlight the outstanding and innovative work happening daily in public 
schools throughout every region in B.C. British Columbia is a diverse and complex province 
where all 60 public school districts create personalized, relevant and inclusive learning 
opportunities to meet the needs of their unique learners in their own authentic contexts. The 
creativity that exists among us is as varied as the environments in which we develop and 
support our learning communities. In the spirit of sharing, we take an inquiry-based approach to 
go deep by exploring challenging questions and wise practice that moves us further to creating 
equity for all learners. 

Part of the work of all educational leaders in British Columbia is to value and authentically 
incorporate the First People’s Principles of Learning and Indigenous ways of knowing and 
doing.  As an organization, we are sincerely committed to Truth and Reconciliation and hope to 
pay tribute to this valuable work as we move forward. It is fitting that in this inaugural edition, 
there are several references to First Nations and the significance they play in our educational 
landscape. We are proud of the work currently underway to bring Indigenous language, culture 
and ways of being to all B.C. students and we look forward to sharing our learning on this 
important journey. 

As the Executive Director for the British Columbia Superintendents Association (BCSSA), 
I am proud to work among such a dedicated and passionate group of systems leaders. We 
work collaboratively alongside our educational partners to lead the province in raising every 
learner and district, and to be the voice of educational leadership in B.C. We are grateful for the 
ongoing support of our BC Ministry of Education and our elected Boards of Education Trustees 
who share our vision of placing B.C. high on the global stage for learning transformation. Our 
vision of the Educated Citizen is inclusive of all students and the gifts they bring.  

On behalf of the British Columbia School Superintendents Association, I would like to thank 
all of the contributors and sponsors who made this inaugural edition possible. I am grateful 
for the learning and leadership shared among our other provincial, territorial, national and 
international educational leadership associations. I encourage our BCSSA members from all 
regions of the province to share their stories, successes and challenges, so that we may all 
learn from them and ultimately benefit our students and future global citizens. We welcome your 
comments and suggestions as we embark on this exciting educational endeavor. Thank you. 

Claire Guy
Executive Director
British Columbia School Superintendents Association

A Message from the BCSSA Executive Director

In the spirit of sharing, 

we take an inquiry-based 

approach to go deep 

by exploring challenging 

questions and wise 

practice that moves us 

further to creating equity 

for all learners.

Claire Guy
Executive Director
British Columbia School 
Superintendents Association
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y name is Gail 
Higginbottom. I am from 

the Secwe'pemc Nation 
on my father’s side of my 

family and I have Scottish and 
Irish settler ancestry on my 
mother’s side. I grew up 

in various towns, both incorporated and 
unincorporated in B.C. I am a mom and 
a wife, an aunty and a sister. I have been 
working in public education since 2001 as 
a secondary Art and English teacher, a high 
school counsellor and currently, a district 
principal, Aboriginal Education. 

This year, SD8 Kootenay Lake was invited 
to be part of a three-year project, titled The 
Deeper Learning Dozen in partnership with 
Harvard University. School districts from 
across the United States, including California, 
Colorado, Wisconsin, Massachusetts and 
Vermont, and within British Columbia, 
including Abbotsford, Vancouver, Cowichan 
and Kootenay Lake, convene three times 
each year, to collaborate on key aspects of 
Deeper Learning – with the intention to bring 
this learning back into our districts, to share 
and grow, and ultimately help to shape and 
transform student achievement. 

The gist of this project is an opportunity 
for a facilitated learning experience, a 
collaborative conversation on how deeper 
learning can impact the work we do within 
our school districts. The theme of the 
2nd convening was Equity. As part of the 
learning, I was asked to speak on a personal 
experience panel about my experiences 
with In/Equity as an Indigenous woman in 
Canada.

My immediate reflection was to share a 
poem about my story, my family and where 

I am from. After all, how could I speak 
about equity without speaking about the 
layers of history, love and loss which have 
shaped me? How could I speak about equity 
without acknowledging the community, the 
language, and the stories which grew me 
up. My heart was heavy as I reflected. Like 
Tanya Talaga shares in her lecture series, 
All our Relations: Finding the Path Forward: 
“Indigenous children and youth are born 
under the staggering weight of history: 
the historical injustices of colonization; the 
forced removal off the land by extermination 
or segregation; the cultural genocide 
effected by government policy and religious 
indoctrination; the intergenerational trauma 
stemming from years of poverty, abuse and 
identity oppression” (15-16).

How could I speak about equity without 
speaking about systematic oppression and 
racism? My hope in my poem is to share a 
personal story about my relationship with 
strength, grief and empowerment – all 
situated within teachings 
from my family and my 
culture. Despite 
a Canada 

built from systematic injustices to Indigenous 
peoples, traditional knowledges, cultural 
practices and Indigenous languages are alive 
today. 

We have more work to do. The question 
may be, how do we direct our work on 
equity? Where does the work begin? I believe 
that equity begins with our own personal 
reflections, our own situating of ourselves 
inside Canada’s history, our own situating of 
ourselves within our memories of race/racism/
oppression. 

I believe equity begins with listening to the 
stories of our community members, and the 
broader community of our province and our 
country. Equity begins with opening our hearts 
to stories of pain and stories of resilience. 
Equity begins with creating safe places of 
belonging, for all. Equity begins with courage 
and honesty so that we may all share our 
truths. Equity begins with taking steps forward, 
one step at a time, with a hope that many 
steps forward will change the world.

These are my reflections on equity. These 
are my reflections on the truth of reconciling 
two world views, while learning to navigate 
both. 

Gail Higginbottom, School District 8 (Kootenay 
Lake), is District Principal, Aboriginal 
Education. In January 2019 she participated 
in a Personal Experience Panel focused on the 
topic of Equity, as part of the Deeper Learning 
Dozen in Oakland California. As part of that 
panel, she shared the poem found here, 
called, “I Am From.”

A Personal Story About Equity
By Gail Higginbottom, School District 8 (Kootenay Lake)

I believe that equity begins with our 

own personal reflections, our own 

situating of ourselves inside Canada’s 

history, our own situating of ourselves 

within our memories of race/racism/

oppression. 
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I AM FROM

I am from Higginbottom

The Creek

And the hunting cabin

Just below Gang Ranch, where in 1941 at 3lbs,  

my dad was born

Crossing the river by barge ferry

A few days by pack horse on narrow paths

To rest and some fresh water

I am from names carved in log walls

My name

Ranch lands and the raging Fraser River

Stray bullets and discarded shells

From the kids of Big Bar and black board mischief

Stories of a British teacher 

Romance of teaching the Indian kids in the valley

For my dad, the romance lasted two years.

Home made bread and bannock

Hushum in a green gala keg, under the kitchen sink

Stacks of China tea cups, bleached

Smoked salmon on the porch

Wild meats, brown paper wrapped in overstuffed 

freezers

And dried berry leathers, tightly rolled

Me, on my gramma’s lap

Hearing Secwe'pemc words

I am from a bronco riding cowboy belt buckle

Uncles on horseback, arms swaying in disobedience 

and freedom

Antlers filled with trucker hats

And a chase to that greasy pig

I am from dust and sweet pine needles 

Ripe apricots and chickens laying eggs in hay bales

Buckets of oats for the old grey mare

The flash of a card shuffle between two brown hands

A short ride into town for long hours of bingo

Hold ‘em and fold ‘em

Serious cribbage

I am from we stop counting cousins at 2nd

To, we have lost too many too young

A cousin a year

Stiff heartbreak

As aunty shares, Creator gives a mother three,  

to lose one

Senseless deaths – last breaths

A vehicle into a tree with the last words from a 

teenaged cowboy,

I love you
To a dance club in Vancouver

40 years of gorgeous brown eyes that closed

Before the heart stopped

To the streets of Kamloops, forever wandering

I am from spirits caught in a forceful river

I am from thoughts translated into a knuckle table tap

Memories of old ways

Bar brawls, tossed pick-up trucks, fresh deer steaks on 

a crackling fire, sockeye drying down at the river

I am from brown eyes reflecting back to me, a smile

And then a worry about the city

A worry about safety

I am from weyt-k, Stemi Slexéỳem.

I am from the Secwe’pemculew,

Logging roads and wildland love, unconditional

Even in a game of horse shoes.
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ollowing the Truth and 
Reconciliation 

Commission’s Calls to 
Action, Canada’s commitment to 
implement the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous People and the recent 

signing of BC Tripartite Education 
Agreement: Supporting First Nation Student 
Success (BCTEA), teachers, administrators 
and Boards of Education throughout British 
Columbia are wrestling with reconciliation 
in education. The preface to Honoring the 
Truth, Reconciling for the Future, Summary 
of the Final Report for the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, says 
that, “Reconciliation requires that a new 
vision, based on a commitment to mutual 
respect, be developed... Reconciliation is 

By Rod Allen and Denise Augustine, School District 79 (Cowichan Valley)

Starting with the Truth, Cultivating 
the Seeds of Reconciliation and 
Transformation

not an Aboriginal problem; it is a Canadian 
one. Virtually all aspects of Canadian 
society may need to be reconsidered. ... 
Reconciliation will take some time.” 

At the same time, we are struggling 
to transform the school experience so 
that ALL learners are engaged in deep, 
meaningful learning, and graduate 
prepared to take on the rigors of the 
modern world. Ensuring that each and 
every learner experiences success 
requires us to confront the structural 
inequity of our current model head on. 
These enormous possibilities ask us to 
start with a seed, the truth, and in allowing 
that truth to root, cultivate moving forward 
together. It is our belief that reconciliation 
and transformation emerge from the same 
root.

 
What is truth?

While it is critical to begin with the truth, 
there is always more than one truth to 
consider. Each one sees and experiences 
the world in a unique, particular way 
– through a unique lens – shaded by 
one’s beliefs, attitudes, past experiences, 
privilege, relationships and knowledge. We 
hold strong to our point of view – forgetting 
at times that it is partial and incomplete. 
As a result, we tell ourselves stories about 
what is true.  

Author Thomas King observes, “We 
are the stories we tell ourselves.” Are we 
brave enough to include in our stories, 
uncomfortable pieces – ones that disrupt 
our view of the world? When we do, our 
stories become richer, more complex, and, 
we would argue, more true. Points of view 

Coast Salish carver 
John Marston’s visit to a 
Kindergarten class was a 
highlight for everyone. Photo by 
Ashley Marston Photography.
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begin to form a larger, collective view – truth is thickened – when we sit with others who 
have different stories and work together to develop a common story – one that we can 
all own.

 
What is truth in regards to reconciliation?

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission illuminated that, for a long time, Canadians 
have been taught and have told each other an inaccurate, incomplete and partial 
account of the development of this country. Justice Murray Sinclair reminds us that we 
were all taught that First Nations, Métis and Inuit people were less than their non-
Indigenous classmates and neighbours (FNESC Keynote address 2012).  

Our textbooks, our films, our stories, our photographs have perpetuated these myths. 
This more enlightened era finds our education system striving to understand how to 
ethically and responsibly respond to our emerging awareness, and is straining to catch 
up. Our learners participate in experiential workshops and classes that promote an 
understanding of Canadian history that now includes the view from Indigenous lenses. 
We are awake to the reality of land claims and Treaty rights, and we find ourselves 
wondering what First Peoples lost and continue to lose. We can imagine how Canadian 
history has impacted and continues to influence local Indigenous peoples. Together, we 
are striving to tell a larger more collective truth.   

Telling the truth continues to be our challenge: recognizing the inequity and 
inaccuracies that still remain entrenched in our organizations; in the ways we do 
business; in the way we set priorities; in the decisions we make. In one case, a 
knowledge keeper was provided with a handshake, a cash honorarium for sharing 
her knowledge. The handshake was criticized as an inappropriate way to do business 
even though this Indigenous way has been practiced for thousands of years. In another 
example, when the district weighted the distribution of funds so that a more financially 
challenged school received more of the resources than they would otherwise, the 
decision was criticized as being a hand-out and unfair. We must also be mindful of the 
injustice that occurs each time educators makes sense of a child’s academic struggle by 
placing blame on the parents – they just don’t care about their child’s education. 

Justice Murray Sinclair encourages us, saying, “Achieving reconciliation is like 
climbing a mountain – we must proceed a step at a time. It will not always be easy. 
There will be storms, there will be obstacles, but we cannot allow ourselves to be 
daunted by the task because our goal is just, and it is also necessary. Remember, 
reconciliation is yours to achieve. We owe it to each other to build a Canada based on 
our shared future, a future of healing and trust.”

What is the truth with respect to educational 
transformation?

Like the relationship between truth and reconciliation, it is critical to bravely confront 
the hard truths about education. Public education was designed to produce factory 
workers – compliance was its focus. It was a tool of assimilation for immigrants and, 
in the Canadian context, First Nations people. Ideally, everyone was to come out the 
same – carbon copies of the desired worker: moderately skilled, literate enough to follow 
instructions, but not enough to develop unproductive ideas, trained to move to a bell, etc.  

Non dominant languages and cultures would be extinguished and replaced by 
the dominant one.  Success in schools was easy to define and was narrowly focused 
on relatively low-level skills, such as those identified in the previous paragraph. For 
example, spelling was important for a clerk to master, and easy to teach and test through 
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rote learning. On the other hand, independent 
thinking was not valued so it was neither 
taught nor assessed. In fact, large scale, high 
stakes testing focused on the regurgitation 
of content which virtually ensured that higher 
level skills were not pursued.

While it is safe to say that we now 
have a far more nuanced view of the role 
and purpose of education, there are still 
significant vestiges from our historical roots. 
For example, we continue to organize our 
schools using a factory model. We rank and 
sort learners, producing winners and losers. 
We systemically marginalize and under serve 
groups of learners – Indigenous learners 
and children in care included. Clearly, we 
continue to have issues with equity in our 
education systems.  

How does truth impact how 
we move forward together?

Using the truths embedded in 
reconciliation and educational transformation 
as we co-create a new future, requires 

us to work together in ways we have not 
previously done. Needless to say, creating 
a co-constructed future requires time and 
patience; there are no shortcuts. Moving 
forward in a good way requires that we 
confront our truths about equity. 

“Who decides” is a fundamental question 
that needs to be asked constantly and 
throughout the organization. By embracing 
this question, we have surfaced ways to 
move towards greater structural equity; 
involving students in resource distribution 
decisions, having the Indigenous community 
sit as decision-makers on hiring panels. 
Co-creation is inherently an equity-based 
activity. No one is dominant. All voices are 
equal. All voices are necessary. 

According to Wade Davis, as part of the 
2009 CBC Massey Lectures, The Wayfinders: 
Why Ancient Wisdom Matters in the Modern 
World, “The world in which you were born is 
just one model of reality. Other cultures are 
not failed attempts at being you; they are 
unique manifestations of the human spirit.”  

A truly transformed education system 
has the learners as co-developers and 
designers of their own learning. A truly 
transformed education system is one 
that has been changed by the previously 
underserved. In a transformed education 
system working towards reconciliation, 
the voices and worldview of the dominant 
have created space for diverse ways of 
knowing and being, which creates a learning 
environment rich with creativity, opportunity 
and hope for a better future. 

Rod Allen has recently retired as the 
Superintendent and CEO of School 
District 79 (Cowichan Valley). His 
transformative world view helped forge 
strong relationships, built on trust, with 
First Nations communities. Swee'alt, whose 
English name is Denise Augustine, is the 
Director of Aboriginal Education and Learner 
Engagement for School District 79. She is 
currently on secondment to the Ministry of 
Education.

STARTING WITH THE TRUTH...

http://www.conferencedirect.ca/


http://www.mcgregor-hardware.com/
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hen the students entered 
the room, the crowd of 
200 educators fell 

silent. The students ranged 
from Grades six to 12 and 

included a student who had 
recently graduated. Educators in school-
based collaborative teams representing all 
44 students in the district looked on. The 
audience was curious how this Indigenous 
Education School Leaders Session would 
build on some courageous conversations 
around making a difference in Indigenous 
education for our school district. The school 
collaborative teams waited to see what 
would be said during the the nine-student 
panel.

of the courage shared by the students and 
their stories. There was not a dry eye in the 
audience as they stood to acknowledge 
the students. Deeper learning and adaptive 
reflection through the balanced actions 
of speaking and listening had just taken 
place. Deeper learning also happens when 
people experience discomfort in a safe 
environment, recognizing that safety and 
comfort are not the same. We cautioned 
our collaborative teams that avoiding 
conversations for the sake of comfort 
serves to reinforce privilege.

The journey started with the district 
building trust among school teams. This 
involved having courageous conversations 
around systemic racism and a culture of low 

By Mike Bowden, School District No. 73 (Kamloops-Thompson)

Balancing Our Actions:
Adaptive School Leaders in Indigenous Education

Wenecwtsin is a Secwpemctsin word 
from the local nation for speaking our 
truths and speaking out loud. These 
students sat in front of 200 adult educators 
and shared their truths, talking about and 
sharing their stories and experiences in our 
schools as Indigenous students. Listening 
is a form of action and the audience 
was ready to listen: k'elén' emens is 
Secwepemctsin for listening.

What the students were about to say 
would be difficult to hear and courageous 
for them to share. Speaking truths requires 
a level of courage and trust, as does 
listening. When the students were finished, 
the drums stood and sounded, and the 
honour song filled the house in recognition 

Coast Salish artist, 
John Marston, works 
on a large works for a 
local high school. His 
13-year old son Noah 
watches and learns 
from him intently. Photo 
by Ashley Marston 
Photography.
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expectations, and having the bravery to ask 
hard questions. All of this began the quest to 
address equity. 

We also recognized the need to build 
adaptive expertise through a balanced 
approach to inquiry and action. Part of this 
involved creating a safe place to experience 
discomfort—letting people experience their 
own discomfort and trying not to fix it for 
them. Discomfort is part of learning (Sharpe 
& Dear, 2013). Instead, if you find yourself 
wanting to fix someone, explore what might 
be coming up about your own identity or 
biases (Hollins & Govan, 2015).

Work was done with the collaborative 
school teams in sessions prior to this to 
build on conversation skills, including 
listening, in a collaborative environment. 
It also was centred around the belief that 
oppression is taught and can be unlearned, 
institutional racism is not our fault, but it is 
our responsibility to eradicate, and that it 
takes sustained effort to change systems 
(Hollins & Govan, 2015). We will not 
naturally evolve toward greater equity. 

We also built connections with the First 
Peoples Principles of Learning and the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) and their 
Learning Environment Principles (OECD, 
2017). It was important to create adaptive 
expertise, which required a balanced 
inquiry approach to addressing equity. 

Indigenous frameworks – like Indigenous 
models in the Circle of Courage by Dr. 
Martin Brokenleg (2002), or the practice 
of the medicine wheel, and the OECD’s 
pedagogical core – emphasize the need 
for balance for innovative systems to be 
successful.

“The force and relevance of these 
learning principles do not reside in each 
one taken in isolation – they are not a 
menu from which to ‘cherry pick’ some 
favourites while ignoring the rest. They 
add up to a demanding framework as the 
OECD proposes that all of them should 
inform practice and design, whether in 
schools or in wider settings and systems," 
(OECD, 2017, pp. 22).

Our Indigenous Education School 
Leader sessions were designed on a 
balanced approach to address each 
aspect of equity modeled within the OECD 
pedagogical core, the medicine wheel, 
and included work from the BC Ministry 
of Education Equity in Action Project (BC 
Ministry of Education, 2018). Although 
we adopted the OECD framework for our 
context, our approach to balance our 
inquiry and practice remained the same. 
It was felt that if we did not purposefully 
plan a balanced action plan, we would 
reinforce collaborative leader teams 
to develop action plans around routine 
expertise.

Our approach was strategic and 
involved the concept of balance. 
Innovative education systems address 
problems of routine expertise by creating 
balanced inquiry and action. Routine 
expertise, although efficient, lacks a deep 
understanding of why (Lin, Schwartz, & 
Bransford, 2007). Efficiency without check 
can implicitly reinforce a system that fails 
to be innovative and address the broader 
mandate of a system that supports an 
equitable, diverse, inclusive and future-
focused education system.

We wanted to move our school leader 
teams from routine expertise into a system 
of adaptive expertise. We were a system 
that was performing well but had reached 
a plateau in overall student achievement. 
We had a very high, but narrow, procedural 
proficiency within a specific culturally 
defined system. If we went deep into our 
data and looked at equity, we could see 
that our routine expertise worked well for 
a specific population, but missed the mark 
for many of our learners, including our 
Indigenous learners. In order to make sure 
ALL our students experienced success 
we needed to push past the “politics of 
distraction,” as Dr. Hattie (2015) puts it and 
look at the difficult questions around equity. 

Within our Indigenous School Leader 
Sessions, we wanted to move our 
collaborative school teams to become “…
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the collaborative school team structure 
– schools develop “hunches” specific to 
the framework we are working on in that 
session. School teams are then provided 
time to collaborate and develop action plans, 
often using frameworks such as the Spirals 
of Inquiry (Kaser & Halbert, 2017). School 
teams are then asked to share their learning 
and progress on their hunches at the next 
Indigenous Education School Leader session 
with other collaborative school teams. 
Using a model such as the Spirals of Inquiry 
(Halbert & Kaser, 2017), or one of the models 
outlined in the OECD Handbook for Innovative 
Learning Environments (OECD, 2017), they 
can adjust their action plans accordingly.

Wenecwtsin te k'elén' emens – speak 
our truth and listen. Our school leader teams 
may have started with routine expertise. 
Perhaps it was around resources or governance 
and policy, or any of the other aspects of the 
framework. Even that routine expertise may 
have missed the equity issue, which research 
says should be at the core of any innovative 
inquiry scan (Hallgarten, Hannon, & Beresford, 
2015). 

Now we have supported a collaborative 
context where school teams can come 
together to work on their adaptive expertise 
using research-based frameworks like the 
OECD pedagogical core, the BC Ministry of 
Educations Equity in Action Project, Spirals of 
Inquiry, as well as the personal expertise and 
background knowledge of their teams. These 
courageous conversations were also supported 
through the personal stories and voices within 
an Indigenous perspective showcased during 
the session.

When the audience sat down and the 
drums went silent, the voice of the student 
panel was still in the minds of the school 
leaders as the students departed. The theme 
that day was the learning environment, one 
of the four areas within our balanced inquiry 
to equity for ALL our students. We believe as 
a group of leaders that we will reach equity, 
that all our students will cross the stage with 
dignity, purpose and options, and that change 
is possible, there is hope. We believe that 
everyone will have an opportunity to speak 
their truth and that someone will listen. 

Mike Bowden is the District Principal, 
Aboriginal Education, for School District No. 
73 (Kamloops/Thompson). He is Pelltiqt 
te Secwepemc and he is a member of the 
Secwepemc First Nation in B.C. Mike is also 
Chair of the Aboriginal Education Advisory 
Committee, Acting Administrator for the 
Aboriginal Education Council, and is Founder 
and Chair of the Indigenous Peoples Special 
Interest Group for the ILA (International 
Literacy Association).

adaptive experts – performing procedural 
skills efficiently, but also understanding the 
meaning and nature of their object.” (Hatano, 
& Inagaki, 1986, pp. 262-263). After all, not 
only is this an ethical obligation but it is also 
the scope of our newly-designed education 
curriculum in British Columbia, as well as 
what the research was saying from the 
OECD on how to develop successful global 
citizens (OECD, 2017).

Our district is in the second year of the 
Indigenous Education School Leader sessions. 
We have designed four half-day sessions 
spaced throughout the year. The sessions 
include a leadership team from each school 
that includes teachers, Aboriginal education 
workers, and an administrator. Some 
schools bring larger teams. The sessions are 
themed after four identified balanced inquiry 
frameworks to equity: Policy and Governance, 
Pedagogical Core, Learning Environment, and 
Learning Profile. 

Within each of these we develop inquiry 
using the OECD core of educators, learners, 
resources and content. All the sessions 
begin with research around creating a safe 
environment for courageous conversations. We 
then provide deeper learning specific to the 
theme through research and personal stories 
told through an Indigenous lens. The personal 
stories, like the stories told with student voice, 
often create discomfort and set the stage for 
further learning through reflection.

By scanning using the deeper learning 
provided within the session – through the 
research, voice, background knowledge 
as well as leveraging the experience in 

BALANCING OUR ACTIONS...

If we went deep into our data and 

looked at equity, we could see that 

our routine expertise worked well 

for a specific population, but missed 

the mark for many of our learners, 

including our Indigenous learners.

http://www.sfu.ca/education/grad-studies/
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ince 2015, the six school 
districts represented by 

the Kootenay Boundary Chapter of 
the British Columbia School 
Superintendents Association 

(BCSSA) in southeastern B.C. have 
worked together to inspire and support 
environmental education (EE) as a 
framework for implementing the redesigned 
B.C curriculum. Over that time, their work 
has yielded some amazing results.  

“Each year, more and more of our 
teachers in the region take their learning 
outside,” says Terry Taylor, Superintendent, 
School District 10 (Arrow Lakes). “Our 
parents and learners are excited about 
what rich learning environmental education 
affords, and we’ve noticed improvements in 
teacher and student well-being.”

The success of their efforts include 
capacity building and development at all 
levels of school leadership; shifting the 
culture of teaching and learning through 
a common framework and purpose; and 

supporting EE networks from regional to 
national.  

“We had long collaborated on projects 
and partnerships as a BCSSA Chapter,” 
explains Cheryl Lenardon, Assistant 
Superintendent for School District 6 
(Rocky Mountain). “We were talking about 
engaging more purposefully as a learning 
region. A common theme that emerged 
was the outdoor, experiential, place-
based and place-conscious learning 
happening, at least in pockets, in 
all of our districts. The emphasis 
on these same kinds of learning in 
the redesigned curriculum made it 
a natural focus for us. We knew we 
could build on our existing collective 
strengths and passions in this area 
to enhance learning for all of our 
students.”    

When the Kootenay Boundary BCSSA 
members came together, they included 
teachers and school administrators as 
part of their planning and implementation 

teams. Engaging the capacity-building 
and facilitation services offered by the 
Columbia Basin Environmental Education 
Network (CBEEN), they attended a four-day 
Leadership Clinic at an off-grid backcountry 
eco-resort, which provided an “unplugged,” 
nature-inspired opportunity to focus on the 
work.

Each team had met before the clinic to 
look closely at the B.C. curriculum redesign. 
Key elements of the new curriculum, 
including flexible learning environments, 
inquiry, collaboration with community, 
place-based education, and First People’s 
Principles of Learning, were encompassed 
by environmental education.  

“We saw a great opportunity to wed the 
aims of that educational transformation 
into our own work of transforming learning 
through environmental education,” says 
Taylor.  

Through the dedicated time, shared 
experiences and face-to-face work at the 
clinic, district leadership teams articulated 
a vision, set goals and developed plans. 
At the end of the four days, the Kootenay 
Boundary Environmental Education 
Initiative (KBEE) had been launched. The 
vision of the KBEE is to support students’ 

Building the Framework, Setting 
Goals, Planning for Action

The Kootenay-
Boundary 
Environmental 
Education Initiative: Students are not just going outside – they are going outside to learn everything 

from math and science, language arts and social studies.

Students demonstrating how they take their learning outside.

By Monica Nissen, KBEE Initiative
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understanding of their local environment, 
and empowerment of thoughtful action, 
through outdoor, experiential, place-based 
and place-conscious learning. The KBEE is 
made up of School Districts 5, 6, 8, 10, 20 
and 51.

With Cheryl Lenardon as chair, the 
KBEE steering committee began to meet 
regularly to coordinate their activities. “In 
collaboration, we have been able to create 
regional-level partnerships with funders 
and organizations that have amplified 
our efforts and impact remarkably,” 
Lenardon says. “This has allowed us to 
engage services for coordination and the 

The KBEE website and other communication tools have identifiable branding and consistent messaging that people 
across the entire region identify with.

KOOTENAY-BOUNDARY ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION INITIATIVE...

development of high-quality resources 
and professional learning opportunities 
well beyond the capacity of any of our 
individual districts.”

Take Me Outside for 
Learning (TMO4L)

One of the first KBEE activities was 
the “Take Me Outside” challenge. This 
national challenge, started by a non-profit 
organization and held annually on October 
24th, invites classes to explore spaces 
beyond the school walls to support healthy 
outdoor activity, connection with nature, 
and an alternative to screen time.  

“We started with Take Me Outside 
days, which morphed quickly into Take Me 
Outside weeks and then Take Me Outside 
for Learning all year round,” says Terry 
Taylor. The KBEE bolstered participation by 
providing inspiration, incentive and support. 
They asked teachers to record what they 
did outside, and shared ideas through a 
seasonal online circular.  

“We now have more than 300 
classes (almost 50 per cent) in the region 
committed to taking their learning outside 

http://bit.ly/fieldtrips2019


British Columbia School Superintendents Association   25

at least one day a week all year!” exclaims 
Lenardon. 

And the students are not just going 
outside – they are going outside to learn. 
“Kids learn math, science, language 
arts, social studies, Indigenous world 
views and perspectives, and physical and 
health education outside in rich learning 
experiences that their teachers have artfully 
designed,” says Taylor. “It’s not uncommon 
to have the buildings empty and the forests 
and communities full of our students as 
they learn.”

Shared resources and 
learning opportunities

The KBEE developed a website and 
other communication tools to further 
support its goals. “We have identifiable 
branding and consistent messaging that 
people across the entire region identify with 
and feel a part of,” explains Lenardon.  

In addition to the seasonal circular, 
the KBEE partnered with the Columbia 
Basin Environmental Education Network 
(CBEEN) in the development of a searchable 
database of community organizations and 
individuals who could support teachers 
in delivering EE. A story-sharing project 
involving interviews with teachers in each 
district yielded an online compendium of 
curricular resources as well as a series 
of videos supporting peer mentorship. 
Teachers were asked to reflect on the 
redesigned curriculum and their own 
practice through the common framework of 
environmental education.  

“Sharing resources, ideas and our 
challenges throughout the region has 
moved our collective learning forward,” says 
Taylor. 

One of the most powerful outcomes of 
the KBEE, according to Cheryl Lenardon, is 
the teacher leadership that has flourished. 
She talks about the establishment of 
local chapters of the BCTF Environmental 
Education Provincial Specialist Association 
(EEPSA), and adds, “these teams provide a 
professional connection point for teachers 

When the Kootenay 
Boundary BCSSA 
members came 
together, they attended 
a four-day Leadership 
Clinic at an off-grid 
backcountry eco-
resort, which provided 
an unplugged, nature-
inspired opportunity to 
focus on the work

with a shared passion, access to learning 
opportunities, and gives teachers a 
collective voice to advocate for support for 
environmental education and collaborate 
with district leadership. The EEPSA 
chapters, which have formed in each 
district, collaborate regionally and continue 
to share ideas and resources across their 
network.  

Bridget O’Malley, teacher and president 
of the local EEPSA chapter of School 
District 20 (Kootenay-Columbia), indicates 

http://www.pinnaclepursuits.com/youth/youth
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that district support, communication and 
empowerment have been vital to the success 
of their EE mentorship program, along with 
the purchase of outdoor first aid kit and other 
safety supplies.  

Kristi Crowe, Director of Instruction, 
School District 20, agrees. “The most 
powerful pedagogical shifts come from 
within and occur when district staff 
collaborate with teacher leaders in the 
field,” says Crowe. “The initiatives that have 
come out of this kind of collaboration have 
made an impact on what’s happening in (and 
out of!) classrooms around environmental 
education.”

BCSSA members and teacher leaders 
also worked together to create a workshop 
for curriculum implementation days. The 
workshop format, tested across the Kootenay 
Boundary region, has since been emulated 
in other districts around the province. “It 
invites community partners to join with 
teachers to learn, share, connect and 
collaborate to support place-based learning,” 
explains Jennifer Roberts, District Principal 
of Transformative Learning and Technology, 
School District 5 (Southeast Kootenay).  

Roberts says that in her own district, 
“It was wonderful to see so many 
community members attend a curriculum 
implementation day and participate in shared 

KOOTENAY-BOUNDARY ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION INITIATIVE...

http://www.harrisco.com/
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conversations about how we can all create 
meaningful learning opportunities together to 
enhance the learning of our students.”

Networking – regional, 
provincial and national

Besides their own regional network, the 
KBEE supports and inspires provincial and 
national networks with their efforts as well. 
Lenardon sits on the CBEEN board while 
Roberts represents the KBEE on the board 
of the provincial Classrooms to Communities 
BC Education Network (C2C). She says she 
is excited to be in this role, “to share stories 
and resource ideas with other districts.” 
She is also excited about the potential of 
scaling-up the work that has been done in 
her region. 

She has reason to be proud of that work. 
It has been recognized both provincially and 
across the country as something special. 
“The KBEE represents a powerful example of 
the benefits of collaboration between school 
district administration, classroom teachers 
and community educators, and something 
that is truly unique in the province,” 
according to Selina Metcalfe, C2C Board 
Member and vice-chair of EEPSA for BC. 

The Canadian Network for Environmental 
Education and Communication (EECOM) 
stood up and took notice as well, presenting 
the KBEE with an award of excellence at its 
2018 national conference.  

The next steps for the KBEE include 
an applied research project in order to 
determine the efficacy and impact of 
the initiative. “We seem to be making a 
difference and we want to know more about 
how and why,” explains Terry Taylor. “We 
want to intentionally inform our next steps as 
a collaboration of six districts all committed 
to environmental education and build deeper 
evidence-informed practices.” 

Monica Nissen is an Environmental and 
Place-Based educator and consultant 
working with several organizations in the 
Kootenay-Boundary region, including as a 
co-ordinator for the KBEE Initiative.

https://www.genomebc.ca/
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GUIDING
Changing Results for Young Children: Identifies, explores, and 
applies a strengthened understanding of quality practices associated 
with increasing the social and emotional well-being outcomes for 
young children.

There is an inextricable link between young children's social 
emotional competence, and life and school success – this link 
becomes particularly salient during the transition to Kindergarten. 
Research points to the importance of fostering young children’s 
social and emotional well-being. How we feel affects how we learn.

Core Principles: 
• To build a “community of practice” for early childhood educators 

and primary teachers to share what they are learning;
• To extend opportunities for collaboration and implementation of 

quality practices associated with increasing social and emotional 
well-being in young children;

• To establish a culture of inquiry through documentation, critical 
reflection and pedagogical narration; and

• To use current research of what fosters social and emotional 
well-being in young children.

“I play with AS, she’s my bestest friend, 
even before I came to Kindergarten.”
By Maureen Dockendorf, BC Ministry of Education; Jennifer Delvecchio, Burnaby 
School District; and Sharon Jeroski, Horizon Research & Evaluation

CR4YC: Changing Results 
for Young Children

Parent voice: As part of the data collection, 
relationship building and understanding their 
wonder child, educators interview a family 
member.

Core competencies. “Here is my maze! I draw it, you take a picture on iPad?” M was 
fascinated with the aerial view. He spent five minutes turning the iPad and looking at 
it from many directions. M declared, “It not maze. It MILLION DOLLARS!” M grabbed a 
piece of paper and started to draw circles.

District 
communities 
meet six times a 
year with release 
time funded by 
the Ministry of 
Education.

Collaboration with colleagues. Teachers make connections and forge new 
relationships. They have opportunities for both open and structured discussions about 
their curiosities and their passions.

“We have underestimated children’s capabilities for
being kind and compassionate.” – Kim Schonert-
Reichl. Photo courtesy of Kim Schonert-Reichl.
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GATHERING
2019-2020 CR4YC facts:
• 45 B.C. school districts/communities working together.
• Focus: Improving the social and emotional well-being outcomes for young 

children.
• Participants: Community-based early childhood educators, StrongStart 

educators and Kindergarten teachers serving the same children and families.
• Framework: CR4YC groups of 24 participants meet six half days throughout the 

year with an external facilitator. 
• All meetings occur with release time fully funded by the BC Ministry of 

Education in support of and in partnership with the United Way.

Place-based learning. In 2008, place-based learning was a central theme in many CR4YC collaborations. In 2019, more groups are being intentional and strategic about the 
impact of where they gather. 

INTENT
• To increase the social and emotional well-being of 

young children.
• To improve the quality of practices associated with 

teaching social and emotional well-being.
• To increase collaboration and strengthen relationships 

between early childhood educators and primary 
teachers.

• To use the science and research of social and 
emotional well-being to improve both educators’ 
practice and social and emotional outcomes for young 
children.

• To provide young children with opportunities and 
specific skills that foster their social and emotional 
competence through positive human qualities: 
happiness, self-regulation, kindness, empathy, sense 
of belonging, altruism, sense of agency, compassion, 
sense of identity, and building relationships.

Early Childhood educators, StrongStart educators and Kindergarten educators meeting together for a 
CR4YC session at the Osoyoos Indian Band board office.
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SHARING
Pedagogical narration: This is a process for 
thinking about practice and understandings of 
knowledge, education and learning. It is fueled by 
experimentation, a spirit of openness and curiosity. 
(Early Learning Framework, 2018). 
Networking: We stay connected, document our 
learning, and share our findings and research on 
both our CR4YC website and Twitter account (@
CR4YC). The success of CY4YC is driven by the 
commitment and wisdom of the educators across 
B.C. who give their time and passion to this project.

CR4YC FACTS:
• Over 1,000 early learners in B.C. are part of CR4YC.
• Educators are contributing over 200 detailed case records for their “wonder children.” 

NEXT STEPS
To contribute to learn from the data, implement the learnings and continue to 

expand the sites in the province. In addition, next year we will focus on social and 
emotional well-being through the lens of the Revised Early Learning Framework, 
which is now relevant for your children, newborn to eight years old. 

To learn more about what we’re doing and for further information, please contact 
Maureen Dockendorf at maureen.dockendorf@ gov.bc.ca or refer to CR4YC.com. 
Maureen is the Project Lead for CR4YC with the Ministry of Education, Sharon 
Jeroski leads the collection of data, research and evaluation for CR4YC, and Jennifer 
is Project Associate, Research & Media, for CR4YC.

Documentation panels like this encourage storytelling and creating a community of practice to draw on. 
Example courtesy of A. Chan.

The CR4YC blog showcases the work being done, new and 
innovative research, lessons learned, and ideas on how to start 
the conversation in your own educational facility. 

The CR4YC Twitter feed is a great way to stay connected. Please 
join in the conversation! @CR4YC.
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he Abbotsford School 
District has recently 

partnered with Harvard and 11 
other school districts from across 

North America to form the Deeper 
Learning Dozen. The group’s goal is 

to build knowledge and practices that 
develop deep learning and foster whole 
system change. Deeper Learning aims 
for all students to have experiences that 
develop their mastery, identity, creativity 
and connectedness and does so by using 
the changing world as the crucible of 
continuous transformation. 

Unlike our Deeper Dozen partners in the 
U.S., though, our new curriculum provides 
us with a vehicle to engage administrators 
and teachers in pursuing deeper learning 
while simultaneously exploring opportunities 
to restructure our secondary schools in 
ways that will encourage collaborative 
learning (adult and student), as well as 
flexible instructional delivery models.

As part of the Deeper Learning Dozen, 
the fractal challenge we have set for our 
respective district is this: How do we 
foster engagement of deeper learning with 
principals and vice principals to create and 

sustain school cultures that enable teacher 
and student deep learning? At the core of 
our challenge is a twofold understanding. 
First, student learning and adult learning are 
symmetrical. That is, there is a parallelism 
between the work of adults in the system 
and the work in which we expect students 
to engage. 

Second, while symmetry calls for 
transformative pedagogical shifts that 
should be led and owned by practitioners, 
they need leaders to forge shared purpose, 
create the space and the resources, and 
offer guidance and facilitation for this 
new work. By engaging in a launch and 
learn mentality, our secondary schools 

are initiating deeper learning routines 
both in the classroom and within their 
organizational structures, creating 
interconnected learning experiences for 
students and teachers, and attempting to 
transform learning designs at scale.

“How did you start?” is always the 
first question I’m asked. Over the last 
five months, we have taken our fractal 
challenge and embedded it within the vision 
of our Secondary Schools Operational 
Plan, which says, “By facilitating 
symmetrical, deeper learning experiences, 
we will develop engaging school-wide 
educational programs that increase levels 
of achievement, encourage innovation 

By Gino Bondi, Abbotsford School District 

Deeper Learning Dozen Works to 
Build Creativity and Connectedness 

Figure 1. This theory of action is at the heart of their plan.
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strategizing, organizing and campaigning, 
and the inner work of who we are as human 
beings.”

So, we started with why? Why do you 
do this work? Why transform? Why engage 
in change management (it’s not easy and 
it’s not immediately rewarding). I shared my 
why with the group (and they with me): I 
want to prepare our students (and my own 
children) to master the forces of disruption 
and innovation that will be transforming 
their lives. This means structuring our 
schools in a way that will help our students 
and educators develop their mental 
flexibility and help build their emotional 
balance.

Now, within our monthly secondary PVP 
meetings we follow a triple track agenda. 
Strategies to support deeper learning that 
we explore together, and presentations or 
collaborative processes that we engage in, 
are, in turn, used by administrators to craft 
their staff and department head meetings in 
ways that replicate the learning taking place 

and build students’ and our skills as 
problem solvers, critical thinkers, capable 
communicators and collaborators.”  
Figure 1 (page 31) shows a theory of 
action that is made explicit to all and is 
at the heart of our plan. However, for the 
first five months of this school year, we 
have intentionally remained within the 
affective domain, providing our leaders the 
opportunity to reflect on the purpose of 
deeper learning by asking them to create 
a through line from their personal lives to 

their professional identities. Rather than 
immediately immersing ourselves within 
an action plan, we delved deeply into our 
own knowledge and beliefs in exploring the 
meaning of deeper learning experiences. 

As we made connections between our 
Deeper Dozen work and our competency-
based curriculum, we explored our own 
whys understanding that, as Robert 
Gass rightfully asserts, “The heart of 
transformative social change is the intimate 
connection between the outer work of 

 

“Walls of Why” like this one, began to pop up after the Deeper Learning Dozen first started meeting.

http://studyforge.net/inspired
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within our community of practice (again, 
symmetry). Within two weeks of our initial 
meeting, school wide “Walls of Why” like 
the show in this article from Yale Secondary, 
began to pop up.

As the field connected with their 
respective whys of deeper learning via new 
curriculum implementation, we moved into a 
discussion of the flexible and agile hows of 
deeper learning. In doing so, we engaged in 
a launch and learn mentality and began to 
initiate deeper learning routines both in the 
classroom and our school processes. What 
we have come to realize is that for routines 
to hold a prospect of transforming learning 
designs at scale, they need to be embedded 
within existing practice and change the 
organizational structures of schools. 

Bearing this in mind, one of our hows is 
our team teaching / peer-to-peer coaching 
pilot. We met with a group of 12 teachers 
from three schools in January and, as we 
did with our principals and vice-principals, 
we started with why. We posed two 
questions: 
1. Can we intitiate deeper learning routines 

through a collaborative approach to 
instructional delivery? 

2. Within this model, can we provide a 
mode of professional development that 
focuses upon peer to peer coaching and 
support regarding one’s professional 
growth plan? 
What we put together was a pilot project 

in which:  
• Teachers co-plan and co-teach a course 

within their specific discipline and enter 
an inquiry cycle process wherein they 
provide feedback to each other around 
deeper learning / competency-based 
instructional practices;

• Teachers create a professional growth 
plan and in sharing it with their partner, 
engage in peer to peer feedback; 

• In September, these teachers will be split 
into interdisciplinary pairs and will share 
a linear prep (i.e. podding of 30 students 
– linear block – science one day, english 
the next); 

• All teachers are commitmed to creating 
one interdisciplinary, deeper learning 
unit a semester (two for the year), which 
will be shared with staff; and

• Courses will end with a “Capstone 
Presentation” that the teachers share 
with their school communities and 
which focus on their learnings, growth, 
improvements and how this process has 
changed their own practice.
We started with a group of 12 teachers 

from three schools (we have requests from 

over 30 teachers for inclusion in the deeper 
learning cohort for September). But, the 
big questions still remain: how do we move 
deeper learning to scale and how can our 
principals and vice principals facilitate it? 
How do we create connections between 
teachers and become intentional with 
linking the good work in one school with 
the work in another? How do we accelerate 
emergence so as to model an adaptive 
leadership that controls very little, mostly 
the initial agenda, but guides the process of 

http://www.toacanada.com/shop/images/companies/1/ir802t-cu_cble.pdf
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adult interaction, and leaves lots of room for 
emergent learning, content, and direction? 

Our answer is the creation of 
communities of practice around deeper 
learning. In partnership with our Curriculum 
Department, our department heads meet 
as a group every second month to unpack 
the new curriculum. Each department is 
a community of practice, the department 
head is the community manager and the 
domain is their discipline. By assigning 

responsibility to the teachers themselves 
to generate and share the knowledge they 
need, these communities provide a social 
forum that supports the living nature of 
knowledge. They also integrate deeper 
learning practices into the organization. 

Within this structure, each department 
in each school has an administrator that is 
connected to it. These administrators from 
the seven secondary schools now form their 
own community of practice, getting elbows 

deep in the work of adaptive leadership, 
“working” the private spaces between 
department meetings, dropping in on 
community managers (department heads) 
to discuss their current technical problems, 
linking them with helpful resources, inside 
or outside the community. These back-
channel discussions help to orchestrate the 
public space and in sharing their leadership 
practices with each other in their respective 
PVP community of practice, they deliver 
value to each other, improve strategic 
outcomes and, at the same time, develop 
organizational capabilities.

In supporting these more lateral and 
organic organizational forms to emerge in 
our schools, we are viewing our secondary 
schools as living laboratories – Research 
and Development Centers – that have a 
purpose not only to engage stakeholders 
but also model iterations of deeper learning 
that can be diffused throughout the system. 

Our leadership challenge within this 
pursuit is threefold. One, to develop 
new forms of what Ronald Heifetz terms 
improvisational expertise; “a kind of process 
of expertise that knows prudently how to 
experiment with never-been-tried-before 
relationships, means of communication and 
ways of interreacting that will help develop 
solutions that build upon and surpass 
present wisdom.” Second, to focus on the 
art of what Jeff Kluger calls simplexity: 
“making the complex simple in terms of 
understanding and coherence.” And, finally, 
to continue to find ways to motivate and 
encourage without pushing those we lead 
completely over the edge! 

Gino Bond is the Assistant Superintendent 
of the Abbotsford School District. As part of 
the Senior Management Team, he shares 
responsibility around the operation and 
integrity of both the education mandate and 
the corporate / financial functioning of a 
high achieving and innovative school district 
of 20,000 students, kindergarten through 
grade twelve, plus adult / continuing 
learning in 46 schools and learning centres.

DEEPER LEARNING DOZEN...

http://www.royalstewart.com/
http://www.dgmaclock.com/
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or the most part, it’s easy to 
spot a school, no matter 
where you are. While so 

much in our modern world has 
changed with the times, schools 
have stayed remarkably the same. 

Until now. Solid utilitarian structures, 
filled with rectangular rooms and rows 

of desks or tables, are being overhauled 
in favour of open-concept designs and 
collaborative tables where students share 
tables and the process of learning.

This is the case in School District 60 
(Peace River North) where rapid population 
growth has generated a need for 
new schools. The district has taken 
advantage of this opportunity by 
generating new and different learning 
structures that are designed to excite 
learning. I am excited to say that in 
our city, Fort St John, education is 
enjoying a structural and instructional 
renaissance. Here we’ll explore three 
examples: The Energetic Learning 
Campus (ELC); Margaret Ma Murray 
Community Elementary School, and 
a third new school, which is currently 
under construction in the city’s 
northeast corner.

The Energetic Learning Campus, 
more commonly referred to as the 
ELC, came about in 2011 as the result 
of a partnership between the City of 
Fort St John and School District 60. 
This unique campus is located within 
the Pomeroy Sport Centre, a recreation 
complex that is home to two full-sized hockey 
rinks, a speed skating oval and a community 
walking track. Construction of the ELC 
created 12,000 square feet of usable space 
beneath the long-track speed skating oval. 
With an open concept, the J-shaped campus 

features movable walls and flexible furniture 
which allows for year-to-year adjustments 
to help adapt the space to the needs of the 
Grade 10 students who are enrolled in the 
program, which is built around the concepts 
of project-based learning. 

The ELC facility has a distinctive 
“energetic” feel, with bright windowed rooms, 
small-group learning and project areas, 
technology access, and common areas where 
student artwork and project prototypes are 
displayed. The ELC’s open learning spaces 
give students easy access to the Pomeroy 
Sports Center’s other facilities, and provide 

staff and students with a natural environment 
that encourages healthy living and learning. 

Regularly enrolling up to 200 students, the 
ELC has a small community feel that helps 
create close connections between staff and 
students. The design and feel of the campus 
is more in tune with adolescent thinking. It is a 
place where students “feel at home” and where 
learning is more enjoyable, and feels more 
natural and less like “work.” Over the years, the 
school has developed a true northern identity 
as “the school in the hockey arena.” Its unique 
configuration and approach to learning has 
proven popular with staff and students alike.

Re-energized Learning:
By Dave Sloan, School District 60 (Peace River North)
How New Schools are Bringing New Ideas

ABOVE: This cave at Margaret Ma Murray 
is the perfect place for quiet reading. 

ABOVE RIGHT: Margaret Ma Murray 
features numerous curves and angles that 
make use of every space.

LOWER RIGHT: This garage door at The 
Energetic Learning Campus provides 
students and staff with easy access to two 
full-sized hockey rinks.
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Beyond the innovative architecture, the ELC 
has also changed the way teachers deliver their 
programs. Rather than just subject specialists, 
the team at the ELC are immersed in project-
based learning. Each student at ELC has a staff 
advisor who monitors the student’s personal and 
academic development, and serves as the point 
of contact for the family. In addition, students 
pursue personal interests through projects, and 
they compile and present their best work in 
personal digital portfolios and Presentations of 
Learning (POLs). Students with special needs 

receive individual attention in a full inclusion 
model. 

In essence, the facilities are tailored to 
enable individual and small-group learning, 
not just classroom instruction of the core 
subject fundamentals. Students who have 
enjoyed their time at the ELC carry both the 
lessons and techniques they have mastered 
forward with them to North Peace’s main 
campus for Grades 11 and 12.

The lessons learned at the ELC were 
brought forward five years later when it 

was time to plan and build the Margaret 
Ma Murray Community School, the first full 
school built within School District 60 in nearly 
30 years. Located in the rapidly-expanding 
northwest part of Fort St John, Margaret Ma 
Murray gave district planners an opportunity 
to bring some of the 21st century learning 
concepts that were first introduced at the ELC, 
to an elementary setting. 

Margaret Ma Murray is now home to 
over 350 students in Kindergarten to Grade 
6. Working with KMBR Architects Planners 
Inc., the same architects that helped design 
the ELC, this new school features many 
design elements aimed at both engaging 
students and giving them a vibrant learning 
environment. Large windows, high ceilings 
and the use of light birch trim have created 
inviting  open spaces and learning areas 
flooded with ample natural light. Flexible 
furniture options, designed to accommodate 
curious and growing learners, give the school 
a very different look from more traditional 
classrooms.

The five classroom areas are arranged in 
pods, with families of classes able to share 
learning common space to expand their 
learning areas or, when needed, to bring 
down large garage style doors to separate 
into their own spaces. Upstairs, Da Vinci-style 
learning lab areas for intermediate students 
are furnished with modern seats, tables and 
equipment that can be flexed into different 
configurations and are more ergonomically in 
sync with the comfort and movement needs 
of today’s students. 

At the heart of the building is the learning 
commons, a gathering space and the school’s 
full-sized community gymnasium. The 
learning commons houses the school’s library 
and offers a welcoming area for students to 
read or research. The gathering area, named 
for Bella Yahey, an Indigenous Elder known 
for her contributions to bringing people 
together in community, provides an open 
space for school and community members 
to come together. The oversized gym is 
three times larger than a regular elementary 
gymnasium. It was made possible thanks to 

RE-EMERGED LEARNING...

https://www.reachlearningcentre.com/onsite-training
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a sizeable contribution from the City of Fort 
St John. With its full-sized courts, amenities 
and viewing area with bleachers, it serves 
as a home to a multitude of activities and 
tournaments, both within and beyond the 
regular school day.  

As a community centre of learning, 
Margaret Ma Murray also hosts a daycare, 
multi-purpose rooms and a fully equipped 
music band room. The school’s non-gendered 
washroom facilities, featuring individual and 
separate toileting areas, are served by a 
common hand-washing area. This may have 
initially raised eyebrows, but has been quickly 
accepted as just a place to do one’s business 
before getting back to the business of 
learning. The building also features numerous 
curves and angles, and makes maximum use 
of every space, including such features as a 
“cave” space beneath a staircase for quiet 
time reading and a ball pit in the sensory 
room. An innovative learning space, Margaret 
Ma Murray goes far beyond the traditional 
“cells and bells” model that used to dominate 
school construction. 

And just as at the structure of the ELC has 
supported a different sort of instruction, so too 
has Margaret Ma Murray Community school 
sparked different ways for teachers to engage 
with students and each other. Gathering in 
learning pods rather than a traditional staff 
room (there isn’t one in either the ELC or 
Margaret Ma Murray!), staff collaborate and 
co-plan in ways that go well beyond those 
found in more traditional schools.

Now a third new space is being built 
in Fort St John’s northeast corner. With a 
projected enrollment of 500 students, this 
new Kindergarten to Grade 6 project is School 
District 60’s most ambitious project to date. 
Learning from the experiences of both the 
ELC and Margaret Ma Murray, the yet to 
be named new school will continue to build 
on the innovations incorporated into those 
projects. 

In addition to a larger gym, the new school 
will also feature a fine arts center to further 
foster visual and performing arts. Innovative 
learning practices found at ELC and Margaret 

Ma Murray will be integral to operation at this 
building as well. 

What is most exciting is that other schools 
across the district, while lacking some of the 
architectural features of our new buildings, 
are re-tooling and re-energizing their 
programs by adopting some of the flexible 
furniture and instruction ideas being utilized 
by their colleagues. I’m proud to say that in 
Fort St John, new construction has given rise 
to new ideas. 

By utilizing new ideas, structures, designs 
and equipment, Peace River North teachers 
are building brighter futures for all our 
students. 

Dave Sloan is the Superintendent of Schools 
for School District 60 (Peace River North). 
After 30 years of teaching and helping 
steer the education system in Peace River 
North, Superintendent Sloan announced his 
retirement in March 2019.
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