
Using Assistive technology, DifferentiAteD 
instrUction, AnD ProfessionAl leArning 
teAms (trilliUm lAkelAnDs DsB) ...................... 2

schools AttUneD in grAnD erie (grAnD erie 
DsB)  ........................................................................ 4

Bâtir lA cAPAcité DU Personnel PoUr AssUrer 
lA réUssite De toUs les élèves (conseil 
scolAire cAtholiqUe DU noUvel-ontArio) ...... 5

Assistive technology: tech tUesDAys (ottAwA 
cAtholic school BoArD) ..................................... 5

mAking A Difference By mAking it Different 
(rAiny river DsB)  ................................................. 7

All ABoArD! finAl DestinAtion...stUDent 
sUccess (niPissing-PArry soUnD cDsB) ............ 8

eDUcAtion for All mAthemAtics Project  
(st.clAir cDsB)  ..................................................... 9 

knowleDge trAnslAtion in Action: A csc/coDe 
collABorAtion  .................................................. 10

ISSUE NO. 1
NOVEMBER 2008CODE CHRONICLES

Letter from the Editors 
Nancy Tully-Peever, Brian Finnigan 

We are pleased to share with you our first 
on line edition of “CODE Chronicles”!

In this edition, and in future publications, 
you will be able to read about and share 
responses to the ongoing stories of our 
collective success in improving conditions 
for learning for students with special needs 
throughout Ontario.

The journey that we have  shared with the 
CODE Special Education Projects over the 
past three years has resulted in real gains in 
student learning and has moved the goals 
outlined in Education For All closer to real-
ity for all students. We offer a special thank 
you to the Ministry of Education for their 
generous support of school district CODE 
projects over the past three years.

Our format provides you with an oppor-
tunity to not only see a permanent record 
of our collective success but also to act as a 
launch pad for further discussion, reflection 
and expansion. At the conclusion of each 
article featured in each of our editions will 
be a ‘comments about this article’ feature. By 
clicking on this link you can post a comment 
directly to the authoring school district and 
participate in our Provincial Learning Com-

munity. In addition all responses will be 
posted on the secure OSONET web-link 
for our Provincial Leadership Team. We will 
monitor the ongoing provincial responses 
and use the interest generated to assist us 
in supporting dialogue and learning at the 
Regional and Provincial level.

We would encourage you to read the 
articles in each edition, post comments 
to the authors, and share the success and 
challenges with colleagues in your own 
school district.

It is our intention to have at least four 
editions of” CODE Chronicles” throughout 
the remainder of the 2008-2009 school 
year. Each edition will feature articles from 
school districts around the Province. We 
will send out notification to all school dis-
tricts on a regular basis letting you know 
when editions will be posted on the CODE 
homepage.

 It has been a real pleasure to work with 
you on these projects over the past three 
years. We want to thank all of the boards 
who have contributed articles and we 
applaud your ongoing efforts to build 
capacity and  share your learning with 

others. If you would like to post a notifica-
tion in our publication about some particu-
lar development or offering in your school 
district please to not hesitate to contact 
us at the email addresses below. We look 
forward to the opportunity to continue to 
support your excellent work!

Your Editors:

Nancy Tully-Peever 
ntpeever1@rogers.com

Brian Finnigan  
bffinnigan@sympatico.ca

Let Us Know How 
We’re Doing
CODe Chronicles is waiting to 
hear from you. 
If yOu have a response to any of the articles 
in this or any issue of the CODE Chronicles/ 
Les chroniques du CODE please use the 
email link found at the end of each article, 
or if you have a general suggestion for this 
publication please drop us a line.

email:  chronicles@ontariodirectors.ca
Post:     1123 Glenashton Drive 
                Oakville, Ontario 
                L6H 5M1

CONTRIBUTORS 
Thanks to the following boards 
for participating in this issue 
Trillium Lakelands District School Board
Grand Erie District School Board
Ottawa Catholic District School Board
Rainy River District School Board
Nipissing-Parry Sound Catholic District 
School Board
St.Clair Catholic District School Board
Conseil scolaire catholique du Nouvel-
Ontario

WeLCOMe TO Our fIrST 
ISSue. BIeNVeNue À La  
PreMIÈre ÉDITION.
Read on and enjoy the contri-
butions of our many writers 
from  school districts across On-
tario. Prenez connaissance des 
contributions de vos collègues 
de par tous les conseils scolaires 
de l’ Ontario.Bonne Lecture!

CONTENTS

LES CHRONIQUES DU CODE

Did You Know?
CODe IS hosting free webinars/web confer-
ences for educational leaers. Concepts and 
topics have included knowledge sharing,  
exploring the growing and changing role 
of technology in education, and more.

You can navigate to  the CODE website at  
www.ontariodirectors.ca and click on 
“Activities” for details.

mailto:ntpeever1@rogers.com?subject=Chronicles&cc=chronicles@ontariodirectors.ca
mailto:bffinnigan@sympatico.ca?subject=Chronicles&cc=chronicles@ontariodirectors.ca
http://www.ontariodirectors.ca


Using Assistive Technology, Differentiated 
Instruction, and Professional Learning Teams
Closing the Gap - all Students Can Succeed - raising the Bar

Betty Moore, Special Education Consultant 
Caroline Pattison, Vice Principal 
Trillium Lakelands District School Board

Introduction

Trillium Lakelands District School Board implemented three consecutive years of “CODE 
Projects.” Our primary focus was to increase student achievement through access to and 
use of Assistive Technology among students with special needs during both instruction 
and assessment. Other foci included increasing the use of Differentiated Instruction 
approaches in teaching and assessment, and the establishment of Professional Learning 
Communities. The first two years were composed of pilot projects, while in the third year, 
the goal was to apply our learning to a board-wide approach. 

year One: Closing the Gap

The primary goal of year one was to increase the level of literacy achievement for 
Grade 5 and 6 students with special needs through improved assessment practices and 
Assistive Technology.

Professional learning communities were established within 10 pilot schools. Professional 
development focused on increasing the knowledge and skills of classroom and special 
education teachers regarding the effective use of the continuous assessment cycle, stu-
dent learning profiles, universal design for learning, and Assistive Technology. Follow-up 
professional development encouraged collaborative relationships among the teachers 
utilizing assistive technology and student data to support learning. Job-embedded profes-
sional learning opportunities were provided to schools throughout the year.

Each participating classroom was provided with an additional computer and scanner. 
Another component to increasing accessibility was the purchase of a high-speed scanner 
in order to build a central library of scanned texts and novels. 

year Two: all Students Can Succeed

The primary goal of year two was to increase literacy achievement for students with 
special needs in Grades 5 to 10 through Assistive Technology, Universal Design for Learn-
ing, and Differentiated Instruction. 

 School teams were established in nine pilot schools—three secondary and six elemen-
tary. Professional development focused on Assistive Technology, Universal Design for 
Learning, and Differentiated Instruction. Each team collaboratively prepared a plan for 
implementing what they had learned within their own schools. This was followed by family 
of schools’ professional development sessions during which teams shared successes and 
challenges and developed further implementation plans dependent upon their student 
and school needs in the areas of Assistive Technology, Differentiated Instruction and 
Universal Design for Learning. Mentoring and job-embedded professional learning was 
entrenched throughout the project.

Schools were supported with additional hardware (laptops, tablets, scanners) and 
school teams worked to create accessible classroom and school designs. 

year Three: raising the Bar 

The primary goal of year three was to increase literacy achievement for students with 
special needs throughout all TLDSB schools, both elementary and secondary, by increasing 
teacher knowledge and comfort with Assistive Technology and Differentiated Instruction 
to support both student instruction and assessment. 

Assistive Technology Teams (ATT) were created within every school across the board. 
Three professional development sessions were provided throughout the school year, 
delivered in family of school areas. Between sessions, each ATT implemented a self-
developed plan to build staff capacity, and followed the progress of specific students with 
special needs receiving Assistive Technology accommodations. Mentoring contacts and 
job-embedded professional learning opportunities were made available.

A mobile assistive technology training lab was purchased to enable board-wide train-
ing for the ATT members, as well as for school staff groups and students. Other resources 
were purchased and distributed to enable ATTs to implement their staff capacity-building 
plans. 

Student achievement results 

Overall, most of the students who were taught to use Assistive Technology experienced 
higher levels of achievement in reading and writing. CASI is a reading comprehension 
assessment. The Pre-CASI was given to students without access to Assistive Technology. 
The Post-CASI was given to students with access to Assistive Technology. Reading and 
writing achievement results from the 2007–07 project are also positive.
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When using Assistive Technology, many students were able to significantly increase the 
level of text that they were able to access and comprehend. 

When using Assistive Technology, many students were able to increase their level of writing. 

Sample of Grade 6 student’s work, without and with the use of Assistive Technology:
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« Using Assistive Technology, continued 
Student surveys were distributed as part of the data collection for each CODE Project. 

Some comments from students were:

 “It helps me be more independent — I can do it myself.”
 “…it helps me work better and it keeps me working longer” 
“…people know what I am writing and they understand what I am writing”

Observations shared by principals in their surveys were that students were more eager 
to learn, Assistive Technology helped students become more independent, students were 
able to express knowledge more easily, students were more excited about completing 
assignments and attending classes, there were fewer discipline problems, and parents 
were pleased with the increased successes of their children.

Teacher Practice

 Teachers focused on Differentiated Instruction, Universal Design for Learning, and 
Assistive Technology, and self-assessment surveys were administered regarding these. 
Teachers reported an increase in comfort, skill and usage of Assistive Technology and 
Differentiated Instruction. Post-data showed that gains were made in each of these areas, 
with the greatest gains over the three years occurring in Assistive Technology. 

System-Wide Impact

External expertise added an element of professional development for teachers and 
educational assistants that reinforced our common goal of increasing achievement for 
students with special needs. These experts included the following:

Todd Cunningham, sharing his expertise in assistive technology•	
Dr. Colin Laine, co-writer of Education for All•	
John Draper, demonstrating his use of Communication Assistive Technology•	

 EQAO results since the beginning of TLDSB’s CODE project initiative indicate positive 
trends across the board, including lower exemption rates and higher accommodation 
rates for students with special needs. 

2004-05 2007-09

TLDSB Province TLDSB Province

Reading 
Exemptions

8% 5% 3% 3%

Writing 
Exemptions

8% 3% 3% 3%

Reading 
Accommodations

8% ? 21% 12%

Reading 
Accommodations

8% ? 21% 12%

2004–2005 Trillium Lakelands DSB eQaO reading and Writing results for Students 
with Special Needs before CODe Project year One

(*, ** as per EQAO definition)

2007–2008 Trillium Lakelands DSB eQaO reading and Writing results for Students 
with Special Needs after CODe Project year Three

(*, ** as per EQAO definition)

Summary of What We Learned 

Throughout the three years of CODE projects, we have learned some important les-
sons: 

Regular use of Assistive Technology can positively impact reading comprehension, •	
student independence and motivation.
Assistive Technology is most beneficial within the regular classroom and when •	
students with special needs and others have training.
Teachers who directly experience students’ enhanced performance through the use •	
of Assistive Technology are impacted in their beliefs and practice.
Teachers need to work collaboratively and share expertise.•	
Higher success occurs when students are able to access Assistive Technology at home, •	
and parents are encouraging the use of Assistive Technology.

Along with the successes, there were also a few challenges in our project initiatives:
Professional development needs to be differentiated to fit the needs of schools and staff.•	
Specific support is required to move schools ahead.•	
There are barriers to student access — e.g., number of computers, possible stigma, •	
student reluctance.

Next Steps:

Continue to increase access to Assistive Technology.•	
Monitor use of Assistive Technology.•	
Pay special attention to transition and to ensure continued use of Assistive Technol-•	
ogy in new grades or settings.
Embed Assistive Technology more at universal design and planning stages.  •	  

           Comments about this article? Email kevin.cutler@tldsb.on.ca

mailto:kevin.cutler@tldsb.on.ca?subject=Chronicles&cc=chronicles@ontariodirectors.ca


Schools Attuned® in Grand Erie
Brenda Blancher, Superintendent of Program
Kim Cottingham, Principal Leader- Special Education
Karin Mertins, Psychological Associate – CODE Project Leader
Grand Erie District School Board

Background

When the funding announcement for the CODE Special Education Project was made in 
September, 2005, it was viewed as a promising way of moving forward system projects that 
had already been initiated to align and improve special education services. Amalgamation 
of three predecessor boards to create the Grand Erie District School Board had revealed 
significant differences in the values, beliefs and practices affecting special education 
students. Developing a shared vision was imperative. Guiding Principles in Special Educa-
tion (GEDSB Policy Number 27) were developed, and awareness of the importance of 
alignment between organizational portfolios, data-driven decision making, and evidence-
based practice began to influence system planning. The release of Education for All (2005) 
galvanized the direction of special education in Grand Erie.

Professional Learning

“The preparation of the regular classroom teachers…is of critical importance for the applica-
tion of inclusionary service models for children with learning disorders. To place such children 
in regular classrooms with teachers who lack preparation to understand and manage them 
effectively is unfair to the students and to the teachers themselves” (M. Levine, 2001 p. 307). 
Schools Attuned® is a student-focused professional development program and service 
delivery model designed to equip educators with the knowledge, skills and tools to make 
sound, defensible professional judgments about instructional and assessment practices 
that affect all types of learners (www.allkindsofminds.org). Training involves 35 hours of 
core course instruction with 10 hours of follow-up learning. This is a substantial commit-
ment to professional development.  Anchored in brain research, the program focuses 
on student strengths, neurodevelopmental profiles, instructional decisions based on 
evidence of student learning, professional collaboration, differentiated instruction, and 
helping students learn about learning. Because it accomplishes key professional learning 
goals outlined in Education for All, Schools Attuned® became the focus of the CODE Special 
Education Project in Grand Erie. Offering the course during the school year built on the 
momentum created by summer institute training in the previous two years. 

The Peel District School Board  generously shared a pre-/post-program capacity-building 
survey they had developed to assess the impact of this professional development program 
on teacher practices. Table 1 summarizes the data from the GEDSB 2006 cohort. 

Table 1: Summary of results for Participants Who Completed Both Pre- and Post-
Program Surveys (GEDSB 2006 cohort)

Item Pre-program 
(n = 47) 

Post-program
 (n = 47)

Mean 
Difference

Mean SD Mean SD

1. I use neurodevelopmental 
terminology to describe observations of 
students.

1.94 0.82 3.47 0.55 1.53***

2. I use profiles of students in planning 
accommodations and strategies in 
teaching.

3.09 0.97 3.62 0.49 0.53***

3. I select/adapt accommodations and 
interventions for students based on an 
understanding of a neurodevelopmental 
framework.

2.25 1.03 3.72 0.45 1.47***

4. I have collaborative conversations 
with other teachers about students’ 
profiles.

3.43 0.83 3.62 0.49 0.19

5. I make changes to instructional 
decision making based on student 
profiles.

3.23 0.79 3.55 0.54 0.32**

6. I am confident in my abilities to 
recognize differences in student 
learning.

3.28 0.77 3.72 0.45 0.45***

7. I am confident in my abilities to 
manage differences in student learning. 3.15 0.72 3.55 0.50 0.40***

8. I plan lessons in ways that 
have incorporated aspects of the 
neurodevelopmental framework.

2.34 0.92 3.74 0.44 1.40***

9. I plan lessons in ways that leverage 
student strengths. 3.36 0.61 3.77 0.43 0.40***

10. I am able to speak clearly with 
parents regarding their child’s strengths 
and weaknesses.

3.53 0.58 3.83 0.38 0.30**

TOTaL 29.59 5.32 36.59 2.40 7.0***

**p<.01; ***p<.001 [Data were analyzed using paired-samples t-tests.]

Appreciation is extended to Dr. A. Sidiq Ali for his generous sharing of the survey as well as Shari Nickle, 
Donna Zuccato and Shirley-Anne Teal of the Peel District School Board for their help along the way. 
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Apart from significant improvements in all but one area of professional practice, there 
was a significant decrease in standard deviation or variability within the group in relation 
to how individual teachers reported on their practice. This means that Schools Attuned® 
training built not only teacher capacity, but also consistency with respect to key indica-
tors.

Over the three years of the CODE project, significant professional learning opportunities 
were offered through other portfolios. In order to determine whether the baseline level 
of teacher knowledge had changed over time, pre-course surveys from the 2006 (n = 
75) and 2008 (n = 25) cohorts were compared. ANOVA revealed no significant difference 
between groups, supporting a conclusion that Schools Attuned® training makes a unique 
contribution to teacher learning (F(2, 24) = 0.749, p < 0.70).

Instructional Leadership

In the first year of the project, expressions of interest were accepted from across the 
district with the recommendation that staff attend in school groups of 3–5. Administra-
tor participation was encouraged but not required. The response from front-line staff 
was overwhelmingly positive and approximately half of interested teachers could be 
accommodated. In spite of this favourable response to training, questions emerged about 
implementation of what was learned. Discussions with Schools Attuned® alumni and 
administrators revealed two key strategies to support knowledge mobilization: adminis-
trator participation in the training, and the presence of a strong teacher leader on staff. 

Lessons learned from year one prompted the development of a proposal submission 
format in subsequent years to position the involvement of principals as instructional 
leaders. Expressions of interest were solicited from school teams that included the admin-
istrator and addressed the implementation of this training in the school plan. Building this 
stronger foundation for implementation came at a cost of significantly reduced interest 
in the CODE project. The principal’s involvement had become a (temporary) bottleneck 
for school involvement. In the third year of the project, however, a similar proposal format 
was used and interest again exceeded available spaces. Taken together, these trends 
underscore the role of principals in modelling professional learning behaviour and the 
importance of insisting on their participation in professional development—after all, what 
gets supervised gets done (M. Schmoker, 2006). Interestingly, summer institute sessions 
have not attracted administrator involvement even though large groups from schools 
have organized themselves to engage in this opportunity.

Principals who completed training with their staff have systematically embedded 
implementation of what was learned into school plans and also into performance review 
processes. These are key strategies to mobilize knowledge. CODE schools have reported 
outcomes such as fewer Individual Education Plans for non-identified students because 
“we’re teaching to the student now”; improved receptivity to maintaining regular class 
placements for students with special education needs; increased use of assistive technol-
ogy; targeted use of strategies to support specific students; and better evidence-based 
judgment to access out-of-school resources such as psycho-educational assessment. Daily 
modelling of the application of training by principals, in conjunction with the Learning 
Resource Teacher, has been identified as the key strategy to mobilize knowledge within 
a school.

While the leadership role played by administrators is imperative to support imple-
mentation of professional learning, front-line staff without positional power can also 
play a determining role in the success of any venture. In the third year of the project, an 
opportunity was offered to aspiring leaders to develop projects through Grand Erie’s 
internal leadership development program. Two teachers became involved through this 
process and made significant contributions to embedding Schools Attuned® practices 
in various work settings. This also helped support the efforts of in-house teacher leaders 
who emerged as champions of the project. These staff members play pivotal roles by 
taking actions such as designing bulletin boards to inform the school community about 
student learning, supporting other teachers in demystifying learning, sharing resources, 
and actively engaging colleagues in focused professional conversation.

assessment

The explicit goal of using student achievement data to show improvements in learning 
for students with special education needs was viewed as an ideal opportunity to align 
with literacy/numeracy initiatives. This portfolio was developing system standards for 
Developmental Reading Assessment/ Comprehension, Attitudes, Strategies and Interests 
(DRA/CASI) assessment, data recording and analysis. Inclusion of special needs students 
in regular education processes has helped to “push the envelope” in terms of education-
for-all thinking. One seasoned special education teacher reflecting on changes in the 
school over the years of involvement with the CODE project commented that “overall, 
there has been a real shift in collaboration and the shared understanding that we all teach 
every kid.” Apart from more consistently valuing the role that common assessments can 
have in program planning, staff report planning for multiple means of expression for 
assessment of learning and reconsidering the value of student work to inform instructional 
decision making. These shifts in focus have helped entrench differentiated instruction. On 
a parallel note, while administrators observe differences in the habits of mind of Schools 
Attuned®-trained staff and those not yet trained, the general observation is also that 
having some staff modelling the willingness and confidence to try alternative practices 
benefits everyone.

Schools and System Organization

Rethinking school and system organization has been initiated in Grand Erie. Undertak-
ings like the CODE Special Education Project, Literacy/Numeracy Secretariat initiatives, 
and Learn to 18/Student Success collectively draw attention to outdated organizational 
structures. The process of developing and implementing a system plan models a recursive 
process for school planning which, in turn, drives decisions about timetable, staffing, 
and resource allocation. Our CODE schools report planned changes in all of these areas 
to support professional conversations among staff, further implementation of training, 
and a foundational shift in embedded professional learning.

I used to think…students should work quietly at their desks. All students should do the 
same amount of work. Hard work will make all things right with the world.

Now I think…all students have different ways of learning, processing information etc. and 
there is a need for multiple strategies and teamwork in teaching children.

http://www.allkindsofminds.org
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Communication

System structures/processes to roll out practical details of an undertaking are well 
established in Grand Erie, but authentic communication about how things are really going 
is an area under development. Creating an atmosphere that supports and encourages 
the sharing of professional practice is challenging. An email-based conference internal to 
the board to facilitate ongoing sharing of success, challenges, and questions by Schools 
Attuned® alumni is showing good promise as one sustainable strategy to mobilize knowl-
edge. At the level of individual students and schools, staff involved with the project report 
that a focus on student strengths is an irresistible foundation for collaborative manage-
ment of learning differences with most parents. Furthermore, a focus on monitoring is a 
key part of the board improvement plan.

Next Steps

The immediate challenge to knowledge mobilization based on lessons learned from the 
CODE project is to find ways of supporting trained staff to consistently implement what 
they have learned, as well as offering continued training opportunities, in the absence of 
external funds to accomplish these goals. This approach includes taking a critical look at 
ways of building capacity with staff who have not yet been trained.  
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Bâtir la capacité du personnel pour assurer 
la réussite de tous les élèves
Lise Chrétien-Gardner, Surintendante 
Conseil scolaire catholique du Nouvel-Ontario

L’amélioration du rendement des 
élèves demeure le point de mire de 
l’ensemble du personnel du Conseil sco-
laire catholique du Nouvel-Ontario.

On invite donc chaque année, le per-
sonnel à effectuer une analyse des items 
des tests de l’OQRE afin de déterminer et 
d’établir la liste des forces ainsi que des 
points à améliorer. De plus, on établit 
une comparaison avec les résultats des 
bulletins de chaque élève afin de voir si 

les faiblesses relevées lors des tests se retrouvaient également dans les autres évaluations 
scolaires. L’année durant, les élèves pratiquent à répondre à des questions explicites, 
implicites et de liens, et cetera, dans toutes les matières. De plus, un plan d’action est 
dressé pour préparer et assurer la réussite des élèves aux tests de l’OQRE pour l’année 
en cours.

Les consultations fréquentes entre collègues (enseignantes et enseignants, enseig-
nantes et enseignants ressources, éducateurs spécialisés) et avec les membres à la direc-
tion enrichissent le processus pédagogique. La clé de la réussite réside dans l’ouverture 
et la confiance entre tous les membres du personnel.

De plus en plus, le personnel enseignant est d’avis qu’il est primordial pour la réussite 
des élèves de faire en sorte que l’enseignement des processus soit le même d’année en 
année. Ainsi, plusieurs initiatives on été mises en œuvre afin d’assurer cette harmonisation 
au niveau des processus d’écriture, de lecture, de résolution de problèmes et du projet 
de recherche. À titre d’exemple, les enseignantes et les enseignants aux cycles primaire 
et moyen se rendent disponibles pour faire du modelage dans les salles de classe afin 
d’assurer que les processus soient enseignés selon les paramètres établis. Cette constance 
et cette cohérence favorisent la réussite de tous, surtout les élèves ayant des besoins 
particuliers.

Les écoles misent surtout la réussite en lecture, sachant que ceci est la clé de la réus-
site scolaire. Plusieurs initiatives ont été mises en place pour atteindre les objectifs de 
compréhension en lecture. Dans quelques écoles les classes du cycle moyen ont participé 
au projet « Collaborer pour assurer la réussite des élèves ayant des besoins particuliers » 
subventionné par le ministère de l’Éducation de l’Ontario et élaboré par CODE. Ce projet 
vise le partage de stratégies en lecture ainsi que la formation et l’accompagnement des 
enseignantes et des enseignants pour répondre plus adéquatement aux besoins spéci-
fiques des élèves avec des besoins particuliers dans les salles de classe. Au cycle primaire 
et au cycle moyen, on prévoit l’utilisation adéquate des trousses GB+ et DRA ; des outils 

diagnostiques dont les livres nivelés favorisent l’enseignement guidé auprès de petits 
groupes d’élèves d’un même niveau d’apprentissage.

Aussi, la culture des communautés 
d’apprentissage professionnelles et de rencontres 
par niveaux permet de revoir et d’harmoniser les 
pratiques d’enseignement et d’améliorer le proces-
sus d’évaluation. Les écoles adoptent les principes 
de la table ronde des experts tels que stipulé dans 
le document.

« L’éducation pour tous ». Les enseignantes et les 
enseignants différencient les contenus, les proces-
sus et les productions. Dans le but de donner à 
l’élève avec des besoins particuliers le maximum 
de chances de réussite, un choix de questions 
traitant d’une même habileté lui est offert au cours 
de son évaluation. En plus de ce choix, l’entrevue 
peut remplacer l’évaluation traditionnelle écrite si 
l’élève le veut. Celle ci permet les sous-questions, la 
rétroaction immédiate et la possibilité de réponses 
plus élaborées. Ces stratégies contribuent à rendre 

l’élève plus actif et plus responsable dans le cadre du processus de son apprentissage.

Finalement, les écoles sont de vraies communautés d’apprentissage professionnelles où 
règnent la collaboration et la volonté de trouver des stratégies et des techniques efficaces 
pour assurer la réussite de tous les élèves.  

          Comments about this article? Email lise.chretiengardner@nouvelon.ca

Assistive Technology: Tech Tuesdays
Ottawa Catholic School Board

Background

Over the past three years, the Ministry of Education has made funding available through 
the Council of Directors of Education (CODE) to school boards for projects related to the 
Education For All expert panel report. During the 2007–2008 school year, CODE funding 
was directed at supporting intermediate and secondary students through the use of assis-
tive technology (AT). AT is promoted as a means of helping students gain independence, 
opportunity, a sense of accomplishment and academic success.

Methods

A total of 106 teachers and administrators from 18 schools were invited to participate 
in a series of professional development (PD) activities. The PD model employed for this 
project was based on the positive results generated from the previous CODE projects. The 
PD allowed for the introduction of the topic using an expert in the field, an opportunity 
for participants to gather some practical experience and to practise the strategy in a 
neutral setting, and finally, the opportunity for participants to use the strategy back at 
their school site. Opportunities for professional dialogue and collaboration throughout 
each phase of the project were viewed as key to the success of the project. 

Teachers were asked to complete a survey prior to the first PD session and again on the 
final PD day. The purpose of the survey was to get information about their understanding 
of AT and of Differentiated Instruction (DI).

The AT part of the questionnaire asked them about their:
Knowledge of various assistive technologies•	
Personal use of assistive technology, and•	
Integration of AT into everyday planning•	

The part of the questionnaire that explored differentiated instruction asked them 
about their:

Confidence in selecting the best assistive technology for students with specific •	
learning needs
Confidence in using various differentiating strategies in the classrooms, and•	
The Ministry of Education’s Readiness to use AT in the school checklist.•	

 
Students

A student survey was sent to 91 students currently using AT. The resource or guidance 
teacher facilitated the use of assistive technology to aid in survey completion if appropri-
ate. 

The survey asked students to identify the types of AT they were using and how they 
were using them, to rate the degree of difficulty that using AT presented, to describe the 
benefits of using AT, and to make recommendations about AT use for other students and 
the system. 

results

In order to assess whether or not there was a change in teachers’ a) knowledge of vari-
ous assistive technologies, b) personal use of assistive technology, or c) the integration 
of AT into everyday planning, a multivariate analysis of variance on Knowledge, use and 
Integration was performed using pre- and post-survey data, with Time as the repeated, 
dependent variable. There was an overall significant effect of Time, with F(3, 21) = 10.4; 
p. < .01. Univariate analyses of each survey component revealed a significant change in 
teacher practice across time in each of the areas measured. The means for each survey  
component displaying change over time are presented in figures 1a, 1b, and 1c. (Note: 
The maximum score for Knowledge was 11, for Use was 44, and for Integration was 33.

« Schools Attuned, continued 
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figure 2b: use of Differentiation Instructional Strategies

figure 3 depicts the frequency with which various programs are used by students. 
The majority of the students reported using two programs, although a few of the older 
students reported using more, most notably programs like Excel and Word.

The results from the survey are graphically depicted in the full report and are summa-
rized here. Typically, and not surprisingly, the older students were, the more likely they 
were to have been using AT for a few years, to be using it in all their classes, and to report 
that they could use AT independently.

There did not appear to be a correlation between the type of program used and the 
comfort level or the way AT was used at school. Anecdotally, students reported that the 
programs were easy to use, although several students commented that Dragon Naturally 
Speaking was difficult to learn to use and took the most time to learn to use effectively, 
although the time invested “paid off.” Comments about Kurzweil and Write Out Loud 
also suggested that students would recommend the programs to other students who 
were “slow at writing.” In general, students reported they would recommend AT to other 
students because “It makes things faster and can help a lot.” 

Students, in general, reported that:
Using AT at school was not a problem •	
The equipment worked most of the time •	
They felt supported by regular classrooms teachers, and •	
They could get help when they needed. •	

There was some dissatisfaction expressed regarding the unavailability of AT for use 
at home. As well, there was a small discrepancy between the genders; girls were more 
likely than boys to report “feeling weird” about using AT and to report having more of a 
problem bringing it to class.

Students reported that AT helped them work faster and better, but was less useful 
when it came to helping them to understand or keep up with their peers. Students also 
had the following comments: 

[AT] helped a lot so I think it would help a lot of people with messy handwriting•	
It is faster and makes work fun and because it is a great tuwal (sic)•	
Kurzweil and Dragon don’t work well in French•	
It is like someone with glasses…it helps to be the best you can do•	
It helps you to be equal with everyone else and it allows you to go to college or university•	
It is easy to pick up•	
Dragon Naturally Speaking is good for people with fast talking and good enunciation•	
I like that only a few people have laptops•	
At home the only word processing applications we have are Microsoft Office and when I •	
don’t have my laptop it makes it difficult to do work. 

Discussion

The results support the conclusion that the CODE Year 3 project, Assistive Technology: 
Tech Tuesday, was a success in the Ottawa Catholic School Board. Participating teachers 
gained a significant appreciation for the functionality and the role of AT in helping [all] 
students learn. Increases were observed in their knowledge of AT, their use of AT, and their 
ability to integrate AT into regular classroom practices after participating in the project. 
It appears that teachers still need support in determining the best AT to use for students 
with specific learning needs but, as noted by a participant, there is always more to know 
when it comes to AT. 

Generalized use of AT as a regular instructional strategy was not the norm and is another 
area to be addressed through in-service in the ensuing years. Teachers were likely to 
embrace the use AT if they had a student already using it (e.g., through a Special Equip-

« Tech Tuesdays, continued 

figure1c: Integration over Time

figure 1b: use over Time 

figure 1a: Knowledge over Time

Differentiation

Teachers were asked about differentiation practices in their classrooms. The first set 
of questions asked them to rate their degree of confidence in augmenting instruction 
with AT, given a need. A repeated-measures ANOVA was performed using Time as the 
repeated, dependent variable. There was a statistically significant increase in teachers’ 
confidence in supporting specific learning needs with AT as a result of participating in 
the project. The means are presented in figure 2a. (Note: Maximum score was 35.)

A second series of questions asked teachers to rate their confidence in using instruc-
tional strategies to support differentiation. A repeated-measures ANOVA was performed 
using Time as the repeated, dependent variable, and a significant effect was observed. 
The means are presented in figure 2b.

figure 2a: Differentiation for Specific Learning Needs 

figure 3: aT Programs used by Students 
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ment Allocation grant). Issues arose around accessibility and reliability of AT currently in 
the schools. In summary, attitudes towards AT were positive and there appeared to be a 
general thirst for more information about using AT to help students be successful.

Students embraced the use of AT and had very few concerns about using AT at school. 
Indeed, they wanted access at home. They reported that they were generally well sup-
ported at school and that they felt they could get help with AT if they needed. Interestingly, 
teachers were more likely than students to suggest that students would feel singled out 
or different if they were using AT. The majority of students using AT did not report feeling 
self-conscious about using AT at school. There was a similar discrepancy between teacher 
and student perceptions when it came to reports on the benefits of AT. Teachers were more 
likely than students to report that AT improved the quality of student work and helped 
to support understanding. Students seemed to see AT more as a tool to help them get 
their work done faster, but issues relating to understanding and organization were less 
likely to be influenced by the use of AT.

The CODE Year 3: Tech Tuesday project provided insight into the use of AT in the inter-
mediate and secondary panels. It appears that attitudes and knowledge regarding the 
use of AT are further ahead of the some of the technical and practical issues. For example, 
teachers and students are more than willing to use AT, but having only one electrical outlet 
in the classroom limits the application of AT. Similarly, teachers indicated a willingness 
to integrate AT into their regular practice, but need time to do so. Assessment practices 
appear to be another barrier to regular integration of AT in the classroom. There appears 
to be no doubt, however, that Ottawa Catholic School Board is on the right track when 
it comes to using AT as a means of helping students with special needs to gain inde-
pendence, opportunity, a sense of accomplishment, and academic success. Further, AT’s 
usefulness and the imperative need for AT to support students can be summed up in the 
words of one AT student user who said, 

“Even kids with no problems can use it!”  

           Comments about this article? Email simone.oliver@ottawacatholicschools.ca

Making a Difference by Making It Different
Rainy River District School Board

For the CODE Special Education 
Project, Making a Difference by 
Making It Different, all Rainy River 
District School Board schools were 
involved, although the main focus 
for the project was in the primary 
and junior divisions of all elementary 
schools. Approximately 115 teachers, 
including elementary and secondary 
Special Education Resource Teachers, 
benefited from the improved profes-
sional practice through the support 
of professional learning communities, 
professional development in differ-
entiated instruction and in assistive 

technology, and resources, which in turn improved the achievement of approximately 
789 primary students and 515 junior students throughout the Board.

The CODE project focused on improving professional learning. All primary, junior, and 
Special Education Resource teachers participated in school and system professional 
learning communities. Differentiated instruction training was provided to new teachers 
through the New Teacher Induction Program, and it was also a focus of all primary and 
junior professional learning communities. In addition to this training, teachers across the 
system benefited from the monthly Differentiated Instruction newsletter and evening 
professional learning sessions held by the Board Literacy Coordinator.

role Development and Best Practices

The Student Achievement Teacher (SAT), a leadership role within each elementary 
school, was expanded within all schools to assist with peer coaching/co-teaching within 
both the primary and junior panels. This role also facilitated school-based professional 
learning communities and was further supported by the system consultants and by 
central meetings of the Student Achievement Teachers who explored ways to expand 
the coaching model at the school level. Facilitating moderated marking sessions and 
leading school team EQAO training, the Student Achievement Teacher was a key person 
in ensuring alignment of Ministry and system initiatives within the school. 

The role of the Special Education Resource Teacher (SERT) moved to a more inclusive 
role in the school through the professional learning communities. The SAT worked closely 
with the SERT in providing supports for students with special education needs. Students 
considered at-risk were tracked at each professional learning community, creating a 
shared responsibility for closing the gap for these students and aligning with the Student 
Success Initiative’s principles.

Another focus of the CODE project was a deepening of best practices and resources 
through the development of the Board Assessment Plan. The Rainy River District School 
Board’s extensive Assessment Plan outlines the system’s assessments, such as the Devel-
opmental Reading Assessments (for students in Kindergarten to Grade 3), CASI Reading 
Assessment (for students in Grades 4 to 8), and writing exemplar tasks, with clear guide-
lines for the administration, timing, frequency, and collection of data of all assessments. 
These assessments are used to inform our efforts by focusing and refining instruction and 
monitoring student progress. Professional learning communities within the primary, junior, 
and intermediate divisions focused their decision making on the collection and analysis 
of such data. For instance, all students in the primary division are tracked on a literacy 

spreadsheet. An area for development is a system-wide tracking mechanism for junior 
at-risk students. Overall, the system for collecting data and its analysis alongside EQAO 
data were instrumental in the implementation of the School Effectiveness Framework last 
year and have laid the groundwork for the Teaching-Learning Critical Pathways.

The Impact of assistive Technology

A lesson learned from the CODE project was in the area of assistive technology. The 
Education for All report states that “Assistive technology is a powerful tool. It is any technology 
that allows one to increase, maintain or improve the functional capabilities of an individual 

with special learning needs. Its applica-
tions and adaptations can help open 
doors to previously inaccessible learning 
opportunities for many children with 
special needs.” The Board’s Special 
Education Services department has 
provided assistive technology such as 
FM systems and sound amplification, 
print enlargers, a Braille embosser that 
prints any scanned text, voice-to-text 
and text-to-speech software, and com-
munication aids (speech synthesizers 
and touchscreens) for students requir-
ing such support. 

In the spring of 2008, Special Education Services conducted a data-driven study of 
approximately 20 identified students in Grades 4 to 6 to show how assistive technology 
impacts student achievement in spelling, reading comprehension and written expression. 
The results were compelling, especially in the area of written language. With the assistance 
of SpeakQ software, 100% of students that were tested increased spelling achievement by 
more than four grades. Eighty-five percent of students demonstrated increased achieve-
ment in reading using Kurzweil software. Seventy percent of students had an increase of 
at least four grade levels in written language achievement using WordQ software. 

Staff reorganization and Training

Despite these promising results, assistive technology is an area for further development 
for the Board. A survey of primary and junior teachers, as well as SERTs, indicated that staff 
were still in the initiation stage. Early in the project, SERTs were provided with intensive 
training in assistive technology alongside the Information/Communication Technology 
(ICT) Leads for each school. ICT Leads are teachers who are provided with ongoing profes-
sional development and support in the area of information/communication technology 
and, in turn, share this knowledge with school staff. While this early model seemed a logical 
path for implementing assistive technology, the Board encountered some obstacles. First, 
both roles seemed to change frequently over the years without the knowledge transfer. 
Secondly, assistive technology is a quickly changing field; professional development could 
not keep up with the changes. Also, teachers’ expertise in information technology varied 
greatly, and as a result, so did the use and integration of the assistive technology in the 
district’s classrooms. And there were still teachers who did not see the value of assistive 
technology or its role as a “cognitive prosthesis” (Cavalier, Ferretti, & Okolo, 1994). 

To overcome these obstacles, Special Education staffing was reorganized to allow for a 
System Special Education Resource Teacher who would specialize in assistive technology 
and would work with elementary schools across the district. As the secondary panel has 
provided release time for ICT Leads, the focus for this upcoming year is to provide further 
training for this role at the secondary level. The secondary ICT Leads would then take the 
lead for training but would work closely with the SERTs, who would be responsible for 
developing a school plan for ongoing training. 

With respect to training, best practices across the system highlighted the importance of 
personalizing training for each student’s support network. An important recipient of train-
ing was the school’s Education Support Personnel (ESP), ensuring that all ESP knew how 
to use the technology and to support all students within the school. One school trained 
the students, providing a one-hour tutorial for each student about the basic functions of 
the laptop and the prescribed software, with parents encouraged to attend these tutori-
als. Teachers also were provided with training and ongoing support, such as noon-hour 
tutorials demonstrating how to get the most of the technology and promoting its use 
within the classroom. Another best practice was providing training exclusively for parents 
through an evening session. Parents need to support student learning and promote the 
use of this technology with their children. During this evening session, parents were also 
given a tutorial on how to use assistive technology such as Kurzweil and ReadPlease.

Next Steps

Additional barriers existed within the school infrastructure. Print material (textbooks, 
assignments, tests) needed to be made available for the students and therefore, network 
scanners were relocated in student-accessible areas. While Education Support Personnel 
were initially trained in scanning print material, the goal is to enable greater student 
independence. As well, the Board established a central library of scanned material and 
has since promoted the importance of purchasing digital textbooks whenever schools 
purchase resources. The final step to increase accessibility of assistive technology and 
to remove the stigmas that may be attached to its use will be the installation of wireless 
access in all schools, thereby allowing all students to use laptops in the classrooms. 

The successes of Making a Difference by Making It Different came largely through nar-
rowing and deepening our Board’s focus and its system plan, building capacity through 
professional learning communities, promoting coaching/co-teaching models, creating a 
framework in which to consistently analyze data to inform decision making, and carefully 
considering feedback at all levels to improve practice. The CODE project was the “tipping 
point” in respect to making a difference for all students, but especially in regard to closing 
the gap for students with special education needs.  

           Comments about this article? Email hcampbell@mail.rrdsb.com
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All Aboard! Final Destination…Student 
Success
Karen Fabbro-Cobb, Senior Education Official
Paula Mann, Senior Education Official
Nipissing-Parry Sound Catholic District School Board

The Nipissing-Parry Sound Catholic District School 
Board’s CODE Special Education Project: Communi-
cation For All has been like planning a long-antici-
pated journey. In preparing for our project journey, 
we needed to determine and calculate where we 
were going, what preparations needed to be done 
and what stops we were going to make along the 
way. Preparedness and readiness for the unexpected 
were essential packing items. Looking back, our 
target group included students at the junior level in 
three area schools who were identified with learning 
disabilities.

and so our journey began...

The instructional leadership of the principals 
involved was paramount to the success of the proj-
ect in its early stages. As evidenced in the research, 
“Instructional leadership is demonstrated when princi-

pals and staff focus their time on the teaching-learning process (not just administrative duties) 
and work together to bring about growth in student achievement. Their commitment is to 
learning and working with others — teachers, students, parents and community members 
— in order to improve the quality of instruction in their schools” (The School Effectiveness 
Framework, p. 32, September 2008).

Our main focus was to enhance communication skills in literacy and, through the use 
of assistive technology, to support learning in the regular classroom using the elements 
of universal design as the foundation so that all students would benefit.

As our journey continued, student baselines were established in reading and writing. 
Individual student profiles were compiled and assessments were administered at regular 
intervals throughout the year. Existing data, both formative and summative, were col-
lected. In analyzing the school’s data, it was imperative to provide classroom teachers 
with professional development opportunities to base instructional decision making on 
evidence-based practices. 

Multi-tiered professional development opportunities were provided for the following 
educational roles: project principals, classroom resource teachers, classroom teachers, 
parents and students. Three key outcomes gleaned from these opportunities included 
educators, parents and students becoming familiar with Kurzweil and AlphaSmart tech-
nology and their application to classroom instruction; the use of differentiated strategies; 
deeper understanding of the range of learning styles in the classroom; and the power of 
students advocating for their learning needs.

first Stop! St. alexander School, 2005–2006

Cultivating a collaborative professional learning team that focused on continuous 
improvement for all students, exercising precision, differentiation and intentionality in 
assessment and instructional practices, married with the belief that all children can learn, 
proved to be key elements in improving the achievement of students with special needs 
at St. Alexander Catholic School.

The road to improving student achievement can seem bumpy, winding and foggy 
without a road map for guidance. Meeting the needs of the 42 Grade 3 to 6 students with 
identified needs had become a challenge. The principal and teachers began to use the 
principles of the Universal Design model as their primary guide on this journey. During 
the first year of the CODE: Communication For All project, Kurzweil programs were intro-
duced to students, five Grade 3–6 classroom teachers, two classroom resource teachers, 
educational assistants, and parents through a lab-type setting.

In addition to establishing student reading and writing baselines, teachers and the 
principal worked together to form individual student baselines with and without the 
use of assistive technology. Teacher moderation of student samples of writing to inform 
next steps for instruction was key to this first leg of the journey. One of the major find-
ings from the inquiry-based project is the need to ensure that the assistive technology 
matches the specific need of the student. Just as one person’s prescription eyeglasses 
would not suit another, the staff found that for every student, it is important to identify 
curriculum objectives and the tasks for each student, and to match the characteristics 
of the assistive technology with the student’s individual learning profile (Education for 
All, p. 130, 2005).

Within a short amount of time, teachers reported that student motivation levels had 
increased and frustration over content decreased. As stated by Rhonda D’Agostino, a 
Grade 4/5 teacher involved in the project, “Students have been successful in providing their 
analysis and thoughts across the curriculum through a science and social studies focus. They 
are no longer frustrated by the content.”

In the Grade 3 classroom, where 16 of 26 students were identified as having special 
needs, the Kurzweil program was integrated as a literacy centre as well, enhancing com-
prehension and topic development. Students with special needs were more readily able 
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to access the curriculum, which increased independence in learning and removed many 
barriers to enable them to reach their full potential.

Upon reflection, one of the essential learnings throughout this journey is that the infu-
sion of technology alone does not improve student outcomes or close the achievement 
gap for students with special needs. However, assistive technology connected to focused 
instruction, sound assessment practices, a professional learning team that uses student 
data to inform next steps, and a high degree of instructional leadership certainly does!

Students On The Move – Students With Special Needs, 2005–2006 results

Number of Grade 3 Students  With Special Needs: 16

reading Writing Mathematics
At Provincial 
Standard and Above 69% 62% 88%

Provincial
Standard 21% 18% 31%

In all areas of the assessment, no students with special needs achieved a Level 1.

In 2006–2007, the project maintained a focus on junior and intermediate students 
with learning disabilities. The focus included two overarching goals: improving both 
the achievement of students with special education needs and instructional practice. It 
became evident that assistive technology integrated into the classroom through Kurzweil 
and AlphaSmart programs increased the level of student comfort with technology, as 
well as being instrumental in assisting students to access the curriculum at their true 
achievement level.

Engaging parents was an important aspect of this quest. Parent meetings were con-
ducted for all schools involved and included:

An overview of the project and definition of a learning disability by a psychologist.•	
Strategies to help students at home.•	
Demonstration of Kurzweil and AlphaSmart technology.•	
Short presentation by a student involved in the project.•	

As a result, parents felt more connected as a community. Parents were able to increase 
their knowledge of learning disabilities and of how to address the needs and frustrations 
of their children.

The 2007–2008 Journey year…

Continuing on our journey, the 2007–2008 Special Education project continued to 
focus on the implementation of effective capacity building and instructional practices 
to improve achievement of students with special education needs identified through the 
first two years of the CODE project. The project continued to focus on junior/intermediate 
students with learning disabilities and their use of assistive technology. With the guidance 
of a Learning Disabilities Consultant (a shared service with our co-terminous school board), 
student profiles were examined and maintained, generating better information and data 
and a more thorough understanding of student assessments. Determining the strengths 
and needs of students helped in the development and maintenance of connections 
between the IEP and the Provincial Report Card. Linkage was established through the 
CODE Special Education Project and the Ontario Psychological Association Project. 

Next Stop: a Teacher’s Perspective – Introduction of Smart Board Technology

During the 2007–2008 school year, Smart Board technology was piloted in our CODE 
classrooms. The following is a testimonial from Melanie Courchesne, a Grade 3/4 teacher 
involved in the project, on the impact that assistive technology has had on her class and 
her teaching.

“The Smart Board allowed me to address a variety of learning styles simultaneously. In par-
ticular, struggling students, and those who were very active, benefited from the opportunity to 
physically manipulate words, numbers and images. I was able to use online manipulatives to 
demonstrate concepts. Then, the students could access these same manipulatives to do their 
work, using the laptops. This was highly helpful and motivating for my reluctant learners. The 
most dramatic difference that occurred as a result of this technology was in writing. I taught my 
students to use Co-Writer in conjunction with Write Outloud on the laptops. This technology 
levelled the playing field for my struggling students. They were able to get their ideas down 
without constant one-to-one support for spelling and rereading. As a result, I became a much 
more effective teacher. In the past, writing sessions were spent trying to meet the needs of 
many frustrated students who couldn’t spell or read enough to write independently. I felt like 
I was dealing with a leaky dam, running from one raised hand to another, plugging holes in 
futility. With this new technology, my students became willing and able authors. I was able 
to spend my time coaching small groups of students, zeroing in on specific areas of need. The 
improvement in all of my students was phenomenal. I feel that this technology brings us to a 
whole new level of teaching!”

Next Stop: Noteworthy Successes!

Monthly updates to Board of Trustees, Principals, SEAC members — everyone felt •	
connected to the project
Increased student reading levels•	
Increased student advocacy•	
Increased understanding of how children learn•	
Increased evidence of differentiated instruction•	
Increased evidence of student achievement•	

“Research can provide teachers with a road map that highlights effective teaching tech-
niques for all students” ( Education for All, P.259).

“Learning is not workshops and courses and strategic retreats. It is not school improvement 
plans or individual leadership development. These are inputs. Rather, learning is developing 
the organization, day after day, within the culture.”

(Michael Fullan, pg. 28, 2008)
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final Destination: Student Success…right On Time!

It is often said that the journey is not about the destination alone, but is more about 
the learning that occurs along the way. We would have to agree. However, in this case, the 
perspective of one of our Grade 6 students involved in the project on how the Kurzweil 
technology helped improve his learning proves that the destination does indeed matter 
as it defines the path ahead:

”I can read Grade 6 books now and I am happy about that. When I am listening to my work 
being read back to me, I can use the word prediction to correct any errors. I am working on 
an assignment right now to create a fantasy land. The program has improved my confidence 
level. Now, I can read at a higher level on my own. Before, I had a hard time reading at the 
level others could and sometimes they made fun of me, I did not like that so much. Now I feel 
smart like I know I am.”  
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Education for All Mathematics Project
St. Clair Catholic District School Board

Background

This article is a reflection on the Educa-
tion for All mathematics project at the St. 
Clair Catholic District School Board. We 
focused our CODE money on sustainable 
professional development in mathemat-
ics for our board. Deborah Loewenberg 
Ball tells us her story of how an increase 
in her own content knowledge helped 
her to recognize and exploit situations 
when key mathematical ideas came up 

in class. She also points out that her own “capacity plummeted when I myself was unclear 
about the mathematics, or when I had mistaken ideas” (Ball, 2002). We wanted our teach-
ers to have the same kind of “profound understanding of fundamental mathematics” that 
Liping Ma writes about (Ma, 1999). She argues for connected, curricularily structured and 
longitudinally coherent knowledge of core mathematics. Dr. Ball also points out that it is 
critcally important for teachers to “know mathematics for teaching,” which is distinct from 
knowing mathematics for yourself (Ball & Hill, 2004). We used the research of Dr. Ball et 
al. to determine that we would focus our mathematics project on two things: content 
knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge. We wanted to give our teachers the 
opportunity to uncover and debunk any of their own misconceptions as well as to learn 
more about the kinds of mathematics they would need for teaching.

Keys to the success of our Education for All mathematics project were the principal’s 
role as the instructional leader with in the school, as well as ongoing support for job-
embedded professional learning. We wanted to go beyond typical professional develop-
ment sessions that leave teachers with no one to help them implement new learning 
in their classroom and no school-based professional support system. With that end in 
mind, each of our schools had teams of five people who attended mathematics sessions. 
These teams included the principal, the program resource teacher (school-based special 
education teacher), and one teacher from each division. This gave teachers the support 
they needed back in the classroom to implement new strategies and techniques. Another 
spin-off advantage to having teams of five from each school was the ability of that critical 
mass to influence other teachers in their school. 

The Professional Learning Community (PLC)

A key component of the success of this project has been the professional learning 
communities established in each of our schools. Every principal has PLC time for their 
schools—PLCs take place in every school every two weeks, with teachers having 50 
minutes of release time to work with the principal and their colleagues. Often, PLCs take 
place with the principal along with each of the divisions. However, the principal can set 
the structure of each of the PLC sessions according to where the needs are. Most schools 
have cycles of topics for the PLCs, including literacy and numeracy. 

The PLC played a large role in sustaining professional learning as well as in spreading the 
learning to other teachers in the school. Principals and teachers were able to collaborate 
on how best to integrate these strategies into their classrooms, and to reflect on many of 
the practices. This also had the benefit of enabling the members of the school community 
to support each other in the improvement of mathematics teaching. 

Principal as Instructional Leader

Concurrently with this project, principals and vice-principals had received significant 
professional learning to develop themselves as instructional leaders within their schools. 

Much has been written about the role of the principal—it is a diverse role requiring an 
eclectic skill set, including interpersonal and political skills as well as managerial and 
organizational skills. However, even these necessary skills are not sufficient for today’s 
schools. Principals need to be lead learners and leaders who help teachers reflect on 
their instructional practices and support them as they change them to better meet the 
learning needs of all students. 

For the last two years, principals have attended monthly full-day sessions that have been 
75% devoted to their role as instructional leaders. At the same time, we have eschewed 
traditional one-shot professional development sessions in favour of a series (3 or 4 days) 
of sessions with school teams in which the principal participates as a learner alongside 
the teachers. Our goal has been to develop the principal as a knowledgeable leader who 
can support and direct the instructional program within the school. 

Teacher researchers

Throughout our project, teachers have been committed to doing their own research 
by trying new strategies with their students and analyzing the effectiveness of these 
strategies through student achievement. Through student work samples and assessments 
(assessments given to some full classes and some classes with identified students), we 
have noticed an improvement in student achievement in mathematics. Teachers have 
reported that more students are understanding concepts that have been previously dif-
ficult for students to understand (e.g., fractions, decimals, operational sense, counting/
quantity, etc.). Throughout the project, teachers have been exposed to many different 
strategies that allow students to learn concepts beyond what has been done in the past. 
Most program resource teachers, in particular, have been given some tools to help under-
stand where common student misconceptions are and how to help students get past 
these misconceptions. For example, in one school, using strategies learned in the project 
(First Steps in Mathematics, 35 Dinosaur task), we were able to find 11 of 23 students in a 
Grade 5 class who did not have a sense of quantity—that is, they did not trust that there 
were always 35 dinosaurs when using different strategies (such as counting by 1’s, 2’s, 5’s, 
and 10’s, along with addition and multiplication). Previously, we would have suggested 
that the students work harder and try more of the problems they struggle with. Often, 
this approach only reinforces misconceptions. Using some of the strategies learned, 
we were able to focus our efforts and determine that these students had some serious 
issues relating to quantity. We were then able to focus on specific learning activities for 
these students and to help them gain a sense of quantity. Once students were able to get 
past this very limiting misconception, they were able to begin to understand operations 
and not just memorize them. This led to higher student achievement on operational/ 
computational assessments.

Another example was in a Grade 5/6 class with 26 students. Students were given a 
place value assessment (i.e., the 52 Candies and 43 Candies tasks from the First Steps in 
Mathematics tool). The entire class got the 52 Candies task correct (traditional place value 
partition of 5 ‘tens’ and 2 ‘ones’). When the same students were given the 43 candies task 
(non-traditional place value partition with 3 ‘tens’ and 13 ‘ones’), only 8 of 26 students 
completed the assessment correctly. This gave incredible insight into the misconcep-
tions that these students had. As learned in our project, these students had a ‘face’ value 
interpretation of place value. Knowing what the students’ misconceptions were, we then 
helped clear up their misconceptions with place value by giving them problems involving 
non-traditional place value partitions. Prior to the project, we would have assumed that 
students understood place value and had generalized the patterns, when in fact they 
had not. 

As we learned when working with students throughout our schools, such misconcep-
tions were a common theme. Students were struggling with the idea of quantity long after 
we assumed that they had mastered counting. This is just one example of how student 
understanding, and subsequently achievement, has improved throughout our project. 
Other curricular areas in which we have noted an improvement are fractions, decimals, 
operational sense, and place value.

Knowledge of Students as Learners

“I taught it, why didn’t they learn it?” is a question many educators ask themselves. 
The shift from teaching to learning in education is not new. With the focus on teach-
ers as researchers in their own classroom, teachers quickly learned that having new 

strategies to teach mathematics only goes so far. 
The notion of how students learn mathematics 
becomes paramount. By using tools, such as First 
Steps in Mathematics and ideas found in Teaching 
Student Centered Math (Van de Walle et al.), teach-
ers began to learn how students learn mathematics. 
Participants learned where common misconcep-
tions occur and how to help students get past their 
misconceptions. 

In our project, we used the research tool Content 
Knowledge for Teaching Mathematics, developed 
by Dr. Ball et al. at the University of Michigan. The 
instrument was administered prior to the project 
and after a series of sessions. Over the course of one 
year, we did see an increase in teachers’ mathemati-
cal content knowledge and their knowledge of how 
students learn mathematics. 

Lessons Learned 

Throughout this ongoing project, we have learned a few things. We have learned that 
we need to continue to provide support to teachers as they implement new strategies 
in their classroom. We have taken our motto of “pressure and support” from Dr. Michael 
Fullan et al. We continue to expect teachers involved in the project to implement new 
strategies in their classrooms. But while we have this expectation, we continue to offer 
support. The support could take the form of classroom visits from District Numeracy/
Literacy teachers (coaches) or from system-level consultants, or the support provided 
from the school’s professional learning community. The inclusion of the program resource 
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teacher and principal has definitely offered another level of support for teachers to count 
on in their schools. However we can and we need to continue to offer support. We also 
learned, and our teachers began to internalize, the shift from teaching to learning in their 
mathematics classroom.

We believe this has been a significant project for our school board. All teachers involved 
in this project have given positive feedback and have shifted their practice, although in 
varying degrees. We began our project with the number sense and numeration strand, 
but we plan to extend it to include all five strands. We also recognize that teaching is 
cultural and that cultural practices are hard to change. Positive change takes time and 
commitment and we are steadfast in our resolve to improve the learning of mathematics 
for all students.  
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           Comments about this article? Email frank.leddy@st-clair.net

Knowledge Translation in Action:  
A CSC/CODE Collaboration
Amy Coupal, Director, Professional Learning
Curriculum Services Canada

Curriculum Services Canada (CSC) is 
collaborating with the Council of Ontario 
Directors of Education (CODE) in the 
development of resources and learning 
opportunities for educators in school 
boards across Ontario. These resources 
and opportunities focus on supporting 
school boards as they build capacity, 
develop learning networks, and sustain 
initiatives emerging from the CODE 
Special Education Projects. Our goal is 
to support a variety of education stake-

holders (e.g., teachers, administrators, parents, etc.) with diverse needs to provide a 
comprehensive range of learning opportunities. Resources are developed through an 
emergent design process based on ongoing dialogue with and feedback from stakehold-
ers. We encourage you to share feedback on this resource, CODE Chronicles, or any other 
related resource.

What’s available

We are currently created the following resources and learning opportunities as a part 
of this project:

a knowledge mobilization webinar series for educators•	
These one-hour sessions allow educators to connect with an expert facilitator and 
develop strategies to build capacity and learn lessons that have emerged from the 
CODE projects.

a summit for educators•	
CODE is hosting a summit on November 17 and 18, 2008 to help facilitate dialogue, 
thinking, and reflection in an effort to deepen our understanding and impact practice.

The Parent Partnership Matrix•	
Parents are critical success partners in a child’s education. The Partnership Matrix 
outlines strategies for engaging parents on a variety of levels.

A print-based version of the Matrix will be available at the November 2008 •	
summit.
A web-based version will be launched shortly after the summit and will provide •	
access to additional resources and strategies.

about CSC

Curriculum Services Canada (CSC) is the Pan-Canadian standards agency for quality 
assurance in learning products and programs. A not-for-profit organization, CSC provides 
standards-based services including development, implementation, evaluation, and 
accreditation of teaching and learning resources; production and delivery of multimedia 
and web-based professional learning programs; and support for education stakeholders 
on initiatives related to curriculum implementation. 

CSC is the parent organization for a family of quality services trusted by Canadian teach-
ers. We have one affiliate, The Curriculum Foundation (TCF), which is CSC’s charitable arm 
and supports a Grants for Teachers program for the development of new teaching/learning 
resources. CSC’s management system has been registered as being in conformity with ISO 
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in turn reinforce quality assurance and consistent standards for clients. 

As a standards agency, CSC ensures that resources developed for use in Canadian 
schools are of the highest quality to support instruction and learning. CSC has broad expe-
rience in curriculum correlation, identification of needs, and resource development.  

           Comments about this article? Email acoupal@curriculum.org

Watch for the next issue of CODE Chronicles, coming January 2009!
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