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Christmas Office Hours:

• The CPCO office will be 
closed for the Christmas 
holidays, commencing 
Dec. 23, 2019, and will 
reopen on Jan. 6, 2020.  

• Voice and email messages 
received over the 
holidays will be returned 
on Jan. 6, 2020. 

• If this is an emergency, 
please contact Joseph 
Geiser, Executive Director, 
at jgeiser@cpco.on.ca. 

• If assistance is required 
for CPCO’s Long Term 
Disability Program, 
contact Johnson Inc. at 
1-877-709-5855.

For a child has been born for us,
a son given to us;
authority rests upon his shoulders;
and he is named
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 
Isaiah 9:6

May the Peace, Joy and Love of Christmas fill your heart 
and home throughout this festive season!
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FROM THE PRESIDENT & THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Annalisa Varano & Joseph Geiser

Invite, Include, Welcome

It is timely and fitting that this issue illuminates the impor-
tance of A Sense of Belonging. Advent and Christmas evoke 
a variety of powerful, and sometimes conflicting, emotions. 
While they represent a beautiful spiritual opportunity to 
come together with family and friends to celebrate Christ’s 
birth, the hopes and expectations raised by the commercial 
aspects of the season, such as, gift giving, fancy dress parties 
and traditional Christmas family feasts, can sometimes 
create a profound sense of disconnection, isolation and fear 
for many of our students, families and staff. 

Father Rob Galea, in his book Breakthrough, discusses 
his faith journey, from a lost and desperate teenager who 
had given in to his many addictions, to a faithful, hopeful 
and loving man with an open relationship with Jesus. 
Through this journey he came to realize that it was the 
moments of belonging, of being with others to break 
down barriers and build community, that truly prepared 
him for his journey from desperation to hope. He recalls 
the words of St. Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians 
who “describes the Church as the Body of Christ”: 

You and I, he says, are particular parts of that body. 
Some are the hands, others the feet. Some are the 
eyes and others the ears. We all need each other to 
function properly, and together we are all dependent 
on Christ, the head of the body. The eye cannot say 
to the hand, “I don’t need you” and the head cannot 
say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” 

1 Corinthians 12:12-27

We all have a need and desire to belong. This is at the root 
of what it means to be human. We have been created in 
God’s image to belong to him and to belong to one another. 
As the leaders of our school communities, we are charged 

with creating an inclusive, accepting environment where 
everyone cares for and trusts in one another. It is no 
wonder that Christ said the greatest commandment is to 

“love the Lord your God with all your heart, and all your soul 
and all your mind” and to “love your neighbour as yourself ” 
(Matthew 22: 27-39).

How we create a sense of belonging presents a continuous 
challenge. For some, belonging is conditional and 
transactional. They believe acceptance depends on what 
they bring to the table, whether materially, emotionally, 
academically or spiritually. Others may feel their interests 
and passions are not mainstream or “cool” enough. Still 
others may simply lack the confidence and courage to 
seek out connections with their peers.

So what can we do? We can provide opportunities for stu-
dents with shared interests to come together. We can value 
diversity, promote the sharing of different experiences, 
celebrate cultural traditions, and model acceptance of the 
fringe or unusual. We can ask questions and listen. We 
can teach that belonging is not a transaction, not a social 
contract, but a connection at the most basic human level.

As we enter into the Christmas season, we hope you 
will each remember the love, acceptance, support and 
guidance you have received from your family, friends, 
mentors and colleagues. We pray you will find ways 
to support and guide every child in your care so that 
they too will find acceptance and love in your school 
community, for it is in the faces of the lonely, the sad, the 
dispossessed and the poor in spirit that we will see the 
face of Christ, who reminds us in Matthew 25:40, "Truly I 
tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers 
and sisters of mine, you did for me."

Welcome to our Christmas edition of Principal 
Connections as we continue to journey in 
anticipation, exploration and promise.
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FROM THE EDITOR
Deirdre Kinsella Biss

To Belong is to Matter

Fundamental to students’ well-being is that they experi-
ence “a sense of belonging” in their lives. Yet, in a world 
that offers countless ways to connect, it seems ironic that 
so many of our students feel disconnected and isolated.

Recent research reveals that today people do not feel a 
strong sense of belonging until 35 years of age. Changes 
in family structures, student safety 
concerns, and the breakdown of 
trusting relationships both 
institutionally and personally have 
impacted the once so strongly 
established feelings of belonging that 
people grew up knowing. Human 
beings are wired to connect with each 
other. Belonging is the manifestation 
of deep connection. This edition of 
Principal Connections will explore the 
importance of cultivating a sense of 
belonging for the students in our Catholic schools.

Dr. Jill Daly Gowdie's opening article provides us with a 
framework for thinking about the magazine’s theme. She 
addresses the importance of being part of something 
that is much larger than ourselves. She reminds us 
that creating space for something other than ourselves 
is part of the layered reality of being Catholic. She 
authentically and philosophically explores the question 
To Whom Do I Belong?

Michael Hryniuk and Paul Tratnyek celebrate the work 
and life of Jean Vanier in their article. They highlight Jean 
Vanier’s belief that … “everyone is born with an innate need 
for belonging.” They remind us that for many of our students, 
school is their primary place of belonging. As principals and 
vice-principals, we face the challenge of creating learning 
communities of openness, welcome, attention, love and 
genuine care. This requires inclusion, humility, compassion 
and vulnerability on the part of leadership.

In Power and Love in School Leadership, Steve Munby 
shares leadership insights on ways to encourage a sense 

of belonging for everyone in our schools. In order to open 
the doors to building belonging, he identifies the need for 
leaders to find a balance between power and love. “Power” 
he defines as the relentless, challenging, holding-peo-
ple-accountable side of our job; and “love” he describes 
as the kind, compassionate, inclusive, invitational aspect 
of our practice. The balance between these two concepts 

opens the doors to community 
building and belonging.

University professor, advocate and 
celebrated Ted talker, Temple Grandin, 
shares her insights about ways we can 
help students on the autism spectrum 
feel a sense of belonging in our schools. 
In A Conversation with Temple Grandin, 
Temple describes her teen years as the 
most difficult period of feeling belonging. 
She identifies her big ideas about autism 

and cautions us to never allow students to make autism their 
sole identity. Dr. Jean Clinton points out human beings, in 
particular, teenagers, desire strong social ties. She explains the 
social aspect of belonging in her article Good Education Cares 
and describes how a sense of belonging provides students with 
a sense of security, identity and community.

It is through the inclusive embrace of Catholicism that 
we can build a sense of belonging in our schools. “People 
know that they belong when they experience a culture 
of care, which demonstrates deep respect, mutual trust, 
active empathy, abundant support, lenience in judgement, 
and integrity in word and deed” (M. Paulter, page 17). 
Belonging and connection is the ongoing challenge we 
face with each other. When we truly experience a sense of 
belonging, we feel cared about and we feel like we matter. 
When we are a part of something bigger than ourselves, 
we feel God’s love and presence. We know we matter.

During this Christmas season may you feel God’s love 
and experience a sense of belonging through our Catholic 
tradition of hospitality, welcome, inclusion and love for 
one another.

It is through the 
inclusive embrace 
of Catholicism that 

we can build a 
sense of belonging 

in our schools.
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To Whom  
Do I Belong?
 By Dr. Jill Daly Gowdie

There is a magnificent angel, carved out of stone, 
which stands level with the great doors of one of 
the most beautiful libraries in the world. 

Head inclined, it is a silent greeting, a gentle nod 
to those who enter this cathedral of books and 
learning and story and thought. A benediction 
of being, a reminder of things unseen, the great 
communion that surrounds us if only we have a 
heart that sees.   

This sense of being part of something larger, of 
being knitted into a bigger reality, a layered 
reality, is central to the Catholic imagination and 
the way of Jesus. It is a particular understanding 
of belonging that is at the same time tight 
and loose – strong, and yet vulnerable, in the 
post-modern world where ‘expressive individuali-
ty’ rolls against any whiff of traditioning. And yet, 
the search for authenticity that is the hallmark of 
our age still asks ‘To whom do I belong?’ 
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By Deirdre Kinsella Biss 
and Debbie Kasman

A CONVERSATION WITH 

In June 2019, CPCO engaged in a discussion with 
Temple Grandin, one of the most well-known and 
accomplished advocates for students with autism. 
We spoke to her about how we can deepen a sense 

of belonging in our schools for students who are on the 
autism spectrum. 

Temple herself was diagnosed with autism in 1950, and 
at that time it was suggested to her parents that she be 
institutionalized. She went on to graduate with a PhD 
in animal science from the University of Illinois, and 
has designed livestock-handling facilities, consulted 
for major U.S. companies, and is a professor of animal 
science at Colorado State University. She is a recognized 
author and researcher, and has been widely publicized 
in the media, including a TED Talk entitled “The World 
Needs Different Thinkers.” In 2010, HBO released a 

film about her life, which received 15 Emmy Award 
nominations and five Emmy Awards. The film can 
currently be viewed on Netf lix.

In her memoir, Thinking in Pictures, Temple shares in 
detail how autism shapes her daily life.  She chronicles, 
names, articulates, describes and makes sense of the many 
challenges she encounters. She solves problems in unique 
ways to help overcome her hyper-sensitivity to noise and 
sensory overload. Temple’s willingness to speak candidly 
about her experiences has helped to deepen public 
understanding of autism.

During our conversation, seven big ideas emerged. 
Temple was very clear that these serve as essential 
building blocks to foster student belonging and inclusion. 
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The late Martin Luther King said: “Power 
without love is reckless and abusive, and love 
without power is sentimental and anaemic.”

I believe that this applies in school leadership as well. If 
we are to be effective as leaders, we need to show both 

“power and love” in what we do. By “power” I mean words 
like driven, relentless, challenging, holding to account, 
assertive, and confident, and by “love” I mean words like 
kind, compassionate, inclusive, invitational, asking for 
help and showing empathy.

When we become a leader we have to put on the “mantle 
of leadership.” In a figurative way, we put on the garment 
of leadership, we accept the fact that we are a leader and 
we do so with gravitas and with determination. Most of 
us have doubts about our ability to lead sometimes (of 
which more later), but some people really do not believe 
in themselves as a leader at all. They think they are there 

Power and Love 
in School Leadership

under false pretences. If you end up being led by someone 
like that, then it will be a nightmare because the leader 
will constantly be looking to you for endorsement and 
reassurance. He or she will lack the confidence to see 
things through when it gets tough. Nobody wants to 
be led by someone with no confidence. A leader needs 
absolute determination to make things happen. Drive, 
passion and focus are all essential to great leadership.

About 16 years ago, my wife and I bought a new house. 
When we went in there, we drew up a long list of all the 
things that were totally unacceptable in the house; all the 
things that needed significant improvement. We set about, 
with some enthusiasm, improving the house. We got about 
two thirds down the list … and we stopped! Why? It was 
for two main reasons. First, we ran out of money! But the 
second reason is we eventually stopped noticing the things 
that we first thought were unacceptable. We got used to 
them. What was unacceptable became acceptable.

By Steve Munby



I remember it as if it were yesterday. I was new to 
Canada, 11 years old, and didn’t know the social 
rules. I didn’t know what was expected of me and 
didn’t feel that I “fit in.” Some students targeted me 

for having an accent. “T-Bags, why are you here?” they 
would say, “Go back where you belong!”

Wow did I feel like I didn’t belong, so thank goodness 
for the teachers who recognized that I was “lost at 
sea.” A sense of belonging was what I craved, and they 
reached out to connect me with like-minded students, 
and to the Kiwanis Boys and Girls Club, which 
accepted me unconditionally and helped me to make 
friends. I fully experienced, ‘Good education cares.’ 
Belonging was more than something I wanted; it was 
something I needed. 

In 1943, Abraham Maslow published his now famous 
hierarchy of needs. He identified that “belonging” was a 

primary need just after physiological needs; food, warmth 
and safety. A seminal article on belonging was published 
many years later in 1995 by Baumeister and Leary. The 
Organization for Economic Development (OECD) uses 
these authors’ definition of belonging in the Program for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) surveys and has 
begun measuring belonging in 15-year-old children.

A “sense of belonging” is defined as feeling accepted and 
liked by the rest of the group, feeling connected to others 
and feeling like a member of a community (Baumeister 
and Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1943). The report states what 
educators have known for centuries, that “Human beings, 
and teenagers in particular, desire strong social ties. They 
value acceptance, care and support from others. In schools, 
a sense of belonging provides students feelings of security, 
identity and community. These, in turn, support academic, 
psychological and social development” (Jethwani-Keyser, 
2008). Belonging is of paramount importance to learning.

Good Education Cares 
 By Dr. Jean Clinton
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By Michael Hryniuk and Paul Tratnyek

Embracing the Work of 

Jean Vanier

Photograph by Marc Bauer-Maison 



Who is Your 
Nathalia?

By Steve Sider



Making
Students
Feel at
Home
By Peter DeWitt

Belonging is a strong but complicated word. We all look 
for a sense of belonging in our personal and professional 
lives. Some adults crave it so deeply that they stay in 
negative relationships because they fear the idea of being 
alone. Others are surrounded by strong and positive 
relationships, which lead to an increase in their happiness. 

However, what we often do not talk about enough is that 
our students have that same deep need to belong. For our 
students, a sense of belonging is so strong that they will 
join gangs or enter into unhealthy relationships in order 
to feel like they belong to something or with someone. 
Unfortunately, not all of our students feel they belong in 
our schools or with their family at home, so they move 
towards those unhealthy relationships with friends to fill 
the void. 

In a recent student voice report, Quaglia (2019) found in 
his survey of over 450,000 students worldwide that only 
56 per cent of Grade 6 through 12 students in our schools 
feel that their teachers make an effort to get to know them. 
Imagine what it must be like to show up to school day 

in and day out, and feel as though not one adult in your 
school makes an effort to get to know you? Whether this 
is their reality or their perspective of their reality doesn’t 
matter. What matters is what we do about it. 

In order for our students to feel engaged in school, they 
need an emotional connection to their teacher or school 
community, and need to see that they have a voice 
in their own learning. If our students do not feel that 
emotional connection to school, it may lead to a path of 
alienation, where students either drop out of school or 
they graduate leaving us behind feeling we never really 
understood them.  

Odetola et al (1972) found that there are two types of 
alienation that students feel within our schools, which 
are identification and powerlessness. Identification is 
defined as “the student’s sense of belonging to his school” 
(p. 19). Powerlessness is defined as a “student’s feeling of 
incapacity to affect the direction of his learning” (p. 20). 
This can have devastating effects on a student’s sense of 
belonging and self-worth. 
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Where Do We 
Actually Belong?

By Brian Diogo

It is 5:45 a.m. and the alarm sounds. 
You lay in bed and allow your mind to wander. 
Where does it go? 
Your family, your friends, your job? Or your mobile device? 
Has the mobile device surpassed what should be our first 
thoughts, first priorities? 
How does it hold such a great power over us? 
Does this have anything do with the need to belong?
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I See You and You Matter!
By Lisa McCrohan

“When a child walks into the room, your child 
or anybody else’s child, do your eyes light up? 
That’s what they’re looking for.”
Maya Angelou



In a world with a myriad of ways to connect, it’s 
a bit ironic that so many children and youth feel 
disconnected. Yet, loneliness is one of the major 
issues of our time. Unfortunately, when a child or 

youth complains that no one likes them or they don’t fit 
in, caring adults often don’t know how to respond. They 
may offer encouraging statements, such as, “Keep trying.” 

“That’s not true, “or “I think you are a wonderful person!” 
While these comforts come from a place of good intention, 
they neither address the pain of not belonging, nor offer 
the skills to learn how to belong. 

Temperament as underlying factor

Children are born with different temperaments, which is 
our biological basis of responding to stimuli. Of the basic 
temperaments, there are two, which when maladaptive 
are more likely to lead to problems relating to others. 

As an educator, you’re probably familiar with students, who 
fit one end of the spectrum, undercontrolled (UC). They 

are spontaneous, impulsive and will march up to kids 
on the playground and ask, “Are we friends now?” These 
children, because of their temperament, are more likely 
to attract the attention of teachers due to their lack of 
inhibitory control (Think Calvin and Hobbes). In social 
relationships, they may need help with impulse control and 
emotion regulation in order to form friendships. They need 
to learn to have more control over their behaviours and the 
way they respond. 

The other side of the temperament spectrum is called 
overcontrolled (OC). As adults, these individuals report 
a profound lack of belonging when they were children. 
They are the timid and shy kids who hang around the 
edges of the playground, often not joining at all. At 
its extreme, this loneliness precedes serious problems 
later in life, including anxiety, depression and anorexia 
nervosa. Yet, because these children do not like being 
the centre of attention and have high inhibitory control, 
they often f ly under the radar for early intervention and 
are often overlooked.

Strategies for Connecting
 By Karyn Hall and Dr. Nicole Little
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