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FrOm The PresiDenT
Antonella Rubino

Listening. Responding. Guiding. Creating.

As we begin a new school year, administrators arrive 
equipped with knowledge, fortitude and wisdom gained 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is my hope that the 
summer months provided the much-needed time to 
refuel and recharge in order to emerge re-energized and 
re-invigorated. 

As Catholic leaders, we are 
stewards of our students and 
school communities. We are 
entrusted to care for and we 
recognize the need to be of 
service to others. In the words 
of 1 Peter 4:10, “God has given 
each of you a gift from his great 
variety of spiritual gifts. Use them 
well to serve one another.”  

The last several months have highlighted the importance 
of community, the power of connectedness, and the 
potential of innovation and creativity. Our collective gifts 
have allowed us to spawn unimaginable solutions and to 
connect from the most remote areas. 

As Catholic leaders, we will continue to remain steadfast 
in our faith and display of exceptional skill sets. Our 
commitment and compassion permeate our daily work 
and serve to nourish our learning communities. This 
is critically important to supporting staff through the 
uncertain days ahead, and to providing ongoing trust and 
confidence for our students and parents.

Our service to others can be demanding. As Catholic 
school leaders, one of our goals is to build character and 
resilience in our students and staff. Opportunities for 
growth in these areas are often realized during incredible 
periods of difficulty and hardship. No greater time than 
the current pandemic are we tasked to strengthen these 
qualities. We need to recognize these human experiences 
as teachable moments and find our inner strength. 

When we speak of challenges in learning disruptions, 
let us morph these into possibilities for dialogue 
and collaboration and the creation of new programs. 
Where we fall short on reaching every child or 
colleague, let us be led to truth and reconciliation. No 
doubt we may at times grapple in our service, but it is 

in our struggles that we are 
enlightened and progress.
   
As we move forward, we 
begin to heal. Reengaging our 
students and direct outreach 
to families leads to supporting 
their mental health and well-
being. We are commissioned 
to cultivate the faith 
formation of students and 
staff and to enrich their faith 

experiences. Catholic Principals and Vice-Principals 
minister to their school communities. In our call to 
serve, we nurture our students’ spiritual, academic and 
physical growth.

Catholic principals and vice-principals continue to 
serve and lead through the current f luctuating times of 
change with much resolve. We serve others by listening, 
responding, guiding and creating. Many of these tasks 
and responsibilities may empty one’s vessel; be mindful of 
this and remember the importance of caring for oneself in 
order to serve others.  

As we journey forward, may we be inspired by 
the unwavering work of Saint Teresa of Calcutta. 
She remained resilient and compassionate as she 
ministered each day in the face of hunger, disease and 
death. May her love and acts of service for the ignored 
and neglected lead us in making a difference in the 
lives of those we serve.

As Catholic leaders, we are 
stewards of our students 
and school communities.  

We recognize the need to be 
of service to others.
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FrOm The eXeCUTiVe DireCTOr
Joseph Geiser

Service is What We Provide Best!

Peter said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” 
Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no 
share with me.” 

John 13:8

When the theme of Service was chosen for this first 
edition of Principal Connections 
for the 2021/2022 school year, 
it was with some uncertainty 
as to what we would be facing 
in our Catholic schools and in 
society in general. However, 
what this past 18 months has 
taught all of us is that we are 
resilient and strong with an 
incredible ability to adapt and 
support each other despite 
the numerous obstacles and 
frequent disruptions to what we might have previously 
considered to be normal. 

Throughout the history of Catholic education in Ontario, 
we have always faced uncertain times, risen to overcome 
the challenges, and ensured our students, their families, 
our staff and school communities have received the best 
experiences possible. We have never shied away from 
serving the most vulnerable, from supporting each other, 
and from seeking the support of our families and our 
colleagues while relying on the strength of our faith and 
God’s many blessings. 

Catholic Principals and Vice-Principals have been at 
the forefront, taking the lead and ensuring that we have 
the confidence of those we serve to do the best we can 
on their behalf. Over the years, this has included the 
struggles for full and equal funding, the move from union 
membership to creating our own Catholic Principals’ 
Council, and, of course, most recently, a world-wide 
pandemic that changed the very nature of our personal 
and professional lives. 

Service is what we provide best! While it may not always 
be perfect, it is always based on the belief that those we 
serve deserve the best. The image of Jesus washing the feet 
of the disciples at the Last Supper is a powerful reminder 
of what our true mandate is. This past year that has meant 
comforting families who have lost loved ones, delivering 

technology to those without, 
celebrating the achievements of 
graduating students in a virtual 
world and so much more that we 
would never have imagined was 
within our role or comfort level.

Within the pages of this 
publication, you will find many 
outstanding articles that speak 
to service. On a personal level, I 
wish to recognize and applaud 

the work of our editor, Deirdre Kinsella Biss, whose 
unfailing service to CPCO, our Associates and to Catholic 
education are reflected in this edition. We are truly blessed 
and grateful for her passion and unfailing dedication. 

As we eagerly look forward to the year ahead, we do so 
with anticipation, quiet confidence, and an understanding 
that we have all been changed by these recent experiences. 
From an operations perspective, those of us who work 
at the CPCO office, along with your new President, 
Antonella Rubino, will continue to strive to always 
provide our Associates the best service possible so that 
you can do the tremendous work that you do in each and 
every one of our Catholic boards and schools. 

May God give you the grace and strength to ensure that 
your commitment to service sustains you throughout 
what the future might hold. God bless.

So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your 
feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 

John 13:14

This past 18 months has 
taught all of us that we are 
resilient and strong with an 
incredible ability to adapt 

and support each other. 

Principal Connections  •  Fall 2021  •  Volume 25  •  Issue 1       5 



FrOm The eDiTOr
Deirdre Kinsella Biss

The Active Part of Leading Change
This September, we have the opportunity to start 
rebuilding our schools and put school recovery 
plans in place. This process allows us to take a hard 
look at our communities and spend worthwhile 
time creating plans that are 
well designed to promote 
progress. We have had time 
to ref lect on what works and 
what needs to be revisited 
locally, so we can honestly 
use this information to shape 
how we serve our schools.

The word “serve” is worth 
thinking about. Serve is the 
first word in CPCO’s mission 
statement. Serve is a way to 
help achieve something useful. It is based off needs. 
It inf luences how we understand and introduce new 
ideas. It requires giving. So, as we begin to develop 
this years’ school improvement plans, we need to 
consider if they authentically serve the needs of our 
students, staff and school communities. We need to 
ask ourselves if those entrusted in our care are served 
equitably and safely. We need to examine our plans 
to see if they provide direct service, indirect service 
and service to the community. We need to ensure our 
school plans incorporate lessons learned from the past 
two years.

To help inform your thinking, CPCO invited 14 
Education Thought Leaders to comment on what 
school principals and vice-principals need to think 
about as they enter the rebuilding process. As a result, 
commentaries about student well-being, faith, trust, 
spirituality, deep understanding, collective-efficacy, 
self-efficacy, equity, successful learners, student voice, 
re-engagement, literacy skills, curriculum relevancy and 
our own leadership skills and style emerged. We hope 
this information will be helpful as you begin to ref lect 
on the needs of your community.

Thomas Groome, Professor of Theology at Boston College, 
highlights CPCO’s mission statement, Serve, Advocate and 
Lead as a way to intrinsically appreciate and activate what 
he refers to as the “Trinity of Catholic Leadership.” He calls 

us to a leadership that serves 
people generously, advocates for 
a life-giving vision for colleagues, 
and encourages us to lead in a 
way that empowers and affirms 
people. He invites us to question 
our old assumptions and to see 
things in whole new ways. 

To Live an Undivided Life, writ-
ten by Jim Knight, incites our 
thinking about the importance 
of living a life of service. He 

describes acts of service as a way of giving and makes us 
aware that there is a difference between self-centred and 
service-centred giving. Jim urges us to personally know 
our purpose, to be clear on what we believe in and to 
make time for it. His call to action is for us to be ref lective 
on how well we live out our beliefs.

Part of serving, is responding to the needs of our time. 
Right now, many of our students, both Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous, are struggling with the history of 
residential schools. Educator Troy Hill advocates that to 
serve the emotional needs of all our students and to help 
them find truth and reconciliation will require sharing 
the truth, learning from one another as opposed to about 
one another, and engaging in honest dialogue. We must 
help foster understanding and peace.

‘Serving others’ is part of our Catholic tradition. It is a 
complex business that requires us to give, take action and 
venture out of our comfort zone. To serve, provide service, 
and engage in serving the community are leadership 
steps that build trust, foster collaboration and help us 
implement new ideas that move our schools forward. “To 
serve” is the active part of leading change.

To serve is a way to help 
achieve something useful.  

It influences how we 
understand and  

introduce new ideas. 
It requires giving.
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The Active Part of Leading Change SeRve 
AdvoCATe 

LeAd
By Thomas Groome



 

To Live An 
Undivided 
Life
By Jim Knight

“How do I know who I am  
until I see what I do?”

  E.M. Forster as paraphrased by Adam Grant
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The journey of Indigenous Cultural Competency 
development begins as soon as we have the strength to 
take that first step. Similar to our first physical step in 
infancy, our first step towards developing Indigenous 
Cultural Competency serves as the official beginning to 
our personal journey of Truth and Reconciliation. 

As educators and school leaders, this first step may seem 
somewhat unsteady, as we begin to unlearn. But with the 
support of our Indigenous community, we will be guided 
by the weight of our responsibility; the responsibility to 
serve as an educator that is engaged in a personal journey 
of Truth and Reconciliation. 

Let me begin by sharing my first steps into my responsi-
bility of Truth and Reconciliation as an Indigenous Being.

As an Indigenous educator, I truly thought I had moved 
to the “Reconciliation” phase of my own Truth and 
Reconciliation journey. I had my “Truth.” And it came in 
the form of time. It was June 11, 2008 – Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper’s apology to Canada’s Indigenous People 
for residential schools and the Canadian government’s 
policy of forced assimilation.  

I shed many tears on that day, because it was so close to 
my own family’s experience with residential schools. 

Taking That first Step
By Troy hill

Illustration: Claire Craig, Student, St. Mary's Catholic High School, Woodstock. Interpretation of the Two Row Wampum Agreement.

Principal Connections  •  Fall 2021  •  Volume 25  •  Issue 1       13 



Diane lOnGBOaT

sPiriTUaliTy
Connect learners to the essence of the land

PeTer De WiTT

sTUDenT Well-BeinG
Be more human

TRAnSfoRminG edUCATion 
14 Thought Leaders Weigh In

Education in Ontario has experienced interruptions, 
pauses and unforeseen challenges over the past two years. 
It is now time to start to rebuild and move forward. 

In an effort to serve your leadership needs, CPCO 
reached out to 14 international education thought leaders. 

We asked them to share what they considered important 
in order to ensure the success of our students and schools 
over the next few years, and beyond. We hope this article 
provides you with food for thought, and that it ignites 
ideas and helps you formulate next steps as you begin to 
ref lect on your school’s needs. 

The minds of our children are the seeds of our collective future. In this era, the 
spiritual nature of the child is paramount. Their gifts must be affirmed and 
activated not medicated. Spiritual intelligence will rank alongside emotional, 
cognitive and physical acumen. Human nature must also change if we are to 
survive as a species on a changing planet. Connecting children to the spirit of 
the land activates their own innate sense that all Beings and the Earth are alive, 
can communicate and have messages to share as guidance for humanity. 

If education does not change to accommodate the “new child,” it will become 
obsolete. Nothing less than a complete renewal of what we believe education 
to be today is required to support learning in and out of the classroom, for 
inspiration, imagination and innovation. What are you willing to do to 
ensure that the children have everything they need to grow their gifts and 
bring change in the world?

To be more human. I know that 
sounds like common sense, but we 
have seen an increase in anxiety and 
stress with our students, teachers 
and leaders. We also know that there 
are underserved and marginalized 
populations who do not see 
themselves represented in our daily 
practices and that needs to improve. 

To be an educator, regardless of our 
positions within schools, means that 
we need to be more human.

"What do we need to focus on to serve the needs of our  
education communities in the next five years? 
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There are a lot of important things to be said about 
servant leadership. And our role as school administrators. 

But when I look around, I see many administrative 
colleagues groaning under the weight of it. Servant 
leadership is a lesson, we have no trouble understanding 
and living out. In fact, we might be living it out too well.

This is perfectly understandable. Good Catholic leaders 
want to model themselves on the leadership style of Jesus. 
And examples of Jesus being the exemplary servant leader 
are plentiful. 

In Matthew’s Gospel he says: “Just as the Son of Man 
came not to be served but to serve, … whoever wishes to 
be great among you must be your servant, …” (Matthew 
20: 28,27). At the Last Supper, Jesus enacts these words 

in dramatic fashion. After washing the feet of the 
disciples, Jesus says: “Do you know what I have done to 
you? … If I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your 
feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I 
have set you an example, that you also should do as I 
have done to you” (John 13:12-15). 

Jesus’ words and actions are a clear invocation to servant 
leadership.  And as a Catholic school leader, you probably 
already know this. 

We’ve all done a good job of internalizing this message. 
Instead, for a slightly different insight on service, I’d 
like to look at another passage. It comes later – after 
the events of Holy Thursday and Easter Sunday. It is 
a post-resurrection conversation between Jesus and 
Simon Peter:

Who are Your "Peters?"
By michael harrison
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Time for Systemic Change
By michael saver

George Floyd, Breanna Taylor, Ahmed Aubrey. The 
names of these American victims of racialized violence 
have become familiar to most Canadians. 

Mohamed-Aslim Zafis, Regis Korchinski-Paquet, 
Chantel Moore. The names of these Canadian victims 
of racialized violence should be as familiar to us as the 
names of their American counterparts. Yet, for many 
Canadians, including some educators, racism is perceived 
naively as an American problem. 

“… a 2019 survey indicates that nearly half of Canadians 
believe discrimination against Black people is ‘no longer a 
problem’ – even as 83 per cent of Black people in Canada 
say they are treated unfairly at least some of the time.”1

This belief by white citizens that we have, at worst, 
racism lite in our country might be called “Canadian 
exceptionalism” – the assertion that the scourge of racial 
hatred has been banished from our shores. 
 

Despite its terrible toll, the COVID-19 pandemic laid 
bare many uncomfortable truths that have been ignored: 
from the inadequacies of care for the elderly to the 
injustices of the conditions of ‘essential’ workers, the 
majority of whom are members of racialized communities. 

Our inf luence on the knowledge, capacity and ethical 
grounding of future generations of global citizens cannot 
be overestimated. As Catholic educational leaders, we 
must recognize that the raison d’être of Catholic schools 
necessitates active work on antiracism as foundational.  

Our raison D'etre

Ontario’s Catholic schools “develop a student’s whole 
person by integrating academic excellence, social 
development and faith formation. The central focus of 
Catholic education is learning about Jesus Christ and 
living in relationship to his teachings”2 such as justice, 
truth, peace, forgiveness, acceptance and integrity. 
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The mission of all Catholic school boards is to create 
Christ-filled, inclusive environments with the objective of 
enhancing student achievement and well-being. We have 
learned over time, however, to truly be equitable, we must 
intentionally serve different student communities in the 
unique way that best suits that community.  

In the last issue of Principal Connections, we described 
the process by which TCDSB has been listening to and 
consulting with the Black community through a series 
of focus groups to create a Dismantling Anti-Black 
Racism Strategy. In addition to these focus groups, 
conversations have taken place with student members 
of the Catholic Youth Black Alliance, a student-led 
Black youth group in the TCDSB. Students’ concerns 
illuminate the proliferation of systemic discrimination, 
oppression and marginalization. This begs the 
question: how can educators best serve the needs of 
Black students without being oppressive? What we 
have heard can be summarized into six general themes, 
most of which focus on various challenges to Black 
students’ health, achievement and well-being. 

1. listen to Black students

We all recognize the importance of student voice. But 
how often are we genuinely including student voice when 
informing important decisions that affect the student body? 
Black students have a strong desire to contribute, especially as 
it pertains to policies and guidelines that affect their mental 
health and well-being. If students request a club or peer group, 
such as a Black Students’ Association, which would give them 
a safe space to talk about their concerns and to have a formal 
social network, provide them with that opportunity, and 
co-select an appropriate teacher moderator with students.   

2. hire and recruit Black teachers, principals,  
vice-principals and staff

Black students are concerned with the limited number 
of Black teachers, principals and vice-principals in their 
school environments. School boards can ameliorate this 
situation by creating more job opportunities for Black 
teachers, principals and vice-principals, especially within 
predominantly Black school communities. 

How to Effectively Serve Black Students
By lavinia latham and Derek Chen
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My vocational call to service within 
Catholic education began over 32 years 
ago in a Grade 6 classroom. From 
there, I meandered through the roles of 

vice-principal, principal, superintendent and director; 
I also had the privilege of serving as President of the 
Ontario Catholic Supervisory Officers’ Association. 
I continue to serve Catholic education as Executive 
Director, Catholic Education Foundation of Ontario and 
as a consultant for negotiations training and support for 
CPCO. I believe service to others is among the highest of 
callings that enables others to reach their goals. Meeting 
others where they are helps them reach their God-given 
potential regardless of who they are – students, teachers, 
system-wide personnel (i.e., board members, community 
representatives), or others I encountered on my path (i.e., 
OECTA; principals and vice-principals on local principal/
vice-principal associations; superintendents and directors).

A quick google search tells us “Ubuntu can best be described 
as an African philosophy that places emphasis on 'being 
self through others.' It is a form of humanism, which can 
be expressed in the phrase, 'I am because of who we all are.'” 
Ubuntu has been a guiding philosophy throughout my jour-
ney: without the service and support of others, my chosen 
pathway would have been very different; I acknowledge with 
gratitude the many who have mentored me and prompted 
the answering of my vocational call. It is the service of many 
that has made Catholic education possible. 

No matter who I’m working with, where I am, or what 
I’m doing, the threads of my journey are consistent and 
interwoven. I am committed to Catholic education that 
is rooted in faith, grounded in strong communication, 
lived out in relationship, with consistent structures and 
conditions for the growth and success of all. 

rooted in Faith

“Plant your roots in Christ and let him be the 
foundation for your life. Be strong in your faith, 
just as you were taught. And be grateful.” 

Colossians 2:7

The teachings of Jesus offer guidance to support us, to set 
structures and conditions for growth and success, and to 
challenge us to live, work and be on the edge of our comfort 
zone. Being accountable to self and other and ensuring 
accountability are the pervasive keystones taught by Jesus 
and instrumental for my journey. St. Francis of Assisi’s words, 

“Preach the Gospel at all times. When necessary, use words,” 
offered me an image of how to live and set goals for how to 
treat others in our lives. When we follow these guidelines, we 
can guide and support others at the right time, when 
they most need it.

mY JoURneY  
ThRoUGh SeRviCe

By ab Falconi 
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“I finally accepted that I could not calm the 
storm, but I could calm myself, and the storm 
did pass.”

Calm Within the Storm: The Pathway to Everyday Resiliency,  

Hanley-Dafoe, 2021, p. 48

I am sure you have heard about stress. That stress is going 
to kill us, is a common message across the board. 

Stress is all around us. True. Believing that stress is going 
to kill us. False. 

 What is absolutely true is how we THINK about stress 
is the key to changing the narrative about stress and its 
effects to one that is much more productive.

The next Frontier of stress: Compassion Fatigue

We are familiar with stress and burnout and the 
dangerous impact on our health and well-being, as well as 
our performance as educators.  Compassion fatigue is a 
much lesser-known type of distress. Unlike burnout, it is 
not depletion from everyday stressors; it is depletion from 
feeling another person’s pain. 

Dr. Biali Haas defines compassion fatigue as a condition 
in which someone becomes numb to the suffering of 
others, feels less able to display empathy toward them, or 
loses hope in their ability to help. It most often affects 
healthcare professionals, soldiers, or anyone who is 
regularly exposed to human suffering. 

Our education communities are suffering from 
compassion fatigue, too! 

As Dr. Charles Figley sums it up, compassion fatigue is the 

‘cost of caring.’  And for the first time in my work, I am 
seeing compassion fatigue in every thread of the fabric of 
a school: administrators, teachers, support staff, students 
and their families.

Education is a caring profession, making those who work 
within it at considerable risk to feeling numb, disconnect-
ed and incapable of care. As this pandemic rages on, so 
many have lost hope, but it doesn't have to be this way. 
What is amazing about the human condition is that we 
can heal and reframe.

you need to help yourself to help Others

Many people I work with share that they are not allowed 
to have a bad day because they are living in an abundance 
of privilege. I hear, ‘People have it so much harder than 
me, Robyne, who am I to feel bad?’ Even when you live 
with privilege you can still have a bad day! 

If you are overwhelmed right now, allow yourself 
permission to tend to your needs. It doesn’t matter if you 
are drowning in two feet of water or 10 feet of water, you 
are still drowning. Take the side of the boat. Reach for the 
hand. Every human has the right to receive ‘care.’ 

Beware for the hidden Trap Within  
Compassion Fatigue 

Amy Cunningham warns us of a dangerous by-product of 
compassion fatigue. Self-entitlement is the justification of 
negative, maladaptive behaviours because of the positive 
things we do. This may explain why we might snap at a 
colleague or family member, and feel that we have earned 
the right to do so, because we are carrying the weight of 
the whole world right now! I get that. I feel that. I also 
know there is another approach. 

Stress, Burnout and 
Compassion fatigue
 
By Dr. robyne hanley-Dafoe 
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“To love a place is not enough. We must find ways 
to heal it.”

Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweet Grass: Indigenous Wisdom, 
Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants

 A student walks into my office. Perhaps they are new 
to the country or are experiencing homelessness, pov-
erty, grief, trauma or a myriad of other life challenges. 
They may identify as a part of a community that is 
marginalized and oppressed. I welcome them and 
begin to get to know them, all the while recognizing 
my own limitations, my biases, my privilege. I bring 
my own worldview, my cultural lens and perspective. 

If I am to truly serve them, my role is to question and 
learn and provide space for sharing safely and honestly. 

Knowing the education system so well, I can help them 
forge a path, a plan that will hopefully connect them with 
other caring adults so that they will not only achieve 
academic success but that they may also learn to navigate 
and understand the support systems that are available to 
them to help them in their healing. I must recognize the 
collective, systemic circumstances and injustices that 
have contributed to their reality.  

Here is the challenge, the limitation. If I am not able to 
recognize my own biases and privilege, I may inadver-
tently make assumptions about them. If I am not aware of 
oppressive systems that are a reality, I could easily default 
to just seeing things in the context of my reality. In some 
ways, a charitable response would be easy; what do they 
immediately need? How can I “fix” things so that I can 

fRom A STAnCe of JUSTiCe 
The Personal and the Collective
By ann mcGowan
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In envisaging the schooling and educational needs 
of today’s K-12 students, we must consider how 
COVID-19 has disrupted their learning and exacer-
bated inequitable access to schooling opportunities. 

As a result of the pandemic, students’ successful school 
participation, academic performance, educational 
attainment, career ambitions and social outcomes have 
been adversely affected or compromised. 

The scale and consequence of this situation is not yet 
known; nevertheless, as educators and school administra-
tors, we must address our students’ learning needs, and 
as much as possible, endeavour to compensate for the 
education that students might have missed because of 
COVID-19. 

It is incumbent on us to re/imagine schooling and 
education in ways that are responsive to our students’ 
needs, interests and aspirations – conscious of how gender, 
religious, racial, class, sexual and other identifications 

operate in their lives. Such re/imagination entails having 
curriculum materials, teaching pedagogy and classroom 
activities that are relevant to students. 

To accomplish this, we need to know our students and 
their experiences – in terms of the cultural groups to 
which they belong or with which they identify, the 
cultural resources or capital they bring to school, and the 
communities in which they reside. 

This knowledge of our students can be realized through 
the communication and relationship we have with 
them, which, in turn, will enable us to create a learning 
environment that fosters essential exchanges among 
educators and students, students and students, and 
educators and parents. 

Critically important to the process of re/imaging 
schooling in today’s Canada is a recognition of our 
country’s colonial history and the important place of 

Towards a Relevant Curriculum
By Carl e. James 
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In the early days of this pandemic, school principals 
were arguably among the most pressured, dealing 
with daily updates, disruptions and new realities 

affecting hundreds of students, teachers and families in 
their care.  

The impact of the health pandemic was obvious, but the 
ongoing pandemic of insidious racism and discrimination 
was more hidden. 

I remember hearing a story from a colleague during those 
early days, one that particularly affected me as a parent. 
As my colleague approached the school one morning, they 
witnessed the principal speaking rapidly in raised tones to 
a South Asian looking father, who was gazing downwards 
as he gripped the shoulders of his young son. Seeing this 
exchange disturbed my colleague because standing all 
around were white parents, none of whom would likely 
have been spoken to in this way, nor would they have 
tolerated it if they had.  

Hearing of the incident bothered me. A generation ago, 
that would have been my father. I have spent a lifetime 
dealing with the residual impact of moments like this. 

The anecdote also captures what happens for so many 
leaders, especially in times of turmoil and stress where 
default patterns take over, when subtle biases play out in 
who we take time to be patient with, and with whom we 
take frustrated shortcuts.  

At the same time when our racial habit patterns become 
more pronounced, they also become more difficult to 
notice because of overwhelm. Many school administra-
tors are struggling with conversations about race and 
identity that have surfaced during this last year, a result 
of the George Floyd protests and other events. In some 
schools, leaders lag a few steps behind frontline staff 
and students in their knowledge about, or comfort with, 
having these conversations. Managing diversity is increas-
ingly becoming a necessary leadership competency, and 

Inclusion Equals Embracing Discomfort
 By annahid Dashtgard
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School leaders are called to serve in many ways. 
The core business of education is serving students 
and providing every student with the opportunity 
to succeed personally and academically. 

The well-being of staff contributes directly to school and 
classroom climate, which ultimately impacts academic 
and social-emotional outcomes for students. So in order 
to achieve the core objective of helping our students to 
thrive and reach their full potential, we must also attend 
to the well-being of our staff. Research has consistently 
shown that, even pre-pandemic, teaching is one of the 
most stressful of professions. While educators are not 
alone in their feelings of stress, depression and anxiety 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic, the complex working 
conditions and the expectation to continuously shift and 
adapt, have significantly exacerbated an already-stressful 
situation. A recent “check-in survey” from the Canadian 
Teachers’ Federation (October 2020) indicates that 24 
per cent of teachers reported being “severely stressed” and 

46 per cent expressed concern about their own mental 
health and well-being. This suggests a need for multiple 
layers of support at the school, board and ministry level. 

School leaders need to pay attention to staff well-being; 
however, as f light attendants so wisely proclaim, you must 
put on your own oxygen mask first before assisting others. 
The advocacy group, People for Education, published a 
recent study (February 2021) indicating that 50 to 57 per 
cent of principals reported unmanageable levels of stress. 
Taking care of oneself is important so that we can bring 
our best selves to work every day. When we prioritize our 
physical and mental health, we are better able to extend 
support and care to others. 

This starts by practising and modelling good self-care. Of 
course, looking after one’s physical health is important, by 
ensuring adequate sleep, nutrition, hydration and activity. 
It is equally important that we take care of our mental 
health by building in breaks during the day, nurturing 

Supporting Staff Well-Being

By Diane mullane
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Throughout my life, I have been 
graced with many caring adults 
who have had a constructive 
impact on me. At the age of 12, 
my elementary school principal 
may have noticed a young person 
lacking in confidence. First, he 
noticed and then he took time 
to listen, motivate and show 
confidence in me. He put wind 
in my sails and from that time 
moving forward, I knew I had the 
potential to learn and be well.

Schools are blessed and thrive on 
the constructive voice and care of all adults who notice. 
Whether in classrooms, halls or playgrounds, offices, 
lunchrooms, buses, or on teams and clubs; the impact is 
felt. The simple truth is that as Catholic educators and 
staff members, we are all called to be the voice and hands 
of God each day. I would add that when we purposefully 
add our eyes and ears to this process, we create a pattern 
of noticing that leads to actions that manifest into a rich 
culture that will genuinely grace our school communities. 

German Theologian Dorothee Soelle describes how 
seeing with God’s eyes, hearing with God’s ears and 
acting with God’s passion is a truly liberating experience 
that benefits the entire community.

I believe it is important that we continue to liberate 
ourselves in our Catholic schools so that we prioritize a 
culture of noticing that leads to action. Let us notice the 
positives, and the challenges, and let’s be open to being a 
constructive and proactive voice in our schools.

The strength, success and culture of our school 
communities thrive, and our impact improves when we 

act in accordance with God's will. Our acts of noticing 
can translate into visible caring that leads to action 
when something is just not right, or when we need 
to celebrate a small victory if only for a moment. It is 
impactful when we are present where our feet are each 
day, and we simply notice.

This liberation does not mean that the relentless pursuit 
of student achievement is no longer a priority. But it 
acknowledges that our work is so much wider. We must 
notice and respond to the many other areas of success and 
need for those in our school community so that learning 
can thrive. Truly noticing is a tremendous responsibility, 
which can be challenging and emotionally difficult, and 
can shift our precious time from learning goals, planning 
and programming. However, when staff feel that it is 
imperative to notice and are encouraged to do so, it 
can easily become our greatest grace not only in our 
profession, but in life itself.

To support this culture of collectively noticing in 
our school, as administrators, we have three critical 
responsibilities.

A CULTURe of noTiCinG
Graces in Our Schools and Lives
By rob Cicchelli 
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As the new school year begins, I can’t help but think of my 
own vulnerability as I ref lect on how and who I serve. 
Recognizing the inherent uniqueness of every student 
and the diversity that shapes a respective school com-
munity, my ability to lean into my own vulnerability is 
essential. This allows me to look at successes, limitations 
and next steps through multiple frames. It also affords 
me the opportunity to reconfigure my mindset, and 
revisit what is most critical to me in my role as a Catholic 
educator and specifically as a vice- principal. 

At the core of who I am as an educator is very much who 
I am as a parent. I share this knowing that my thinking 
truly changed once I welcomed my first child into the 
world. Whereas at the beginning of my career I saw 
myself as a Communications Technology teacher, that 
perception changed when I held my first-born child nearly 
11 years ago. 

As I entered my classroom after the birth of my daughter, 
I became overwhelmed with the thought that in the near 
future any of my students could be my child. sitting in 
a classroom with their own unique narrative. Suddenly, 
my sense of responsibility changed as I fully valued the 

precious gift each student was. From that moment, I 
sought to rumble with my own vulnerability in order to 
fully see, respond to my students and move from a place 
of teaching to reaching. 

As I send my own elementary school-aged children to a 
publicly-funded Catholic school, my hope is that they are 
welcomed into a safe and inclusive space that intention-
ally serves the dignity of all people and recognizes all 
students as precious gifts. My hope is that my children 
are wholeheartedly embraced by their teachers, peers 
and all those who define a school community. As they are 
cared for, I hope that they are nurtured to be responsible 
citizens who are responsive to their peers and contribute 
to a positive school culture where everyone belongs. Who 
they are and how they treat others deeply matters? These 
are expectations shaped at home with the understanding 
that schooling is not just about assessments but the 
journey that shapes who one becomes. 

Looking to this and my own realities as an educator 
and Catholic school administrator, I know that many 
students come to me fully loved, conditionally loved 
or in need of love. As such, it’s critical that all students 

Intentional Allyship
By anthony Perrotta 
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As Catholic educators, we are called to be servant leaders, 
to learn, grow and stretch our brains to best support the 
students in our care. Part of this growth is addressing 
a missing voice in education, the importance of being 
trauma informed. Having a trauma lens is increasingly 
important as students return to face-to-face learning and 
acclimatize to their “new normal.” 

Childhood trauma is on the rise since the onset of 
the pandemic. In the pandemic’s aftermath, children 
will have more susceptibility to having long-term 
consequences in mental health (Marques de Miranda 
et al., 2020). How we respond, as educators, matters. 
To respond appropriately, we need to learn more about 
Developmental Trauma (DT). 

Trauma is in the eye of the experiencer. What is traumatic 
for one individual may not be for another. The National 
Child Traumatic Stress Network states that DT, also 
known as Adverse Childhood Experiences, occurs when 
a child feels intensely threatened by an event they were 
involved in or witnessed. 

Often, DT is not reported or diagnosed. Experts in trau-
ma-informed support such as Kim Barthel (2020) and 
Lori Gill (2021) remind us when students are exposed 
to stressful and potentially traumatic events, it can 
manifest as aggression, difficulty concentrating, social 
isolation, increased relational difficulties, regression 
in daily living skills, and increased repetitive or stereo-
typical behaviour. Students who have experienced DT 
may present comorbidities such as sensory processing 
disorders, ADHD, ODD, bi-polar disorder, personality 
disorders, cognitive impairments, speech delays and 
learning disabilities, to name some. 

Studies show DT can harm a person’s sense of self, ability 
to regulate emotions, safety and how they navigate 
relationships. When children who have experienced DT 
become adolescents and adults, they are at increased 
risk of developing physical or mental illness, with higher 
rates of self-harm and substance abuse. (Barthel, 2021) 
Adverse Childhood Experiences can impact educational 
achievement and future work life. 

mAkinG A diffeRenCe
Trauma-Informed Support 
By heather Gerber 
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