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FROM THE PRESIDENT & EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Antonella Rubino, Joseph Geiser

Advocating Ethically, Boldly and Authentically

I am a Catholic Administrator advocating ethically, 
boldly and authentically with a strong Catholic voice. 
CPCO’s Strategic Plan aims to define our shared voice, to 
seek input from our Associates, and in so doing, represent 
our collective Catholic voice. In leading our communities 
and engaging various partners, we are building 
connections to ultimately grow together in our faith and 
to better serve our students.

Catholic Principals and Vice-Principals endeavour 
to nurture, minister and lead in over 1500 schools. 
Our vibrant and unique system provides educational 
excellence where students are taught the virtues 
and values of our Catholic faith. Our vocation is a 
gift.  Each year affords us a fresh beginning and a new 
community. CPCO is committed to commencing 
cultural responsiveness by conducting primary research 
relevant to Catholic leadership. The data will inform 
advancements in what we do and how we do it.

Member voice is critical to the functioning of our 
organization. Whether through direct communication, 
online forums, committees, surveys or Presidents’ 
meetings, CPCO aspires to keep channels of 
communication f lowing. Through these various 
forms of engagement, Associates throughout the 
province resoundingly have articulated that stress 
and the increasing workplace demands are hindering 
their ability to properly lead their schools. The added 
layer precipitated by COVID-19 protocols has further 
contributed to the insurmountable workload.

As school and system leaders, it is paramount that we 
are given the capacity to create conditions for success 
in a complex, challenging environment. We need to be 
focused on developing and supporting our staff and 
students, fostering inclusive, welcoming and safe learning 
spaces, and building relationships with our community. 
The well-being of all we care for and minister to is at the 
forefront. Principals need to return to their primary role 
of instructional leaders.

Catholic Administrators, guided by the teachings of 
Jesus, lead with compassion and empathy. Together with 
Church, home and school, Administrators passionately 
create distinct environments where the whole child is 
nurtured. Opportunities to put our faith into action are 
a priority. Faith formation in students, staff and self is 
integral to finding the presence of God in all we do. It is in 
deepening one’s relationship with God that we experience 
pure joy and peace.

In our call to serve, we are entrusted with our 
communities’ well-being. As shepherds with their f lock, 
Principals create a space for all to feel a sense of belonging. 
In times of tribulation, some f lock may stray. As good 
shepherds, we courageously seek to reunite, growing 
together by speaking the truth with compassion. We 
advocate to ensure the needs of the community are met 
and “leadeth (them) beside the still waters” (Psalm 23:2).  
In shepherding our community, Principals must have the 
autonomy to freely and skillfully utilize their resources, 
and be provided quality time to engage stakeholders in 
difficult conversations.   

I am a Catholic Administrator leading in an ever-
changing pasture. Despite the long days, endless 
tasks, and ongoing unrest, Catholic Principals and 
Vice-Principals have remained constant and resolute in 
ministering to their schools. To continue to maintain 
excellence in Catholic education, Administrators require 
the necessary working conditions to proactively address 
inordinate challenges, to create safe, inclusive schools 
and to ensure their own well-being to effectively lead 
their schools. It is essential to the collective whole that we 
listen, learn and truly care for one another.

As we celebrate the birth of Jesus, may the love and hope 
He brings fill your heart and home. Be blessed in peace, 
joy and gratitude.
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FROM THE EDITOR
Deirdre Kinsella Biss

To Advocate. To Believe.

Catholic principals are the lead advocates for their 
schools. With clarity of purpose, they give voice to the 
needs of their school communities, be it students, staff, 
parents or the community at large. They advocate to 
inspire change and improvement in their schools. They 
advocate for their own leadership development; they 
encourage students to advocate for themselves and they 
advocate for the needs of their community by creating 
awareness of sensitive issues and concerns. By placing 
the needs of others at the centre, by addressing the rights 
and interests of the individual, Catholic school principals 
and vice-principals help improve and create learning 
conditions that are more equitable for all. 

Dr. Jill Gowdie ignites our learning by recognizing 
Catholic school leaders as key advocates for Catholic 
education. She speaks to the importance of our everyday 

“small frames of encounter” that allow us to touch beliefs 
and command engagement. In her article Rising Up!, she 
invites each of us to intentionally nurture the unique 
ways we have of being advocates, starting with knowing 
who we are and what we have to give. 

Niigaan Sinclair advocates for Canadian Truth and 
Reconciliation. He calls for the elimination of the long 
legacy of divisive policies and practices in education 
that demean and disenfranchise Indigenous Peoples. He 
calls all of us to understand that Indigenous contribu-
tions make up Canada’s past, present and future. He 
encourages us to accept our foundational and current ties 
with Indigenous Peoples. He invites us to recognize that 
we are all on this journey together. 

Andy Hargreaves and Dennis Shirley advocate that deep 
student engagement and broad student well-being must 
become our educational driving forces. In their article, they 
introduce the “Big 5,” and propose new ways to think about 
and respond to the “3 Rs.” They believe students need to be 
encouraged to master knowledge and skills that will make 
them effective and hopeful agents of change.

Yong Zhao, author of Learners Without Borders, 
identifies the emergence of a new normal of education 
best described as a thoughtful combination of remote 
and in-person learning. He advocates that by liberating 
students from traditional borders and boundaries, 
students can now reside at the centre of their learning, 
and own and self-direct their education.

Douglas Fisher, Nancy Frey, Dominque Smith and 
John Hattie all advocate for learning recovery. In their 
article Canada Leading the Rebound they highlight 
the importance of focusing energies on the unexpected 
learnings that took place during C0VID-19. To eliminate 
the learning loss narrative, they encourage us to rebuild 
student confidence and attend to what students really 
need to learn.

Advocacy is a key skill to opening doors. It can be 
challenging work, charged with emotion and sometimes 
surrounded by controversy. Advocacy ignites a social 
change process within a school community. It has an 
impact on personal attitudes and relationships. It fulfills 
the desire to be part of something larger than oneself. 
And it really does encourage the development of more 
responsible, contributing citizens.

The word “advocate” is very appropriately placed at 
the centre of CPCO’s mission statement.  We serve 
our communities; we advocate for their needs; and we 
then lead them through the changes. Advocacy comes 
from the Latin word “advocare” which means to call 
out support. So, in the true spirit of Christmas, let’s 
continue to support and advocate for each other with 
love and care, and welcome in a Christmas season that is 
truly marked by peace and illuminated by joy.

“May we all continue to “Serve. Advocate. Lead.”
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RISING UP!
By Dr. Jill Gowdie 

In the Catholic Church such trust 
depends on the belief that the Great 
Advocate, the Holy Spirit, is active in 
the life of the Church and the World.



Deep Engagement and 
Broad Well-Being
Our existential challenge

By Andy Hargreaves and Dennis Shirley



In the early 1970s, there were about a dozen 
Indigenous students at the University of Manitoba. 
One of them, my father, told me he could go months 
without seeing another Indigenous person. 

In the 2021 fall semester, U of M reported around 2500 
self-declared Indigenous enrollees. At the same time, 
University of Saskatchewan announced 2600 self-declared 
Indigenous students – the largest on-campus community in 
Canada. University of Regina has almost 1800, University 
of Winnipeg comes in around 1200 and Brandon University 
has just about 500. In Northern Ontario, Nipissing 
University has reportedly several hundred.

Universities aren’t the only places 
Indigenous students are attending. 
Red River College in Winnipeg has 
around 1500 self-declared Indigenous 
students as well. 

Conservatively, that’s over self-declared ten thousand 
Indigenous post- secondary students in Saskatchewan, 
Manitoba and Northern Ontario. That’s ten thousand 
lawyers, nurses, teachers, artists, doctors, plumbers and 
business owners. 

Another way to think about this: Canada’s future. 

This is a good thing. It’s a sign that Indigenous 
students – historically the most marginalized and 
oppressed group in Canada’s education system – 
are overcoming obstacles in education. It’s also a 
sign educators, schools and support services for 
Indigenous students are helping them enter and, 

An Indigenous Future
Canada’s Reality and Responsibility in Education

By Niigaan Sinclair



Learners Without Borders 
By Yong Zhao

COVID-19 has given all educators, students and parents 
an opportunity to be familiar with remote learning. 
Although the duration might have been different for 
different schools, essentially all schools engaged in some 
form of online learning. Regardless of the quality of 
the experience, this universal experience with remote 
learning can be the foundation to build a drastically 
different kind of education.

Traditional schooling places students within various 
borders, significantly limiting learning and growth of 
students. All students have to learn the same curriculum, 
which is divided into the same set of courses. All students 
have to be placed in classes, that is, groups of students 
managed by an adult teacher. All students have to be 
in classes organized according to biological ages. All 
students have to pass the same exams in order to graduate. 
All students must complete certain number of years 

before they can be considered qualified to leave school. 
In other words, schools have typically one well-defined 
pathway for all students.

The problems with bordered education have long been 
recognized, which is why many efforts have been applied 
to change the one-size-fits-all model of schooling. 
Differentiated instruction, special education, gifted and 
talented education and personalization of learning are 
just some of the approaches to work with the extremely 
diverse population of learners. However, none of these 
efforts can truly liberate the students out of the borders 
of schooling because of the general belief in the same 
curriculum for all students, who are organized based on 
age, and managed and taught by adult teachers.  

Remote learning has the chance to lead to significant 
changes to schooling. Remote learning is global learning. 
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CANADA 
Leading the Rebound
By Douglas Fisher, Nancy Frey, 
John Hattie and Dominique Smith

What unexpected learning did you have over 
the past 18 months? Did you learn new 
technology tools? Or perhaps the value of 
self-care? Or maybe you saw innovations 

in curriculum, instruction and assessment? 

Focusing on unexpected learning allows us to counter 
the narrative of learning loss and the inherent deficit 
thinking that comes from a focus on the “COVID slide.” 
If we fall into the trap of believing that students did not 
learn last year, we might start to think that we must lower 
our expectations for their learning this year. Instead, 
we should focus on accelerating learning. Imagine 
changing the narrative in your school system from loss 
to acceleration. In other words, what can the adults do to 
ensure students learn more and better than they did in 
the past? There are several actions you can lead to ensure 
that acceleration becomes the focus.

1.Focus on what students need to learn.

Too much class time is spent teaching students things 
they already know. Nuthall (2007) suggests that on 
average 40 per cent of instructional minutes are spent on 
content students have already mastered. Unfortunately, 
this 40 per cent is not the same for all students. Teachers 
need assessment information and observations to notice 
the specific learning each student needs to do. In addition 
to the time spent on redundant learning, approximately 
10 per cent of minutes are spent with students waiting for 

something to happen. Further, a significant number of 
minutes are spent with teachers providing instructions 
rather than instruction. Visit a classroom and see how 
many minutes are devoted to procedures versus new 
learning. The estimate we have is about 33 per cent of 
instructional minutes are spent on new learning and 66 
per cent of the minutes are spent with student waiting, 
listening to instructions, and being taught things they 
already know. To lead the rebound, attempt to double the 
percentage of minutes that are spent on new learning.

2. Provide skills and concepts in advance of 
instruction.  

Given the investment in learning management systems 
over the past 18 months, teachers can continue to use 
the tools they have developed to provide students 
advance information. Imagine having students meet 
concepts, vocabulary terms and skills in advance of 
time in-person learning. Much of the surface learning 
students need to do can be accomplished during 
asynchronous learning times. When students arrive 
to class having been introduced to the key concepts 
of the lesson, teachers have more time to focus on the 
deeper learning. This type of asynchronous learning 
is probably going to be a lot more effective than some 
of the homework tasks that students are asked to do. 
For example, a short interactive video that introduces 
students to key concepts and vocabulary prepares them 
to use those concepts with their peers in class.
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One of my greatest advocates when I was a student 
was the custodian of my elementary school Mr. K. Mr. 
K knew every student and family in our community, 
and his care was evident to all. He knew where we 
left from every morning and what we went home 
to each evening and revealed Christ’s love through 
his actions, priorities and care. I have come to 

understand that the culture of care that was fostered 
at that school was born out of a shared commit-
ment to the well-being of every student, and the 
recognition that every member of the team can make 
a profound impact. Mr. K was a tremendous advocate 
for me, and I try to live up to the commitment, care 
and compassion that he lived daily. 

ADVOCACY AND EQUITY
as a Leadership Competency
By Brendan Browne

Of the many lessons we have learned over the past year and a half, one of the 
most revealing is that our Catholic schools are at the heart of every community 
and the centre of our families’ lives. The impact of not being together for so long 
has taken a profound toll on so many, revealing the important role we play as 
leaders and advocates for students, staff and families. For many students in 
each of our communities, school provides consistency, comfort and love. 
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The pandemic has caused enormous stress 
in the education system. It has exposed 
many cracks, amplified inequities, and 
it has called upon everyone who works 

in the field to go above and beyond the call of duty – 
both in their work and in their advocacy.

But even without a pandemic, education is – at its 
core – an exercise in advocacy. 

All of us who work in and around education 
are implicitly advocates for children and 
youth, and for the social change that would be 
possible if every young person had access to an 
education that equitably prepared them with the 
knowledge, capacities and skills to thrive in a 
rapidly changing world. 

Within education itself there is another implicit 
goal, and that is to provide students with the 
tools they need to be advocates for themselves 
throughout their lives. This part of the 
education process is what Angela James refers to 
in her work on early childhood and Indigenous 
education as “becoming a capable human being” 
(V. Angela James, 2016).

The pandemic made the need for advocacy 
abundantly clear, but it also exposed a deeper need 
for change in the system. Part of that change may 
be moving advocacy from being an implicit, to an 
explicit component of education – both for those 
working in the system, and as a foundational skill 
to develop in students as they navigate the system.

In public health, advocacy is understood as a core 
component of the work; and supporting public 
health users to develop advocacy skills is seen as 

MOVING ADVOCACY 
Into the Education Mainstream
By Annie Kidder and Robin Liu Hopson
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Throughout my years working 
in education, students, parents, 
non-profit organizations and 
others have joined forces to 
advocate on behalf of child and 
youth human rights in the school 
system. Advocacy may transpire 

by an individual, an organization or a mixed collective. 
The process, intentions and end goals of an advocacy 
initiative are what will be most remembered by those 
who witness advocacy efforts. It is important that these 
steps are not made in vain and that all involved are 
peaceful and respectful towards one another. 

In a time of chaos, uncertainty and distress, many admin-
istrators are overwhelmed, burnt out and exhausted from 
their day-to-day roles. In addition to the administrator’s 
regular duties, there is now a rise in parent and community 
member advocacy and complaints against school boards, 
teachers and administrators, related to racial issues, the 
management of COVID-19 and its associated protocols, 
conflicts between staff and administrators, all while 
supporting the students and staff of individual schools.  

One recurring issue that has been on the rise is advocacy 
related to systemic racism in the education system and 
Ontario school boards. 

Effective Advocacy for 
Racialized Students  
By Irena Brooks 
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The Power of Parents
By Annalisa Crudo-Perri

There is no more powerful advocate than a parent 
armed with information and options.  

Rod Paige

The word advocate has taken on a whole different level for 
the parents of children in our Catholic education system. 
When a child begins his/her school journey at the tender 
age of four, parents may never imagine the degree of 
participation required in their child’s education.

 When my first child started school, I was excited and 
enthralled he was in a Catholic school that would help 
shape the person he would become. Initially, I did not think 
there was a place for me as a parent to help my son grow in 
school. Very quickly, I learned the only way my son would 
continue to achieve success would be in partnership with 
his teachers. I had to actively engage in his education and 
the truest form of parent engagement, begins with me, and 
then carries through to my child in his school. 

An informed parent is an engaged parent, and an 
engaged parent can become a parent advocate. This was 
the journey I first took over 20 years ago and one that 
through the Ontario Association of Parents in Catholic 
Education (OAPCE) I help other parents take every day, 
especially as the pandemic pushes us further to ensure 
our children’s education is being properly prioritized and 
our children are achieving success. 

Parent advocacy in education has existed 
for a long time and has taken on many 
different meanings. When my mother 
became a founding member of the 
Parent Council 
at Madonna 
CSS in the 1980s, 
the mandate was 
simply to provide a 
connection between parents 
and school. I attended some meetings and there 

were never discussions surrounding how curriculum 
was implemented or how parents can help in their child’s 
success. That was left to the school and staff. 

Now, at parent councils across the province, there is a level of 
accountability and transparency 
that is expected from 
parents as councils discuss 
student achievement, 
school learning goals, and 
other important matters. 
There is an expectation 
that parents are aware of 
key issues to improve the 
system because we all play a 
critical role.

At OAPCE, as 
our mandate 
states: Engage, 
Advocate, 
Enhance, we 
not only 
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Anti-Black Racism and Allyship

According to Arao and Clemens (2013), we expect 
educators to create a “learning environment that allows 
students to engage with one another over controversial 
issues with honesty, sensitivity and respect.” This 
expectation has resulted in what we have called a safe 
space, a terminology we hope to be reassuring. 

But, to what extent can we be sure that everyone feels safe 
to tackle issues of Anti-Black Racism (ABR) in a school or 
classroom? Regardless of the space one occupies, talking 
about race feels uncomfortable and unsafe. Before we can 
create a safe space, we must summon the courage it takes 
to begin to confront ABR.

A Brave Space

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs identifies safety as a basic 
need. This focus has inf luenced educators into creating 

“safe spaces” for their students. However, Arao and 
Clemens (2013) assert safe spaces are difficult to attain. 
It is therefore necessary to discuss the concept of a Brave 

Space in a classroom or school and how it plays a role in 
eventually creating a safe space.

According to Adams et al. (2016), “the principles of a 
brave space are synonymous with setting up classroom 
etiquette and guidelines, but with added intentionality 
toward diversity and social justice education. In the 
context of brave spaces, social justice is the full and 
equitable participation of people from all social identity 
groups in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their 
needs.” Essentially, we create a space where everyone 
equitably participates.

Adam et all, (2016) argue “some key ideas that promote 
the most productive brave spaces are: ‘controversy with 
civility,’ ‘owning intentions and impacts,’ ‘challenge 
by choice,’ ‘respect’ and ‘no attacks’ (NASPA, 2017. pp. 
3-4). These ideas are not difficult to implement if they 
are reinforced in the structure of the class, through the 
syllabus and through classroom etiquette. When brave 
spaces are created, we begin the journey to safe spaces.

By Siobhan Wright, Joel Chiutsi, Melton Moyo and Tracy Stuart
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Leading Through Truth and Reconciliation
By Fil Lettieri

Catholic principals and vice-principals are the spiritual 
leaders of their school communities. So when events happen 
in the world that are connected directly with the Church, it is 
important to respond in a way that is honest and informed. 

On May 27th, 2021, 215 unmarked graves were discov-
ered at the site of a former Kamloops Indian Residential 
School. Although I was aware the Canadian government 
and churches operated residential schools prior to this 
discovery, the news shone light on what transpired 
there. I was confronted with the unsettling truth about 
the Church’s role in Canada’s residential school system. 
Anger and confusion about the lack of an apology from 
the Church overwhelmed me. 

As an instructor for CPCO’s Principals’ Qualification 
Program, I educate prospective administrators about the 
characteristics of Catholic leadership. Yet, the actions 
and apparent inactions of the Church in this situation 
conf licted with my teachings. With my next class fast 
approaching, I needed to determine how best to address 
the questions and concerns my PQP candidates had about 

the unmarked graves. This seemed like an impossible task 
at the time, when like the candidates, I was feeling lost 
and let down. Ironically, it was the Church that provided 
me with the guidance I was looking for.

Returning home from school one evening, I caught a 
glimpse of a parish sign that read, “You cannot have 
reconciliation without truth.” The sacrament of reconcil-
iation invites us to acknowledge our sins and seek God’s 
forgiveness through penance. I often remind students at 
my school that the word “sorry” is a verb, and its value is 
measured by the actions taken to resolve the conf lict. 

In the case of the conf lict I found myself in with the 
Church, I needed to understand the truth. 

I turned to my colleague, Sister Pat Carter, the school 
board’s Religious Education and Family Life Consultant, 
for help. Principals and vice-principals are encouraged to 
take risks by admitting what they do not know and asking 
questions to enhance their learning. I set aside my fear 
that my questions would reveal a lack of knowledge about 
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Teachers’ beliefs about their ability to help students learn 
or bring about desired outcomes for students is referred 
to as teaching efficacy1. There is a large body of research 
establishing that teacher efficacy is a significant predictor 
of teacher practice. Teachers with a higher sense of effi-
cacy tend to invest more effort in their teaching, be more 
enthusiastic, persist more in the face of challenges, and 
try different instructional approaches. Teaching efficacy 
has also been shown to be related to student motivation, 
student achievement and students’ own sense of efficacy. 
In short, teachers who believe they are able to help their 
students learn are more likely to engage in high-quality 
teaching practices, which in turn have a positive impact 
on student outcomes2.

There is a great deal of research that explores efficacy 
for in-person teaching, but very little exploring efficacy 
for teaching online. This is particularly important given 
the current context of teaching and learning during the 
COVID-19 global pandemic. In early 2020, teachers and 
students across the world were forced to shift – almost 
overnight – from a traditional, face-to-face schooling 
model to one that took place remotely. Since then, 
students in many parts of the world have lost a significant 
number of in-person school days, replaced with online 
school learning. Importantly, Ontario students had more 
weeks of in-person school closures, and therefore online 
schooling, than students in any other part of Canada. 

Even when in-person school has been an option during 
the pandemic, thousands of Ontario families have opted 
for the virtual program instead. 

Given the robust evidence that teaching efficacy is strongly 
related to both positive teacher practice and positive 
outcomes for students, we conducted a study examining 
what teaching efficacy looks like in the online teaching 
context during COVID-19, and how efficacy for online 
teaching differs from efficacy for in-person teaching. 
Teachers (K-12) from public and independent schools in 
Ontario were invited to participate in this study. In June 
2020 (Time 1), 260 K-12 teachers completed the Ohio 
State Teacher Efficacy Scale (OSTES)3, which consists 
of three validated subscales: efficacy for instructional 
strategies (e.g., explanation of ideas/concepts, gauging 
understanding, assessment), efficacy for classroom man-
agement (e.g., setting expectations, managing behaviour, 
establishing and managing rules/routines), and efficacy for 
student engagement (e.g., keeping students interested and 
motivated, helping students value learning), all important 
and yet distinct aspects of teacher efficacy. Teachers 
completed the OSTES twice, once for online teaching and 
once for in-person teaching. In March 2021 (Time 2), 110 
teachers returned to complete the survey once again. Given 
that Ontario schools were closed for a large portion of the 
2020/21 school year, all of these teachers had additional 
online teaching experience by Time 2. 

Building Online Teaching Efficacy
By Dr. Lisa Ain Dack and Dr. Julia Forgie

42        Principal Connections  •  Winter 2021  •  Volume 25  •  Issue 2



Ready to Teach, Ready to Learn 
The Importance of Relationships and Well-Being 
By Penny Patrician and Lisa Bayrami

Educators demonstrated incredible f lexibility 
and ingenuity as the pandemic evolved – during 
school closures, teacher-led remote instruction, 
in-class learning with health measures, and 

hybrids. In September, we welcomed students back 
to school in continued uncertainty and strict health 
guidelines of the fourth wave – very different school 
settings than children knew prior to the pandemic. 

The children may be different, too, having experienced 
stress and anxiety brought about by fear, loss, isolation, 
uncertainty and extended periods of time away from 
school. Psychologists and social scientists have sounded 
the alarm about the effects, emphasizing concerns about 
the impact of home isolation and exposure to domestic 
violence, child abuse and neglect, and family conf lict1 2. 
Despite periods of modified in-person schooling in 2020-
21, mental health for children and youth did not improve 
significantly3, highlighting the need to get children 
back to consistent in-person learning and co-curricular 
activities to support their well-being. 

Learning loss

The phenomenon of summer learning loss and its 
disproportionate effect on lower socio-economic 
communities is well established4 5. Despite school 
districts’ efforts to provide continuity of schooling and 
address the digital divide many educators expressed 
concern about an amplified “COVID learning slide”6 7 8 9 10. 
Those who argue for urgent remediation of lost learning 
make a compelling case. Education is closely linked to 
students’ future success. However, directing attention 
to missed learning should not mean overlooking the 
powerful contribution of relationships, well-being and 
mental health to student success – an elevated priority for 
children who have experienced fear and trauma related to 
the pandemic. 

The power of positive relationships

Positive relationships can make a significant difference as we 
travel the uncharted waters of the “new normal.” Children 
and youth learn and thrive in a space of positive and 
supportive relationships with key individuals –student-teacher 
relationships that entail emotional and instrumental support11 

12, and the social support of peers13 14 15. School provides the 
opportunity for friendships, connections and relationships 
with both peers and adults, making a life-long contribution to 
social and emotional well-being. The impact of social isolation 
on the mental health and well-being of young people16 17 has led 
to calls for educators to take a balanced approach to schooling 
in the “new normal,” addressing mental health and well-being 
as well as learning needs18 19. How educators respond may have 
a lasting effect on this generation. 

The connection between excessive stress  
and learning

Throughout the pandemic, many children have experienced 
fear, putting their brains on high alert and restricting their 
tolerance for coping with stress and anxiety. Students 
in a more dysregulated state will struggle with social 
relationships. Given that psychologically, individuals do not 
exist independent of their relationships20, it is important that 
we make space to respond to children’s underlying stressors/
challenges and provide the necessary supports.   

Educators too have been subject to the stresses of 
the pandemic – both personally and professionally. 
Professionally, many have grappled with the challenges of 
remote learning, new classroom settings, and maintaining 
relationships with their students and families. In the first 
months of the pandemic, 74% of Canadian educators 
reported concerns about their students’ mental health 
and well-being and many expressed concerns about their 
own21. By 2020-21, nearly 70% of educators expressed 
concern about their own mental health and well-being22. 
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For all students, the educational system is meant to 
be a positive learning environment that is f lush with 
opportunity for growth and positive outcomes. However, 
for many Black students and families, the Canadian 
educational system is perceived as simply another 
institutional vehicle used to oppress and marginalize the 
Black community starting with its youngest members – 
the children. 

What is the school-to-prison pipeline?

A Canadian study found that nearly 1 of every 15 
young Black men in Ontario have experienced jail time; 
compared to only 1 of 70 young white men1. Furthermore, 
the study found that young Black men, aged 18 to 34, 
were overrepresented in the Canadian prison system; 
7000 per 100,000 for Black males, compared to 1400 per 
100,000 for white males. 

Akin to the Canadian criminal justice system, 
whereby Black youth continue to disproportionately 
overpopulate jail cells, in education, Black students are 

disproportionately subjected to suspensions and expul-
sions, which ultimately can lead them into the criminal 
justice system. This well-known social phenomenon is 
called the school-to-prison pipeline. 

According to the Black Legal Action Centre (BLAC), a 
not-for-profit legal clinic serving Black Ontarians faced 
with anti-Black racism (ABR), the school-to-prison 
pipeline is defined as: 

“Disciplinary policies and practices, teachers and 
administrators that criminalize children, and push 
students out of schools, and into direct contact with 
law enforcement and the criminal justice system.”

According to BLAC, 42 per cent of Black students have 
been suspended at least once in secondary school com-
pared to just 18 per cent of white students. Accordingly, 
while non-Black students are likely to graduate to colleges 
and universities, Black students face a greater likelihood 
of graduating to the criminal justice system. This is the 
school-to-prison pipeline in full force and effect.

Dismantling the  
School-to-Prison Pipeline
By Lavinia Latham and Derek Chen
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As we enter the holiday season and ref lect on the 
year behind us, we must acknowledge what we 
have learned about enhanced student  
 engagement and success. 

Principals and vice-principals play a significant role 
in students’ daily lives in every aspect of their growth 
and development, academically, socially, emotionally, 
spiritually, as well as in their overall well-being and 
mental health. The pandemic amplified loudly just 
how vital school life is for students both in-person and 
virtually. Many student-led initiatives, groups and 
clubs struggled to move forward in these continuously 
uncertain times, and engaging students in online learning 
was challenging for some. And yet, during school closures, 
online learning allowed many students the opportunity 
to maintain their student/teacher relationships, provided 
space for them to relate to their peers, and allowed them 
to express themselves and see that they were not alone in 
dealing with the pandemic.

The pandemic also highlighted for schools that 
parents and caregivers play a significant role in the 
lives of children and youth in all aspects of their 
lives, including their mental health and well-being. 

Parents and caregivers had to find ways to support 
their child’s online learning while coping with the 
vast differential impacts of the pandemic. These times 
further deepened our understanding that parents and 
caregivers have much knowledge and wisdom to share 
about their children. Capitalizing on this wisdom and 
knowledge by advocating for strong school-parent/
caregiver relationships is critical for schools to fully 
wrap around students to increase their academic 
success and well-being. The collaboration between 
school administrator, educator and parent/caregiver/
family is essential in building relationships with 
students in person and/or virtually. Utilizing multiple 
ways to connect with students and parents/caregivers 
(phone call, text, email, written note, mailed letter, 
in-person, etc.) will strengthen student engagement 
along with family/caregiver engagement. 

School administrators set the stage that enables 
students to realize their academic potential and 
achieve their dreams. Being an ally to young people 
means using your role to foster change with their needs 
in mind. Allyship is a continuous practice of ref lection, 
learning and unlearning, listening to those you wish to 
support, and advocating for their needs. 

Together We Advocate for Student Engagement
By Patricia Codner, Judith Desjardins and Joyce Erogun 
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Looking back at our school’s green journey, I remem-
ber Earth Day, April 22, 2015. As vice-principal, it was 
the culmination of establishing an outdoor classroom 
and unveiling a 1000-pound, wood-carved sculpture 
honouring the Mississaugas of the Credit First Nations, 
with an a smudging ceremony performed by an Elder. 
I also organized for 200 elementary and secondary 
students to plant 200 trees. Topping it off, the entire 
event was broadcast by the Weather Network. 

It was a memorable green day for our school. And for me 
as a green school advocate!

As Catholic school leaders, our green advocacy must 
be robust. It must be sincere and effective in helping to 
save this planet. It is our Catholic obligation. We have 
to think in local terms and know the ripple effect will 
have global implications. We can teach our students and 

staff that “the trees you plant today will be the trees your 
children will visit in the future.”

Here are seven steps towards being an effective green 
school advocate:

Step 1: Acceptance of Climate Change

The first aspect of being a green school advocate is 
accepting our world is undergoing climate change. In 
basic terms, we must consider what is happening to our 
Air, Water and Land. How we are treating these three 
elements is undeniable. We are doing great damage.

As a green school advocate, we need to ask: “What can we 
do?”  What can we do in our own school, community and 
the world? The short answer is: Do something!

Being a Green School Advocate
By Joe Zammit

All things were made through him, and without 
him was not anything made that was made.

John 1:3
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Activating Empathy
By Frank Consoli

Recently, family and friends celebrated my 
mother’s life. All rejoiced over receiving her gift 
of empathy as it was transformational. She  
  shared her empathy through acts of 

connection, care and compassion. We witnessed how the 
essence of her empathy manifested as the receiver felt and 
came to know they were not alone. 

This is the power of empathy. Because in this moment of 
change, Christ is in our midst accompanying us along the 
way. This offers us hope.

Like the transformational power of my mother’s empathy, 
I believe advocacy combined with empathy mediates a 
school’s Catholicity and the ability to activate its faith. In 
view of this, a Catholic school community can create hope. 

I ask the guiding question, “How do we activate and 
develop students’ empathy in order to optimize our 
current service practices?” What do we need to advocate 
for and what needs to be put in place?”

Our Catholic School Student Plan is a timely response 
to navigating the pandemic by infusing empathy into 
advocacy and service. This plan offers hope as our school 
reaches out to one another; keeps staff in touch with 
students and students in touch with staff; and brings equity 
to our school as we learn more about cultural humility. Our 
plan gives our Catholic school the chance to accompany 
students to that higher ground as we foster in them an 
appreciation for God’s goodness (Assembly of Catholic 
Bishops of Ontario. 4, 2018., Renewing the Promise: A 
Pastoral Letter for Catholic Education. Toronto: Assembly 
of Catholic Bishops of Ontario). Students learn about 
empathy in numeracy and literacy; apply their knowledge 
through a Deep Inquiry Learning or Genius Hour Lens to 
a student-led Empathy-Service Project; and showcase their 
innovation at a school-wide Empathy-Service Expo. 




