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Direction 2025 intended as streamlined blueprint for future

Maze stresses that Direction 2025 is 
intended to be inclusive of all members

As one of those who has 
been involved since the 
process started three years 
ago, Saskatchewan Teachers’ 
Federation Associate Executive 
Director Ian Krips labelled 
the recently released Direction 
2025 report as a significantly 
streamlined blueprint to guide 
the Federation and teachers in 
the province for the next  
five years.

Krips indicated there are 
many similar principles from 
the Strategic Plan 2015-20 
from five years ago, adding 
that this document “is a 
reflection of our commitment 
and beliefs as a profession and 
it underscores the importance 
of governance and its role.”

According to Krips,  
Direction 2025 is a wide-
ranging, albeit succinct, 
document that outlines the 
Federation’s vision, mission, 
values and strategic directions. 

Alluding specifically to the 
revamped mission statement, 
Krips said that it is intended 
to reaffirm “that we are an 
organization working towards 
advancing the interest of 
teachers and advocating for 
excellence in public education.”

Reflecting on the fact 
that this document was the 
culmination of collaborative 
work across the membership, 
Krips maintained that 
the process had been 
really smooth and the end 
product is foundational in 
articulating the overall role 
and relationship between the 
STF staff and its members.

He cited the importance 
of involving local association 

presidents, school staff liaisons, 
and ultimately councillors who 
gave their final approval.

“From the start we were 
committed to making sure the 
membership was involved. 
The result is a document that 
I believe articulates what 
really matters to teachers 
and as staff members of the 
STF. It sums up what we are 
all working towards and what 
makes you come to work in 
the morning.”

Krips realizes that as 
well-intentioned as the 

In his address to the 
Annual Meeting of Council, 
Saskatchewan Teachers’ 
Federation President Patrick 
Maze focused on Direction 
2025, which is the intended 
vision and mission for the 
STF for the next five years.

In fact, five was the magic 
number in this virtual 
presentation–not only is 
the document intended as a 
yardstick for the next five years, 
but as Maze underscored, it 
also sets forth five key values 
of importance to teachers.

Summing up the values, 
Maze emphasized the 
importance of public 
education as defined by 
Saskatchewan teachers. 

Maze specifically 
highlighted the importance 
of the Federation’s public 
commitment to the truth and 
reconciliation process in the 
province’s schools.

“The work of truth and 
reconciliation is long-term and 
in many ways sets the context 
of teachers’ daily work and 
the work of the Federation 
in achieving its strategic 
directions,” Maze stated, while 
noting that the document sets 
out such strategic direction in 
six areas.

Direction 2025 is envisioned as a wide-ranging document that outlines the Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation’s 
vision, mission statement, values and strategic directions . Teachers, working with students, will always be at the 
centre of whatever the future might hold .

Patrick Maze, STF President

document might be, there 
is the unmistakable reality 
that in order for it to come to 
fruition, it will need similar 
endorsements from public 
education partners including 
the Ministry of Education.

“I think relationships 
are always going to be 
important and we need that. 
I’m confident this document 
will further help us move in 
that direction.

“I think we [STF] have 
shown we will come to the 
table as long as it’s reasonable 

According to Maze, these 
strategic directions are 
intended to guide the work 
of the Federation, both 
members and administration, 
over the aforementioned next 
five years.

“We have a collective 
responsibility to do our part 
in advancing these directions. 
Members can engage in a 
variety of ways through 
governance activities, 
leadership and attendance 
in professional growth 
activities,” Maze pointed out.

He also stressed to 
councillors that this 
involvement could take the 
form of participating in 
advocacy campaigns and in 
provincial-level activities 
such as curriculum renewal, 
resource evaluation or 
working committees tasked 
with creating and updating 
Federation policy.

“Work has already begun 
in advancing the strategic 
directions outlined. This year, 
policy work is occurring in 
updating the software systems 
that support Federation 
benefit and insurance plans, 
strengthening cybersecurity, 
conducting an audit of 
our communications, 

and that we are all working 
together in the interests of 
public education and students. 
We’re pretty transparent about 
that and so people know when 
we show up what we’re about. 
This document confirms what 
we believe in.”

One of the strategic 
directions emphasizes 
the importance of teacher 
voice being included in all 
decisions made in relation to 
the public education sector. 
Sometimes that has proven 
elusive, if not frustrating.

implementing an online 
management system, and 
introducing enhancements 
to the supports provided to 
local associations, principals, 
vice-principals and substitute 
teachers,” he noted.

During his presentation, 
Maze took time to laud the 
work done by members of 
the Executive Visioning and 
Strategic Planning Committee 
in helping to bring Direction 
2025 to reality.

Direction 2025 is also the 
product of collaborative work 
across the membership in 
Maze’s words. 

“This document received 
input and feedback from 
the membership throughout 
a variety of venues such 
as the Presidents’ Forum, 
School Staff Liaison Forums, 
Councillor Conference and 
the Annual Meeting of 
Council,” Maze added.

Alluding to the vision 
statement as part of the 
overall document, Maze 
reiterated the importance 
of the Federation as a 
collective, which provides 
power for teachers through 
the Federation when 
advocating for quality public 
education in Saskatchewan.

“We have worked really hard 
to make that happen. Even if 
a teacher isn’t at the table, we 
are listening to them and so 
their voice is still being heard 
and represented. By having 
that communication with 
our members, it gives us the 
opportunity to bang the drum 
on their behalf. 

“I think it resonates with 
our partners and by having 
a clearly articulated set of 
guidelines for the future, I 
am confident our education 
partners will not just be paying 
us lip service,” Krips said.

Krips underscored the 
commitment to truth and 
reconciliation as a concrete 
example of how the Federation 
is listening to members, citing 
this as a really important piece 
of the overall plan.

“We acknowledge this 
will be a long-term process 
and teachers need to go on 
their own journey,” he said, 
maintaining there is purposely 
enough wiggle room that it is 
not a prescriptive one-size-fits-
all formula.

“Our intention is that this 
document should be a guide 
for teachers’ professional 
practices, while recognizing 
that there is context to where 
they are teaching.”

Krips also noted that he sees 
this as an accountability tool 
for those working on teachers’ 
behalf at the STF.

“This document makes it 
clear that we can’t run off in 
all directions and it helps us 
focus on the work we do. Our 
marching orders are pretty 
clear,” he summed up. n

“As a collective, we 
understand the importance of 
a public education system that 
is accessible by all and meets 
the needs of all.”

Maze also took the 
opportunity to underscore 
the dual mandate of the 
Federation as both a labour 
organization and a professional 
organization in its goal of 
supporting members.

“These dual mandates are 
not in competition; rather they 
complement one another as 
we work together to ensure 
Saskatchewan has one of 
the finest public education 
systems in the world.

“The Federation is all of 
us, and we are confident that 
every member will be able to 
see themselves, their practice 
and ways to advance the 
profession in this document.” n
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Schmaltz maintains Re-Imagine Education more important now than ever
Approximately a year ago 

Randy Schmaltz was standing 
in front of a small gathering 
in a Regina hotel ballroom to 
officially share what the Re-
Imagine Education initiative 
had revealed.

Schmaltz, the 
Executive Director of the 
Saskatchewan Teachers’ 
Federation, was speaking in 
his capacity as chairperson 
of the Re-Imagine Education 
Reference Committee, which 
had been a combined effort 
of 19 partners across a 
wide spectrum. During the 
nearly year-long process, the 
outcome was to chart a new 
course for public education in 
the province.

Schmaltz outlined the 
12 Actions for Education 
included in the document, 
emphasizing that “these 
actions must be acted upon.”

However, the lingering and 
catastrophic effects of the 
COVID-19 global pandemic 

put the initiative pretty much 
on hold like many other things 
in the past six-plus months.

Upon revisiting the 
report, Schmaltz thumbed 
through the pages while 
acknowledging “that we’ve 
lost momentum and to get it 
back is certainly a challenge 
while things are pretty 
much suspended.”

As he read out the specific 
actions that had been 
identified, Schmaltz could 
not help but point out the 
irony of how in so many 
ways the document almost 
incredulously foreshadowed 
the effects of COVID-19 on the 
public education sector.

“I think COVID has shone 
a very bright light on the 
issues that were identified 
in the report. While the 
project has been on hold, I 
think it’s more important 
than ever that we collectively 
pay attention to what the 
committee had identified as 
priorities–particularly the 
piece about providing an 
equitable experience for safe 
instruction in our schools.”

Schmaltz pondered how 
the questions of equity 
and creating the optimum 
learning spaces in terms of 
class size and composition 
rings even more true in these 
current times.

In his view, the notion of 
taking a long, hard look at 
how education is delivered 

in the province provides 
a poignant opportunity 
to move ahead on the 
recommendations.

“This whole pandemic 
has allowed us to pause and 
reflect on how we deliver 
education. It creates an 
opportunity for us to do some 
things differently and better. 
It affords us an opportunity 
to be better than before. 
We know we can do things 
differently; we’ve already 
seen very real examples of 
that because we had to. So 
we can look at what might 
stick from our adjustments 
because so much of what we 
used to know has all gone 
out the window.”

Some factors that have 
come to light that might not 
have been top of mind before, 
including less than ideal 
ventilation systems in some 
schools, are just examples of 
incorporating those lessons, 
albeit that it will require 
proper funding.

According to Schmaltz, 
one thing that has come out 
of this pandemic, including 
the time when students 
were learning remotely from 

R E S O U R C E  C O N N E C T I O N S

Anti-Racisim resources
By Joan Elliott, Librarian/Manager  
Emma Stewart Resources Centre

The Black Lives Matter movement, conflict 
over treaty rights in the East Coast lobster 
fishery, decades-long boil water advisories in 
many Indigenous communities, and the ongoing 
struggle for First Nations children’s rights are just 
a few of the recent events related to our country’s 
complicated history of systemic racism. Since the 
education system mirrors society, it is not immune 
to this problem and educators must continue 
their crucial work towards eliminating the racial 
injustice experienced by Black, Indigenous and 
people of colour.

Rohan Thompson in his article Addressing 
Racism in the K-12 Workplace, which was 
featured in the September 29, 2020 issue of 
Education Canada, discusses the trauma 
that Black and racialized students and staff 
experience when confronted with racism, as 
well as its negative impact on student learning 
and educator career advancement. He states 
that school divisions interested in improving 
student outcomes and staff well-being should 
frame anti-racism work as mental health and 
well-being work.

Racism, Colonialism, and Indigeneity in 
Canada: A Reader, edited by Martin J. Cannon 
and Lina Sunseri, is a collection of articles that 

provide a strong foundation on the nature of 
historical and present-day racism in Canada. It 
is arranged thematically in categories such as 
treaty relationships, nation building, territoriality, 
gendered violence, displacement, decolonization 
of Indigenous education, the construction of 
criminality, poverty, health and resistance.

Other books promote understanding of 
contemporary issues around racial inequality. The 
Skin We’re In: A Year of Black Resistance and Power, 
by Toronto journalist Desmond Cole, chronicles the 
year 2017 to draw attention to the racial injustice 
experienced by Black and Indigenous people and 
also describes the ways in which he fought back to 
combat injustice. Until We Are Free: Reflections on 
Black Lives Matter in Canada, edited by Rodney 
Diverlus, Sandy Hudson and Syrus Marcus Ware, 
documents key issues facing the Black community 
and discusses Canadian Black activism and Black-
Indigenous alliances to dismantle racism and foster 
structural change.

An influential book written from an American 
perspective is How to be an Antiracist, by Ibram X. 
Kendi. He traces key events in the history of racism 
in the United States and argues that it is a powerful, 
warped system that creates false hierarchies of 
human value and also intersects with issues of 
gender, culture and class in harmful ways.

The Emma Stewart Resources Centre also has 
several guides for challenging racism and for 

fostering anti-racism and social justice in schools. 
Unconscious Bias in Schools: A Developmental 
Approach to Exploring Race and Racism, by 
Tracey A. Benson and Sarah E. Fiarman, 
illustrates how to detect unconscious bias, reflect 
on our own actions and beliefs, normalize talk 
about race, cultivate a brave community and 
investigate the racial climate in our schools. 

The Racial Healing Handbook: Practical 
Activities to Help You Challenge Privilege, 
Confront Systemic Racism and Engage in 
Collective Healing, by Anneliese A. Singh, features 
thoughtful ways of exploring internalized racism, 
grieving and naming racism, understanding it in 
relationships and being an ally.

There are numerous entry points in curricula 
for discussing racism and many approved 
resources on this topic are available here that 
will inspire students to believe they can make 
a positive difference by standing up to it. We 
are also expanding our collections on truth and 
reconciliation, the ’60’s Scoop, and missing and 
murdered Indigenous women and girls, in addition 
to adding more literature by Black and people of 
colour authors.

Anti-racism work is challenging but it plays a vital 
role in moving to a future of racial justice for all.

To borrow these and other resources, please 
complete the E-Reference Service Request form,  
email stf@stf.sk.ca or call 1-800-667-7762. n

“I think COVID has 
shone a very bright 
light on the issues 

that were identified 
in the report...I think 
it’s more important 
than ever that we 

collectively pay 
attention to what 

the committee 
had identified as 

priorities–particularly 
the piece about 

providing an 
equitable experience 
for safe instruction in 

our schools.”
Randy Schmaltz

Randy Schmaltz, STF Executive 
Director

home, is that it has made 
parents more aware of what 
it is teachers do on a daily 
basis, while also getting 
them more involved in the 
education process.

“Certainly public safety 
has to be everyone’s prime 
concern because we’re all 
in this together, and I just 
hope that government is 
not negligent of the need 
to move forward because 

“I would call on those 
in the system to be 

bold and courageous 
but thoughtful as we 
move forward. Don’t 
be scared of letting 
go of some of the 

old practices if it’s in 
the best interests of 
students and staff.”

Randy Schmaltz

this pandemic has forced 
us all to have the bigger 
conversations.

“I would call on those in 
the system to be bold and 
courageous but thoughtful as 
we move forward. Don’t be 
scared of letting go of some 
of the old practices if it’s in 
the best interests of students 
and staff.”

Asked what he would like 
to see specifically in the 
future to signify a genuine 
commitment to adopting 
the Re-Imagine concept, 
Schmaltz said he would 
see it as a significant step 
forward if there is more 
inter-sectoral cooperation 
among ministries, while also 
a movement away from the 
current centralized approach.

“I would like to see a more 
collaborative approach and 
for more of a needs-based 
approach as opposed to the 
prescriptive model that 
exists. This would allow 
schools and communities to 
come together and deliver 
what each school really needs. 
That would be putting public 
back in public education,” 
Schmaltz offered. n

mailto:stf%40stf.sk.ca?subject=
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Heisler doesn’t have 
off button, which helps 
in always looking for 
new challenges

LITTLE RED RIVER 
SCHOOL–If you were ever 
going to start a school and 
only had the resources to 
hire one teacher, you couldn’t 
go wrong if Kalyn Heisler 
was your choice.

By her own admission, 
the ubiquitous Heisler does 
not have an “off button,” 
recalling how even when she 
was eight months pregnant 
it was still go-go all the time.

It is that kind of 
enthusiasm, to say nothing 
of her incredible versatility 
in terms of subjects she 
teaches, that garnered 
her national attention as 
the recent recipient of the 
Prime Minister’s Awards 
for Teaching Excellence 
Certificate of Achievement.

Sitting in her purposely 
created cozy-type classroom, 
it’s as if this is precisely 
where Heisler should be. 
“This” being in the rather 
remote community of Little 
Red River, located 20 
kilometres on a grid road 
from the village of Northside, 
north of Prince Albert.

The band school has an 
enrolment of 283 students 
from nursery to Grade 12 
with a total staff of 51, 
including 19 teachers.

How do I know this, you 
might ask? Larry Wilke, the 
director of the little Red River 
School Education Authority, 
happens to work out of the 
same school and explained the 
highly unique situation of how 
this school functions. Located 
right on the border between 
Montreal Lake Cree Nation 
and the Lac La Ronge Indian 
Band means that Little Red 
River receives 100 percent of 
its funding directly from the 
Department of Indian Affairs. 
Governance-wise there is 
a local board of directors, 
whom both Heisler and Wilke 
praised for their support.

Heisler can speak from 
her experience since she has 
been here for a decade, and it 
is the first teaching position 
the native of Prince Albert 
has had.

“Although Kalyn has high 
expectations of students, her 
expectations are realistic. 
Students within the school 
have genuine respect for her 
belief in them,” Wilke offered.

Ironically, Heisler does 
not specifically remember 
her first impression of the 
school, but she vividly recalls 
when the interview was 

completed. “I remember on 
the drive back just how badly 
I wanted this job,” she said 
after having first seen the 
posting advertised while she 
was a substitute teacher in 
Saskatoon for a short time 
following her graduation.

Once she was hired, the 
original intent was for her 
to teach high school, only to 
wind up teaching Grades 6 to 
9. Now, however, she is back 
teaching such widely diverse 
subject areas as English 
language arts, photography, 
science, psychology, financial 
literacy and native studies 
in Grades 10 and 11. 
Let’s not forget that she’s 
pumped about the upcoming 
communication media course 
she has in the works.

Furthermore, with the 
aid of her husband Evan 
Ducharme, a mechanic by 
profession, she also had her 
students work on vehicles 
and complete procedures such 
as oil changes and the like.

“I’m not scared of new 
challenges and I have had 
really good support from 
administration. I just want 
the kids to learn, and it’s so 
important that they learn 
things they can use in real 
life,” Heisler said.

Always prepared to tweak 
things to best serve her 
students' needs, Heisler has 
eschewed creative writing 
once she didn’t see it as a 
current fit in favour of the 
financial literacy component.

It’s a similar scenario with 
the communication media 
course because Heisler sees 
a real need for students to 
think critically about the 
news content they see–both 
online and in traditional 
form. “I want them to be 
able to investigate and 
think critically and to know 
what to believe by doing the 
research.”

Making those real-life 
connections have also 
meant introducing students 
to issues such as climate 
change and gender equity via 
hands-on experience.

A recurring theme 
in the conversation is 

the importance Heisler 
places on establishing and 
maintaining a strong rapport 
with her students, or as she 
emphasizes “my kids.”

“For some of our students, 
school is their escape because 
they don’t have the support 
they need. They see how hard 
I work and they do too,” she 
said, while mentioning that 
it’s not uncommon for her 
“kids” to call her Kalyn (or 
worse, she joked).

“They need to know that 
you care about them and 
that they can come for help,” 
she said, while readily 
acknowledging that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has 
meant a significant reduction 
in class size. Under normal 
circumstances, her biggest 
class was with 24 students.

“I miss that so much for 
the discussions we have 
and the way they learn 
from each other. The more 
the merrier, that’s where I 
excel,” she stated.

Another strong connection 
between teacher and 
students is Heisler’s self-
confessed interest in 
technology and how she can 
use it in the classroom. She 
has created no less than 
nine websites. She agreed 
that “being technologically 
inclined works in my favour.”

While aware that 
cellphones can be distracting, 
it is Heisler’s view that if 
done properly and within 
certain boundaries, “we can 
use phones for good and the 
kids get that. It’s never been 
a big issue.”

It’s also not uncommon for 
colleagues to ask for Heisler’s 
expertise when it comes to 
technology. “I’m happy to 
help and share advice, but 
there are certainly times 
where I also need help in 
other areas. I’m not scared 
to ask for help. I know my 
strengths and weaknesses,” 
Heisler said candidly.

Her approach with 
students and staff is 

mirrored in her relationship 
with the community as well, 
including having students 
learn the Indigenous cultural 
components by interviewing 
Elders as one of the ways of 
working with the community.

Heisler clearly misses 
the traditional feasts in the 
community that are not 
allowed during the pandemic.

“When I step back and look 
at how many parents want to 
be involved, it feels like we’re 
one big family. It makes me 
feel good to be able to provide 
a real positive experience for 
these kids and their families 
and help bridge the gap. I’m 
proud of this little place,” she 
said, speaking from the heart.

Like many of her 
colleagues, Heisler makes 
the twice-daily 60-kilometre 
commute from Prince Albert 
in her trusty Honda Civic. 
There are also locals on staff, 
including Jordan Triskle, 
who graduated from the 
school and is now in his first 
year as a teacher.

According to Heisler, 
there’s a great vibe among 

staff. “We can communicate 
and support each other. 
Nobody is scared to speak 
their mind and we all know 
we’re here for the kids and 
that’s our first job.”

She is also quick to praise 
the support she receives 
from her husband, including 
his calm demeanour when 
it comes to her rants or 
fresh ideas that she might 
be tempted to share in the 
middle of the night.

“He’s for sure a big part 
of how I stay sane and 
maintain a good outlook 
on things. There’s also 
the couple’s daughter 
AnnaJ, who attends pre-
kindergarten at the school 
and accompanies her mom 
on the daily drive, albeit 
she is usually fast asleep on 
the way home. Heisler said 
the commute is her time to 
reflect and come up with a 
myriad of new ideas.

“I think each year I’ve 
grown more into the role 
and my goal was always to 
be that teacher students 
would look up to,” she said, 
recalling how ever since 
she was six years old, she 
knew teaching was what 
her future held in store, 
laughing at how she used to 
be her grandpa’s teacher as 
a young child.

Like many teachers, 
Heisler said a good day for 
her is when her students 
have that aha moment 
and she can see that it has 
clicked for them.

Reflecting for a moment, 
Heisler said her passion for 
teaching is undiminished. “I 
just hope I don’t get burnt-
out,” she laughed.

Then she reverted to the 
oft-repeated phrase from 
the Chinese philosopher 
Confucius, who said, “Choose 
a job you love, and you will 
never have to work a day in 
your life.”

He must have had Heisler 
in mind when he penned that 
memorable dispatch. n

Kalyn Heisler is in regular contact with Little Red River Education Authority Director Larry Wilke, whose office is 
also in the school .

“I’m not scared of 
new challenges and 

I have had really 
good support from 

administration. I just 
want the kids to learn, 
and it’s so important 
that they learn things 
they can use in real 
life. I want them to 

be able to investigate 
and think critically 

and to know what to 
believe by doing  

the research.”
Kalyn Heisler

“When I step back 
and look at how 

many parents want 
to be involved, it 

feels like we’re one 
big family. It makes 
me feel good to be 

able to provide a real 
positive experience 
for these kids and 
their families and 

help bridge the gap. 
I’m proud of this  

little place.”
Kalyn Heisler

“Although Kalyn has 
high expectations 
of students, her 
expectations are 

realistic. Students 
within the school 

have genuine 
respect for her 
belief in them.”

Larry Wilke
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Importance of parental engagement comes 
to the fore during COVID-19 pandemic 

Online education equity is major 
issue here and around the world 

E D I T O R I A L

Know your audience
Somebody must have forgot to remind Ryan Meili 

of that sage piece of advice. Oh wait, it was a similar 
scenario that befell his two predecessors Dwain 
Lingenfelter and Cam Broten when they were carrying 
the NDP torch.

Guys do the math. You need 31 seats to form a 
majority government in the province of Saskatchewan. 
It’s pretty much an even split among rural and urban 
ridings in our sparsely populated province. Guess how 
many rural seats the NDP managed to capture in the 
provincial election. That’s right, zero.

So now the Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation 
and the province’s teachers will have to deal with the 
reality of another four years of the Moe government. If 
you’re going to be optimistic, it could for sure be worse. 
Just cast an eye to our neighbours to the west where 
Jason Kenney and his United Conservative Party are 
ravaging education, including the proposed do over of 
the provincial curriculum. 

As yet we’ve seen nothing quite so draconian from 
the Saskatchewan Party, even though there have 
certainly been some thorny issues in the rose garden. 
The “Saskies” will point to the many schools they have 
committed to building recently. Sure, they are the 
typical monuments they historically like to do, but ask 
the folks in the communities where they are if they 
are pleased. What was that again about knowing your 
audience? I’m sure it’s mere coincidence that several of 
these schools happen to be in Moe’s backyard.

So what is it about the stranglehold the Sask. Party 
has here, now having claimed their fourth straight 
majority government? It is quite simple really. Instead 
of the New Democratic Party–read Numbing Deficit 
Platform–Moe promises cuts to power bills and a few 
dollars to spruce up the home.

Meili, in his wisdom, floats the idea of a carbon tax. 
That’s two egregious follies in one statement. First, the 
word tax is pretty much a death knell by itself and then 
by aligning yourself with Justin Trudeau, you pretty 
much have sealed your fate.

When Meili was peddling his agenda of smaller class 
sizes and improved health care (he is a doctor after all), 
his diagnosis failed to resonate with the aforementioned 
folks. So once again it will be up to the STF to advocate 
for properly funding public education. That’s going to 
mean convincing some of the more reticent members of 
the Sask. Party that this can be accomplished, and it’s 
the right thing to do. 

Just for the record, in my view at least, this had little 
to do with who the citizenry thought would be able to 
best withstand the COVID-19 pandemic. If that was 
the case, you might surmise the doctor would be the one 
best-positioned. No, it comes back to the very fact that 
people here are stubborn and somewhat predictable.

Anecdotally, I’ve heard on several occasions how many 
teachers actually vote for the Sask. Party, or at least 
their spouses do so. Maybe, just maybe, things will be 
all right. If you’re still so disenchanted with this result 
and are looking to move, I know where there’s an STC 
bus you can probably get for cheap. 

As for the NDP, maybe they should consider just getting 
a guy named Stan from Kerrobert as their next leader. 
Perhaps he could relate to the rural folks a bit better. n
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By Ellen Whiteman, Manager, 
McDowell Foundation 

Like many things, parent 
engagement in schools looks 
very different this year.

Events such as unpacking 
the backpacks, meet the 
teacher and other welcome-
back gatherings designed to 
build relationships between 
school and home have 
been replaced with virtual 
conferences, phone calls, emails 
and unconventional protocols. 

However, parent and 
family engagement remains 
as important as ever in a time 
when even gaining entrance 
to school buildings is 
restricted and the uncertainty 
of COVID-19 continues. 

Teacher researchers 
Carly Robson Gilchrist, 
Pam Sawatzky and 
Amber Thompson recently 
shared their research on 
the importance of parent 
engagement and reflect on 
what it means during these 
unprecedented times. 

This online webinar 
entitled Teaching in a 
Pandemic: Why Promising 
Practices of Parent 
Engagement Matter More 
Than Ever will focus on how 
both teachers and families 
can build and maintain 
relationships. These three 
teachers from the Sun West 

By Adam Grieve, Research and 
Policy Analyst, Saskatchewan 
Teachers’ Federation

The start of the 2020 school 
year has been anything but 
“normal,” as much as we 
use the word. As September 
neared, teachers, students 
and parents waited for the 
provincial guidelines and 
back-to-school plans to deal 
with COVID-19. Even with 
the increased precautions, 
understandably many 
families opted for an alternate 
to typical public schools. 
Homeschool and online 
education options have been 
attractive and have expanded 
in the province. This fall there 
have been cases in schools and 
outbreaks, such as in Yorkton, 
that have sent all students 
home to work online. Teachers 
continue to teach and their 
students continue to learn 
but everything becomes more 
difficult and complicated. 

When COVID-19 
cases began to appear in 
Saskatchewan the focus 
was on flattening the curve. 
Workplaces, including 
schools, across the province 
closed sending teachers and 
students home in March, 
three months before the 
scheduled summer break. 
Students and parents 
were offered supplemental 
learning for the remainder 
of the school year. This 
learning was not for every 
family, some choosing to 
opt out while others were 
unable to continue. Internet 
access in Saskatchewan 
can be exceedingly limited, 
even while SaskTel had 
extended unlimited wireless 

School Division will share 
highlights of their recently 
completed research as well 
as some of the joys and 
challenges of teaching during 
a global pandemic. 

Reflecting on the required 
changes brought on by the 
pandemic and the impact 
these restrictions have on 
parent engagement activities, 
Sawatzky states, “It was 
never about the event; it was 
about the relationship that 
developed.” While COVID-19 
may have affected teachers’ 
abilities to hold in-person 
events, phone calls, virtual 
meetings and interactive 
applications such as ClassDojo 
or Seesaw are examples of 
ways to remain engaged with 
parents and families.

Debbie Pushor 
from the University 
of Saskatchewan and 
Derek Barss from the 
Saskatchewan Teachers’ 
Federation have also 
shared their expertise  
with the researchers. 

access, a policy that has 
since ended. Some homes 
do not have internet access, 
have limited access or lack 
the devices required. Add to 
this parents and caregivers 
working from home further 
limiting students’ ability 
to access devices, internet 
and, therefore, the offered 

supplemental learning. 
We saw in the spring not 
all students have access to 
learning opportunities based 
on their circumstances; 
instructional time is lost. 

Of course, these issues do 
not only affect Canadians. In 
April 2020, UNICEF reported 
91 percent of school-aged 
children worldwide were out 

Pushor is a professor in the 
Department of Curriculum 
Studies and a vocal advocate 
for collaborative parent 
engagement. Barss is a 
senior administrative staff 
member and a member  
of the Educational 
Leadership Committee at  
the Federation. Both will 
bring their own experiences 
as teachers and leaders in 
the province to support  
the conversation.

The McDowell Foundation 
Salon Series is designed 
to provide research teams 
with an additional way to 
disseminate their research. 
The salons, or roundtable 
discussions, generally take 
place in communities across 
Saskatchewan, but now are 
moving online in order to 
continue offering these types 
of learning opportunities for 
research teams to collaborate 
with other experts, share 
their research findings and 
explore together new  
ways to move forward. n

of school due in part to the 
pandemic. Of the students 
sent home about one-third 
or 463 million students were 
unable to access any online 
supplemental education. 
Students living in the poorest 
households or those in rural 
areas made up the vast 
majority of those that missed 
out on the supplemental or 
continued learning. In upper-
middle-income countries, 
about 86 percent of the 
students unable to continue 
were from among the poorest 
households in the country, 
and globally three-quarters 
of those without access live in 
rural areas. 

We can see that students 
unable to continue their 
formal education during the 
pandemic are represented at 
disproportionately high rates 
in poor and rural homes. In 
a country like Canada and a 
province like Saskatchewan, 
we are at a high risk to have 
the educational success 
of students threatened by 
lingering impacts of the 
pandemic or other unforeseen 
issues that limit students 
ability to show up to school 
if remote options do not exist 
for all learners. 

The Program for 
International Student 
Assessment ranks Canada 
among the top countries 
in the world for academic 
resilience. This means that 
disadvantaged students 
in Canada are able, in 
general, to overcome their 
socioeconomic background 
and be successful learners. 
Public school teachers in 
Canada work hard to give 
every student the tools they 

need to succeed, but steps 
must be taken to address the 
inequity of access to learning. 

Access to technology 
and the internet has been 
an issue for a long time; 
the pandemic just shoved 
it into the spotlight. In 
the past few months we 
have been shown that 
education requires a base 

level of investment just to 
allow access. Stakeholders 
need to be mindful of the 
inequity in society and its 
lasting impact on student 
learning and societal well-
being. Steps must be taken 
to ensure all students have 
access to quality education. 
This is not a question of 
ability but access. n

In a country like 
Canada and a 
province like 

Saskatchewan, we 
are at a high risk to 

have the educational 
success of students 

threatened by 
lingering impacts of 

the pandemic or other 
unforeseen issues 
that limit students 
ability to show up 
to school if remote 
options do not exist 

for all learners. 
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It has been a perennial 
challenge to procure and 
then retain teachers in 
northern Saskatchewan.

During past visits to the 
region one thing has become 
abundantly clear, frequently 
those best equipped to 
thrive in these unique 
circumstances are Indigenous 
female administrators who 
hail from the north and 
are eager to return to their 
roots and give back to their 
respective communities.

Surely no one is a better 
example of this than Leanne 
Gailey, the principal of 
Ducharme Elementary School 
in La Loche since 2016.

She was recently 
named the recipient of the 
prestigious YWCA 2020 
Women of Distinction 
Saskatchewan Spirit award.

Gailey knew she had been 
nominated for the award 
since April but “winning the 
award was obviously out of 
the blue,” she recounted.

“It was just a shocking 
moment, and I was just very 
honoured. Just being in the 
category of Saskatchewan 
Spirit, it’s definitely a huge, 
prestigious award and I  
am at a loss for words,” 
she indicated.

Gailey, 33, is an 
Indigenous educator who 
returned to her roots in  
La Loche after having left 
her home community at the 
tender age of 15 to attend 
high school in Prince Albert. 
She then came to Saskatoon 
to achieve her bachelor 
of education degree and 
subsequently also earned  
her master’s degree.

“I definitely always wanted 
to return to my community 
and to give back. I share 
this award with my home 
community of La Loche, the 
people, and especially the 
children who I believe in and 
who I serve daily.”

While La Loche has 
endured its share of 
challenges, Gailey is 
adamant that “it’s no 
different than any other 

community and there are 
definitely more positives 
than negatives.

“People here are very 
welcoming and they will 
accept people at first sight 
with open arms. As a 
community, I’m proud of how 
we definitely put people first 
and welcome them. If you’re 
ever stuck on the side of the 
road, there will be someone 
there to help you out. It’s a 
beautiful community with 
our sunsets and lakes; but 
it’s mostly about the people,” 
Gailey stressed.

“People here are very 
outgoing and they have a 
really good sense of humour. 
I would characterize it as 
people being very laid back 
and not taking themselves 
too seriously. Plus, I would 
say it’s a resilient community 
and we’re always able to 
overcome challenges.”

Those who know her refer 
to Gailey as an independent 
and strong woman as well as a 
staunch advocate for education 
in her community with a 
passion and commitment  
to reconciliation.

In her own words, Gailey 
said she is “independent 
when it comes to relying on 
local resources rather than 
to complain.”

Those traits, and those of 
the community, are evidently 

carried over to the school, 
which has 500 students from 
kindergarten to Grade 6 and 
a staff of 90 people. A third of 
those are teachers who also 
utilize a strong component of 
local Elders.

“This award is not a one-
person show, it’s a team 
effort for sure, and I believe 
in distributive leadership,” 
Gailey said of the inclusive 
and culturally relevant 
programming the school 
promotes for its students. 
“As a staff, we all work very 
hard in trying to put the kids 
first. Every day is different 
and that’s what I love about 
this job,” she said.

A decade into her 
teaching career, these are 
particularly exciting times 
for Gailey as Ducharme is 
the first provincial school 
in Saskatchewan to offer 
the Dene Early Learning 
Pilot Project, which is 
a partnership between 
the Northern Lights 
School Division and Métis 
Nation-Saskatchewan.

Introduced this fall, the 
school offers an extended 
prekindergarten and 
kindergarten school day. 

October 27, 2020  
Jonathan Teghtmeyer,  
ATA News,  Editor-in-Chief

Proposed curriculum 
revisions contained in leaked 
documents are regressive and 
inappropriate, and highlight 
the critical problem of cutting 
teachers out of the curriculum 
process, says the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association.

On October 21, CBC 
News reported on leaked 
documents that outline 
recommendations on the draft 
K–4 social studies and arts 
education curriculum. Among 
other recommendations, 
the documents call for 
eliminating all references 
to residential schools and 
equity, and advocate for more 
memorization of facts related 
to ancient history.

ATA president Jason 
Schilling said teachers have 
lost trust in the current 
government’s curriculum 
redesign efforts.

“It is much more clear now 
why the government ended 
the agreement with the ATA 

Gailey wins prestigious Spirit award which she shares with her community

Leanne Gailey 

Ducharme Elementary School principal Leanne Gailey helping Grade 1 students with their writing assessments .

They have also added a  
Dene Language Keeper to 
assist teachers and students, 
while also encouraging 
families to take advantage  
of the opportunity.

While she said she can 
understand Dene quite well, 
Gailey acknowledges she’s 
not as likely to speak it other 
than with older members 
of the community. She is 
also hopeful this reclaiming 
of the historic language 
will instill confidence in 
students and she is for sure 
looking forward to being a 
beneficiary of this initiative 
as well.

Gailey cited the nearby 
Clearwater River Dene 
Nation and the leadership 
shown by principal Mark 
Klein and for his work in this 
area as being a catalyst.

“But to be the first 
provincial school to offer 
this program makes me 
really proud. I hope we can 
extend it because this is very 
important for our students,” 
she noted.

You might even suggest 
there is a trifecta of 
good news scenarios for 
Gailey and her Ducharme 

last summer to work together 
on curriculum: teachers 
would not support this 
direction for curriculum,” 
he said. “Minister, put these 
recommendations through 
the shredder.”

The prior drafts of 
curriculum, developed 
by hundreds of teachers 
with input from thousands 
of Albertans, focused 
on understanding 
multiple perspectives and 
included age-appropriate 
understandings of the 
history of colonization 
in Canada, including 
residential schools.

In 2016, the Government 
of Alberta, along with the 
Alberta Teachers’ Association 
and other educational 
stakeholder organizations, 
signed the Joint Commitment 
to Action in response to 
this call to action. It reads, 
in part, “Through our 
collaborative efforts, and 
commitment to work with 
First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit partners, the true and 
complete shared history 

colleagues. After having 
been on the waiting list for 
quite a long time, there was 
a recent announcement that 
there will be a new school to 
replace the existing facility, 
which the principal described 
as consisting of four different 
sections from four decades 
and dating back to the 1960s.

“Our kids deserve this and 
so does our community. So I 
really appreciate the Ministry 
[of Education] for having seen 
the need,” she said, revelling 
in the moment.

In her acceptance speech, 
Gailey wanted to thank her 
partner Karmen, her parents 
Doug and Celine and her 
family and friends for always 
being such an influential 
support system. She also 
took the opportunity to send 
a message to the women of 
the North.

“They are beautiful, strong 
and capable of anything,” she 
said, encouraging them to 
set a goal and work towards 
it. Gailey added, “Hard work 
pays off, and women can be 
powerful individuals with 
strong voices to advocate  
for positive growth in 
northern communities.” n

of Canada’s First Peoples 
will be embedded within 
the educational experience 
of all students.” The Joint 
Commitment to Action 
responded to call to action 62 
from the national Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission.

ATA executive staff 
officer Melissa Purcell is 
the Association’s expert on 
Indigenous education. She 
says the recommendations 
cannot be taken seriously and 
agrees they should be rejected.

“The Indian Residential 
School system was created to 
erase the cultures, histories, 
languages and perspectives 
of Indigenous peoples 
within Canada, and these 
recommendations perpetuate 
that erasure,” Purcell said. 
“The recommendations in these 
documents perpetuate systemic 
racism through whitewashing 
of the draft curriculum.”

The recommendations 
were made in part by UCP 
government appointee 
Chris Champion. The ATA 
has previously called for 
Champion’s dismissal from this 

Shred it: ATA calls on Minister to reject curriculum advice
Leaked proposals suggest removing study of residential schools in early grades

work based on his controversial 
views about curriculum and 
residential schools.

Recommendations to be 
reviewed

Education Minister Adriana 
LaGrange said the inclusion 
of teaching about residential 
schools is nonnegotiable.

“We are absolutely 
committed to facing 
reconciliation and to 
ensuring that the truth 
about residential schools, 
about that content, is 
in our K–6 curriculum,” 
she told reporters in the 
legislature on the day the 
leak was reported.

A statement from 
LaGrange’s press secretary, 
Colin Aitchison, says the 
recommendations will be 
reviewed by curriculum 
working groups.

“They are not the 
final curriculum,” says 
Aitchison’s statement. 
“The new curriculum will 
teach our students a full 
history of Canada, including 
First Nations, Métis and 

Inuit history, including 
residential schools.”

“No final decisions have 
been made, and a draft 
version will be available to 
the public in the new year.”

Schilling says curriculum 
work needs to be led by 
teachers and that neither 
Champion nor another 
advisor, William French, are 
experts in curriculum, and 
their backgrounds don’t make 
them suitable for this work.

“Teachers are experts in 
curriculum; they understand 
the readiness of young 
students for different 
pieces of content, and they 
understand what it means to 
bring curriculum to life in the 
classroom,” said Schilling.

Schilling has written to the 
Minister asking for a meeting 
to specifically discuss the 
curriculum work, but that 
request has been rebuffed. 
Instead the Minister says the 
Association will be invited 
to attend an upcoming 
meeting with “all of the 
education partners” to discuss 
curriculum progress. n
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When the 2019-20 school 
year began, Elementary 
Teachers’ Federation of 
Ontario members braced for 
labour unrest that had not 
been seen since the Mike 
Harris days. 

Who would have predicted 
the events in March and 
school closures in Canada 
for the remainder of the 
school term? A move to online 
distance learning, a model 
which required access to 
internet and technology to 
teach, assess and support 
students was, for many 
teachers, uncharted territory. 

Technology is not new in 
elementary or secondary 
education. School boards 
across Ontario and in many 
parts of Canada have been 
actively introducing technology 
in the classroom for decades. 
Chromebooks, iPads and a 
variety of online platforms 
have become the new norm in 
numerous schools.

With distance learning and 
in-class school models now in 
full swing, many families are 
switching to online learning 
platforms. The potential 
of a second school closure 
lurks in the wings. Teachers 
are adjusting to these new 
realities, but what will the 
post-pandemic era bring? 
The rigours of teaching, 
student relationship building, 
teaching to different grades 
and the new math curriculum 
in Ontario all come into play. 

Is online classroom 
learning the latest 21st 
century phenomenon? 
A 2015 report from 
the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and 
Development showed no 
appreciable improvements 
with learning since the 
onset of technology use in 
the classroom. 

Teachers vs Tech?, the 
latest book released by 
Daisy Christodoulou, focuses 
on reasons why education 
technology has failed to 
deliver the transformation 
to more use of teacher 
technology by teachers. 
Consider the Los Angeles 
Unified School Board 
decision in 2013 to spend 
$1.3 billion USD to purchase 
iPads. Within two years 
of the rollout, all but two 
schools had abandoned using 
the devices for classroom 
learning. Internet safety, 
incomplete curriculum to use 
iPads and inadequate teacher 

training were cited as reasons 
for abandonment. 

Christodoulou argues there 
is a place for technology in 
the classroom, particularly 
direct instruction, but teacher 
expertise and professional 
judgment must be at the 
forefront of technology 
implementation. Yet it 
seems distance learning and 
classroom online technology 
are now part of our reality 
and here to stay. 

In 2017, Bev Fiddler and 
Mike Clarke launched a 
technology project funded 
through the Teacher 
Learning and Leadership 
Program of Ontario to 
purchase iPads. 

Working with Grade 1 
and 2 teachers in their 
school, Fiddler and Clarke 
used math curriculum, 
lesson planning and iPads 
to support learning through 
direct instruction. They also 
used an assessment program 
(IXL) to assess student 
learning and created a 
teacher-friendly workbook for 
math learning at any grade.

When they applied for the 
TLLP grant, Fiddler and 
Clarke set out to identify 
their own goals for carrying 
out and completing the 
project–to learn about iPad 
and technology use in the 
classroom and share their 
new-found knowledge with 
other teachers. 

Throughout the project, 
developing understanding 
about specific math apps was 
crucial. Some math apps can 
support more than one strand 
of mathematics and, in some 
cases, up to three. Most math 
apps support more than one 
grade level. They needed to 
create lessons/instructional 
strategies for teachers when 
using iPads as purposeful 
tools in student learning. 

One of their goals was 
to create a supplementary 
lesson plan book, which was 
included with the workbook. 
Screenshots and voiceovers to 
teach app concepts are easy 
for teachers to use and a great 
way for students to learn. 

Videos can be easily posted 
using Google Classroom and 
be made available to students 
with access to a device and 
the internet. 

Now that more teachers 
are using online teaching 
methods, there will be more 

Teacher expertise, professional judgment cannot be overlooked in adopting technology
lessons and activities that 
can be shared in a variety 
of forms. The workbook can 
become a growing resource 
with more contributors and 
expertise. Synchronous 
learning may be required 
due to the pandemic and 
collaboration between 
colleagues remains vital 
for its success and our well-
being as educators as our 
students have varying levels 
of experience, access and 
comfort with technology.

I N S T R U C T I O N A L  L E A D E R S H I P

Four C’s for our times
By Jane Macleod, Senior Manager, Research and Records 

A cursory review of literature on 
leadership today suggests a tendency 
to reduce leadership attributes to 
words that begin with the letter “C.” 
Think of descriptors such as character, 
collaboration, communication, conflict 
management and even the C-suite. It also 
seems that the letter C has entered the 
COVID-19 lexicon in that social distancing 
includes reminders to avoid crowds, close 
contact and enclosed spaces. 

In adhering to this trend, I would like 
to introduce four more C’s–the Four C’s 
of School Leadership for Our Time. This 
year numerous articles and discussions 
have highlighted the unique challenge 
school principals are confronting amid 
the return to school this year. To me, four 
themes resonate: honest communication, 
collective perspective, confidence in those 
around you and self-care. 

1.  Focus on communication. Keep it 
as honest, clear and consistent as 
you can. Running a school during a 
pandemic means paying attention to 
multiple messages from the federal and 
provincial governments, ministries, the 
Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation, 
school divisions, the community, 
colleagues, parents and students. Given 
the potential for information overload, 
principals must make and take the time 
to carefully read, organize and distill 
the communiqués for key messages 
and directives so that their message 
to teachers, students and parents 
is straightforward, free of jargon or 
platitudes and, most importantly,  
well-informed. 

2.  Keep a collective perspective. How 
many times have we heard phrases 
such as, “We are all in this together” 
or “You are not alone?” Research 
supports the fact that when people 
are anxious about their safety, 
their work, their family and/or their 
finances, these hopeful and supportive 
sentiments send an important 
message; you are not alone and you 
are important. People need to hear 
and believe this message. Principals 
can reinforce this by listening to 
those around them and helping them 
understand what’s happening (and its 
relevance to their part of the world) 
and reassuring them that, by working 
together, we can and will get through 
these tumultuous times. 

3.  Demonstrate confidence in your 
teachers. Since the initial school 
lockdown in March 2020, teachers’ 

commitment to student learning 
and their well-being has stood out 
across multiple surveys and reports. 
Regardless of the mode of delivery, 
face-to-face, blended, online or remote 
learning, teachers are taking the time 
to connect with their students and 
plan for and deliver a program that is 
as unique to the student as it is to the 
current reality. Although principals 
have known this for years, the 
importance of visibly trusting teachers 
and emphasizing their creativity, 
resilience, professional commitment 
and purpose is especially important 
during a global pandemic.

4.  Keep self-care a priority. Leading 
during a pandemic is taking its toll 
on principals. Last week I listened 
to principals describe school opening 
this fall as undeniably challenging, 
demanding, complex and time 
consuming on both personal and 
professional levels. Of concern is the 
reality that principals’ physical and 
mental well-being is at risk so early 
in the academic year. A second reality 
is that when a principal’s well-being 
falters, a school’s staff, program and 
success is at risk. A recent article on 
leading during a crisis advises leaders 
to look after themselves physically, 
emotionally and spiritually. “Know 
when you are capable of being focused 
and productive, and when you need 
to take a break. Eat well, get enough 
sleep, exercise regularly and spend 
time outdoors and connect in person 
with your partner, kids and animals 
and virtually with friends and extended 
family.” These are important messages 
to integrate into any principal’s daily 
and weekly routine at any time, let 
alone during a pandemic.

Over the next decade, there will be 
many stories of how principals managed 
during the pandemic. Some will evoke 
tears of sorrow or laughter and some 
will render us speechless, incredulous 
and/or inspired. Regardless, we must 
remember that principals around the 
province are working extremely hard 
and doing the very best they can during 
very difficult times. 

My hope today is that principals 
will add the above Four C’s of School 
Leadership for Our Times to their tool 
box and find time to reflect on their 
relevance and potential (along with 
those other important leadership C’s) 
to the important work that they do for 
education in our province. n

The push to have 
technology devices 
in the classroom and 
online platforms without 
appropriate support for 
teachers does not benefit 
students. Presuming 
technology is the panacea 
which will respond to 
achievement gaps and poor 
student engagement is not 
supported with scientific data. 
Careful planning, support and 
shared educator learning are 
the keys to success.

This content was 
provided by Bev Fiddler, 
elementary school teacher, 
K-8 elementary school in 
Oshawa/member of the 
Durham Elementary 
Teachers’ Federation 
of Ontario and Mike 
Clarke, elementary 
school teacher, K-8 
elementary school in 
Oshawa/member of the 
Durham Elementary 
Teachers’ Federation  
of Ontario. n
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be at the forefront 
of technology 

implementation. Yet 
it seems distance 

learning and 
classroom online 

technology are now 
part of our reality and 

here to stay.

Synchronous learning 
may be required 

due to the pandemic 
and collaboration 

between colleagues 
remains vital for its 

success and our well-
being as educators 

as our students have 
varying levels of 

experience, access 
and comfort with 

technology...Careful 
planning, support 

and shared educator 
learning are the keys 

to success.
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By Don Wright, Outreach and 
Training Coordinator, Amnesty 
International Canada

Nassima is in prison 
for campaigning for 
women’s rights in Saudi 
Arabia. Gustavo was shot 
and blinded by police for 
protesting in Chile. Jani is 
risking her life to protect the 
Amazon in Colombia. 

The stories of Nassima, 
Gustavo, Jani and seven 
other urgent cases are 
why we need teachers and 
schools to join Amnesty 
International's Write for 
Rights: the world’s biggest 
event for human rights. 

Every year, leading 
up to December 10 
(International Human 
Rights Day), people around 
the world write millions of 
letters, emails, tweets and 
sign petitions in solidarity 
with people who have been 
harassed, threatened and 
jailed for speaking out or 
for who they are.

 Together we will be 
putting pressure on 
governments, leaders and 
decision makers. We will 
show love and support for the 
people featured in this year’s 
cases and their families. We 
will make change happen–
releasing activists and 
protecting people who stand 
up for change. 

Last year, more than  
6.6 million actions were 
taken in homes, schools and 
public spaces across Canada 
and the world. We helped to 
change lives including that 
of 18-year-old Magai Matiop 
Ngong who was freed from 
death row in South Sudan in 
July 2020.  

“Thank you so much. 
I have no words. You 
have no idea how my 

heart is filled with 
happiness.”

– Magai, Write for Rights 
2019 case 

You can participate 
in this global event by 
organizing or supporting 
an event in your classroom 
or at your school. You can 
register and find all the case 
sheets, tips and resources at 
www.writeathon.ca. 

Be sure to visit the resource 
page for teachers! Download 
lessons plans, sample letters 
and cases prepared for 
students age nine and up at 
www.writeathon.ca/resources/
classroom. n

T E C H  TA L K

The social dilemma…is it really a dilemma? Is there hope?
By Dean Vendramin, Teacher, Archbishop M.C. O’Neill Catholic High School

Social media is woven into the fabric 
of our society whether we like it or not. 
The documentary-drama hybrid The 
Social Dilemma on Netflix looks at the 
impacts of social media on the world 
today. The summary for the show is 
as follows, “Explores the dangerous 
human impact of social networking, 
with tech experts sounding the alarm 
on their own creations.”

According to Bing Search, dilemma is 
defined as “a situation in which a difficult 
choice has to be made between two or 
more alternatives, especially equally 
undesirable ones.” 

As I watched The Social Dilemma, I 
wondered if dilemma is the right word 
to use. Dilemma implies there is a 
choice. As each tech expert's (those who 
had previously worked for social media 
giants) story unfolded, it appeared to me 
that we no longer have a choice when it 
comes to being a slave to the algorithms 
of social media.

Social media's model is built on 
three pillars: engagement, growth and 
advertising. The analogy used was that 
of a magician. Just as a magician uses 
our minds against us to perform illusions, 
social media algorithms can tap into 
those same parts to perform their magic. 
There was also a reference to social 
media design being like a slot machine. 
We become addicted to spinning the 
social media slot machine to see if we will 
hit the jackpot, even though the result of 
the spin is already predetermined.

The documentary implied that the 
subliminal effect social media has on us 
is massive. Another analogy used was a 
bicycle. A bicycle is a tool because it waits 
until we decide when we want to use 
it, but social media does not wait for us 
as it has goals of its own. Even the tech 
experts interviewed know what is behind 
the curtain and are still addicted to 
social media platforms themselves. Social 
media was likened to a drug that affects 
our dopamine levels. 

The documentary examines the effect 
that social media is having on our youth. 
Developing minds were not taken into 
consideration when social media was 
initially designed. But now we see more 
and more adverse effects on self-image 
and self-worth. The documentary shared 
a timeline that illustrated the correlation 
between the advent of social media and 
increased self-harm and suicides. The 
human mind is no match compared 
to the math and social media teams’ 
understanding of psychology. References 
were made to sci-fi movies like The 
Terminator and The Matrix, suggesting 
artificial intelligence already runs the 
world, has a mind of its own and is 
already in control of our minds. 

The Center for Humane Technology 
points out that artificial intelligence 
knows our weaknesses and can 
overpower human nature. In a reference 
to the movie The Truman Show, people 
are apt to accept the reality presented 
like how magicians guide you to pick the 
card they want you to choose even though 
you are led to believe you can pick any 
card. The reality is that the choice has 
already been made for you. 

The documentary suggests that 
people are purposely fed different 
slants on information when they access 
social media. The information feed each 
person is getting is tailored to create 
polarization. Social media is more 
effective and efficient than the news in 
creating divisiveness and appears to 
be widening the gap. Designed to take 
people down rabbit holes, social media's 
algorithms have led to movements such 
as The Earth Is Flat and #pizzagate. 
In fact, the documentary offered that 
social media platforms such as Twitter 

spread fake news six times faster than 
real news. 

The example of Myanmar was given to 
show how Facebook can become an easy 
and cheaper tool for propaganda. This 
mindset led to the persecution and death 
of Muslims in that country. Facebook 
was put on every phone that was sold in 
that country, becoming the de facto web 
and allowing the government to spread 
its propaganda with ease. According 
to the documentary, social media is 
responsible for the global assault on 
democracy and is willing to sell our 
freedoms to the highest bidder.

Originally based on a business model, 
social media has no laws regulating 
it, and the wealthy that run it have 
little or no interest in changing the 
model. So, social media is now being 
used against us. The documentary used 
Russian interference as an example 
noting nothing was hacked; they just 
used the tools available. Our futures 
are becoming available to the highest 
bidder, and a few of the tech experts 
could foresee the end of civilization.

At the end of the documentary, the 
panel of experts suggested a few ways we 
can “combat” the adverse effects of social 
media on society:

• Turn off notifications.
• Delete social media apps.
• Get over the impulse to check, scroll 

and post.
• Make a plan with children (no phones 

until age 16 and no phones in the 
bedroom overnight).

• Get outside and see the world for 
yourself.

So what does all this mean in the 
world of education? Will we stand by 
and say that's not our problem and does 
not belong in the classroom and ban 
technology from the classroom, or be 
part of the solution? As the internet has 
evolved at a rapid pace, has education 
kept pace? If the world of education 
sticks to the status quo, will that help 
or be detrimental to how social media 
affects our youth? 

I feel that education must recognize 
that social media has a significant 
influence on society. A concerted effort 
to inform, explore and apply critical 
thinking strategies can help students 
understand and make positive decisions. 
One important step would be for teachers 
themselves to know how social media 
works. I think a mandatory class on social 
media in university education programs 
would be a good start. Should digital 
citizenship guidelines be infused into all 
classrooms (see the publication Digital 
Citizenship Education in Saskatchewan 
Schools on the Saskatchewan Government 
website) or left to chance that it will 
hopefully be covered by a tech-related 
class? Is an all-out ban the answer? For 
some, the answer is yes.

But, if education does not offer a 
plan, where and how will students 
learn about and to effectively use social 
media? The documentary pointed out 
mostly social media pitfalls, but did 
mention a few advantages. Getting 
an Uber ride wasn't my first choice as 
an advantage, but I have seen youth 
do incredible things using the power 
of social media (take Greta Thunberg, 
for example). For something to be a 
dilemma, there needs to be a choice. 
With the way social media and those 
who run them are designed, if we do not 
offer an option through education, there 
will be no dilemma.

Thanks for reading. If you want to 
reach out to me, give me a follow on 
Twitter @vendi55.

Until next time, stay safe and well. n

Students, teachers can 
participate in Write for 
Rights campaign

http://www.writeathon.ca
http://www.writeathon.ca/resources/classroom
http://www.writeathon.ca/resources/classroom
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November 30, 2020 – Saskatoon
Responding to Overwhelm 

Knowing that anxiety, depression and/or trauma impact learning and 
relationships, develop awareness of the indicators of overwhelm and  
how to respond in ways that support selves, students and colleagues in  
returning to a state in which learning and connection can take place. 

December 7, December 14, and December 21, 2020 – Online
Zoom Into Adult Learning: Creating High-Engagement Presentations 
and Work Sessions

Come explore online facilitation theory and practice through an effective 
design template and accessible presentation strategies for connecting 
audiences to you, to one another, and to important content with Laura Lipton.

December 9, 2020 – Online
Hard Conversations Unpacked

Join Jennifer Abrams virtually to level up your communication skills and to 
feel more confident and compassionate when faced with situations involving 
conflict.

January 21-22, 2021 – Saskatoon
Crucial Conversations

To learn how to deal with high-stakes conversations, where opinions vary 
and emotions run strong, using the skills of the world’s best communicators, 
attend our next two-day Crucial Conversations training.

U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S

 
 
: -

For more information about these sessions or to 
register, visit www.stf.sk.ca.

Follow us  
@SaskTeachersFed

  

C L O S E D
Sorry! We’re

S T F  O F F I C E S  W I L L  B E  C L O S E D 

N O V E M B E R  2 4 ,  2 0 2 0  F O R  S TA F F 

O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  D A Y

http://www.stf.sk.ca
http://www.skbooks.com/teachsask
http://www.uregina.ca/education
http://www.uregina.ca/cce
https://uregina-ca.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJcvcu2sqTopG9UqcPTLe66JJV84ENmEuZOC



