Don Valley East – Ward Forum

Ward 17- Trustee Minutes

Meeting held on Thursday, Apr 18, 2016 at 

Seneca Hill Public School, 625 Seneca Hill Drive, Toronto, ON

1. Welcome and Introductions – Ken Lister – Ward 17 Trustee

The meeting commenced at 7: 00pm. Trustee Ken Lister welcomed all of the participants. After the round of introductions, the meeting commenced.

1. Introduction to Seneca Hill – Principal, Angela Halkidas

Angela has held the position of principal at Seneca Hill for the last 3 years. The school has 300 students and the school has a dual program: regular and gifted. The faculty consists of 17 dedicated teachers and 54 staff complement.  The school also has a regular Junior Kindergarten as well as Phoenix Daycare Centre which is located in the building. The school runs many after-hours programs.

The school is children focused and runs a program under the title “All About Me”. The school achieved a Gold Level as an Eco School. The school has a variety of after school programs such as Mad Scientists, Computers, Mandarin and many others. The school managed to fundraise to increase the number of the basketball nets from 2 to 6 enabling more kids to practice. The school is applying a STEM approach in teaching science and math and has an anti-bullying program. Students participate in many field trips.

Ken thanked Principal Halkidas for her presentation

1. Update from John Malloy, Director of Education

John Malloy, Director of Education, shared what he learned since he joined the TDSB. Dr. Malloy joined the TDSB after serving as an Assistant Deputy Minister and Chief of Student Achievement Officer with the Ontario Ministry of Education. Prior to that he served as Director of Education at the Hamilton-Wentworth District School Board. He met with all trustees (individually), principals and vice principals (overall 75 people). He believed that it is very important to have a relationship with all of the stakeholders. Dr. Malloy is trying to attend as many of the Ward Forums as possible (so far he has attended 8). He also participated in 3 webinars with the Chair of the TDSB. This is a live event when parents can ask questions and, he and the Chair can respond. This allows for an open dialogue.  A lot of insight has been gained from this use of technology. In about two weeks, the TDSB Chair and Dr. Malloy will have a webinar with parents and guardians. The purpose of this activity is to get engaged and be as effective as possible since it is not physically possible to be everywhere.

Meeting with all stakeholders such as trustees, parents, senior team allows us come closer to our goal and the following themes have emerged:

1.  We are looking for a different definition of the leadership. 

Leadership is usually defined as a principal, superintendent, trustee or a director but the kind of leadership we are exploring is the one that would include the experience and the expertise of all (staff, student, parents and community) to come together and determine what should happen to a particular school. Where the focus should be and, why and how can the system support the staff, the community and the school. This would be a change from the current situation that is typical within a large organization where the system decides to do something and everybody tries to determine what is that the system needs. Since we don’t know the community as well as you doing it that way allows for a better way of meeting the school, its community needs. It is a leadership that leads to the relationship.

1. We cannot have too many requirements for what we are trying to accomplish. 

If we have too many requirements as to what we are trying to accomplish at 588 schools people will get overwhelmed and we will not be successful. So the question emerged how can we support from the system level each and every school, and have one achievement goal, supported by technology that really pushes learning forward? We also need to bring all of our experience gained from our “caring” strategies to define that one goal, one opportunity that will change opportunities for our students and finally one equity goal. What that means is that each and every community will be engaged in a discussion as to who needs different supports to succeed. We will try collectively to determine what the barriers to students’ success are, and how we can get around them.  We as the Board are very equity driven and we understand that each and every community needs to address these issues differently. The system needs to be supportive of the local school. 

To support the above, the TDSB created a concept of Learning Centres. The consultations regarding the Learning Centres started in January when the Director joined the TDSB. In March Dr. Malloy proposed and gained the Board of Trustees approval for his concept based on three principles that will guide the creation of the Learning Centres: the TDSB needs to be more responsive, less bureaucratic and more engaging. The Director’s view is that it is not possible for all 588 school communities of TDSB to be in an authentic relationship with the system. It is also not possible to have one goal for the system but there is a need for strong system expectations. The Learning Centres need to provide flexibility for quick and efficient problem resolution. The final structure of the Learning Centres will be decided in two weeks. Once the Learning Centres are operational, we will consult the community on how are we doing. The Director is cautiously optimistic that most of the issues currently facing the TDSB can be resolved. 

Discussion

Q1 Angela Halkidas, Principal of Seneca Hill was very pleased that it will be easier for her to get a response in a reasonable period of time. She used the example of her request for the basketball court posts and nets. She was not able to get a response for about three years if the school would get the nets and posts. John explained that the TDSB is working on the process that will allow people to take an ownership of the issue without stepping on other’s toes. That will also ensure that a response can be obtained in a reasonable period of time. During the month of May the TDSB will be working on a communication process between departments and superintendents so when teachers and principals need responses, the superintendents will have the ability to respond without going all the way to the top. Giving more authority to a smaller centre improves the speed of response and allows people to take ownership of the issues. 

Q2 What is happening with the community engagement workers? 

The Governance Committee of the Board is dealing with this type of issue within what is called the Governance Report. The Committee is prioritizing the order of issues it needs to go through. Since the Board would like this to be a collaborative process, all of us need to be a bit patient.  We need to make an assessment of all of our employees in this field to find out what is working, what is not working and where the gaps are, and how we should fill these gaps. All of the recommendations need to reach the Board of Trustees no later than September of 2016 so this topic will be next on our round table and it is about three weeks away.

Q3 What do you think about the Parents as Partners Conference that took place on April 14, 2016? Would you consider a better utilization of www.parentsaspartners.ca?

For those that are not sure what are we talking about, this was a joint conference between all advisory committees within the TDSB, Ministry of Education, Model Schools and about 1,000 people attended on Saturday to create this huge momentum. This type of event builds the momentum but it does not support the momentum. We need to figure out how to continue this process in the future to take the advantage of all that good will and knowledge that was shared.

The Director thanked Trustee Lister for giving him this opportunity to address the Council. 

Ken thanked the Director for his presentation and mentioned that it is great to work with him. He indicated that a lot of progress is happening at the Board. Not everything will be 100% for September but once we complete the review and introduce the changes, we will ask for your feedback and we will listen to all stakeholders. At this stage, we are learning about new steps every two weeks and Ken is trying to share all that knowledge.

1. Introduction to STEM – Antonio Santos, Central Coordinator for STEM

Antonio had a short Power Point presentation that explained what STEM is. For students to succeed they need to be interested and engaged in purposeful and meaningful work that needs to be relevant to them. STEM is a curriculum based on the idea of educating students in four specific disciplines — science, technology, engineering and mathematics — in an interdisciplinary and applied approach. STEM integrates all four disciplines into a cohesive learning paradigm based on real-world applications.

S Science T Technology E Everything from Engineering to Arts M Math

To illustrate some real life examples Antonio used the Engineering Design Process Dr. Malloy is currently involved in at the TDSB. Dr. Malloy is dealing with problems using the basis of STEM. The TDSB is in the process of applying STEM pedagogy to all students within its jurisdiction. Antonio also explained the importance of Art in the process. Most of us are familiar with iPad and iPhone. Both of these devices became very popular when in addition to the functions they performed, Apple included a really cool design.  Antonio further explain that we achieve better success in teaching math when the lessons have a practical application for the students. 

FRC First Robotics Competitions 4 teams from Westview and Runnymede, advance to the worldwide competition that will take place in the USA.

Discussion

Q1 Where are you getting funding for all schools to allow STEM learning? 

Antonio indicated that most of the funding comes from the TDSB and some from School Councils. We cannot buy a Lego robot set for everybody but the TDSB has 20 sets of school kits that teachers can borrow and those sets can be reused. Those sets can be borrowed the same way we borrow books from the library for three weeks to a month and once the lesson is finished the sets are returned so other classes can use them. That amounts to the equivalent of 200 sets that are available to students. There are also web based applications for coding that students are using and they can be accessed from home. Some of the activities are low tech such as cardboard boats. The most important thing is to let students to build something and then see the results.

Antonio explained how the Robotics Competition works. It uses an old NASA approach which was used after the Apollo XIII disaster. Essentially, a team gets a box that has a number of items and they have to build something with it. You can only use what you have in the box. Just like in space, you have what you have on board and you cannot pop in into Canadian Tire to buy anything. Students are asked to build a concept. 

Q2 When will the STEM be taught? 

It is already being applied in most of the classrooms within the TDSB. 

Q3 When will the teachers have the time to teach STEM if they have to teach the curriculum?

STEM is an approach to teach the current curriculum. Most schools use both methods. Very often students and teachers apply what they learned on the basis of STEM to other lessons. Antonio mentioned that in dance class, students get an option to dance themselves or program a robot to dance as we could see in one of his short presentations.

Q4 Since students are at different levels in the same class, how do the teachers deal with that?

The STEM approach includes collaboration that allows students with various abilities and knowledge to learn from their colleagues. Nobody works alone in the workplace. Antonio used a series of short presentations illustrating how children learn using the STEM approach and what role teachers paly.  Schools can use STEM coaches as well as student coaches to address inequality of levels. The teachers set standards that all of the students need to meet but a lot of them would exceed that.

Q5 Will the STEM approach be included in the curriculum in all schools? 

Yes, but not all teachers will be teaching using it at once. The TDSB will train all teachers over time to be able to apply the STEM approach to the existing curriculum. Initially, 60 schools were used for the pilot project. The TDSB is “teaching the teachers”. The STEM approach is used in all 150 Model Schools as well. Eventually, all schools should be using this approach. 

Q6 Can the parents request that this teaching approach is used in their children’s school?

Antonio indicated that the TDSB is trying to ensure that hopefully within the next 3 years all schools will have at least some classes utilizing the STEM approach. This is also a reason why he is here.  

Q7 Tops Program at Marc Garneau gets about 600 applications each year but only about 60 students are placed into the program.  Will the program be expanded to accommodate more students?
These are more academic enriched programs for math and science, and not necessarily the hands on stuff.  There is a potential that the 3rd TOPS program to be created at Georges Vanier SS. Not all schools have space for more students and not all programs are the same. The TDSB has many specialized programs that are spread among its approximately 600 schools. Antonio also explained how various programs assess suitability of students and what courses students are required to take when enrolled in those programs. He also explained how students are graded in the specialized programs. Parents and students should be assured that all programs give students the same chances to go to universities. The success is dependent on the student.

1. Trustee Update – Ken Lister 

Ken asked the attendees to help him with developing topics for the next Ward Council and for ideas on how to increase the participation. All suggestions can be emailed to Ken at any time.

The Board of Trustees will vote to approve its the Capital Budget this Wednesday. As part of the Budget process, the government is cutting $4.1 Million from Special Education. There will be cuts at TDSB next year as the Board will be using other revenues to ensure that services are not cut.  

The Board will get more money from the Province for school repairs. The budget will be increased by $11 Million but this still does not address the backlog. The backlog of school repairs will reach $4.7 Billion at the beginning of the next year. The Board needs a practical strategy on how to address the backlog since the Province will not fund it.  The solar panel project will give most of the schools new roofs and the cost of these roofs is not included in the backlog.

Trustees Sheila Ward and Howard Kaplan passed away. As a result of their passing, the TDSB will have a by-election for Toronto Centre on June 20th and the Board is looking at calling for the by-election at York Centre. 

The trustees’ expenses are posted on line including the actual invoices. 

Ken is moving a motion this Wednesday for the flag raising in support of Autism Ontario Day. Parents can participate in the TDSB Board meetings on line.

The issue of the Learning centres was addressed by the Director. This is a welcome change that will result in more a manageable workload for the Director of Education.

The negotiations are on-going with our secondary teachers.

Fun Fairs schedule

Ken asked the participants if it would be a good idea to email the minutes of the Ward Meetings to people who could not attend so they get a chance to see what is discussed.  Some suggestions included: posting an advance schedule of meetings with the topics in the school newsletters, have more food at the meetings, child care activities that would allow parents to attend with kids.

1. PIAC Update – Trixie Doyle

Trixie introduced PIAC and what it does. She mentioned the dead line for the School Council grants. The Welcome to School package will be coming in June or July so all councils have tools to work with.

1. Next Ward Forum – April 18

The meeting was adjourned at 9:15 pm.

Connecting with Ken

Email ken.lister@tdsb.on.ca

Twitter: @kenlister1


Facebook: www.facebook.com/kenlistertoronto

Website: www.kenlister.ca 
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