Abstract

Problem statement 
How and in what ways do alternative programs or interventions re engage students at risk of failing to complete compulsory schooling in the Peel Board. 

Peel Board has 151,000 students, (107,000 elementary, 43,000 secondary), 15,421 special education includes GATs to DD or 20% the size of NSW school population, employs 12,000 teachers and 1700 Child & Youth Workers

While on the principal exchange to Toronto for LEAP in 2011, I met the Director, Superintendants, Principals and Vice Principals, visited most of the Peel Alternate Schools and attended a range of meetings with school teams and school staff. I also gave 5 presentations on Stewart House School programs and mental health services in NSW.  

My exchange principal Sharon Stevens- Lay has an unusual school in that she is the principal of the Peel Alternative School (PAS) made up of 17 school sites, suspension and expulsion centres, teen mothers classes and environmental centres that are led by Vice Principals. Sharon is based at the Board Office H.J.A Brown Education Centre with superintendants and the many teams that provide interventions in the Peel District.

I was able to meet and attend meetings with the Climate for Learning and Working Team, the Reaching Out Team reviewing the Prolonged Absences Training,  District Vice Principals meeting at PAS North, Supervised Alternative Learning 14-18, Fresh Start suspension and expulsion program for elementary and secondary,  Catherine Ariss, a counsellor on attachment research. I also attended a Peel Board meeting, School Psychologists’ meeting, College meeting for Child Youth Workers to evaluate programs, West Credit Vocational Education School, a Hub Readiness Centre, Children’s Aide Society Championship Teams, Riverwood tour of environmental centre and programs, Peel Children’s Services staff breakfast, PAS West Tour, Lunch and learn presentation on Ross Green’s “All kinds of minds”, Special education conference  and  book review.  It was a very busy 9 days.

History

There is no competition between the public and private systems of education in Canada, with the majority of students in the Public or Catholic system. In Canada there is no funding to private schools with the Catholic system funded equitably with the Public System. The private schools attract a very small number of students. 

In 2003, the Ontario Govt. Stated that their desired outcomes for education were that compulsory school leaving age should be raised to 18 years. Completion of compulsory schooling equates to students achieving 30 credits at 18 years of age to gain a high school diploma.  Mainstream students have to have 16 credits after year 10 at 16 years of age. If students are deemed to be at risk of disengaging or not completing 16 credits by Year 10, then they can be redirected to the Alternate programs or Specialist High Schools. 

The Student Success/ Learning to 18 Strategy provided increased funding to support students during;

· Transitions, 
· Alternative programs (Peel Alternative School) and 
· Specialist High School skills or Vocational Education Schools. 

The success of the Student Success/ Learning to 18 Strategy has resulted in a steady and consistent rise in retention rates.  This illustrated by the following figure.

Increased Student Retention Rates from 2004 to 2011

                         
Further political support for the Student Success/ Learning to 18 Strategy can be found in the report, “No drop in the bucket the high costs of dropping out” (Feb 4, 2009) which identified the high costs of high school non-completion (2008) as being; health $623 billion, social assistance $969 million, crime 
$350 million, lost earnings $307 billion and tax loss $11.5 billion across the lifespan. (Canadian Council on Learning P1-12)

Several innovative practices in Ontario have been instrumental in the achievement of these successful outcomes. A noticeable feature of the school system is that all practices align with an inclusive environment with support for students at risk in mainstream schools. The only exclusive practices seen were the suspension and exclusion classes and hospital treatment classes where students needed to be separated for safety reasons. 

The Safe Schools Act (2000) which proposed punitive consequences such as suspension/ expulsion for student misbehaviour was reviewed in 2005 following a challenge by the Human rights tribunal by the McGuinty Government.  This Act was discriminatory as 18.8% of exceptional children were suspended or expelled. Progressive discipline was the replacement used to ensure that intervention was proactive identified the supports such as Alternative Programs and Fresh Start. In 2006 all school boards introduced mandatory character development with lessons to be presented to students and characters visually represented in all school foyer areas.  
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There are a number of supports to increase the retention of students including;
1. Prolonged Absences Training (PAT) Database to identify students at risk of prolonged absenteeism- new database to be completed for Long Term absences after 15 Days. If students are not returned to school within 60 days the school loses funding of $10,000 per student which contributes to the salary of the Reaching Out Social Workers. The Reaching Out Team is comprised of teachers and Social Workers with a brief to reengage students with school and provide support to keep them there.  

2. Climate for Leadership and Work. Each school has a climate team for issues that impact the whole school. It is mandatory that every two years staff must target interventions to improve School Climate with surveys to include parents, students and staff. In Peel there are 5 teachers using a “Train the trainer” model to run whole school programs and assist with school climate eg. Anti Bullying, Restorative Justice, Positive Behaviour for Learning, Progressive discipline.

3. There is action research funding available for teachers and executive to do research and collect data. A recent research project by Catherine Ariss on attachment at the PAS West site identified students who were the most attached to the school as having a 62% increase in educational outcomes when compared to the students who identified as being the least attached. 

4. Breakfast programs in most schools, funded by school or community agencies who also staff the program

5. Consultancy  and professional learning opportunities for staff  using Resource teachers  who are trained in Special education as consultants for teachers There are 4 secondary teachers with 9 secondary schools each instructional resource teachers in elementary schools.

6. Professional learning communities engage in dialogue around current literature and professional learning activities attended in the US and Canada. I attended several learning group meetings using a “lunch and learn” concept on Ross Green “All Kinds of Minds”, a book review “Playing at Being Bad’. The Climate for Learning and Working Team were writing a monograph for teachers on ‘engagement’.

Differences between the NSW School system and the Peel District. 
In Peel schools are large with many schools having up to 2,500 students. There are a range of secondary school programs including vocational, applied and academic streams with entry at Year 9. Vocational and applied courses provide skills training for students to gain employment in the chosen trade after completing school and qualify students for apprenticeships.
                                  
   	     
		










         West Credit School- Vocational and Applied Studies

In School Support for students
As well as the normal learning support teams within each school the home or contact room is a useful concept as it provides an extra level of support prior to a placement off the school site. A Home room support class in a secondary school is called a Contact class for any exceptional students ( ASD, Behaviour, Mental Health, Vocational 1 and 2  and  GATs). Students are integrated into mainstream but can access the home room for classes, time out as needed with a teacher and social skills lessons with the Child and Youth Worker. The room can also be used as a short term placement for students with behavioural problems.  There is an open door policy, with at risk students having their own seat and locker.
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There are a range of support staff employed in schools as follows;

Child and Youth Workers teach both academic and social/ emotional skills with students needing social skills training and assistance with coping skills for regulation of emotions ie anger management programs. There are different levels with Child and Youth Workers completing college courses being 2 or 3 year trained with highest pay scale equal to beginning teacher rates. There is an allowance for working in PAS schools. 
School counsellors are employed in all schools. They are not school psychologists but advise on careers, personal counselling, help plan courses of study and assist with daily crises. School counsellors are trained as teachers but do additional qualification 3 subjects over 18 months minimum at night. 

Social workers, Psychologists work as teams in clusters of schools. There are between 50 and 60 Social workers in schools and on the Reaching Out Team.   

Speech pathologists There are 58 Speech pathologists who work in communications and language 
Classes and with students with learning difficulties. 

Mental health workers Funding was provided this year for the employment of 8 psychiatric nurses to liaise with social workers in schools to support students experiencing mental health difficulties. 

Behaviour Support. Students identified as Behaviour Disordered and Emotionally Disturbed access the same the services. Students do not need a diagnosis to have access.



In School Support for students continued

Peel Alternative Schools (PAS) 1700 students are 1.1% of student enrolment or the equivalent of 650 Full Time students. In 2011, 380 students graduated high school from these programs.

TEAM New mums program 3 classes as part of the PAS program. Classes have the support of nursing and social work staff assisting the girls with parenting and providing for their baby. 

ASD classes. There are 55 students with ASD at the West Credit School who are integrated into classes but have a home base where they have support from teaching and CYW staff.  

Health programs for Section 23. Section 23 programs are a partnership between the Peel Board and community agencies. Section 23 Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder class in secondary is the first in the province . There are 2 classes of students with anxiety disorders.

Community support agencies. 
There are a range of services to support students with mental health difficulties in mainstream schools. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Associated Youth Services of Peel employ 120 staff to work with youth, K to 18 years and their families using school based, community based or the youth justice system. Support is provided under Section 23- Mental Health through Peel Children’s Centre on an outpatient or in patient model. 

Other support services available in the hierarchy are similar to services in NSW. 

· Psychologists work ½ to 1 day per large school with a focus on educational assessment and behavioural consultation. There were six more psychologists employed this year but far fewer than school counsellors in NSW schools. 

· Behaviour Child and Youth Worker In elementary schools 

· Mobile behaviour teams

· Communication classes – specific literacy and language class of 8-10 students with assisted technology. 

· Fresh Start long term 12-18-suspension and expulsion program for elementary and secondary- not expelled but benefit from social skills training -7 classes. 

· Jail programs 300 students, the largest detention centre in Ontario.

What gets in the way of initiating change in Ontario

There is widespread political support that services provided to ensure that students complete compulsory schooling saves the country money.  However there is a continuing concern that students are disengaging from school at a young age with Reaching Out Teams servicing over 500 children over 16 years of age in the past year. Large schools of 2-2,500 students reduce staff knowledge of individual  students and dilute the attachment relationships necessary to maintain student engagement.







Other issues that impact on school retention are the mental health needs of students placing demands on all school and community service staff with support staff such as social workers and psychologists too thinly spread despite increased numbers of mental health workers (psychiatric nurses) and psychologists this year. Funding continues to limit the provision of services being over budget with special education and student transportation having budget restraints. Resettlement programs for immigrants funding has also been cut as has the number of student counsellors in schools.

As in NSW schools there is a Leadership crisis with the system experiencing difficulties in attracting candidates for leadership positions as Vice Principal/ Principal. The pathway to promotion in 
Ontario requires prior learning with evaluation and interviews prior to attaining the VP and P levels, a probationary year with mentoring provided and evaluation after one year and each subsequent 5 years. Leaders experience a range of school experiences and are placed according to the needs of the system.

There is a glut of teachers with training courses full and students training overseas to try to gain entry into teaching. Child and Youth Workers are a valuable resource providing alternative but much needed skills training and support for exceptional children. Due to the popularity of these college courses students completing courses are not always able to gain employment. 

Alternatives and implications for good practice 

1. Prioritising an increase in the percentage of students completing compulsory schooling
In Ontario, education providers value individuals and through generous funding and flexibility in the provision of educational services are able to reengage students in the education process. 
There is a drive to provide continual growth in the percentage of students completing compulsory schooling to 18 years of age. The most significant feature of this priority has been the growth in the Peel Alternative School with its high levels of support and flexibility for students aged 16 to 21 years to continue as learners. Valuable support for these students is provided by Child and Youth workers who are trained and experienced in teaching skills to students at risk of disengagement. This support is provided at a cheaper rate than teachers but the gap in salary may reduce as colleges are changing the qualifications to a degree status to  recognise the applied skills of this group of workers. 

2. Professional learning 
Access to professional learning from a large pool of professionals is readily available in the US and Canada compared to the distance travelled and population size in Australia.  
Ongoing professional learning including mentoring and on the job training is provided for a variety of positions and leadership positions

3. Services for students according to need and based in the school
Acknowledgement within the education system that the mental health needs of students are increasing and that they contribute to student disengagement from school. Services to students and their families are provided from the school. There is a tradition of therapy staff experienced in working in schools and supporting students and their families as the liaison within the community. In NSW School Counsellors fill a part of this role but provide limited services to families and fewer options for support are available within the school. 

4. Data driven planning
Requirement that school climate change is the focus of school improvement (similar to US National School Climate Change), includes the whole school community with change reflected in the data collected.  
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