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EDITOR’S NOTE

Complexity presents 
opportunities and 
challenges

Phil McRae
Editor 
The Learning Team

A lbertans are living at a 
 historical moment defined by 

many changes that are rapidly adding greater com-
plexities to our classrooms, schools and communities. 
Whether these changes are emerging because of rapid 
technological advances and social changes, or eco-
nomic and environmental uncertainties, we must find 
ways to meet the complex and diverse needs of today’s 
students.

The articles in this edition of The Learning Team 
weave together just a few of the many complex issues 
that make up this tapestry of change in Alberta. In 
particular, the articles explore supports for individual 
students (mental health and self-regulation) and the 
collective opportunities for learning communities 
(refugee students, inclusive classrooms and class size). 

Through our collective conversations about the 
 issues highlighted in this edition, and the many more 
still needing attention across the province, we may 
embrace the opportunities and buffer the challenges 
of our contemporary classrooms. In doing so, it is my 
hope that we will thoughtfully plan for the  necessary 
classroom resources and supports, and in tandem 
with meaningful and shared actions, we will help all 
children flourish within their more complex learning 
environments.

Phil McRae is an executive staff officer with the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association and an adjunct  professor in the 
faculty of education at the University of  Alberta.

Mental health — part of the conversation
Defining “mental 
illness” and “mental 
health problems”

No conversation about 
classroom complexity would 
be complete without a dis-
cussion of mental health. 

Did you know that a per-
son with a mental illness 
can be without a mental 
health problem? Or that 
those with a mental health 
problem don’t necessar-
ily have a mental illness? 
These can be seen as two 
separate concepts.

“Mental illness” refers 
to conditions that can be 
diagnosed, such as schizo-
phrenia, depression, bipolar 
disorder, anxiety disorders, 
obsessive compulsive disor-
der (OCD) and anorexia. 

“Mental health problems” 
on the other hand, describe 
the more common struggles 
and difficulties that all 
people experience. Feeling 
stressed, upset, confused or 
overwhelmed is often in re-
sponse to a demand or pres-
sure, but such feelings usually 
pass and do not require med-
ical treatment. Nevertheless, 
these feelings also have a 
real impact on one’s mental 
health and our ability to 
thrive and enjoy life. 

Mental illness vs. 
mental health 
problem

With young people, and 
teenagers especially, it may 

be hard to determine if 
what they are experiencing 
is a mental illness or if they 
are facing a mental health 
problem. Mental illnesses 
require attention from a 
professional, while mental 
health problems may simply 
need the support and atten-
tion of a caring adult.

While diagnosing a 
mental illness is only to be 
done by a mental health 
professional, these are a 
few suggestions to deter-
mine whether support and 
 assistance is needed or if 
additional resources should 
be sought.

Mental health 
problems

• are a common experience 
of negative or upsetting 
 emotions or thoughts,

• are generally triggered by 
an event or problem,

• are usually associated 
with emotions and be-
haviours that are not very 
severe and are relatively 
short lasting and don’t 
generally require profes-
sional help, but it may be 
useful.

Mental illness

• is a less common experi-
ence, and symptoms may 
occur in response to an 
event or problem or they 
may occur spontaneously.

• symptoms tend to be 

Syrian refugees a  
challenge worth taking on

Vanessa 
Yamazaki
Red Deer 
Public 
Schools

As part of Canada’s 
response to the 

Syrian refugee crisis, Red 
Deer Public Schools has 
welcomed 64 students from 
kindergarten to Grade 12 
into our classrooms since 
January. As the district’s 
intake co-ordinator for Eng-
lish as a Second Language, 
I have met these children 
and their families, and my 
most powerful impression is 
that they are incredibly re-
silient, having experienced 
far more than they ought to 
have in their short lives.

Before these newcom-
ers arrived, it was really 
important that we provided 
our existing students and 
staff with information ses-
sions that built awareness 
and understanding about 
where these new students 
were coming from, why 
they were here, what their 
journey had been like and 
how we could best support 
them. As these children 
have arrived, it’s been 
wonderful seeing how our 

teachers, students and 
school  communities have 
welcomed them. 

Our overall community 
has played a significant 
role in welcoming Syrian 
families and supporting 
our schools. Initial intake 
has been managed through 
Catholic Social Services 
while ongoing supports are 
handled by the Central Al-
berta Refugee Effort Society 
(CARE).

Most of these new stu-
dents come to school ex-
cited and wanting to learn, 
but their learning needs are 
incredibly diverse. We have 
students who have never 
attended school at all — 
they are not even literate in 
Arabic and have never used 
a pencil. Sitting in a desk 
for five minutes is a real 
challenge. Most have no 
idea what a locker is. 

Others have some educa-
tion, which has made it 
easier for them to excel 
at school and English. 
We know some bring the 
scars of growing up in war-
torn nations and refugee 
camps, so we need to con-
sider their mental health 
needs as well. A few have 
 arrived with  specialized 

and  complex learning 
needs that will need to be 
 supported.

Language is one of the 
most significant challenges 
in connecting with families 
and addressing issues that 
arise. A few of our staff 
speak Arabic. Some col-
leagues and I are taking 
Arabic lessons. Meanwhile, 
CARE provides translation 
services and other invalu-
able supports. Ideally, we 
would like to attract Arabic 
staff to provide academic, 
emotional and cultural 
supports, but this is a real 
challenge. 

Understanding the rou-
tines, culture and structure 
of a Canadian school is a 
challenge for new students 
and their parents. Add to 
that activities like fire or 
lockdown drills, which 
require considerable prepa-
ration and co-ordination 
beforehand to create under-
standing for these children, 
who have entirely different 
life experiences.

While most of the Syrian 
students spend part of their 
days congregated in English 
as a Second Language pro-
grams at three designated 
schools, others are attend-
ing neighbourhood schools 
in a more inclusive setting. 
There is no doubt that the 
arrival of these students has 
added to the diversity and 
complexity of classrooms. 
While we draw on our past 
experiences of welcoming 
other refugees and immi-
grant students, there is a 
real need to build capacity 
among our school staff to 
meet the needs of these 
unique learners.

Our district has respond-
ed by hiring two full-time 
teachers and an educational 
assistant to work with these 
new students.

There’s no doubt that 
the introduction of these 
new students has been a 
struggle for many classroom 
teachers, particularly when 
students are integrated 
in regular classrooms and 
have such diverse learning 
needs. Collaboration, cre-
ativity and communication 
among teachers have been 
essential. Our teachers have 
been welcoming and have 
worked very hard to re-
spond to students’ needs. I 

am proud of what they have 
achieved.

We are in the early stages 
of this transition and know 
that students will be going 
through different stages, 
academically, emotion-
ally and culturally. As the 
excitement and newness 
of the situation wears off, 
we know there will be 
struggles and adjustments 
that require supports. We 
already have some students 
who aren’t comfortable and 
are not attending school. 
We anticipate the need for 
mental health supports, but 
this will be a challenge, 
particularly with language 
barriers.

As a public school 
district, we welcome all 
students. This has also 
brought challenges since 
there has been no addition-
al funding from either the 
provincial or federal gov-
ernments. Even with these 
constraints, our district is 
doing whatever it takes to 
meet students’ needs. We 
are doing the best we can 
with what we have.

While it’s easy to see 
this group of students as 
unique, it’s also refreshing 
to see that there are more 
similarities than differ-
ences. Kids just want to be 
kids. They want to connect 
with others, fit in and be 
noticed. They love to laugh, 
they want to learn and, like 
everyone else, they have 
good days and bad days. 

A lot has happened 
in the last two-and-a-
half months. When the 
government announced 
its ambitious plans to 
provide refuge to Syrian 
families, we had no idea 
what it would mean for our 
 students, staff and schools. 
We’ve tried to be as respon-
sive as possible. There have 
been challenges for sure, 
but we are seeing success. 
We are pleased to support 
Canada’s role in welcoming 
these refugees, who deserve 
to live in peace and achieve 
their very best.

Vanessa Yamazaki is the ESL 
intake co-ordinator for Red 
Deer Public Schools. This 
 article was originally pub-
lished March 22, 2016 in the 
ATA News.

more severe and long 
lasting, and require pro-
fessional help, which is 
essential in order for a 
positive prognosis.

Mental health factors
Good mental health is 

not the absence of mental 
illness. Rather, it can be 
seen as a state of well-being 
that allows one to flourish 

and fully enjoy life. Some 
of the factors that affect 
 student mental health 
 include
• feeling loved,
• self-esteem,
• empowerment,
• self-actualization,
• optimism,
• resilience and
• safe spaces.

The information in this article has been excerpted from Creating 
a Compassionate Classroom, published by the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association, the Canadian Mental Health Association and 
Global Television as part of the Healthy Minds — Bright Futures 
program. This publication is available for free at  
www.teachers.ab.ca/Publications.

“We have students who have never 

attended school at all — they are not 

even literate in Arabic and have never 

used a pencil. Sitting in a desk for five 

minutes is a real challenge. Most have 

no idea what a locker is. ”

http://www.teachers.ab.ca/Publications
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In the summer 2015  edition 
of the ATA Magazine, Uni-
versity of Alberta professor 
José da Costa discussed a 
landmark 2001 study he co-
authored entitled “Literacy 
Achievement in Small 
Grade 1 Classes in High-
Poverty Environments.” The 
study reinforced subsequent 
national and international 
studies that demonstrated 
that class-size reductions 
augmented with supports for 
high-quality teaching make 
significant improvements in 
student learning. 

The following is an excerpt 
of that Q&A.

Size matters
The impact of class size on 
classroom complexity

Q.
One of your 
key findings 
was that 
 “reduction in 

class size produced various 
benefits, many of which 
have been previously rec-
ognized by researchers — 
less noise, fewer overt 
discipline issues, more 
space and hence a greater 
sense of autonomy, and 
sufficient resources. These 
benefits resulted in better 
learning, improved student 
interaction and positive 
 social growth.” Can you 
tell us more?

A. Our main find-
ing showed 
that teachers 

with smaller class sizes had 
more time to devote to each 
child, to support and scaf-
fold their learning more 
effectively. These charac-
teristics you provide above 
were critical for teachers to 
create and focus on learn-
ing in their classrooms.

Teachers talked about 
changing their instruc-
tional practices as well 
as re-imagining learning 
experiences for the smaller 
groups of students they 
were teaching. They spoke 
of having far more time to 

devote to each learner to 
address questions and to 
provide formative feedback 
to support their learning. 
Many teachers shared sto-
ries of being able to identify 
students who performed 
adequately, but not to the 
best of their abilities. These 
students they then support-
ed much more actively to 
“push” them to the extent 
of their abilities. 

The teachers talked 
about, in very real terms, 
what we now commonly 
refer to as differentiated 
instruction. Without the 
significant reductions in 
class size, teachers were not 
able to meaningfully devel-
op and support individual 
program plans. I recall one 
teacher who realized, with 
the switch to the substan-
tially smaller class, that 

one student who appeared 
to be progressing with the 
class was in fact falling 
behind but was  skilfully 
masking this by asking her 
classmates for help and 
borrowing other students’ 
work. This sort of falling 
through the cracks happens 
when we expect teachers 
to work with large numbers 
of students with complex 
learning needs.

STOCK

Alberta’s growing diversity  
and  complexity
Special needs
Disability rates for children have risen. Most children 
with disabilities have multiple disabilities, making 
program planning and instruction more complex.
– Statistics Canada, 2008

Poverty
In Canada, 19 per cent of children (1.3 million) are 
living in poverty

Mental health
Ten to 20 per cent of Canadian youth are affected by a 
mental illness or disorder.
– Canadian Mental Health Association, 2014

Class size
Class size in Alberta grew by nine per cent between 
2010 and 2015.

Indigenous growth
Canada’s aboriginal population is growing faster than 
the general population, increasing by 20.1 per cent 
from 2001 to 2006. The non-aboriginal population 
grew by 4.9 per cent during this period.
– Canadians in Context—Aboriginal Population, Human Resources and 
Skills Development Canada

Refugees
Worldwide displacement is at the highest level ever 
recorded, with one in every 122 people now either a 
refugee, internally displaced or seeking asylum.  
Sixty million people were forcibly displaced at the end of 
2014 compared to 37.5 million a decade earlier.
– United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2014

As of July 2016, 29,712 Syrian refugees have arrived in 
Canada, representing the second largest intake of refugees 
after more than 37,000 Hungarians were admitted in less 
than a year in 1957.

Religion
In 2001, 6.3 per cent of the Canadian population declared 
its religion as Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, Sikh or 
other non-Christian religion. This is projected to rise to  
11.2 per cent in 2017. 

Forecasted increases:  Muslim 145%
 Hindu 92%
 Sikh 72%
– “Population Projections for Canada, Provinces and Territories 2005-2031.” 
Statistics Canada. Catalogue no 91-520-XIE.

Gender and sexual minorities
A study of 3,700 Canadian students conducted by  
Egale Canada found that 14% of students in the study 
identified as LGBTQ.
– Egale Canada. 2011. Every Class in Every School.
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EMMA CLIMIE

Resilience researcher shares insights
T here are many factors that 

go into the development of 
 resilience in children, says child psy-
chologist Emma Climie, who is the 
lead researcher in the Strengths in 
ADHD research group, based at the 
University of  Calgary.

In this Q&A, Climie shares her 
insight as a researcher who’s focused 
on resilience.

Q. What is resilience?
A. Resilience is the ability to overcome things that  happen 
in one’s life, the ability to bounce back from some kind of 
adversity. We measure resilience by looking at how well 
children can bounce back from adverse events with the 
understanding that some children are able to do it better 
than others.

Q. How long has resilience been around as a subject 
for academic research?

A. It really started to pick up in the last couple of 
 decades, sort of in the late ’90s. It ties into the idea of the 
positive psychology movement, which looks at building on 
strengths rather than primarily focusing on  weaknesses.

Q. What kind of progression has resilience research 
taken in the last 20 years or so?

A. The first series of studies were looking at homeless 
youths in the States, and they were looking at factors that 
were allowing these kids to be more successful in school. 
We’ve moved from “what are the factors” to “how do we 
build the factors” and now we’re looking more into the 
neurological factors — are there  neurotransmitters, what is 
the role of neurotransmitters, what is the role of neuropsy-
chology, more genetic components.

Q. Why is resilience a trait that is desirable to foster 
in children?

A. Kids who aren’t resilient are the ones who struggle 
when obstacles are in their path. They have a hard time 
getting around them or sorting them out or problem solv-
ing. The kids who are able to roll with things a little bit 
better are often the ones who are able to manage life’s ups 
and downs a little bit more easily.

Q. At what stage is it possible to tell how good a 
child is at this?

A. It really depends on the individual child. You can see 
it early on in terms of infant and toddler temperament — 
where some babies are calm and easygoing and  others are 

more fussy or demanding — but it doesn’t mean that when 
they’re older they won’t develop some of those skills to be 
resilient and manage situations.

Q. What is known about the impact that parents can 
have on a child’s resilience?

A. When we look at the children who are more resilient, 
they’re the ones that have strong connections with parents 
and other important adults. It’s the kids who are in secure, 
safe family environments, who have a network of people 
around them, who often are the kids who are able to do 
well when they encounter adverse situations. One of the 
most important factors for developing resilience in chil-
dren is having that supportive environment.

Q. What are some other factors?

A. More generally speaking, having social relationships 
is another important factor. Having a friend — it doesn’t 
have to be a big network of friends — but having one 
other buddy to play with or do activities with is important. 
The school environment is also very important — are they 
involved in the school; are they involved in extracurricular 
activities? That opportunity to have some independence, 
to think on their own and have some  success in different 
aspects of their lives, is important. 

Q. How do learning disabilities factor into the 
resilience equation?

A.. The kids who have learning disabilities, these are 
the kids who have some adversity, they have something 
in their lives that’s causing a bit of difficulty or adversity. 
They are the ones that will need to find some support, 
whether that’s through schools providing modified learn-
ing or accommodations or parents providing extra supports 
at home, maybe tutoring, maybe practicing reading or 
math, or whatever their difficulties are.

Learning issues are just one piece of the puzzle. There are 
other aspects of that child’s life that could be going very 
well, and the important thing is to have a balance between 
areas that are working really well and areas not working as 
well. The key is to find ways to use those  areas of strength to 
support those areas in which they need some support.

Q. Is that a universal concept, the idea that if 
children have problems in one area of their lives, it’s 
important to help them have success in another area?

A. I would argue for that, yes. I work very much from 
a strength-based approach to working with kids. You 
don’t necessarily ignore the things that they’re not doing 
well, but you find ways of helping them in those areas of 
 difficulty using areas of strength.

Joni Turville

A lberta teachers have 
been consistently and 

insistently describing the 
conditions of inclusion as 
being one of their biggest 
areas of concern. Respond-
ing to this concern, the 
ATA spearheaded the cre-
ation of the Blue Ribbon 
Panel on Inclusive Educa-
tion in Alberta Schools, 
in collaboration with the 
University of Alberta.

The panel conducted 
a study focused on better 
understanding the current 
state of inclusion in Alberta 

It’s complicated
Complexity in school classrooms has increased 
 dramatically over the last number of years, with anec-
dotal evidence suggesting that there are more students 
with exceptional needs in classrooms than ever before.

Report of the Blue Ribbon Panel on Inclusive 
 Education in Alberta Schools

The increasingly complex world of inclusion

schools and among its key 
findings was the assess-
ment that classrooms are 
large, increasingly complex 
 communities.

Teachers participating 
in the study frequently 

 described the increasing 
size and complexity of 
Alberta classrooms. The 
number of children with 
whom teachers worked var-
ied, but the classroom size 
and the level and diversity 

of  student needs clearly 
affect the extent to which 
teachers can attend to each 
student’s needs.

The study results empha-
size that classroom size and 
composition constitute a 
major factor in the capac-
ity of schools to implement 
inclusion in a way that sup-
ports all learners.

The overall conclu-
sion of the study was that 
positive possibilities for 
inclusion exist, but shared 
vision, leadership, research 
and evidence, resources, 
teacher professional growth, 
time and community 

“The oak fought the wind and 
was broken, the willow bent 
when it must and survived.”  

– Robert Jordan, The Fires of Heaven

So, for example, if they have a very strong social network, 
have a lot of friends in class, but are having difficulties in 
math, what supports can we put in place in the classroom 
that allow them to build on those social skills? Maybe they 
work with buddies; maybe they do presentations.

This article was originally published in the summer 2015 issue 
of the Learning Team.

 engagement are necessary 
to facilitating effective 
implementation.

Joni Turville is an executive 
staff officer with the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association.

A version of this article 
was originally published in 
the July 2016 issue of Inside 
Inclusion, a newsletter pro-
duced by the Alberta Teach-
ers’ Association’s Council for 
Inclusive Education.

Inclusion is …
… meeting the diverse learning needs of all 

 students
… making differences ordinary so all students 

have a place, feel valued and welcomed, and 
equipped for success

… seeing the strengths and gifts of every  person as 
a valued member of the community

For parents
Emma Climie’s tips for helping children  
become  resilient
• Spend time with your children.
• Keep children connected with others.
• Foster a healthy home – school relationship.
• Get children involved in activities that are of 

 interest to them and that they’re good at.


