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Introduction 

The Greater Essex County District School Board Summer Learning Program is referred to across 
the community as Camp Wonder. Now in its 11th year of operation, the three-week program 
aims to reduce summer learning loss for participating students.  Challenged by the current global 
pandemic and the need to innovate online teaching and learning, the program adapted this year 
to become a completely synchronous 2hour program delivered through Microsoft Teams. 

The GECDSB Summer Learning Program has grown into a lab school of sorts.  Providing a space 
for experimentation, innovation and inquiry. This report details the results of this year’s 
innovation and includes learning aimed to support classroom, school and system decisions for 
the coming year. 

This year the program included (Figure 1): 

• 31 sites with the following foci of supporting:  
o Literacy 
o Numeracy 
o Cultural Connections (FNMI) 
o French Immersion 
o English as a Second Language 
o Students with Exceptionalities 

• __ students 
• ___ teachers 
• ___ coordinators 
• ___ technology coordinator 
• __ research and evaluation team 

Each year the GECDSB engages in a two-prong approach of program evaluation and research. The 
SLP evaluation includes monitoring of the program goals.  This assessment includes multiple 
measures aligned to the overall objects of the Summer Learning Program.  In addition, each year 
the GECDSB invests in research to help understand new questions.   

The following is a report of the GECDSB Program evaluation as well as the research collected from 
new programs. 
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Research on Summer Learning Loss 

A significant body of research from across Canada and the United Stated indicates that summer 
learning loss is a significant problem for many students and can have a cumulative effect over 
time (Alexander, Entwisle and Olson, 2007).  Studies show that, although summer learning 
programs vary in their design, many have the potential to reduce summer learning loss and in 
some cases support achievement gains (Jacob and Lefgren, 2004; McCombs, Kirby and Mariano, 
2009; Augustine, McCombs, Schwartz and Zakaras, 2013).  

The Council of Directors of Education of Ontario has identified the target student as those in low 
socio-economic areas with limited access to summer enrichment activities (Summer Learning 
Program Planning Guide Summer, 2014). Researchers have deemed the most effective programs 
to be those that focus on intensive mathematics and literacy interventions as well as enrichment 
activities like sports, recreation and arts (McCombs, Kirby and Mariano, 2009; Augustine, 
McCombs, Schwartz and Zakaras, 2013).   

According to the Council of Ontario Directors of Education (CODE), "the key expectation for the 
SLP is for district school boards to develop and implement an engaging summer 
literacy/numeracy/FNMI program for invited students. Providing rich summer programs helps to 
reduce summer learning loss and, in some cases, increases student achievement" (Summer 
Learning Program Planning Guide, 2014).  

The key aspects of the Summer Learning Program as outlined by CODE are as follows: 

1. Provide a program for students, identified by their classroom teacher and/or principal, who 
would benefit from a summer learning program. 

2. Increase parental involvement and provide opportunities for parents to learn more about 
how their children learn and how to support learning at home. 

3. Increase student achievement and close achievement gaps for participating summer 
students. 

4. Develop opportunities for teachers to gain expertise and experience in teaching primary 
literacy/numeracy/FNMI expectations and outcomes. 

5. Develop and use learning resources that build literacy or numeracy skills and are appropriate 
to the learning levels of the summer students 

 (Summer Learning Program Planning Guide 2014, p. 16)  
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Overview of GECDSB Summer Learning Program 

Each site included a slightly different structure depending on the focus and needs of the students. 
For all sites, the program starts each morning with team meeting for coordinators and their staff 
at 8:30, then teachers move into their online classrooms and begin a short parent engagement 
activity.  The two hours of synchronous learning are based are very narrow learning goals and 
include carefully planned lessons with a mix of whole and small group instruction.  The learning 
is focused on intensively moving students along literacy and math learning continuums.  

In conjunction with this learning, there are parent engagement sessions that aim to bridge the 
gap between home and school and empower parents as key resources in their children’s learning.  
Parent relationships are a key aspect of the program and a variety of opportunities for 
engagement are included.  In addition to the academic and parent engagements components, 
the Greater Essex County District School Board partners with many community organizations. 

Program Aims 

The Greater Essex County District School Board outlines its aims for all of the general 2020  
Summer Learning Program as: 

• Improved Literacy Learning 
• Improved Mathematics Learning: Fractions 
• Support Cultural Connections (FNMI) 
• Parent Engagement 
• Understand, support and improve engagement in online learning 

 

Monitoring and Data Collection 

During the 2020 Summer Learning Program, program evaluation data was collected from parents, 
teachers and students.  Additionally, a thorough examination of the extensive and varied data 
classroom observations, collections of student work product, collections of family-student work 
product, Tweets, report cards, parent interviews, student interviews, administrator interviews 
and educator surveys was done to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the program. 
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Results:  Success Stories 

 

The following is a small selection of the over 100 success stories shared by educators.   

NR was a student who was quite shy initially when we started camp. She did not want to turn her video on 
to say hi and she said she would prefer to just talk or use the chat section to respond. In the chat she shared 
she felt she was ugly and did not want to turn her camera on. We worked on acknowledging her feelings, 
using praise and positive affirmations. During daily mindfulness drawing we discovered NR was quite an 
artist. She loved to show her drawings and even started turning her camera on to share them! She was 
engaged in the program from the beginning but her self-confidence improved so much in these three weeks 
she is now fully engaged in the learning process. Other students often compliment her too, which is 
awesome! Developing friendships and learning online has really helped some of our students stay 
connected and feel important and valued.  

 

We had a student who is new to Canada and has little schooling background. He was able to get onto 
TEAMS with support. At the beginning of our program , he was very quiet and did not use his camera. At 
the end of the program, he was using the hand icon to answer questions, he was using his camera to show 
his work and was an active member of our online classroom.  

 

Meeting the students daily in a live session has been the greatest success. They are present, ready to learn, 
and enjoy our sessions. 

 

I think my students really connected with each other and with the teachers. They were able to begin 
troubleshooting their own technology issues, and help each other which as a teacher was very rewarding 
and exciting to see. 

 

A success that students had during the program was when the students were engaged in an activity and 
we had many students putting up their hand to participate and take control of the screen in order to show 
their thinking. 

 

Our students were engaged and we had very minimal times (maybe 2) when we could see students drifting 
away from instruction. I would credit this success to myself and my teaching partner placing importance 
on building relationships with our students first thing, building a "classroom" contract, and maintaining 
relationship-building activities throughout the program (teachers and students and students building 
relationships with their peers). 
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Success of my students with respect to engagement and learning is attributed to the online discussions we 
had prior to reading a story and post-story discussions.  Their contribution to the discussions gauged how 
well they understood the story which is important when teaching online because we cannot always visually 
recognize if students are paying attention or not.    I also think using Class notebook and providing direct 
and on-going feedback while students were working was helpful for them. 

 

When doing an activity together, one student found it challenging and was crying on camera because she 
"messed up, and made a mistake." The teachers and all the other students were encouraging her and 
complimenting her work reminding her of growth mindset principles. She tried again and was so happy 
with her work, eager to share and proudly announced "I learned from my mistakes and did not give up!" 
It was a great teachable moment with a happy ending! 

 

A success of my students throughout this experience would be that they were more willing to participate 
in class because they became familiar with their teachers as well as the other students in the class. The 
more that they participated and engaged, the better the discussions and questions leading up to their 
independent work. This meant that they were able to understand the text better and were able to complete 
their work to the best of their ability. 

 

My partner and I had our students complete a reflection of their learning piece on Class Notebook. It was 
exciting to see that they were all able to navigate to the page and use features such as dictate, immersive 
reader, and the drawing tool to complete the reflection. Students noted they were proud of their learning 
and really enjoyed our virtual field trips. 

 

Our students were capable of transition from large group to small group meetings.  While in small 
groups, we used the Microsoft Whiteboard to collaborate.  Students were able to draw their answer and 
explain it to their peers.  Students engaged in mathematical discourse via our team's meeting and were 
able to justify and defend their strategies to their peers.  

 

One of our students is quite reserved, and lacks confidence. He was quick to say I don't know or I can't do 
it. Throughout the program, he was very dedicated and grandma was present to support. He started to 
become more comfortable with the online tools (Class Notebook, mathies) and by the last week was 
asking for control so that he could add to the discussion. In his reflection, he indicated he was feeling 
more confident in his understanding of fractions. 
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Results:  Technological Literacy 

Technological literacy emerged through the program as an observable, definable and necessary 
set of skills.  Educators framed the technological literacy as the ability to access, use, understand, 
interpret and compose information through various digital platforms.   

Feedback from students through observations and interviews reveals an increase in student 
efficacy in using technology. The following are quotes from students in the program: 

“I am great at Teams and Notebook.” 

“I really know how to use technology now.” 

“Knowing how to use technology, like so many things in technology, Teams, Word, Mathies, is very 
important for math.” 

“If you don’t know how to use technology, how can you see the book and answer the questions?” 

The feedback from the program indicates that technological literacy was a critical skill set for 
both teachers and students.  Figure 2 demonstrates efficacy of teacher with respect to 
elements of technological literacy after teaching in the program.  
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In a completely online learning environment technological literacy developed as an access point 
for all other learning. Figure 3 shows the feedback from teachers with respect to technological 
literacy.   

 

 
 

  

 
After being a part of the Summer Learning 
Program, I feel that... 

   

  disagree/strongly 
disagree 

somewhat 
agree 

agree/strongly 
agree 

students' technological literacy has improved. 0% 14% 86% 
technological literacy is an access point to all other engagement (in 
an online classroom). 

2% 10% 88% 

engaging students in learning through an online format, requires 
some new innovations in teaching. 

0% 4% 96% 

while in the classroom, I was able to effectively engage students 
through technology. 

3% 24% 73% 

I have improved in my ability to engage students in learning 
through technology. 

0% 5% 95% 

students were successful in the program. 0% 11% 89% 
teaching through MSTeams was important for student learning. 1% 12% 87% 
this program helped me develop new skills for teaching. 0% 1% 99% 
there are aspects of online learning that we need to keep, even 
when we go back to school. 

2% 16% 82% 

in a synchronous learning environment, a teaching partnership is 
important. 

0% 2% 98% 

Some students were unable to get online during the school year when learning went remote. Two students in 
particular (with the help of a SWIS worker) were online and on time every day with their learning!  They 
learned how to use the raise your hand and mute function, how to use the chat, etc.  ~ESL Teacher 
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Results:  Student Engagement 

One of the SLP goals was to support high levels of engagement in online learning. 

Educators agree that engagement is important and 
understanding how to engage students through a new 
technological mechanisms and practices, has become 
a recent focus of discussion and inquiry. Many of the 
instructional practices that we label as effective 
continue to hold true in a virtual environment. One 
example is small group instruction. Small group 
instruction continues to be effective, and perhaps 
even more necessary in an online setting. There are 
many examples of effective pedagogy that continue to be effective (visual models in 
mathematics, using contexts to explore concepts, using leveled text, immediate and descriptive 
feedback etc.)  

Figure 4 shows the responses of educators to statements with respect to engagement in the SLP. 
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Engaging kids is just so important.  When they have 
the power to reach over and shut off the screen, 
they shut down an opportunity to learn with their 
teacher and peers. Without the physical building of 
a school, the teacher had to find a new way to 
interact with my son. Part of it included ways to 
make math interesting and meaningful.   

~ Summer Learning Program Parent 
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In the GECDSB context, engagement hasn’t been a much of a topic for professional discussion in 
well over a decade. The focus has instead moved toward deep engagement; inquiry, 
mathematical proficiency and critical literacy. Many mechanisms and practices exist in school to 
support engagement and there are many interventions that support students when they are 
disengaged. The question remains, why is engagement an emerging theme in online learning? 

One can only speculate that although disengagement at school is certainly a reality, it is one that 
was well-understood, and educators had many tools and tactics to support students. In an online 
environment, disengagement is more brazen and requires some different mindsets, 
partnerships, skills and strategies.  An interview with a parent from the SLP, explained it well 
when she stated that, “engaging kids is just so important.  When they have the power to reach 
over and shut off the screen, they shut down an opportunity to learn with their teacher and peers. 
Without the physical building of a school, the teacher had to find a new way to interact with my 
son. Part of it included ways to make math interesting and meaningful.” (SLP Parent, Interview 
2020).  

Engagement is about connecting in meaningful ways. It is 
about creating opportunities for learning that leverage 
curiosity and inspire creative and critical thinking. It is 
about understanding the student as a learner and helping 
connect kids to new ideas.  Engagement is earned when 
the learning is meaningful, connected and relevant.  

It is important to note that there are barriers to 
engagement that exist only in an online environment.  First and foremost is access to reliable 
devices and Wifi. Within the SLP, devices were supplied to students as well as a package with 
supplies like whiteboards, markers and other school supplies.  

The next challenge what getting students logged-in and familiar with the technology.  This 
required explicit teaching and time devoted to exploring and using the tech.  Teachers worked 

with families, developing an understanding of the 
home learning environment.  Throughout the SLP 
teachers experimented and innovated new ways to 
teach concepts. Teachers built their own 
understanding of how various devices interfaced with 
platforms thus helping students troubleshoot tech 
issues. Students and teachers quickly developed skills 
to navigate, use and create learning using 
technology, we refer to this set of skills as 
technological literacy and see it as an integral part of 
engagement in an online learning environment.  

Successes: Knowing that this program 
has made a big impact on students 
engagement and influenced a love for 
learning online. One the biggest 
successes is the dedication of students. 
Students are ready to learn at 9:00 every 
morning. Attendance has been very 
consistent. Students are learning how to 
problem solve by figure out how to 
troubleshoot to get into class(even if it 
takes them 20 times, and multiple phone 
calls from many sources).    ~ ESL Teacher 

After consistently asking students 
about their interests and including 
those interests in their learning, I 
began to see greater engagement 
and improvement. Students are 
actively developing more confidence 
to share their ideas in the virtual 
classroom.    ~Literacy Teacher 
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Student engagement is a difficult to operationalize. Although various models differ slightly, they 
agree that engagement is psycho-social progress.  The model we draw upon involves emotions, 
behaviour, cognition and relationships (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 2006; 
Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Schindler, Burkholder, Morad, 2017).  

The data from the GECDSB Summer 
Learning Program suggests that 
technological literacy is an access point to 
all other types of engagement.  It is the 
means through which relationships, tasks, 
attention and mindsets are built. 
Although, parent engagement always had 
considerable influence on student 
learning, in the online environment this 
element is more significant and includes 
the home learning environment.  Figure 5, 
provides a theoretical model for thinking 
and planning using engagement as a lens 
in supporting student learning.  

Behavioral engagement includes time, 
attention and effort spent participating in 

learning.  Emotional engagement refers affective attitudes, interests, mindsets and values to 
learning. Relational engagement is the students perceived sense of belonging within a learning 
community and cognitive engagement is thinking, questioning, processing etc. (Appleton et al., 
2006; Schindler et al., 2017). 

Overwhelmingly, the feedback from educators teaching in the SLP focuses on engagement.  
When prompted to share a success story, 89% of teachers included an anecdote related to 
engagement.  Of the 92 teachers who response to the survey, 27 mentioned the word “engage” 
or “engagement” directly in their responses.  
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Results:  Synchronous Learning 

The GECDSB SLP provided students with 2 hours of synchronous learning.  In a section desinged 
to support students with remote learning the Univerisyt of Waterloo defines synchronous 
learning as: 

Synchronous learning means that the instructor and the students in the course engage with the 
course content and each other at the same time, but from different locations. The instructor 
interacts with students in real time by means of tools…to livestream audio, video, and 
presentations… hold live classes or meetings, engage in live conversations, simultaneously edit 
documents, and more. 

For the most part, synchrnous learing in the SLP included teaching via MSTeams, small group 
instruciton through MSTeams channels, chats and OneNote collaborative space. 

Teacher feedback indicates the following: 

 

One of the most critical prieces in synchronous learning was teaching partnerships; 98% of 
educators indicated that parterships were important in synchronous learning environment. 

Student and parent feedback indicated that they prefered the “live” model but it was not without 
challenges like: shy students that did not want to turn the camera on and technologcal issues. 

When asked to reflect on the successes and challenges of synchrnous learning educators 
provided voluminous feedback (nearly 8000 words in total).  They incidated a range of themes.  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

in general, students
were very engaged

during this program.

I have improved in my
ability to engage

students in learning
through technology.

students were
successful in the

program.

teaching through
MSTeams was

important for student
learning.

in a synchronous
learning environment,
a teaching partnership

is important.

Synchronous Teaching and Learning

Disagree Somewhat Agree Agree



12 
 

The most frequest success  was engagement an partnerships and the most common challenge 
was technologocal breakdowns/trobleshooting. The following is a sample of the respones that 
demonstrate both range and frequency.  

The successes are that teaching and learning can still happen without a physical classroom. Another 
success is having a team-teaching approach.   The challenges are technology not working, managing 
students online. 

Attendance and student engagement was a huge success.  Challenges were when a student had poor 
connection issues and missed out on lessons and team building activities. However, this particular student 
always came to class knowing this would happen and persevered. Although it was a challenge, she learned 
a lot about growth mindset.  

The successes of synchronous learning are, having the ability to learn about different platforms and to be 
able to communicate and teach others how to use these platforms in a concrete way. The challenges of 
synchronous learning are most certainly the technological glitches that can occur at any point in time and 
really trying to be flexible with lessons if a student is unable to access certain features and websites. You 
could plan a whole lesson thoroughly and all it takes is one student to have a glitch or is unable to access 
a link and you may find yourself improvising and jumping into a whole new lesson or a whole new activity. 
Another challenge is not being able to be near the students to show them how to do something, but rather 
relying on the "screen share" feature in hopes that they are able to mimic everything they saw.  

Successes are that students want to engage online and they are willing to take risks and try new things. 
Challenges are access to updated technology and how much longer that it may take to complete a lesson 
due to connectivity issues, question and answer time to mute/unmute, etc. Also a challenge it that students 
have less of an opportunity to engage with each other - perhaps this is the next professional learning goal 
for myself on how to get the students engaging with each other, not always just with the teacher.  

Successes are the immediate feedback, and addressing their needs, tech problems or academics right then. 
But challenges are the technology (not working, having to pause class and work through it, power outages 
etc.) 

Success: You can still build a community of learners, and relationships even though it's online learning.  
Challenges: Technology will continue to be a challenge because students are all using different devices and 
some devices do not support certain functions.  

I attribute a large part of synchronous learning success to team-teaching.  It is a tremendous help to have 
a teaching partner when one teacher is screen-sharing the other can aid in discussion and keep an eye on 
which students are raising their hands.  It also helps if there are glitches to have another teacher to step 
in. 

Successes - got to know both the students and their families.     Challenges - internet glitches and getting 
the students in the programs. 
 
There is great potential here. This is forging a new path.  Sometimes there are bumps along the way.  This 
has changed my teaching and my life. 
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Results:  Student Literacy Learning 

Literacy is about more than reading or writing – it is about how we communicate in society. It is 
about social practices and relationships, about knowledge, language and culture. Those who use 
literacy take it for granted – but those who cannot use it are excluded from much communication 
in today’s world. Indeed, it is the excluded who can best appreciate the notion of “literacy as 
freedom.    UNESCO, Statement for the United Nations Literacy Decade, 2003–2012  
 
Data regarding student achievement was collected from all participating sites. Language-based 
achievement assessments were collected using the Oral Language Assessment tool based on a 
levelled text, at the beginning and end of the program. Each site identified up to 2-3 students as 
marker students and reported those results.  A total of 82 students were assessed pre and post.  

 

Student results indicated that with respect to the following comprehension strategies: 

Students improving 

One Strategy 19% 
Two Strategies 32% 
Three/Four Strategies 42% 
Same pre and post 7% 

 

In general, 93% of students demonstrated improvement in oral comprehension from pre to post 
program.  

The four comprehension strategies were retelling, relating, reflecting and reviewing. Of those 
that demonstrated improvement, they showed most growth in the skill of reflecting. 

Retell 75% 
Relate 68% 
Reflect 80% 
Review 60% 

 

In the are area of reflecting 1 student demonstrated ‘advanced’ understanding and the beginning 
of the program.  That increase to 23 by the end of the program. 

 

Student(s) are better able to retell a story, make a text to text connection/text to self or text to world, 
reflect on the story that was read and review the important components (beginning, middle and 
end).  ~Literacy Teacher 
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The following chart compares the number of students demonstrating an or advanced 
understanding of the text, pre and post program. 

 Pre Post 
Retelling 42% 85% 
Relating 28% 72% 
Reflecting  30% 85% 
Reviewing  40% 68% 

 

Based on the feedback given by teachers many of the central learning goals of the program 
focused on reflecting thus reinforcing the idea that targeted instruction and clear learning goals 
support student learning.  
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Results:  Student Mathematics Learning 

Student Achievement 

89.86% of the 69 students demonstrated 
growth on the post-assessment. The 
students in that 89.8% demonstrated an 
averaged increase of 4 points between the 
pre and the post. Seven students (10.2%) 
demonstrated either no change, or a 
regression. Of those seven students, the  
average regression was -1.8 points.  

 

The mean score on the pre-assessment was 9.46 points 
(52.5%).  The mean score on the post assessment was 12.9 
points (71.65%).  

 

The mean score for junior students on the pre-assessment was 10.5 and the mean score on the post 
assessment for junior students was 13.2.  The mean score on the pre-assessment for primary students 
was 8.6 points, while the mean score for the post assessment was 12.6.  

Junior:       Primary:  

Mean score pre (out 
of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

10.5 13.2 

 

The results for each question were analyzed to 
determine the number of students progressing at 
the developing stage on the pre-assessment 
versus the post assessment.  For all six questions, 
the number of students improved between the 
pre and the post. The greatest improvement was 
achieved on question one where 41 students 
achieved developing in the pre-assessment while 
nine were recorded at the developing stage of 
development on the post.   

 

 

 

 

Students who improved Students who demonstrated 
no change or regressed 

Percentage Mean change 
(in points out 
of 18) 

Percentage Mean change 
(in points out 
of 18) 

89.8% 4 10.2% 1.8 

Mean score pre (out 
of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

9.46 12.9 

Mean score pre (out 
of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

8.6 12.6 

Question Developing on  
Pre-assessment 

Developing on  
Post-assessment 

#1 41 9 

#2 32 10 

#3 37 19 

#4 45 17 

#5 42 21 

#6 39 12 
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Results:  English Language Learning 

Supporting English Language Learners is an important 
goal of the GECDSB SLP.  A supplementary research 
report on engagement and English Language Learners 
has a more extensive and in-depth examination. 
Through the SLP, educators tested and reviewed an 
Oral Language Acquisition Assessment.  This 
assessment is typically used by Speech and Language 
Pathologists and was adapted to support oral language 
assessment in an online environment. In general 
teachers indicated that students  

 
Feedback from teachers regarding the successes and challenges of synchronous learning were 
very similar to those of the other camps. One additional challenge to note was language or the 
student and parents. Translation tools were also identified as a success and innovation. 

 
 
A review of the Oral 
Language Acquisition 
Assessment indicated 
that that majority of 
educators felt it 
aligned to the focus 
and goals of the SLP 
and STEP. The 
majority of teachers 

focused on oral retelling as their primary learning goal. Student assessment data and feedback 
from teachers indicated that students made the most gains in the areas of technological literacy, 
retelling, engagement and community building. 

I really felt that the students we had did not feel comfortable in front of the camera until the third week. We  
had kids who were sharing on a regular basis in the last week, and starting to talk more. I would absolutely 
have loved to see where this could have gone with them if we had been able to continue this. One student in 
particular shared pictures from his homeland. The parental support we had was outstanding.    ~ESL teacher 

 

Two of our students are brand new Canadian with no English so it was hard for them to participate. We used 
an online wheel to give all our students a chance to share. We used the PowerPoint translation feature to 
help talk to these students. We also used a lot of sentence stems on PowerPoint that we screen shared to 
model for the students. ~ESL Teacher 

We had one student who we were told 
by dad, that she had very low English 
speaking skills.  By the second week of 
the program, she was always one of 
the first students to volunteer to speak 
during discussions or to share her 
thinking on problems presented to the 
group.  As teachers, we were able to 
witness not only her English language 
grow during the program but also her 
confidence level with it!  ~ESL Teacher 
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It is important to note that a significant proportion of the ELLs in the program has no prior 
experience in synchronous learning. Student assessment data and feedback from teachers 
indicated that students made the most gains in three areas: 

• technological literacy 
• retelling,  
• engagement and community building  
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Results:  Parent Engagement 

A consistent aim of the GECDSB Summer Learning Program is Parent Engagement.  A part of the 
program evaluation, feedback was gathered from parents through a survey.  An in-depth 
exploration of the perspectives of parents regarding engagement and how it has changed 
through an online learning environment is done in a supplementary research paper.  

Parent feedback revealed several themes: 

General support of the program 

“My child was so happy to be a part of it.” 

 “I never had to make her get up in the morning.  She loved it!” 

“This exceeded my expectations.  Learning in Teams is great.  There were some hiccups at first 
but I can’t believe how smooth it has gone and how much she has learned.” 

“Amazing camp.  You guys are doing an amazing job.  I can’t think of anything that needs to 
change to improve.” 

General support for parent engagement initiatives  

“I appreciate what the teachers are doing with parents in the morning.” 

“I can’t be there all the time.  I like that they called to touch base.” 

“I love how much they involve the family” 

 

The parent feedback survey asked parents to indicate how engaged their child was.  98% of 257 
parents that responded to the survey indicated that their child was somewhat or very engaged. 
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Parents were also asked to indicate if they felt involved in the program. 95% of those surveyed 
agreed or somewhat agreed to the statement. 

 
 

Parents shared a range of successes.  The following is a breakdown of those indicated by the 
over 250 respondents. 

 

Parents’ provided a range of suggestions for improvement.  These are the most common 
themes: 

• shorter time periods with more frequent breaks 
• smaller classes 
• other activities (art, crafts etc) 
• choice in activities, the type of camp 
• additional support with technology, additional devices 
• adjustments to the parent engagement sessions to meet individual needs (longer or 

shorter sessions) 
• additional or different academic content (writing, reading, math  
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Results:  Innovation 

“Adaptation relies on diversity” (Heifetz et al. 2009). In this statement the diversity the authors 
are referring is of ideas and to the need for any organization or group to innovate. The GECDSB 
SLP has long been a space for experimentation and innovation, a characteristic of adaptive 
capacity and resilience.  

Data collected from teachers in the SLP indicates that innovation was a significantly important in 
online teaching.  96% indicated that engaging students in learning through an online format 
requires new innovations in teaching.   

What were the innovations?  Arguably the program itself, was a significant pivot from previous 
years thus becoming a new innovation.  In the teacher feedback they identified how they 
testing new strategies structure and tools.  The following is a reflection of the themes:  
Synchronous teaching  

• New staffing roles 
• Assessments 
• Professional Learning Mechanisms 
• Student Learning Supplies 
• Parent Engagement  
• Professional and Student Resources 
• New Programs: Camp Discovery 
• Teaching Technological Literacy 

  

How cool to observe them learn Notebook, drawing, chat in Teams, social norms within Teams chat 
messaging.  

Using a variety of teaching methods (FlipGrid, Powerpoint, Videos, Online) help my students stay engaged 
throughout the lessons! Each day, we had several students sign on early and ask "What fun activities do 
you have planned for us today?" 

A success of our students was when every student was able to access Class Notebook and perform work on 
that platform. It took some students a lot of perseverance but it was a rewarding moment when every 
student was able to do so. 
 
Success: We've discovered that student engagement increases in a virtual setting when students are 
presented with a task which pairs an audio/visual stimulus with something concrete to manipulate with 
their hands. 
 
One of our students was often very shy throughout the program and needed a lot of assistance when doing 
questions with partitioning a whole into equal parts. For most of the camp she would write answers on a 
piece of paper and hold it up for us. By the end of the program she was able to use Class Notebook all on 
her own and record her answers on there. During her post assessment she was quickly and correctly able to 
partition 7 brownies between four people. 
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Results:  General Program 

The make up of educators in 
the camp. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The perceived factors that supported success. 

 

The perceived success with 
respect the program goals. 
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Return to the program:  face to face and online. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Based on a range of indicators, it was determined that the GECDSB SLP Program for 2020 met 
identified objectives.  Although in-class instruction is preferential, the student literacy and 
numeracy achievement data demonstrates that high-yield online instruction can have a 
significant positive impact on student achievement.   
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Greater Essex County District 
School Board 

 

Camp Discovery: Imagination, 
Innovation & Inspiration 

 

Introduction 

The Greater Essex County District School Board Summer 
Learning Program is referred to across the community 
as Camp Wonder. Now in its 11th year of operation, the 
three-week program aims to reduce summer learning 
loss for participating students.  Challenged by the 
current global pandemic and the need to innovate 
online teaching and learning, the program adapted this 

year to become a completely synchronous 2hour/day program delivered through Microsoft 
Teams. 

Camp Discovery is a new addition to the GECDSB Summer Learning Program.  The program 
aligned its model with specific modifications aimed at the meeting the unique needs of students 
with exceptionalities.  

Figure 1 is a break down of all the various camps 
in the program.  
 

Camp Discovery included: 

• 56 students 
• 9 teachers 
• 3 coordinators 

 

 
 

  

I am glad I did camp.  It was great to 
see kids and learn about coding and 
learning about how to control your 
thoughts in mindfulness. I am great at 
math, so that was good too. ~Student 
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Research on Summer Learning Loss 

A significant body of research from across Canada and the United Stated indicates that summer 
learning loss is a significant problem for many students and can have a cumulative effect over 
time (Alexander, Entwisle and Olson, 2007).   

A meta analysis by Cooper et al. (1996) examined nearly 40 studies, all aimed to understand the 
impact of the summer gap on learning outcomes. The conclusion indicated that summer learning 
loss was equivalent to least one month of lost instruction when compared to grade level 
equivalents. So, when students returned to school in September, tests scores were at least one 
month lower when then June. 

This comprehensive study also found that summer vacation had different effects on subject 
specific knowledge.  Summer learning loss was more pronounced for math than for other 
assessed areas (Cooper et al, 1996; Alexander et al., 
2007). Summer loss was more significant for math than 
for reading. The reason for this discrepancy maybe be 
part of a child’s normal home environment. Research 
on mathematics and the home environment concludes 
that on average, children’s homes provide more 
opportunities to practice reading skills (e.g. bedtime 
stories) than to practice mathematics. In addition, 
families are more aware of the importance of reading 
and are more comfortable with supporting reading. 

Studies show that, although summer learning programs vary in their design, many have the 
potential to reduce summer learning loss and in some cases support achievement gains (Jacob 
and Lefgren, 2004; McCombs, Kirby and Mariano, 2009; Augustine, McCombs, Schwartz and 
Zakaras, 2013).  

Program Aims 

The Greater Essex County District School Board, Special Education Department outlines its aims 
for the 2020 Camp Discovery, Summer Learning Program as: 

• Support Mental Wellness 
• Improved Mathematics Learning 
• Support high-levels of engagement 
• Support Parent Engagement 
• Develop an understanding of technological literacy 

A Glimpse into Camp Discovery 

Each class included a slightly different structure depending on the focus and needs of the 
students. All of the Camp Discovery classes, began each morning with team meeting for 

Camp was really great. It was worth 
doing Camp because you get to learn.  
You get to do some yoga and it comes 
with healthy snacks. So, I think that is 
why I would say that any kid should join.    
~ Student 
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coordinators and their staff at 8:30am, then teachers move into their online classrooms for 9:00. 
Morning activities began with either mindfulness or yoga alternating every other day.  Coding as 
well as assistive tech computer training provided by community partners were also woven into 
the week’s schedule. Additionally, a board Psychologist completed three check ins with each 
group of students specifically focused on well being/resiliency in the face of Covid 19 and a School 
Speech and Language Pathologist developed Literacy lessons and support teachers in their 
implementation. 

The two hours of synchronous learning are based are very narrow learning goals and include 
carefully planned lessons with a mix of whole and small group instruction.  The learning is focused 
on intensively supporting students understanding of mathematical models, strategies and 
structures.  Teachers worked to carefully construct contexts to support learning.  

In conjunction with this learning, there are parent engagement sessions that aim to bridge the 
gap between home and school and empower parents as key resources in their children’s learning.  
Parent relationships are a key aspect of the program and a variety of opportunities for 
engagement are included.  Often, parents were seen engaging in the yoga or math learning. The 
camp blended well-being and academic learning with a focus on high levels of engagement. 

At the commencement of camp, students received a box of snacks, school supplies and a soccer 
ball to support learning and wellbeing. Soccer Skill Videos were created by a local soccer club and 
sent to students to support physical activity. Many of the classrooms created the mathematical 
learning context of the ice cream shop, where students investigated and solved problems relating 
the different structures of addition and subtraction. In the second week, an ice cream voucher 
was delivered to their door to help bring the mathematical context to life. 

Monitoring and Data Collection 

During the 2020 Summer Learning Program, program evaluation data was collected from various 
stakeholders. A mathematics assessment was administered pre and post program to evaluate 
the impact of the program on students learning. Additionally, a thorough examination of the 
extensive and varied data including: meeting notes, professional learning observation, classroom 
observations, parent interviews, student interviews, administrator interviews and educator 
surveys were done to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the program. 

  

I think it was worth my time.  I got to meet new people. I think we should do camp because someday we 
might want to be teachers. I liked it because that way we can talk to people and we are not on our devices 
or Xbox and you get to learn with people that you don’t know and you might know them one day. ~Student 

I would tell them (other kids) that I love the yoga we did and the math.  I liked the math because I like the 
guess the number.  I like the yoga because you are stretching. ~ Student 

I loved this camp.  I got a soccer ball, learned to code and do yoga. This camp is great to make friends 
online. If we can’t be at school, then it is good way to spend your time. ~Student 
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Results:  Mathematics Learning 

The academic learning focus for Camp Discovery was in the area of number sense. Specifically, in 
operational sense. The student learning focused on a few key pedagogical concepts which were 
developed from student assessment data and current research on mathematics learning.   

 

Prior to the commencement of the program students were assessed using a short tool designed 
to measure understanding of the connection of bare facts to context, mathematical structures 
and models.  

During the program teachers worked to develop their own mathematical content and 
pedagogical knowledge through professional development.  They constructed learning goals 
based on the assessment data. From this, they created a learning context (e.g. the Ice Cream 
Shop) and tasks that supported learning of the intended goals.  They use various platforms and 
technological tools to support learning. The post assessment was done during the last week of 
camp. 

Indicator 1:  Solving bare fact problems 

95% of the students were able to solve some or most of the bare fact problems pre and 
post 

Indicator 2:  Context 

65% of students were able to link context to numbers pre-program, compared to 95% post-
program 

Indicator 3:  Models 

Students will: 
 

Teachers will: 
 

Connect numbers to context and vice 
versa 
 

Create learning opportunities where students 
can connect numbers to context and vice versa 
 

Understand the structures of addition 
and subtractions 
 

Use various structures as they create math tasks 
 

Use models to solve problems and show 
thinking 
 

Elicit from student thinking, various 
mathematical models (using online tools). Notice 
thinking and name the model 
 

Investigate mathematics through a 
context 
 

Create a rich mathematical context to spark 
curiosity and support understanding 
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Students were prompted to solve and model thinking using multiple mathematical models. 
All of the students were able to show some type of model for problem solving pre and post 
program.  There was a significant shift the number of models used pre and post program. 
The follow chart shows the type of model and the number of time students used the model 
in the initial assessment versus the final assessment. 

Mathematical Model Number of Students using the model 
Pre-Assessment Post-Assessment 

Number Line and/or Number Path 6 15 
Visual or Concrete Linear Model 7 14 
Ten Frame 0 6 
Array 4 4 
Tally and/or Tally Chart 7 9 
Set Model 3 4 
Fingers 14 15 
Hundreds Chart 0 3 
Other 0 3 
None 1 1 

 

During the pre-assessment students showed 42 various models, compared to the post-
assessment where they use 74 models. 

 

Indicator 4:  Structures 

Mathematical structures refer to the way in which information is presented and organized 
in problems.  There are multiple structures for addition and subtractions problems. 
Research shows that students are often only exposed to two; addition and joining and 
subtraction as separation.  Providing students with exposure to all types of structures 
strengthens understanding.  Students were provided with problems of various structures 
and asked to solve. There was a significant shift the number of structures students could 
solve pre and post program. The follow chart shows the type of structure and the number 
of times students able to solve. 

Operational Structure Number of Students using the model 
Pre-Assessment Post-Assessment 

Skip Counting 15 15 
Part-Part-Whole 2 6 
Addition as Joining 19 19 
Missing Addend 3 10 
Missing Subtrahend 4 8 
Subtraction as Comparison 3 12 
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Subtraction as Separation 8 16 
Repeated Addition 12 12 
Grouping 2 4 

 

 

Learning Stories 

The following is a set of learning stories reflective of the work done through the camp. 

 
One student did not speak or turn on camera for first two days. On third day, he participated live 
and has done so every day!   When given time to process, all students participate and share 
ideas. One of the best moments is when they began to agree with and add on ideas about either 
math or literacy concepts. They are listening and learning from each other. 
 
I asked students to create their own word problems using a picture prompt. One student who 
doesn't participate as often started off by talking out his ideas. I was really proud of him because 
as he was discussing the picture, he was able to come up with not one, but 3 word problems. He 
extended his ideas even further by explaining how you could solve each question. This was a 
fantastic moment! Overall, with all of my students, I have been so impressed with their ability 
to learn new technology, specifically Mathies, and use it to show their ideas with confidence.  
 
When coding in our own sessions, the students were sharing screen back and fourth to ask each 
other for advice how to get through the level or wanting to show me their work. It was great to 
see collaboration and a sense of classroom pride through the virtual world. 
One student identified in a meeting that he was shy and not always comfortable to turn on his 
camera. Over the 3 week period, he would increasingly raise his hand to participate and 
occasionally turn on his camera (when asked). By the last few days, he would independently turn 
his camera on during lessons!    
 
A student of mine in particular was quite shy coming into the program and after having talked 
with their mom about really pushing him to participate, they didn't seem to really comply during 
the beginning of the program. During the second week of the program I was able to get this 
student participating more and turning their camera and microphone on and came to realize 
how successful this student really was. As an educator, it really encouraged me and made me 
feel successful that this student was now comfortable enough to engage with the other students 
in the class and participate and ask more questions during different lessons. 
 
When asked to model his math story of a number line, the student referred to an online number 
line game on toytheater we had practiced by saying, "hey that's just like the game we played!" 
It was the closest thing to seeing the "lightbulb moment" that you would more regularly observe 
in the classroom. 
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(Student) has really taken more of leadership role in her learning. She is the one that is asking to 
"take control" and "share screen" so that she can practice and show me she wants to learn how 
to do these things. She also shown true perseverance navigating the technology, "It's okay, I will 
keep trying to get the camera to work." 

The first day of our camp I had the students unpack the boxes they received. They were excited to 
see everyone had the same items. Someone noticed the ruler could be a number line. We 
discovered there were 12 fruit snacks in each box. This lead us to figuring out how many there 
were altogether.  This lead us to a discussion on repeated addition and multiplication. Calculators 
were used to find out how many fruit snacks 50 campers would have. Our word problems 
continued using juice boxes, apple sauce containers and yogurt covered raisins.  

When modelling a math story on a number line, a student referenced an online number line game 
we had played previously. He said, "Oh it's just like the frog catcher game!" It was the lightbulb 
moment that we usually see in the classroom but harder to observe virtually. This sticks out 
specifically to me as I was so worried I wouldn't be able to engage the students as much as I do in 
person (one of my strengths as a teacher is being able to quickly bond with students so that 
programming becomes easier, as I am still learning as a newer OT) so it was nice to know that I 
can still make the learning happen, we just have to look at it from a different perspective. 
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Results:  Teacher Efficacy 

Teachers were asked for feedback regarding their comfort and confidence. The data 
indicated that no teachers felt that they were “not at all comfortable” with any of the 
given efficacy factors. 

   

Teachers were asked to indicate if they felt they did not meet, met or exceeded the goals 
of the program.  The following is a breakdown of responses from the Camp Discovery 
Teachers.  

 

  

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

After being a part of the Summer Learning Program I feel 
more comfortable/confident with:

Not at all comfortable Somewhat comfortable Comfortable Very comfortable
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After being a part of the Summer 
Learning Program, I feel that...      

Column1 
strongly 
disagree disagree somewhat 

agree agree strongly 
agree 

students' technological literacy has improved. 0% 0% 0% 25% 75% 

in general, students were very engaged during 
this program. 

0% 0% 0% 50% 50% 

technological literacy is an access point to all 
other engagement (in an online classroom). 

0% 0% 0% 38% 63% 

engaging students in learning through an online 
format, has many similarities to teaching in the 
classroom. 

0% 0% 13% 50% 38% 

engaging students in learning through an online 
format, requires some new innovations in 
teaching. 

0% 0% 0% 13% 88% 

while in the classroom, I was able to effectively 
engage students through technology. 

0% 0% 0% 50% 50% 

I have improved in my ability to engage students 
in learning through technology. 

0% 0% 0% 25% 75% 

students were successful in the program. 0% 0% 0% 13% 88% 

teaching through MSTeams was important for 
student learning. 

0% 0% 0% 13% 88% 

parent partnerships are more necessary in 
online learning. 

0% 0% 0% 25% 75% 

this program helped me develop new skills for 
teaching. 

0% 0% 0% 13% 88% 

there are aspects of online learning that we 
need to keep, even when we go back to school. 

0% 0% 13% 38% 50% 

in a synchronous learning environment, a 
teaching partnership is important. 

0% 0% 0% 25% 75% 

diagnostic assessments were helpful for me to 
get to know my students' learning needs. 

0% 0% 0% 25% 75% 

morning meetings were essential for 
communication, feedback and professional 
problem solving. 

0% 0% 0% 50% 50% 

afternoon PD and PLCs were effective and 
helpful. 0% 0% 0% 38% 63% 
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Results:  Parent Engagement 

The following is a case example based on interview data. 

Continuation of learning My son was very fortunate to have had a great teacher and learning 
experience over the last few months.  She met with him every day.  But, I worried and wanted 
him to continue something over the summer.  I am so thankful for this opportunity. He had an 
amazing experience.  

Emotional Engagement The mindfulness and yoga are something that our family loved.  He 
always had a good attitude and felt confident with new technology and computer things. 

Behavioural Engagement  He gladly came to class every day.  Never a peep out of him.  He got 
up, straight away and logged in without an issue. 

Relational Engagement His Camp Discovery teacher was kind and patient and clearly loved her 
students. She was obviously committed to the success of her students which was a great 
extension from this past year because (he) loves his teachers and loves school. He liked getting 
to know new friends from other schools.  He seemed to really connect. 

Cognitive Engagement  He loved the coding and math. Just the other day, he was sorting toys 
and showed me a new strategy for subtraction. I noticed that he loves the challenge and 
seemed very into it while he was learning. I love the way the camp was structured to help kids 
that focused and engaged. 

Innovation  I am deeply impressed with the new things that teachers are trying. I am more 
impressed with what my own child is trying.  In class learning is still the best.  I believe that but 
the effort and new ideas are brilliant and a great way to keep kids interested in learning.  

Independence  I was worried about the time commitment for me.  I am working from home, 
but after the first little bit she was able to get in and on without any issue and really didn’t need 
me to sit there with her. 

Parent as Partner  I liked being a part of the learning.  We ended up do in yoga as a family.  I 
even liked learning about subtraction through the ice cream shop.  I learned a lot about how 
math is taught and what works for my child.  I think also learned more about my child and can 
help do more for the rest of the summer. 
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Conclusions, Learning and Looking Forward 

Aligning the program goals to the indicators, there is ample evidence to support that the program met 
the goals.  In addition, as part of the larger program, other features emerged which can help to support 
learning and planning for the future. 

Reflections gathered from students included the following learning: 

- I am a pro at MSTeams  
- How many thoughts you have in your head, I never knew that. 
- How early people are up 
- There are like 60 000 thoughts in your head 
- Star and square breathing 
- Math, guess a number strategies 
- Math, the ice cream shop 
- Coding, I am going to learn to be a coder this summer 
- How to compare  
- New friends 
- A new teacher 
- Would you rather ( literacy activity) 
- Working with other kids 

Wishes for the future 

- More time to talk to friends 
- Keep yoga and do more move around things 
- A drawing class or any kind of art 
- Some reading, I want to get better at that 
- More coding  
- Popcorn day, hot lunches 
- Choose-able classes, sign up for what you are interested in 
- Lego designing and building 
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Results:  Program Feedback 

The following data was collected by Camp Discovery Educators, disaggregated by site, from the whole 
group survey. 

1. Teachers were asked to identify the aspects or features of the program that support success. 

 

2. Teachers were asked to provided feedback about which aspects were identified as impactful or 
appreciated by parents.  
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3. Teachers were asked to identify if they felt they met the program goals.  

 
4. Teachers were asked to provide feedback with respect to planning forward.  

 
The pace of the program was great, the coordinators were absolutely fantastic in terms of 
preparing us, preparing the OneNote file with all of the information, PD's and PLC's were 
extremely helpful and the program as a whole was an amazing experience and I cannot wait to 
be a part of it again next year! 
 
Everyone needs to have the confidence in using a standard platform across the board. We need 
to have effective training not only for staff, but for students and families as well so we are able 
to engage as many students as possible. Spec Ed students are no exception - camp discovery has 
proven that we can engage all learners online. 
 
The virtual classrooms take a lot of prep and the value of being able to team teach is huge - 
being able to do more in depth assessments, collaboration of lessons, etc. 

 
Do tech first! Focus on the basics before the teaching. Then teaching will come naturally. 
 
It is a MUST to be flexible. Students have different devices- so not all platforms are the same on 
every device. Students need direct instruction on how to navigate the technology- this takes time 
 
I think this program was very benefical to the students in our classes. I feel we gave them 
confidence to leaders in the classroom when they go back in September online or face to face. 
They have absorbed so much information and really have improved their overall skills. I feel this 
was very self rewarding as a teacher - even though the learning curve was crazy I am happy I 
participated in the program. 
 
You did a fantastic job organizing the SLP (especially in such a short time!) It came together 
wonderfully and I am thankful for the support. I have grown as an educator. 
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5. Teachers were asked provide feedback about Coordinator support. 

It was helpful when my Coordinator did/said… that she was always in consistent communication with me, 
answered my questions in a promptly manner and never made me feel excluded or unsure of anything. 
She was always ready to help and answer questions and I felt so comfortable asking her even if I felt that 
my question was silly. 
  
"We are all learning together", as an OT it is nice to feel on the same level playing ground as my 
contract/admin. I felt that I was as valuable and my experience was valid when contributing to 
conversations during PLCs and meetings. It boosted my confidence and made me believe that I was doing 
a good job. 
  
"We're all learning together."  And when we pivoted our program goal to helping the students learn the 
technology. 
  
To reflect on all the learning we have done for our students in this short amount of time - a lot!  
All the help, support and encouragement was great.  I was so lucky to have them by my side this summer!  
 
She said your doing fine keep going etc. I need those words of encouragement, especially at the beginning. 
  
Communicated expectations 

 
 

6. Teachers identified if they would return to the program next year in two different models. 
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Greater Essex County District 
School Board 

 

Numeracy:   

Fractions for the young learner 
 

 

Introduction 

Research continues to support that a deep understanding of fractions is an indicator of student 
achievement in all areas of intermediate and senior mathematics; nevertheless, it is an aspect of 
mathematics where many students in Ontario continue to struggle. According to the Ministry of 
Education’s Paying Attention to Fractions, cited from the National Mathematics Panel Report, 
“difficulty with learning fractions is pervasive and is an obstacle to further progress in 
mathematics and other domains dependent upon mathematics, including algebra. It has also 
been linked to difficulties in adulthood, such as failure to understand medication regimens” (as 
cited in Petit, Laird & Marsden, 2010, p. xi). A solid understanding of the various meanings that 
fractions can have and a robust ability to reason with and operate on quantities with fractions 
will support students in their mathematics education and in daily living (e.g., cooking, carpentry, 
sewing). (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 3)  

Research conducted by the Department of Psychological Sciences at the University of Missouri 
goes on to defend this assertion. A longitudinal study of mathematical development was 
conducted with 212 children who scored below the 30th percentile on the State of Missouri 
mathematics assessment and, thus, were considered as at risk for poor long-term mathematics 
outcomes. This study particularly examined students transitioning from grade six to seven. The 
study included tasks related to number sets and number lines, as well as psychometric measures 
related to computational arithmetic, computational fractions, and a fractions comparison test. 
“The current study adds to an emerging body of empirical work on the importance of fractions 
competence for mathematics achievement beyond the elementary school years (Siegler et al., 
2011, 2012) and supports the hypothesis that improving children’s competence with fractions is 
likely to facilitate gains in mathematics achievement.” (Bailey, D. H., Geary, D. C., Hoard, M. and 
Nugent, L., 2012, p. 455) 
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With continued research supporting the need for deep and thorough 
understanding of fractions as a keystone to future success in 
mathematics, students in the Greater Essex County District School 
Board (GECDSB) have shown a need for deeper conceptual 
understanding in the area of fractions. On the 2019 EQAO 
assessment, the question in figure 1 was asked of students in grade 
3.  Of the 2,701 participating students, 41% of students answered this 
question correctly. The claim that fractions is an area of need in the 
GECDSB is further supported by PRIME assessments conducted with 
1,186 students in grades two, three, five and six during the 2018/2019 
school year using the Number Tools.  Assessment were administered 
with sample students in 35% of the schools. The results confirmed 
that students consistently show whole number comfort, while they mostly struggle with 
questions related to fractions.  On a question which asked whether two fifths was greater than 
two tenths, many of the  students in the sample responded that two tenths is greater because 
ten is greater than five.  

In 2020, the Ministry of Education of Ontario made a drastic but necessary change in the revised 
mathematics curriculum document. The new curriculum reflects an earlier start to 
developmentally appropriate fraction concepts. The changes to the curriculum ascertain a widely 
accepted belief that young learners are capable of demonstrating fractional sense at an early age 
if the ideas are introduced conceptually.  These changes to the 2020 curriculum bring the Ontario 
curriculum closer to the introduction of fractions in the Common Core curriculum, standards 
widely accepted across the United States. In the preceding mathematics curriculum released in 
2009, operating with fractions was first introduced in the grade seven expectations. As a result 
of the revisions, students will now being operating with unit fractions through skip counting and 
repeated addition in grade 3 and the multiplication of unit fractions by whole numbers emerges 
in grade 4. By grade five, students in Ontario will be adding and subtracting fractions, and 
multiplying and dividing by a whole number in grade six.  This shift to the earlier introduction of 
fraction concepts may result in some trepidation for students who have already been struggling 
with fractions.  In order to make fraction concepts accessible and meaningful for all students, 
there is a demand for educators to deepen their understanding of fractions.  “Research and 
experience have shown us that we cannot afford to teach children the way we were taught; all 
children deserve to experience mathematics as a participatory sport, working hard to 
understand, represent, and make connections among significant concepts. To be able to support 
meaningful mathematical experiences, (teachers) must learn mathematics in deep and 
meaningful ways (Ma 1999). They need to experience investigating and making sense of the 
mathematics they will be called on to teach. To expand their own—often limited—views of what 
it means to teach and learn elementary school mathematics, they also must observe and 
experience elementary school children investigating and making sense of important 
mathematical ideas.” (McCormick, K. K., 2015, p. 231)   
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There is also a need to evolve the teaching of fractions away from an approach that rushed to 
standard notation and procedures, and relied heavily on memorization rather than 
understanding. The teaching and learning of fractions should support conceptual understanding 
that leads to procedural fluency through relatable contexts such as fair sharing. Contexts should 
be introduced which allow students to “Use drawings to represent, solve, and compare the 
results of fair-share problems that involve sharing up to 10 items among 2, 3, 4, and 6 sharers, 
including problems that result in whole numbers, mixed numbers, and fractional amounts” 
(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2020). Cathy Fosnot’s research suggests that developing a 
sequence of problems based on a relatable context is paramount to the development of 
mathematics. During a webinar posted on the Ministry of Education Edugains website, Fosnot 
states, “We need to consider how context can be used over time by crafting sequences of 
problems that are going to support mathematical development”. (The Literacy and Numeracy 
Secretariat, 2007)  

Students should have daily opportunities to use and connect representations. “A significant 
indicator of conceptual understanding is being able to represent mathematical situations in 
different ways and knowing how different representations can be useful for different purposes. 
To find one’s way around the mathematical terrain, it is important to see how the various 
representations connect with each other, how they are similar, and how they are different.  The 
degrees of students’ conceptual understanding is related to the richness and extent of the 
connections they have made.” (Findell, B., Kilpatrick, J. & Swafford, J., 2001, p.119) Through 
relatable contexts and the use of models, students are able to make connections and draw 
meaning. The opportunity to reason through a familiar context such as fair sharing will allow 
students to draw conclusions and judge the reasonableness. Conceptual understanding will 
emerge from exploring the context, particularly through concrete and visual models, and will 
ultimately lead to greater procedural fluency when demonstrating concepts and skills of 
comparison and equivalence and operating with fractions. 

 

Context of the 2020 GECDSB Summer Learning Program 

The 2020 GECDSB Summer Learning Numeracy Program was a virtual program.  There were 182 
students enrolled in the program, students currently in grade two, three, four and five, from 22 
different schools. Two coordinators supported the teaching staff, comprised of 26 educators. The 
teaching staff included educators with varied levels of experience, ranging from educators with 
10+ years of teaching experience to occasional teachers hired within the past six months.  

  

https://www.dcp.edu.gov.on.ca/en/
https://www.dcp.edu.gov.on.ca/en/
https://www.dcp.edu.gov.on.ca/en/
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Teaching Experience of Educators in the Program 

Contract Teachers 30.77% 
Long-Term Occasional 
Teachers 

46.15% 

Occasional Teachers  23.08% 
 

All teachers were assigned a teaching partner and they facilitated their instruction through a 
team-teaching approach. The 151 students were placed in 13 classes with an average class size 
of 14 students for every two teachers. Most teachers engaged students daily in a whole group 
lesson and proceeded by splitting into small groups using different channels in TEAMS for a 
portion of the numeracy period. Students participated in the program for a total of 14 days. 
Students received 2 hours and 10 minutes of synchronous instruction daily through Microsoft 
TEAMS, with one hour dedicated to numeracy. Students received a total of 1,820 minutes of 
instruction.  The remaining instructional time focused on literacy and well-being through physical 
activity and mindfulness.  

The learning focus for the numeracy program was conceptual understanding of fractions. The 
specific learning goals for the program were:  

 

  

 

 

 

 

The approach behind student learning 
relative to these goals was to leverage 
contexts involving fair sharing. It has been 
observed that even very young learners 
understand this concept. Students as young 
as 4 years old understand that if two cookies 
are fair shared amongst four people, every 
person will receive one half of a cookie. The 
skills that four year old may lack is the ability 
to equi-partition and to name the part, 
however these skills can be developed through explicit instruction and experience. Educators 
encouraged students to model the context using an appropriate visual representation including 
set, area and linear models.  Students were presented with various contexts that naturally lent 

1. I will fair share objects and set of objects. 

2. I will partition wholes and sets. 

3. I will name fractional amounts. 

4. I will count fractional amounts. 

5. I will compare fractional amounts. 
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themselves to the emergence of these models. Opportunities 
were presented where students could make connections 
between the context and the models moving from concrete to 
increasingly abstract. Educators paid close attention to how the 
context and models could be leveraged and sequenced to 
address specific skills such as naming, counting, comparing and 
ordering fractional amounts.  

Before the commencement of the program, educators received 
six hours of professional development where the teaching and 
learning of fraction concepts was a focus. Throughout the 
program, there was embedded time for professional 
development and professional learning communities to provide 
responsive educator training. Training was provided by the 
coordinators of the program with support from knowledgeable others and through the learning 
community of educators. Time during professional development was dedicated to supporting the 
development and use of fraction models.  To support educator planning and instruction, sample 
lessons were provided, as well as mentor texts.  Fraction pathways rom Marian Small’s Leaps and 
Bounds were made available to support educators in offering targeted remediation, and teachers 
had access to Pearson’s Mathology.  

 

Method 

The research for the Summer Learning Numeracy Program focused on three aspects; student 
achievement, teacher efficacy and shift in practice and characteristics of effective numeracy 
instruction in the virtual environment.  

Student Achievement 

The impact of 14 hours of numeracy instruction focused on fractions was measured through a 
pre and post assessment tool (Appendix 1) administered by the child’s teacher. The assessment 
examined the six learning goals of the program.  The assessment was conducted with 69 students, 
38% of students enrolled. Thirty-two of the students in the sample were junior students (grade 
four and five), and 37 were primary students (grade two and three). Each question was scored 
using a three-point scale; Developing (1), Independent (2) and Advanced (3) (Appendix 2). The 
assessment was out of a total score of 18 points.   

Teacher Efficacy 

Change in teacher efficacy and teaching practice in the area of mathematics instruction was 
measured through a post-survey (Appendix 3). All twenty-six educators in the numeracy program 
completed the survey.  
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Characteristics of Effective Numeracy Instruction in the Virtual Classroom 

Characteristics of effective instruction were identified through observation in the virtual 
classrooms. An interview was conducted with the coordinators of the program to document 
themes amongst effective lessons observed during the program. For the purpose of this 
observation, effective mathematics instruction in the virtual classroom is defined as follows: 

1. Actively engaged students  

• Students raising their virtual hands to contribute ideas 
• Students asking questions 
• Students actively participating in the task using concrete or digital tools 

2. Math Talk  

• Students are heard engaging in mathematical talk with most/all students participating 
• Teachers are asking purposeful questions 
• Students are asking clarifying questions 
• Students are making observations and drawing conclusions that are being shared with the 

group 
• Students are using mathematical language 

3. Students make connections  

• Learning from previous lessons is evident through math talk 
• Students are heard making statements such as “This reminds me of…”, “Remember when 

we….” “This question is just like the cookie task…”, “That makes me think of…”, “I know 
that because yesterday….”.  

4. On-going and regular opportunities for assessment and independent practice 

• Students complete an exit ticket at the end of the learning period 
• Students work independently on a parallel task either in their digital notebook or concrete 

notebook 

5. Differentiation based on student readiness 

• Student can choose their preferred tool (digital, visual or concrete) 
• Tasks are low-floor, high ceiling 
• Students are either given autonomy or offered scaffolded prompts as needed 
• Students receive small-group or individual remediation based on specific concepts or skill 

as needed 
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Data Analysis 

Student Achievement 

89.86% of the 69 students 
demonstrated growth on the post-
assessment. The students in that 89.8% 
demonstrated an averaged increase of 
4 points between the pre and the post. 
Seven students (10.2%) demonstrated 
either no change, or a regression. Of 
those seven students, the mean 
regression was -1.8 points.  

The mean score on the pre-assessment was 9.46 points 
(52.5%).  The mean score on the post assessment was 
12.9 points (71.65%).  

The mean score for junior students on the pre-assessment was 10.5 and the mean score on the 
post assessment for junior students was 13.2.  The mean score on the pre-assessment for primary 
students was 8.6 points, while the mean score for the post assessment was 12.6.  

Junior:       Primary:  

Mean score pre 
(out of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

10.5 13.2 
 

The results for each question were analyzed 
to determine the number of students 
progressing at the developing stage on the 
pre-assessment versus the post assessment.  
For all six questions, the number of students 
improved between the pre and the post. The 
greatest improvement was achieved on 
question one where 41 students achieved 
developing in the pre-assessment while nine 
were recorded at the developing stage of 
development on the post.   

Students who improved Students who 
demonstrated no change 

or regressed 
Percentage Mean 

change 
(in points out 
of 18) 

Percentage Mean 
change 
(in points 
out of 18) 

89.8% 4 10.2% 1.8 

Mean score pre 
(out of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

9.46 12.9 

Mean score pre 
(out of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

8.6 12.6 

Question Developing on  
Pre-assessment 

Developing on  
Post-assessment 

#1 41 9 

#2 32 10 

#3 37 19 

#4 45 17 

#5 42 21 

#6 39 12 

“One of my marker students was only able to answer one of the pre-assessment questions but 
seems to have a very good understanding of partitioning, representing and comparing for the post 
assessment.”  
Camp Wonder Numeracy Teacher 
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Teacher Efficacy and Change in Practice  

In the teacher exit survey, Camp Wonder teachers were asked to identify the goals of the 
program. Their responses included:  

• To develop conceptual understanding of fractions  
• To represent, name, count, order and compare fractions 
• To support a Growth Mindset in the area of mathematics 
• To create daily opportunities for physical activity and mindfulness 
• To participate in a synchronous learning environment using Microsoft tools such as Teams 

and One-Note 
• To increase parent engagement 
• To develop innovations in online teaching 

When surveyed, 100% of the Camp Wonder Numeracy teachers identified that the program 
either met or exceeded the program goals.  Teachers attributed this success primarily to working 
with a teaching partner, receiving support from the coordinators and the narrow foci.                                                        

When asked about the role of the coordinator, educators appreciated that the coordinators were 
available to answer their questions. They appreciated their timely response. They also valued 
that the coordinators gave them autonomy, but also offered constructive feedback in response 
to their observations during lessons. They felt that the coordinators were able to support their 
conceptual understanding of fractions, and teachers appreciated the opportunity that the 
coordinators created to share ideas with colleagues.  

 

“The program's goals were to engage and improve students' conceptual understanding of fractions. 
In the Numeracy program, we focused on how students can represent, order, and compare 
fractions using area models, linear models, and set models. Through this, students were able to 
recognize relationships between fractions, especially in regards to equivalent fractions.” 
Camp Wonder Numeracy Teacher 

 

“The program goals focus around providing targeted instruction through small and large group 
opportunities to support conceptual understanding of fractions. The tasks incorporated into lessons 
should be rich tasks which have a context and support students in developing an understanding of 
multiple representations of fractions.” 
Camp Wonder Numeracy Teacher 
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When asked if being a part of the Summer Learning Program made them feel more confident 
teaching math, 61.54% of the educators responded that they feel very comfortable, and the 
remaining 38.46% indicated that they feel comfortable. In response to a question around student 
success in the program, 69.23% strongly agreed, 18 23.08% agreed and 7.69% somewhat agreed. 
In addition, 100% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that their ability to engage students 
through virtual learning had improved, and 100% agreed or strongly agreed that this program 
helped them develop new skills for teaching. When asked whether the diagnostic assessment 
was useful in determining student learning needs, 44.00% strongly agree, 28.00% agreed and 
28.00% somewhat agreed. All 26 educators confirmed that they would return to the GECDSB 
Summer Learning Program next year if it is offered through a remote learning model.  

 Teachers were asked to consider which practices they would take back to the virtual or regular 
classroom. Some of the themes that emerged from the educator responses include:  

• Meaningful implementation of Growth Mindset as defined by Carol Dweck.  
• Regularly incorporating mindfulness as a mind break during the math block 
• Inviting parents as partners in learning  
• Incorporating more technology in the math classroom 
• A greater focus on conceptual understanding 
• More opportunities to differentiate based on student entry-point 
• Incorporating and maximizing small-group 
• More regularly using assessment to inform instruction 
• Focusing on the Big Ideas of mathematics 
• Allowing and encouraging multiple representations 
• Leveraging context 

 

 

 

 

  

“I am taking away the knowledge that students can be provided with robust and rich learning 
experiences remotely through synchronous learning.” 
Camp Wonder Numeracy Teacher 

 

“My coordinator was amazing through this new process. She encouraged my partner and I to do 
what we thought was best for our learners when we were concerned about various aspects of the 
synchronous learning model. She was available to answer all questions we had, and was extremely 
supportive. If she did not know an answer to a question, she got us an answer in a timely manner.” 
Camp Wonder Numeracy Teacher 

 



47 
 

Characteristics of Effective Numeracy Instruction in the Virtual Classroom 

Based on observations in the 13 numeracy digital classrooms during the Summer Learning 
Program, the following teacher moves were determined to be instrumental in creating effective 
mathematics instruction:  

1. Establish norms and expectations for classroom engagement 

In examples of effective numeracy classrooms, there was evidence of routine and the 
development of norms. Daily lessons took on a predictable pattern (whole group noticing and 
wondering, introduction of the task, splitting into small-groups to work through the provocation 
with scaffolded support and whole group consolidation). The predictability and establishment of 
routine allowed students to move seamlessly through the transitions (with the exception of 
technology troubleshooting at times).  It was also evident in effective classrooms that 
expectations for participation, turn taking and respectful discourse had been established and 
were routinely reinforced through teacher modelling and prompting.  

2. Establish and communicate clear learning objectives 

In the effective virtual numeracy classroom, 
the student-learning objective was not only 
shared with students, it was evident in the 
task, the questioning and the consolidation. 
An unbiased onlooker should be able to name 
the learning.  The learning objective was 
stated aloud for the benefit of 
parents/guardians within earshot, and was 
visible on the screen throughout the lesson. 
“Goals should describe what mathematical 
concepts, ideas, or methods students will 
understand more deeply as a result of 
instruction and identify the mathematical 
practices that students are learning to use more proficiently”. (Brahier, D.J., Huinker  & D., 
Leinward, S., 2014, p. 12) Effective learning objectives consider the development of the 
mathematical concept and related developmentally appropriate representations, while being 
responsive to the learners in the virtual classroom. Teachers in the Summer Learning Program 
demonstrated an ability to adapt learning objectives in order to meet students based on their 
developmental entry point through continued professional development within the program.  
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3. Select a task or provocation that is relatable, inquiring and promotes problem solving  

Offering a provocation or task that elicits a great deal of student noticing and wondering resulted 
in more math talk and greater student engagement. It was deemed essential that students 

actively participate in the noticing and 
wondering, as well as the problem solving.  For 
example, students were prompted to do a quick 
write during the notice and wonder, and had 
their own model in front of them either 
concretely or digitally during the task. It was 
also observed that tasks were most effective 
when there was an authentic problem to be 
solved rooted in a relatable context that drew 
on student’s prior knowledge and that required 

a high-level of thinking. “Student learning is greatest in the classrooms where tasks consistently 
encourage high-level student thinking and reasoning and least in classrooms where the tasks are 
routinely procedural in nature.” (Brahier, D.J., Huinker  & D., Leinward, S., 2014, p. 17) 

4. The predominant voice is student voice  

In examples of effective classrooms, the majority of 
the talk was students, sharing ideas and asking 
questions. The teacher used a focusing pattern of 
questioning to elicit thinking and promote discourse 
and reflection. “A focus pattern of question involves 
the teacher attending to what the students are 
thinking, pressing them to communicate their 
thoughts clearly, and expecting them to reflect on 
their thoughts and those of their classmates.  The 
teacher who uses this pattern of questioning is open 
to a task being investigated in multiple ways.” (Brahier, 
D.J., Huinker  & D., Leinward, S., 2014, p. 37) Teachers 
spent little to no time engaged in whole-group direct 
instruction.  All direct-instruction took place in small 
groups or individualized instruction and was 
differentiated based on assessment data collected through on-going assessment tools such as 
exit tickets and observation in small group.  
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5. A visual component is present 

An additional commonality amongst effective lessons 
included a visual component. Having a visual on the 
screen promoted discourse, supported student thinking 
and was instrumental in the emergence of mathematical 
models including both concrete and visual.  

Refer to Appendix 4 to review a sample virtual lesson.   

 

 

Discussion 

The GECDSB Summer Learning Program confirmed that in 14 days and 14 hours of synchronous 
numeracy instruction, most students demonstrated gains in understanding and skills related to 
early fraction concepts. Through contexts of fair-sharing and the use of fraction models, most 
students showed improvement between the pre and post assessment, some students even 
shifting by as many as 7 points. Interestingly, greater gains were seen in the post-assessment of 
the primary sample students.   

Teachers attributed the success of this program to having a teaching partner, support from their 
coordinators and the narrow foci. Teachers were able to communicate the goals of the program 
related to fractions with tremendous clarity, and routinely leveraged contexts and models to 
support student learning. Teachers engaged in both whole group and small group daily to provide 
responsive and differentiated instruction through Microsoft Teams.  Teachers were observed 
making changes to their instruction in order to address student needs in a developmentally 
appropriate way and implemented their own professional learning. For example, some teachers 
introduced the abstract number line in the first week of the program, as this was an area of need 
as highlighted by the pre-assessment. Teachers and the Coordinators recognized that this model 
was too abstract and not accessible for all learners. With support through professional 
development and the collaborative learning community, educators adjusted their program to 
reflect a concreteness fading approach in order to emerge the symbolic number line. Students 
worked their way from a concrete area model organized in a line, to a bar model, and eventually 
a number line.  

Students demonstrated gains in their technological literacy as the program progressed, and the 
safe and respectful classroom environment that was established in the remote model pleasantly 
surprised educators.  Teachers noted the importance of integrating Growth Mindset as well as 
brain and body breaks during the synchronous learning block.  

Examples of effective instruction was observed in the virtual math classroom. The strongest 
examples had established classroom norms, communicated clear learning objectives, leveraged 
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math talk through purposeful questioning, offered curious prompts or student provocations and 
relevant contexts to spark problem solving, included a visual model, and minimized direct whole 
group instruction. In these examples of effective instruction, teachers demonstrated a good 
understanding of student entry point through on-going assessment.  Teacher offered scaffolding 
and remediated in small group as needed.  

 

Implications for the GECDSB 

In the remote classroom environment, having a teaching partner is critical. Team teaching is 
typically a strength of the GECDSB Summer Learning Program; however, it becomes even more 
vital as educators navigate this new mode of teaching and learning. Not only were the 
partnerships paramount to educator efficacy in mathematics instruction and the use of 
technology to support student learning, they were essential for troubleshooting technology 
glitches and moderating the class while one educator shared their screen. If learning is remote 
at any point, the GECDSB should consider how they will strategically timetable rotary teachers, 
support staff and/or grade level partners to establish this condition.  

The narrow focus of fractions supported teacher content knowledge and efficacy, likely 
increasing the impact on student achievement. The fact that all groups were focusing on the 
same concepts and skills allowed teachers to centre their learning in one area in order to deepen 
their personal conceptual understanding.  It also created space for collaboration amongst 
educators in the program. Teachers were routinely sharing lessons as well as borrowing ideas 
and resources from their colleagues. The narrow focus allowed the coordinators to support the 
content knowledge through professional development opportunities and professional learning 
communities. If all classes had gone in a different numeracy direction, the professional 
development would likely focus solely on pedagogy since the content would not be relevant for 
all teachers. If content was included, teachers would not have the opportunity to deepen their 
understanding through immediate classroom application. The fact that the group could deepen 
their pedagogical-content knowledge and then immediately implement the new learning was a 
strength of the program.  

With the rollout of the new Math Curriculum, the GECDSB should consider developing and 
encouraging teachers to follow a common scope and sequence to create more opportunities for 

“I value the volume of professional learning we received. At times it was overwhelming, but the opportunity 
to implement immediately is so important. By learning, and then implementing in a real classroom, we were 
able to troubleshoot, explore, fumble and succeed.  I also think that it collaboration is essential. Going 
forward into the new school year, I feel that we should have time and opportunities to collaborate with 
teaching partners in order to grow our capacity with tech tools and online teaching strategies.  Online 
learning / teaching fatigues the brain and body for both students and teachers. We need to be cognizant of 
that as teachers, and ensure that we take (and make) time to care for the mental and physical well-being of 
ourselves and our students if we continue with this type of model.” 
Camp Wonder Numeracy Teacher 
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collaboration and support. If all division teachers are currently teaching the same or similar 
concepts, it is believed that more collaboration and sharing will occur, which will result in greater 
collective expertise. “There is every reason to assume that by attending to the problem of 
variability within a school and increasing the effectiveness of all teachers there will be a marked 
overall increase in achievement.” (Hattie, J., 2012, p. 2) With a common focus, the instructional 
leaders can create professional development opportunities to deepen both pedagogy and 
content knowledge.  
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Appendix 1  
Student Assessment  
 
1. A group of 4 students are given 7 brownies to share equally.   

  

 

  
How many brownies will each student receive if all 7 brownies are shared 
equally?  
  
Convince me by representing your solution below.  
 
2. Count and name the fractional amount that each student will receive using 
your representation from the previous question or feel free to use this 
representation:   
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3. There were two other groups of students who split brownies equally.   
  
In the first group, each student received 1 and one- third brownies.  
  
Each student in the second group received 1 and two- fourth brownies.  
  
Which group received more brownies per student?   
  
How do you know?   
 
4. In the previous question, each student in the first group received 1 and one 
third brownies and each student in the second group received 1 and two fourth 
brownies.  
  
Show where 1 and one-third brownies is on the first number line and where 1 and 
two-fourth brownies is on the second number line.  
  
Number Line 1: Plot 1 and one-third brownies  
  

 

  
Number Line 2: Plot 1 and two-fourth brownies  
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5. Each student from a third group will receive the following number of brownies:  

 
  
How many brownies does each student receive?  
 

6. How many thirds is this?  

 
  
How do you know?  
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Appendix 2 

Scoring Guide 

All questions can be rephrased to support student understanding.  

1. Setting the Context 

A group of 4 students are given 7 brownies to share equally. How many brownies will each 
student receive if all 7 brownies are shared equally? Convince me by representing your 
solution below.   

Scoring Guide: 

Developing (D) Independent (I) Advanced (A) 
• attempts using partitive division 

to fair share whole brownies and 
an attempt to partition the 
remainder amongst the 4 
students. 

• may include an incorrect, 
inaccurate, or incomplete 
model to represent and/or 
support the solution. 

•  able to use partitive division to 
fair share whole brownies and 
able to partition the remainder 
amongst the 4 students. 
•  includes a model to represent 
and/or support the solution. 

•  able to use partitive division 
to fair share whole brownies 
and able to partition the 
remainder amongst the 4 
students. 
•  includes a model to 
represent and/or support the 
solution. 

 
2. Count and Name 

Count and name the fractional amount that each student will receive using your 
representation from the previous question. 

Scoring Guide: 

Developing (D) Independent (I) Advanced (A) 
• does not provide an 

approximate number of 
brownies per student 
between 1 and 2 brownies 
each. 

•  provides an approximate 
number of brownies per 
student between 1 and 2 
brownies each. 

•  provides an exact number of 
brownies per student of 7 fourths 
brownies or 1 and 3 fourths 
brownies or another equivalent 
quantity. 

 
3. Two More Groups 

There were two other groups of students who split brownies equally.  

In the first group, each student received 1 and one- third brownies.  

Each student in the second group received 1 and two- fourth brownies.  

Which group received more brownies per student?   

How do you know?    

Scoring Guide: 

Developing (D) Independent (I) Advanced (A) 
• incorrectly identifies the larger fractional 

quantity and provides inaccurate 
justification of their reasoning or 
correctly identifies the larger fractional 
quantity, but provides no justification of 
their reasoning. 

•  correctly identifies the 
larger fractional quantity 
and provides some 
justification of their 
reasoning.  
•  includes an incomplete 
and/or inaccurate model 

•  correctly identifies the 
larger fractional quantity 
and provides solid 
justification of their 
reasoning.  
•  includes a complete 
and accurate model to 
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• does not include or includes an 
incomplete and/or incorrect model to 
represent and/or support the solution. 

to represent and/or support 
the solution. 

represent and/or support 
the solution. 

 
4. Where Do They Go?   

Show where 1 and one-third brownies is on the first number line and where 1 and two-
fourth brownies is on the second number line.  

Scoring Guide: 

Developing (D) Independent (I) Advanced (A) 
• inaccurately plots where both 

fractional quantities belong on 
a number line from 0 to 2. 

• provides incorrect 
justification and/or no 
justification of their 
reasoning. 

•  somewhat accurately plots 
where both fractional quantities 
belong on a number line from 0 to 
2. 
•  provides some justification of 
their reasoning. 

•  accurately plots where both 
fractional quantities belong on 
a number line from 0 to 2. 
•  provides solid justification 
of their reasoning. 

 
5. Another Group...   

Each student from a third group will receive the following number of brownies:  

 
How many brownies does each student receive?   

Scoring Guide: 

Developing (D) Independent (I) Advanced (A) 
• inaccurately names 

the fractional 
quantity each 
student will receive 

• provides little or no 
justification of 
their reasoning. 

•  accurately names the  fractional 
quantity each student will receive as 2 
whole and 2 thirds, 8 thirds, etc. or 
names a slightly inaccurate quantity 
such as 2 whole and 3 fourths, 11 
fourths, etc. 
•  provides some justification of their 
reasoning. 

•  accurately names the  fractional 
quantity each student will receive as 2 
whole and 2 thirds, 8 thirds, etc. or 
names a slightly inaccurate quantity 
such as 2 whole and 3 fourths, 11 
fourths, etc. 
•  provides solid justification of their 
reasoning. 

 
6. How many...   

How many thirds is this?  
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How do you know?   

Scoring Guide: 

Developing (D) Independent (I) Advanced (A) 
• inaccurately names the 

number of thirds. 
• provides little or no 

justification of their reasoning. 

•  accurately names 
the  number of thirds as 8 thirds. 
•  provides some justification 
of their reasoning. 

•  accurately names 
the  number of thirds as 8 
thirds. 
•  provides solid justification 
of their reasoning. 
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Appendix 3 

Teacher Survey  

Heidi – please add survey questions.  
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Appendix 4 

Sample Lesson 
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Greater Essex County District 
School Board 

 
Literacy Learning:   

Supporting Oral Comprehension 
for English and French Immersion 

Students 
 
 

Introduction  

This year, the Greater Essex County District School Board Summer Learning Program provided 
students from across Essex county with the opportunity to participate in three-week long online 
camps in either English or French. The intent of these camps was to reduce the impact of Summer 
learning loss.  The online format offered an opportunity to focus on the importance of Oral 
Comprehension for Literacy learning. This is of particular importance in the two camps geared 
specifically to Literacy: Camp Wonder for grade 3-6 English students, and Camp Merveille for 
grades 3-6 French Immersion students.  

The following is a report which examines what effective literacy instruction looks like in a 
synchronous online classroom, at both the Primary (grades 2-3) and Junior (grades 4-6) levels.  

Literacy is about more than reading or writing – it is about how we communicate in society. It is 
about social practices and relationships, about knowledge, language and culture. Those who use 
literacy take it for granted – but those who cannot use it are excluded from much communication 
in today’s world. Indeed, it is the excluded who can best appreciate the notion of “literacy as 
freedom.   (UNESCO, Statement for the United Nations Literacy Decade, 2003–2012) 

What is Oral Language Comprehension?  
 
Oral Comprehension is Listening and Understanding. Listening is the ability to accurately receive 
and interpret messages in the communication process.  
 
How does Oral Comprehension support Literacy Development? 
 
According to the Expert Panel on Literacy in Grades 4-6, “Purposeful talk about a wide range of 
texts help students extend their knowledge of themselves and the world, make new connections 
and acquire insights that will deepen their reading comprehension and enrich their written 
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work.” (Literacy for Learning: The Report of the Expert Panel on Literacy in Grades 4-6 in Ontario, 
2004)  
 
Why is Oral Language Comprehension Relevant to Literacy Development?  

In the 2006 document produced by the Ontario Ministry of Education, it states that: “Language 
development is central to students’ intellectual, social, and emotional growth, and must be seen 
as a key element of the curriculum. When students learn to use language in the elementary 
grades, they do more than master the basic skills. They learn to value the power of language and 
to use it responsibly. They learn to express feelings and opinions and, as they mature, to support 
their opinions with sound arguments and research. They become aware of the many purposes 
for which language is used and the diverse forms it can take to appropriately serve particular 
purposes and audiences. They learn to use the formal language appropriate for debates and 
essays, the narrative language of stories, the figurative language of poetry, the technical language 
of instructions and manuals. They develop an awareness of how language is used in different 
formal and informal situations. In sum, they come to appreciate language both as an important 
medium for communicating ideas and information and as a source of enjoyment.  

Language is the basis for thinking, communicating, and learning. Students need language skills in 
order to comprehend ideas and information, to interact socially, to inquire into areas of interest 
and study, and to express themselves clearly and demonstrate their learning. Learning to 
communicate with clarity and precision, orally, in writing, and through a variety of media, will 
help students to thrive in the world beyond school.” (Ontario Curriculum, Grades 1-8, Language, 
2006)  

The importance of Oral Comprehension in ELL and FSL classes  

 
“Listening comprehension is a key initial step in 
communication. The better a student can understand 
what is being said, the better will be their ability to 
communicate.  In addition, they will be better able to 
notice the characteristics of the target language which 
will help improve their language development in all four 
key skill areas. Students may feel a great deal of pride 
when they are able to comprehend something in the 
target language.  This can be a great motivating factor in continuing to learn the language, and 
teachers should do whatever possible to promote this sense of accomplishment.   Consequently, 
teachers need to construct learning activities which will enhance learners' oral comprehension 
(listening skills) and motivate them, as well.” (Dr. Olenka S.E. Bilash, Department of Secondary 
Education, Coordinator of Second Languages and International Education, Former Associate 
Dean, Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research, University of Alberta, 2009) 

Context 

Over the 3 weeks it was nice to see 
the students to communicate orally in 
French and become comfortable to 
navigate through one note.   

~French Immersion Teacher 
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The camps were organized into classrooms, with about 15 primary students. Classrooms has two 
teachers and sometimes and additional teacher (NTIP).  They were organized into primary (grade 
2-3) or junior (grade 4-5) groups. All of the classes were set up through Microsoft Teams, and the 
teachers also took advantage of other Microsoft platforms such as OneNote and PowerPoint to 
produce their lessons and record student work. The classes ran from 9:00-11:10 every weekday, 
for three weeks. The schedule was the same daily: 

9:00-9:30  DPA and minilesson (time with parents) 

9:30-10:20  Student Learning – Literacy  

10:20-10:35 DPA & Mindfulness Break 

10:35-11:10  Numeracy in Literacy  

In the large group, while one teacher led the lesson which usually involved screen sharing, the 
other teacher would be helping the students with questions related to their assignment, or with 
issues related to the technology and accessing the various platforms and programs. There was 
usually time built into the schedule every day for smaller groups, when one of the teachers would 
take a few specific students to review work or practice a particular skill, or the teachers would 
divide the class in half in order to provide more focussed time for each student.  

Methods 

Data was collected through observation in classrooms: joining as a muted, invisible participant to 
watch the students and their teachers interacting. With Microsoft Teams, as soon as someone is 
added to a Team (in this case, a classroom), they receive an invitation every time there is going 
to be a meeting. Through these invitations it was possible to sit in on as many classes in a day as 
you would like –with the mic muted and the camera off, it was simple to click in and out of the 
“rooms” without disturbing the students or teachers.  The invitations populate the Teams 
calendar, so they are easy to find.   

Data was also collected through interviews with teachers and a few students. These were 
conducted through Teams: the teachers with their partners and the students in small groups.  

The literacy assessment was an oral language assessment designed by the central office team.  It 
included an oral text which was read to students and then they responded to several 
comprehension questions. The text was selected from CASI and the online French text platform 
“Je Lis, Je Lis”, and focused on the aims of the literacy program, namely teaching oral 
comprehension strategies.  The assessment was administered by each classroom teacher to a set 
of 2-3 students per class, pre and post program.  The data was collected and then analyzed by 
the research team. 

  



65 
 

Data Analysis 

 
Data regarding student achievement was collected from all participating sites. Language-based 
achievement assessments were collected using the Oral Language Assessment tool based on a 
CASI junior level story for the Camp Wonder students, and a text from “Je lis, Je lis” for the French 
Immersion students in Camp Merveille. Each site identified 2-3 students as marker students and 
reported those results.  A total of 82 students were assessed pre- and post-camp.  
  
 
The following chart shows the percentage of students who improved in either one, two, three, 
four or none of the four strategies investigated: 
 

One Strategy  19%  
Two Strategies  32%  
Three/Four Strategies  42%  
Same pre and post  7%  

 
In general, 93% of students demonstrated some level of improvement in oral comprehension 
from pre to post program.   
 
 
The four comprehension strategies studied were Retelling, Relating, Reflecting and Reviewing. 
Of the students who demonstrated improvement, they showed most growth in the skill of 
Reflecting: 
 

Retell  85%  
Relate  78%  
Reflect  90%  
Review  70%  

 
In the area of Reflecting, one student demonstrated ‘advanced’ understanding at the beginning 
of the program.  That increased to 23 students by the end of the program.  
 
 
  

Students are able to better orally give information about a given story. They're able to use stronger 
evidence from the text to support their answers. ~Literacy Teacher 
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The following chart compares the number of students demonstrating an advanced understanding 
of the text, pre and post program: 
 

  Pre  Post  
Retelling  42%  85%  
Relating  28%  72%  
Reflecting   30%  85%  
Reviewing   40%  68%  

 
Based on the feedback given by teachers, many of the central learning goals of the program 
focused on Reflecting, thus reinforcing the idea that targeted instruction and clear learning goals 
support student learning.   
 
Data was collected from interviews and observations with respect to the ways in which teachers 
developed student engagement. The following is a descriptive consolidation of the voices and 
perspectives. 
 
Relational Engagement – We started building a community right away.  We called home and 
talked to parents and kids.  We played games to bring kids along. We were worried that we 
wouldn’t be able to get to know our students, but through Teams, the chat, phone calls and 
small groups were quickly able to build a community. We played games, asked a lot of 
questions, had sharing time each day and within a short time we had a build relationships. In 
fact, because the focus was so heavily on oral communication and comprehension building 
relationships came easier. 
 
Cognitive Engagement – Teacher oral comprehension skills was interesting.  In school, I think 
that we take oral communication for granted. It is just part of what we do. But, I see the value 
in the direct teaching of these strategies. How can a chid write down their thinking, if it isn’t 
clear in their oral communication? Students found it interesting. They like the stories and 
questions. The level of conversation was great and they were able to give impressive answers 
to some challenging questions. Talking out their ideas was an interesting challenge; trying to 
balance clarity, detail, precision and conciseness.  It was very interesting and something I will 
spend greater time on in the classroom.  We found that by the end student(s) were better able 
to retell a story, make a text to text connection/text to self or text to world, reflect on the story 
that was read and review the important components (beginning, middle and end).   
 
Emotional Engagement – We had students that were shy to turn on their camera and by the end 
of the program were very comfortable. Another moment was while doing an activity together, 
one student found it challenging and was crying on camera because she "messed up, and made 
a mistake." The teachers and all the other students were encouraging her and complimenting her 
work reminding her of growth mindset principles. She tried again and was so happy with her 
work, eager to share and proudly announced "I learned from my mistakes and did not give up!" 
It was a great teachable moment with a happy ending! 
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Behavioural Engagement – A success of my students with respect to engagement and learning is 
attributed to the online discussions we had prior to reading a story and post-story discussions.  
Their contribution to the discussions gauged how well they understood the story which is 
important when teaching online because we cannot always visually recognize if students are 
paying attention or not. Students were very focused on their learning, asking great questions, 
going deep into the text. 
 

Implications for practice 

The findings from this study suggest that the purposeful embedding of particular comprehension 
strategies in every activity has a direct effect on students’ ability to successfully implement those 
strategies.  
 
The smaller classes and the regular opportunity for small group instruction allowed the teachers 
in this year’s camps to provide daily practice and reinforcement of particular comprehension 
strategies as an integrated part of every lesson.  
 
Robust and meaningful literacy tasks were a part of every lesson throughout the camp, and 
through these activities a large majority of the students were able to make significant 
improvements to their comprehension and communication skills.  
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Greater Essex County District 
School Board 

 

A Case Study of English Language 
Learners’ Engagement with Online 

Learning  

 
Introduction 
The onset of Covid-19 has transformed educational practices and the learning environment on a 
national and global level, shifting the paradigm from a face-to-face, hands-on, model to an 
asynchronous, online platform. From April 2020 to June 2020, students and teachers embarked 
on this learning curve together, redesigning and reshaping what education looks likes, sounds 
like and feels like. The unexpected turn in education was met by successes, but also by a wave of 
obstacles, particularly for English Language Learners (ELL) at the elementary level. ELL students 
not only had to navigate the English language, but an alternative platform and style of learning. 
Throughout this process, homeroom and ESL teachers, as well as coaches observed the 
challenges of initiating and sustaining ELL students’ engagement with online learning. However, 
a striking shift in engagement from inactive students emerged with the implementation of Camp 
Wonder ELL. The three-week, online, synchronous program altered students’ behavioural, 
cognitive, emotional and relational engagement. Students’ redirection towards online learning 
revitalized the importance and necessity of understanding engagement from an online 
perspective. Recognizing that engagement rests at the heart of the student’s learning journey, 
the Greater Essex County District School Board (GECDSB) proposed exploring the factors effecting 
elementary ELL students’ engagement with online learning. 
Background 

Between the months of April and June 2020, teachers working for the GECDSB were required to 
meet the expectations of the Learn at Home Program as advised by the Ministry of Education. 
The Learn at Home Program mandated that students received a set amount of work/instruction 
per week that was conducive and flexible for families and teachers, and which expectations 
varied across divisions: Kindergarten to grade 3 received five hours a week of literacy and math; 
Students in grades 4 to 6 received five hours a week of math, literacy, science and social studies; 
and students from grades 7 to 8, received ten hours a week of math, literacy, science and social 
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studies. The GECDSB’s teachers delivered lessons, activities and assignments through various 
board approved platforms, such as Edsby, Microsoft Teams, Microsoft OneNote, and or Bright 
Space. To participate and monitor the online-learning program, students required a piece of 
technology, such as a laptop, desktop or iPad/tablet. However, for some families within the 
GECDSB, technology was not readily available. To meet the student’s needs, and the Ministry’s 
advised workload, the GECDSB provided families with the option of registering for one board 
device per household during the months of April to June, or to opt for a printed workbook. 

Between April and June 2020, teachers noted high 
levels of disengagement by most ELL students. Despite 
having a piece of technology from home or one 
supplied by the GECDSB, limited student interaction 
and infrequent online activity persisted. The barriers 
effecting student engagement were assumed at this 
point, however, there was still hope of reconnecting 
students to curriculum learning during the Summer 
Learning Program. 
 
As the school year neared its end, the GECDSB began to recruit students for the yearly Summer 
Learning Program (SLP), commonly known as Camp Wonder. The Summer Learning Program is a 
three-week program that is offered to Level 2 native English and STEP 1 and 2 English Language 
Learners between grades 3 to 7. Typically, the SLP is a face-to-face program that is hosted across 
various schools within the GECSDB. However, due to the Ministry’s mandate of school closures, 
the SLP was offered remotely. Students who participated in the SLP were asked to use a home 
device (desktop, laptop or iPad) or to request a device from the GECDSB. With parental support, 
students were required to log onto Edsby and Microsoft Teams daily and participate in 
synchronous online learning, two hours a day for the first three weeks of July. 

Based on teacher and coach recommendations, ELL students who were active, inconsistently 
active, or inactive with online learning between the months of April to June 2020 were invited to 
participate in Camp Wonder ELL, however, to secure a spot in the program students had to 
commit to the full three-weeks. In total, there were 9 Camp Wonder ELL classes between grades 
3 to 7. Each class had approximately 18 students and were facilitated by 2 Ontario certified 
teachers. Contact was made with each student prior to the start of Camp Wonder ELL. Students 
who were unfamiliar with Microsoft Teams, Edsby or using technology received home visits from 
their Camp Wonder teacher(s), and or, the Camp Wonder coordinator. Instruction on how to 
access the device or programs was delivered at the doorstep of each home, with proper 
protective equipment. Once the course began, the daily two-hour sessions took place over 
Microsoft Teams, which included a mix of whole group and small group instruction. In addition, 
the teachers used Edsby as a platform to communicate announcements with students and 
families during offline hours.   

It was hard. To have a class of 33 ELLs, 
but only have 2 participate regularly, 
and maybe 12 every other week was 
heartbreaking. I did what I could, I used 
voice recordings, sent videos, and 
called home, but in the end they either 
weren’t confident with the technology 
or platform, or were so early in their 
English language development that 
they were not able to follow the written 
or oral instructions.~ ESL teacher 
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For the duration of Camp Wonder ELL, student participation was consistent, which contrasted 
the observations made by teachers throughout the school year. Although not all students in 
Camp Wonder ELL were inactive during the school year, it became apparent for the GECDSB to 
understand the factors effecting engagement from the perspective of students. 

Purpose  

The purpose of this study was to identify factors contributing to elementary English Language 
Learner’s engagement with online learning. The researcher in the study focused on the following 
types of engagement: behavioural engagement (ex. effort, persistence, participation, and 
compliance with school structures), cognitive engagement (ex. how students feel about 
themselves and their work, their skills, and the strategies they employ to master their work), 
emotional engagement (ex. involvement, enthusiasm, interest, happiness, boredom, anxiety), 
and relational engagement (ex. feelings about relationships with teachers, peers, perceptions of 
teacher support). Factors such as the learning environment, family support and technology were 
also explored. 

Research Question 

The following research question and sub-questions were used to guide the study: 

1. What are the factors contributing to elementary English Language Learners’ engagement 
with online learning? 

Technology 
a. Before online learning, did you use technology to learn at home and school? If so, how 

did you use it? 
b. During online learning, did you use technology? If so, how did you use it? 

General Environment and Parental Support 
c. During online learning, did you have a personal space to complete your work. What did 

that look like, sound like, feel like? 
d. How did your family help you with online learning? 

Emotional Engagement 
e. How did you feel about learning online? 
f. During online learning, did you feel you were successful? Why or why not? 

Cognitive Engagement 
g. What did you learn and how? 
h. What would you do if the work or lesson was too challenging? 

 
Behavioural Engagement 
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i. Tell me about your routine for learning online. What did your day look like? 

Relational Engagement 
j. Did you feel like you were part of the online class community? Why or why not? 

 
Literature Review 

Student engagement is a multidimensional concept that is constructed by a set of behavioural 
and affective components: behavioural engagement, cognitive engagement, emotional 
engagement and relational engagement. Each dimension of engagement embodies critical 
elements and characteristics that affect a student’s participatory behaviour, attitude and 
motivation towards learning. Researchers have characterized the four terms of engagement by 
the following attributes:  

• Behavioural engagement represents a student’s effort, attendance, participation, and 
compliance; 

• Cognitive engagement refers to a student’s perceptions of his or her own work, how they 
regulate, plan and self-monitor learning, as well as the skills ands strategies they employ; 

• Emotional engagement involves the attitudes and interest a student has towards 
learning;  

• Relational engagement is recognized as a student’s feelings of belonging and acceptance, 
as well as the perceived relationships they hold with teachers and peers (Appleton et al., 
2006; Finn & Zimmer, 2012). 

 
Methods 

The study was conducted in July 2020 over the course of the Summer Learning Program. The 
research questions were explored using a case study. Case studies begin with the identification 
of a particular case, program or special project, which is observed and studied in its present state 
(Stake, 2013). As a predominantly qualitative methodology, case studies are used to explore a 
bounded system over a period of time (Creswell, 2013). Collective case studies are used to 
understand an issue through multiple cases from the same or multiple sites. The multiple cases 
allow for a greater population size. Stake (2013) recommends that collective case studies include 
4 to 15 cases. Although there are multiple cases, the procedures for each case are replicated to 
show comparisons within and between cases, providing researchers with the benefit of 
examining the case in different environments (Stake, 2013). As a result, taking on a collective 
approach enhances the probability of deeper interpretation and theorizing (Stake, 2013).  
 
Participants 
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Participants were selected using purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling is an intentional form 
of sampling that is used to inform the researcher’s understanding of the case explored. To 
develop an understanding of the factors that effect student engagement, the researchers sought 
out participants who met the following criteria:  
 

• STEP 1 student who, between April and June, was active in online learning and active in 
Camp Wonder ELL. 

• STEP 2 student who, between April and June, was active in online learning and active in 
Camp Wonder ELL. 

• STEP 1 student, who between April and July, was inactive or inconsistent with online 
learning, but, was active in Camp Wonder ELL. 

• STEP 2 student, who between April and July, was inactive or inconsistent with online 
learning, but, was active in Camp Wonder ELL. 

 
Data Collection 

Data were collected using one-on-one semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews 
provide opportunities for the researcher to engage in real-time dialogue using open-ended 
questions that allow room for the researcher to follow the direction and interest of the 
participant. The questions were designed to provoke a detailed description of the participants’ 
personal, emotional and attitudinal feelings towards the experience. As a result, the participants 
in the study were asked a set of open-ended questions that related to their experience with 
online learning from the months of April 2020 to July 2020. The one-on-one interviews took place 
over Microsoft Teams and were led by the lead researcher. The interviews were accompanied by 
a translator to ensure clarity and understanding between the researcher and student. All 
interviews were recorded using Microsoft Teams and were stored on the lead researcher’s 
secured account. Interviews were recorded so that the researcher could engage in thoughtful 
and meaningful discussion with the students, and so the data could be revisited for transcription 
and analysis. 

Results 

The following content provides insight to students’ perceptions and experiences with online 
learning and the factors that effect student engagement. The data were analyzed using thematic 
analysis, where interview transcripts were examined closely by the researcher in order to identify 
the common themes and patterns within and across each case. 

Results: Technology 
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It was evident that each participant had been exposed to technology in the classroom and at 
home. However, the degree of exposure, as well the types of platforms and technological tools 
accessed differed among the students.  

Students who were active online during the school year had been taught in their homeroom or 
previous homeroom how to access school devices (iPad and Chromebook), applications, and use 
Edsby. These students felt comfortable and confident with technology and saw it as a critical tool 
in their classrooms. Both students shared that they used technology for multiple purposes and 
across content areas. One student explained,  

“In school we used technology for projects, we used it to make movies, and projecting movies. I 
used technology a lot. Edsby was number one in my class, we always used it.”  

The students’ familiarity and experiences with technology motivated them to engage and 
participate while learning from home. This was made evident as one out of the two active 
students did not have a device at home, yet, initiated engagement with online learning once the 
Board device was delivered. The student’s motivation was echoed by another, who explained 
that her comfort with technology began prior to arriving to Canada,  

“In my school (in Iran) I studied with computers at a basic level. I used paint programs, I learned 
how to copy and paste. Now I use new programs at my new school, but I like it, and I like to try 
and do it by myself.” 

In contrast, students who participated infrequently or were inactive from April to June, had only 
used school iPads for the purpose of accessing Board applications such as Raz-Kids or Lexia. Their 
exposure to school technology had not gone beyond an application or two, or the iPad, leaving 
them to feel less certain when navigating technology and new applications from home. One 
student explained,  

“I only used Edsby sometimes in class, but not really. Then in April my teacher started to use it a 
lot but I didn’t know how to use it by myself. So, then me and my mom had to learn how to use it 
on our own. We had to call family friends who speak the same language as us to help us learn 
how to use it. But I didn’t really know how to use it good until June.” 

The student’s experience coincided with another student, who, was also unfamiliar with the 
platforms, however, for this student language was a critical barrier for engagement, 

“I didn’t really communicate with my teacher. I had only used Edsby a few times in my class last 
year and had never used Teams before. I didn’t know how to use Teams, but, when I started 
Summer Learning, I learned how to use it because my Camp Wonder teacher came to my house 
to show me. Now I can use Teams and Edsby and do my work. But I couldn’t do my work before 
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because I couldn’t read the English words, neither could my parents. So, when I did log onto Edsby, 
I didn’t know what I was expected to do.” 

Results: General Environment and Parental Support 

All students shared that they had their own personal space to complete their work, or a space 
within the house that they could do their work without disturbance. One student stated,  

“I had to share the living room and dining room with my brothers to do our work. But when I 
needed it to be quiet, everyone would move to the living room so that I could use the dining room 
for myself.” 

The environment was not a challenge for the students and did not appear to affect their level of 
engagement or motivation towards learning online. The students also shared that they would 
often use headphones to help eliminate the noises that surrounded them.  

Additionally, all students felt supported by their family during their online learning experience. 
For students who were active, their parents would check on their child daily to see what was 
expected of them, would reinforce setting time aside to complete the lessons and activities, and 
would seek outside assistance if they could. One student explained, 

“They helped me with using the Chromebook. They would tell me when it was time to go online, 
they would tell me when to start focusing on my readings and English studies. Even if I would go 
out to play, as soon as I would come inside, they would say ‘you had your fun, now go do your 
work so that you can improve your English and your communication with your friends, teachers 
and teammates.’ My family helped me a lot.” 

Students who were inconsistent or inactive with online learning were still supported by their 
parents, however, the type of support varied based on the circumstance. The student who was 
inconsistent with online learning felt supported by her mother because she would try to seek 
assistance from other family friends on how to navigate the programs. However, for the student 
who was inactive, her family would try to support her by having her work on personal phone 
applications to learn English. 

Results: Emotional Engagement 

For active, inconsistent and inactive students, the degree of emotional engagement heightened 
when they began Camp Wonder ELL. Although the students who were active between April and 
June participated, their level of emotional engagement increased when they were able to 
connect with peers. One student explained, 
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“During online learning, I felt happy when I was working with my friends on Teams. I liked that 
we could see each other, and that I could see my teachers. I liked watching the videos together 
on Teams, talking to each other and learning together. I like that I still do this with Camp Wonder.”  

The importance of visual interaction was reinforced by another student who was active during 
online learning, 

“Even though I felt good with online learning, it was a bit boring because not everyone in my class 
would be on the meetings or talking on Edsby together. It was just me, the teacher and maybe 2 
other people. How can I learn with only 3 people? I need my class. But now I have met new people 
from different places, I would have never had this experience at school. Now we all learn together, 
and I can hear what they are saying, and they can hear me too.” 

The students who were inconsistent or inactive during the months of April to June shared that 
their enjoyment for online learning began with the Summer Learning Program. Both students 
shared that their connection with the Summer Learning teachers and the feedback they received 
when completing their work made them excited to participate everyday. One student stated, 

“I am doing the work now and the class is so fun because the teacher is so good, she helps me. I 
like that we are playing and learning at the same time. She also came to my house to show me 
how to use the computer and the program, and that really helped me because I wanted to learn. 
Whenever I have a problem now, like for example, a math question, the teacher will stay online 
with me to help me solve the problem.” 

Another student explained, 

“Before, I would always ask my teacher for feedback and they would always say it was right, but 
when they would mark my work, my mark would be low, but they never told me why. I wished I 
knew what I could do to improve my work. Now, my teacher tells me how I am doing, she tells me 
if I am right or wrong, and what I need to do to fix it.” 

The students also expressed feeling successful with online learning. Students who were active 
during online learning associated their success with language development, challenging tasks and 
feedback. One student stated, 

“I felt proud of myself because I made progress in my English and learning. I participated in 
different activities and I noticed that my vocabulary got better, I could read and talk more and 
this made me excited about my progress. My teachers would tell me how I was doing, they would 
also correct my work or tell me how to make my work better.” 

Another student shared similar feelings, 

“I felt successful even though I met new challenges with online learning. My teacher would give 
me more challenging tasks online or have me share my learning with my class. But she would 



76 
 

always talk to me about my work. I like that I could use the computer to support my learning and 
to do the work, which I think is something that will help me when I get to the older grades. I also 
liked that I could learn English quickly by adapting to my challenges.” 

Students who were inactive or inconsistent during online learning never mentioned whether they 
felt successful during the months of April to June, however, they were prompt to reply that they 
felt success when they began Camp Wonder ELL. Once again, teacher feedback was the main 
reason these students felt accomplished, much of this was attributed to the personalized 
comments and next steps, as well as being recognized for their work. 

“I would do my work and my teacher would always reply to me. She would tell me how I was 
doing. If I didn’t know an answer or understand the question, I could ask her, and she would 
respond back to me. I even got a card delivered by my teacher with a gift card because I have 
been doing my work everyday.” 

Another element of emotional engagement that emerged during the interviews was a student’s 
desire for more arts-based teaching and activities, while also reinforcing the importance of 
importance of gamifying learning, 

“I would really like to see art in the online program, I think this would be a good thing to have in 
an online program, something where we could create, or even paint. Games and activities really 
help us to learn more too, so more of this would be nice for online learning.” 

Results: Cognitive Engagement 

Student’s cognitive engagement during the months of April to June ranged between students 
who were active and those who were inconsistently active or inactive. However, all students 
demonstrated signs of cognitive engagement during Camp Wonder ELL. 

Students who were active during online learning discussed learning new concepts, expanding 
their oral and written English language, and being given new challenges. For both active students, 
the feeling of being challenged motivated them to find solutions, whether it was from the 
assistance of their family, teacher or their own independent searches. One student stated, 

“In school I was met with challenges, but not like the challenges I was given in online learning. My 
teacher would always send me new challenges, new things to learn and I would use the computer 
to help me understand it. Sometimes I would think about the question and write down my 
thoughts and then talk about my ideas with the teacher.” 

Another student added, 

“If I didn’t know something, I would try to research it myself. For example, I had an assignment 
about ‘up’ and ‘down’, but I didn’t really understand it, so I went onto YouTube to learn more 
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about it. So, I would always try to learn about it myself first. Then if it was something I couldn’t 
figure out on my own, I would ask my mom and then my teacher.” 

Students who were inconsistent or inactive during online learning shared different experiences. 
For them, language and technology were barriers for their cognitive engagement. One student 
explained, 

“The new words were very challenging for me. Like when I would try and look at the messages on 
Edsby, I didn’t know what it was saying. So, I would try to look it up on the internet to find the 
meaning but if I could still not understand the meaning, then I would just try to give it my best 
guess.” 

For this student, even online and mobile translation systems could not accurately translate the 
meaning of the content or instructions, which left her feeling less cognitively engaged.  

Similarly, the inability to access Microsoft Teams made it challenging for another student to 
engage. It was not until she began Camp Wonder ELL that she felt motivated and engaged in the 
learning, 

“My computer had Microsoft Teams on it, but the program didn’t work. So, I couldn’t participate 
on any meetings or lessons with my class. But my Camp Wonder teacher came to my house and 
fixed it for me and showed me how to use the program. Now if I don’t understand something, I 
look it up on YouTube or I ask my teacher and she helps me right away.” 

Results: Behavioural Engagement 

Behavioural engagement varied between active students and inconsistent or inactive students. 
Students who were consistently active from April to June each had an established routine. One 
student explained, 

“I would wake up at 8:00 a.m. then eat breakfast. Then everyday at 9:00 a.m. I would go on the 
computer and check my work. Then I would go read the books I was assigned, go to the websites 
my teacher gave us, and then finish my work. Sometimes I would go on YouTube to learn more 
about something that I liked from my class.” 

Another student who was consistent with online learning did not feel there was a sense of routine 
with the online organization. He also interpreted his teacher’s late-night posts as a form of 
disruption to the consistency he experienced in school. Although the void of routine discouraged 
him, he still found the motivation to continue to engage by establishing his own routine so that 
he could complete his work, 

“Everyday I would wake up, eat my breakfast and then check Edsby and my work. But the routine 
was kind of messed up because it was like ‘come anytime online’. It wasn’t organized like school 



78 
 

is. The organization of was also different because the teacher would put the work late. Like when 
I would wake up in the morning, I would see that the work was put online the night before. So, 
the routine wasn’t like it is with Camp Wonder.” 

In contrast, students who were inconsistently active or inactive did not have a set routine for 
online learning in place. The students’ limited routine was related to their commitments, as well 
as their familiarity with technology. One student explained her commitment to continuing her 
Chinese studies during the months of April to June,  

“I took classes from China online in the morning. The class was instructed from China and all my 
instruction and work was in Chinese. Then in the afternoon I would try to check Edsby but 
sometimes I would forget.” 

Another student explained that their lack of routine was due to the barriers encountered with 
technology, 

“The first major factor was technology, so in the beginning I wasn’t familiar with Edsby and I 
didn’t know where to find the link, where to download the homework or where to submit the 
work. I was still learning because I only got here in February. Then I also did not have a laptop, 
just an iPad. Sometimes my math homework needed to be printed and I didn’t have a printer at 
home, so because of that I couldn’t submit my homework.” 

Results: Relational Engagement 

There were mixed feelings towards the online class community. One active student felt content 
and a sense of belonging during her online experience, however, the remaining three students 
had mixed feelings about the online community prior to Camp Wonder ELL. 

The student who felt part of the online class community explained that the online platform acted 
as a shield for her, an area of comfort, where she could express herself freely without judgment, 
but also had the time to process what she was hearing and thinking,  

“I was less nervous when I was online. I felt comfortable talking with my classmates and teacher, 
actually, more comfortable than I do when I am talking in person. When I communicate online, it 
feels like it can protect me. I have more courage to express myself. But I know that both types of 
communication are good.  

However, the other active student felt disconnected from his class. As mentioned earlier, it was 
difficult for him to engage when majority of his classmates were not participating in the online 
community or that instruction was not delivered in a consistent manner. He explained, 

“I didn’t feel like I was a part of a community, I had a whole class, but only few people were in the 
class participating so I felt like I was going down. Like the first meeting I had online, it was only 
me and my teacher, no one else came to the class. This made me feel less motivated.” 
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For this student, joining Camp Wonder ELL made him feel closer to the classroom community, 

“In Camp Wonder there were like 18 of us, that is almost like what I have in my class in school, so 
it felt good, it felt like I was part of a community. I could talk with other people, be challenged, it 
felt good.” 

Similarly, for another student, the relational piece was missing because all activities took place 
through Microsoft Teams. She did not know how to use Microsoft Teams, therefore, was unable 
to connect with her classmates. The communication she had with her teacher was also 
interrupted by a language barrier, and limited contact. However, this same student felt entirely 
different when she began Camp Wonder, she discussed feeling part of a class and learning 
community, she went on to explain, 

“After getting Microsoft teams working and starting Camp Wonder, I started to talk with other 
students, having fun with them and doing the work together as a class. This made a big difference 
for me.”  
 
Conclusions, Learning and Looking Forward 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors effecting ELLs’ engagement with online 
learning through a student lens. To grasp the complexity of engagement, the researcher focused 
on five critical elements: behavioural engagement, cognitive engagement, emotional 
engagement and relational engagement. Factors such as technology, parental support and the 
environment were also included in the scope of the study. 

Analysis of the data indicated that the following factors effect ELLs’ engagement with online 
learning: 

• Students who had prior experience with various applications, platforms and technological 
tools were more confident and likely to engage with online learning. 

• Emotional engagement increased when students experienced ongoing visual interaction 
with their teacher and peers through Microsoft Teams, and frequent contact and 
personalized feedback from their teacher. 

• Emotional engagement increased when students were given tasks that were within their 
zone of proximal development, and when learning was gameified. The desire to include 
arts-based teaching was also noted. 

• Cognitive engagement increased when students received challenges that were attainable 
for them, or that motivated them to extend their thinking.  

• Cognitive engagement was sustained when students were able to read and understand 
the content, instructions and work, and when technology was perceived as an assistive 
tool that was navigable. 

• Behavioural engagement increased when students established a set routine at home, 
prioritized schoolwork, received teacher instruction on a consistent basis, and were 
familiar with various technology platforms, tools and resources. 
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• Relational engagement required whole class participation and peer interaction across all 
learning planforms, along with consistent instructional delivery and daily teacher 
interaction and constructive feedback. 

Taking into consideration the emerging themes, it is suggested that administrators, teachers and 
stakeholders consider the following recommendations when moving forward with preparing and 
engaging 21st Century ELL learners with the online learning: 

• Provide professional development for teachers focused on how to gamify instruction and 
content and how to create instructional videos, as well as training of Board applications, 
platforms such as Edsby and Microsoft Teams, and technological tools (Chromebook and 
iPad) prior to the school year. 

• Provide students with training of Board applications, platforms such as Edsby and 
Microsoft Teams, and technological tools (Chromebook and iPad) at the start of the 
school year. 

• Ensure all board technology is equipped with the proper applications, and that 
applications are compatible with the device and in working condition.  

• Prioritize feedback and communication with students and parents. Seek out assistance 
from SWIS when translation is needed. 

• Consider daily or every-other-day instruction in small or large group that is synchronous 
and consistent each week. 

• Consider implementing a Problem of the Week to challenge students. Depending on the 
group size and group ability, consider offering more than one problem for students to 
choose from so that it is accessible for all learners. 

• Ensure announcements and instructions are clear, simple and at the students’ reading 
level. Consider creating an audio recording or visual recording that models the 
expectations and or work for the student. 

• Incorporate cross-curricular activities that integrates the arts. 
• To help students establish a routine, provide students and families with possible 

timetables of how they can manage their time and schoolwork using various schedules. 
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Introduction 

Parent engagement has long been viewed as a critical factor in student success and has been a 

consistent goal of the Greater Essex County District School Board (GECDSB) Summer Learning 
Program. Parent engagement is the proactive involvement in their child's education, which the 

parent initiates as their responsibility for children's psychosocial and educational development. 

When focused on learning outcomes, parent engagement has an immense impact on student 
achievement, and the benefits span beyond the immediate school year (Leithwood & Patrician, 

2015). Parental engagement in a child's education is associated with positive student outcomes 

in multiple areas, including academic performance, attitude and behavior, attendance, 

adjustment and engagement, graduation rates, and overall well-being (Leithwood & Patrician, 

2015; OME, 2012; CEA, 2014). Despite this link between parental engagement and academic and 

overall success, many parents find it hard to maintain an active presence in their children's 

academic lives for various reasons. According to Leithwood and Patricia (2015), family 

background is multi-dimensional, with factors affecting engagement largely unalterable such as 

family income and parental education level. However, some elements are alterable including 

parenting style, parental expectations for children's work at school, direct instructional support 
for school learning (e.g., parents reading with their children), parent interest in the curriculum, 

and the monitoring of children's engagement with their schoolwork (Leithwood & Patrician, 

2015). 
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Distance learning, as a result of COVID-19, has created many new obstacles for parents as they 

have had to navigate this new form of education, as well as new barriers in their home and work 

life. With children currently unable to be in classrooms and schools closed for an extended length 

of time, the importance of learning at home is amplified. The task of supporting children's 

learning has fallen on parents and guardians at a much larger rate. This can provide significant 

challenges as many parents and guardians navigate working from home and caring for multiple 

children. Parents and guardians have taken on many new roles during this time, while trying to 

figure out new routines and cope with ample amounts of stress.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research is to understand how parents and guardians' role has shifted during 

distance learning. The goal will be to take this new knowledge and understand how to better 
support parents and guardians during distance learning at the classroom level, at the 

administration level, and the school board level.   

 
For the remainder of the school year from March to June, the school experience during distance 

learning varied from every teacher. Requirements from the Ministry of Education 

included specific hours required for student learning each day, and later a small mandatory 
synchronous component was added for each week. During the GECDSB Summer Learning 

Program, the school experience was much different with children required to log on Monday 

through Friday at a set time for 2 hours and 10 minutes of synchronous learning. For this research, 

the focus is on understanding parents' experience from the Summer Learning Program; however, 
naturally, parents spoke about their distance learning experience as a whole.  

 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study lead to the following research questions:  
1. How has parent/guardian engagement shifted during distance learning?  
2. As educators, what do we need from parents/guardians during distance learning?  

3. What can we do as a system to support parents/guardians during distance learning?   
 

Literature Review 

Psychological, educational, and social factors play a role in both parents' motivation to be actively 

engaged in their child's education and the teacher's preparedness and presumptions about 
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parental involvement. This literature review will explore the importance of parental engagement 

and barriers to participation.  

 

Reasons for Parent Engagement  

There are several reasons parents become involved and to what level they become engaged in 

their child's education. According to Leithwood (2009), this includes parent's construction of the 

parental role, parent's sense of efficacy for helping children succeed, parent's personal belief that 

school personnel wants them to be involved, and parent's own belief about the desire of their 

children for them to be involved. Although these reasons are linked to the traditional in-school 

experience, this reasoning is still directly applicable to a distance learning environment. During a 

pandemic, parents may have a stronger desire to become engaged in their child's learning as they 

view their engagement as even more necessary than usual for ensuring their child does not fall 
behind without the in-school experience. 

  

Parent's construction of the parental role. When parents believe that school engagement is a vital 
part of what it means to be a responsible parent, evidence has shown that they are much more 

likely to be involved (Leithwood, 2009; Deslandes & Bertrand, 2005).  

 
Parent's sense of efficacy for helping children succeed. When parents believe that they have the 

opportunities, skills, and knowledge needed to help their children, they are more likely to 

become engaged (Leithwood, 2009). Life circumstances also shape a parent's view on if they 

believe they have opportunities to be involved, including factors like working hours and energy 
levels (Leithwood, 2009). This may have shifted during distance learning as parents have been 

dealing with many different schedules and commitments than they are used to, which include 

navigating their children now being at home full-time, and in many cases, parents are still working 

or working from home. Although parents may want to be involved, if they do not have 

opportunities during the day because of demanding schedules, they may not be able to do so.  

 
Parents belief that school personnel wants them to be involved. When parents believe that their 

involvement is needed and desired from teachers, they want to be more involved in their 

children's education (Leithwood, 2009). During distance learning, teachers need parents to play 
a more significant role in helping their children succeed each day at home, and so parents may 

become more engaged knowing this.  
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Parent's personal beliefs about the desire of their children for them to be involved. When parents 

believe that their children want them to be involved, they may be more engaged in their 

education (Leithwood, 2009).  

 

Barriers to Parent Engagement  

 Various factors influence the level of parent engagement, including parents' social class, race, 

economic status, and school environment and culture.  

 

Social class, race, and economic status. Parent social class, race, and economic status have been 

identified as significant factors in the nature and quality of engagement (Baker et al., 2016; 

Leithwood, 2009). These same factors have been identified as significant influences on cognitive 

and social skills, explaining variations of success to children's school readiness when they 
transition to kindergarten (Baker et al., 2016; Leithwood, 2009). 

 

School environment and culture. The school environment has a significant impact on the extent 
to which parents become involved. A positive, caring, and inclusive environment dramatically 

increases the chances of parents feeling safe and empowered to be engaged (Leithwood, 2009). 

This is particularly true for marginalized parents, as parents may feel misunderstood or 
unwelcome (Baker et al., 2016). 

 

Parent Engagement Framework  

The level of parent engagement comes in many forms; thus for this research, there will be three 
types of parents/guardians used as a framework to understanding levels of engagement: a 

behaviourally engaged parent, a cognitively engaged parent, and an emotionally engaged parent 

(Adapted from the Canadian Education Association, 2014) (See Table 1). A behaviourally engaged 

parent is physically present with their children by prompting them to complete schoolwork and 

sitting with them as they do that. A cognitively engaged parent exposes children to stimulating 

activities by participating in homework or keeping track of their schoolwork. An emotionally 
engaged parent communicates positively about why school matters and why it is essential to stay 

consistent with distance learning. They convey that they value school and expect their children 

to as well.  
 

Parents do not necessarily fall into one of these categories all the time, but instead, they may be 

a combination of one or more levels. During distance learning, these levels become much more 
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prominent as parents are now 

required to be much more 

engaged and involved in their 

child's education, which is 

particularly true for younger 

children as they lack the 

independence to do so on 

their own.  

 

Figure 1  

Adapted from the Canadian 

Education Association (2014) 
 

Methodology 

Research Framework 
 This study focused on the perspectives of parents and guardians in the 2020 GECDSB Summer 

Learning Program. An exploratory qualitative approach was used to investigate the lived 

experiences of participants. Qualitative methodologies use a descriptive approach to understand 
individuals and events by focusing on inquiry and understanding how the participants interpret 

their lived experiences (Creswell, 2008). 

 

Research Participants 
Participants were chosen through convenience and purposeful sampling. This includes 

participants who are available and easily accessible for the study (Gay et al., 2011). Participants 

included eight parents and/or guardians of the GECDSB Summer Learning Program. These 

parents were invited to voluntarily participate in a semi-structured interview that sought to 

understand their experience during distance learning throughout the end of the 2019-2020 

school year, and more particularly, during the 2020 Summer Learning Program.  
 

Instrumentation   

Data was gathered from participants during one semi-structured phone interview (see Appendix 
A for guiding questions). At the start of each interview, participants were explained the purpose 

of the study and asked to verbally consent in participation. They were given time to ask any 

additional questions before the interview began. Interviews were semi-structured, and on 

Behaviourally Engaged 
•Sit with children 

•Prompt them to complete 
schoolwork

Cognitively 
Engaged 

•Helping with 
homework

•Keeping track of 
coursework

Emotionally 
Engaged

•Moral Support
•Positive attitude 

towards learning
•Discussion of learning
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average, the total time for each interview was approximately 25 minutes. Interview questions 

were designed to gain perspectives on the changing roles of parents and guardians in an online 

setting. The questions were used as a guide to facilitate reflection and more profound level 

thinking. The interview was piloted before use, and edits were made concerning question clarity. 

A non-directive style of interviewing using open-ended questioning was used in order to allow 

participants to control the pace and subject matter of the interview. Evidence was gathered using 

open-ended questions to encourage a meaningful dialogue that captured the individuals' 

experiences and allow for unique responses without being limited to one-word answers. 

According to Creswell (2008), "the more open-ended the questioning, the better, as the 

researcher listens carefully to what people say or do in their life setting" (p. 21). When 

clarification of information was needed, a more directive style of questioning was used.  

 
Ethical Considerations  

There were many important ethical considerations needed during the recruitment of 

participants, data collection, and data analysis. All research participants voluntarily participated 
in this research, as well as had the right to withdraw at any time. Participants were not exposed 

to any undue risk, which includes issues related to privacy, confidentiality, as well as collecting 

information without their knowledge or permission. All identifiable information obtained from 
participants was kept confidential. The participants' identities were not revealed at any time, and 

pseudonyms were used for reporting purposes.  

Limitations  

 
The primary limitation of the study was the generalizability of findings. This study consisted of 

only eight parents and/or guardians from the GECDSB Summer Learning Program. Each school 

board is a unique system, so the study results cannot be generalized to other settings or schools. 

With only 8 participants, there is no way that the parents' experiences in this study represent the 

experiences and attitudes of the parents of Ontario. It should also be understood that variations 

in participants' experiences would have resulted in a different interpretation of the data. As a 
result, themes and recommendations may have been changed. Therefore, the findings should be 

interpreted with caution and not generalized beyond these eight individuals' experiences. 

However, this research did not seek to generalize, but rather to explore the subtle nuances and 
reflections on parents' lived experiences from the GECDSB Summer Learning Program. To 

enhance this research's transferability, further research studies should be conducted that employ 

a more diverse sample of parents and/or guardians across Ontario.  
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Results 

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data (Braun & Clark, 2006). Thematic Analysis is a 

method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the data. A theme 

represents patterned responses and meaning within the data set that captures essential 

information concerning the research questions (Braun & Clark, 2006). The following themes were 

drawn from applying thematic analysis: 1) Flexibility; 2) Relationships; 3) Accountability; and 4) 

Meaningful Content. These themes will be discussed in detail through participant excerpts, 

interpretative commentaries, and further discussion, including the guiding questions used in the 

semi-structured interview.  

 

Theme 1: Flexibility  
During this time, parents and guardians have been navigating the transition to life at home during 

a pandemic. Some parents may be off work, while others may still be working like usual or 

working from home. These differences may provide parents with barriers to helping their 
children at home, particularly during specific periods of the day. Different levels of parent 

engagement can create levels of disparity among students. A common recommendation that 

arose during interviews was the need for flexibility with the workload, particularly for younger 
students.  

 

The biggest struggle was wondering if it is going to be a good day and being there for both of 

my kids. My parents took my youngest a couple of times because my husband was at work. But, 
most of the time, I had to manage both of their schedules and keep them focused and on 

task. ~Parent 

 
It was so helpful when teachers would post the schedule for the week. That way we could plan 

out what we were doing, and exactly when I could help them during the day if I was working. 

~Parent 

 
I loved having them on every day during SLP for two hours, but since I was working, I couldn’t 

sit with them, so that part of synchronous makes it hard. But the teachers did a wonderful job. 

~Parent   
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As a parent, I had to juggle a lot. With my children at home and needing to help them every 

step of the way, it was a challenge. We need flexibility to try and manage. ~Parent  

 

 

Theme 2: Relationships  

One way for teachers to think of parents, particularly during distance learning, is as a partner and 

learning coach. Educators now expect a lot more from parents through distance learning, and so 

building a relationship with the families is crucial. Teaching is so much more than academic 

success; the overall success of the child is just as important, and parents and teachers need a 

partnership that allows them to work together to reach those goals. It was a consistent consensus 

from parents in this study, that relationships were crucial for success during this time. Not only a 

strong parent-teacher relationship, but a strong student-teacher relationship as well.  

The biggest thing is reaching out to families and making sure that connection is consistent. 
~Parent  

 

Both of my children's teachers called on a professional level and continued to do that to check 

in, which built that co-relationship. ~Parent  
 

Through the SLP, the children were meeting their teachers for the first time, but they did a really 

good job trying to build a connection online. That made my daughter excited to log on each 
day. ~Parent  

 

Theme 3: Accountability  

Student accountability matters much more in a distance learning environment. Educators now 

must rely on student self-motivation to push them to their full potential in this uniquely different 

school year. Motivating students to take responsibility for their learning and achieve their best 

has always been a struggle for teachers. However, holding students accountable for their own 

success is key since they have been doing all of their schoolwork in their home environment. 

Educators have been relying not only on student’s self-motivation, but also parents and guardians 

to help with keeping children motivated. Many parents felt that synchronous learning was the 

best way to keep student’s accountable, because the parents included in this study expressed 

that it was very difficult to constantly motivate their children asynchronously.   



90 
 

My son needs accountability and synchronous learning is the accountability that he needs when 

working online. ~Parent  

 
It was such a big struggle with the fine line with the role of a teacher and the role of the parent. 

As a parent, my child doesn't want to learn from me. That fine line of blurring the roles, I need 

to be a mom first. She constantly thinks I am giving her more expectations. It was important 
for her to be a part of synchronous learning, so she saw that it was coming from the 

teacher.  ~Parent  

 

 

Theme 4: Meaningful Content 

Creating content that is meaningful to students is crucial to connect to students in an online 

environment and get them motivated for their own learning. This can be achieved when students 
are offered the opportunity to link their classroom content and activities to personal experiences. 

Now more than ever, students need to feel connected to their teacher and peers and parents 

explained that their children needed to feel connected to their content, otherwise there was no 
motivation to log on each day.   

They need to have a purpose for completing work online, otherwise there is no connection or 

drive. ~Parent   

 
The SLP made learning so exciting. My son looked forward to logging on each day. Although 

sometimes two hours was really long for him to sit, since the content was meaningful and the 

teachers were so passionate, it wasn’t as much of a struggle to get him started in the morning. 
~Parent  

 

Recommendations 

Much of the literature share key attributes of parent engagement and the importance of building 

positive student-teacher and parent-teacher relationships (Baker et al., 2016; Leithwood & 

Patrician, 2015). The following interpretations and recommendations for teachers were gathered 

from the current literature and the parents and guardians' perspectives in this study.   

First Research Question: How has parent/guardian engagement shifted during distance 

learning?  
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Parent engagement has shifted immensely during distance learning. In order for distance 

learning to be successful, particularly for younger learners, parents have needed to take on a very 

large support role for their children. Students need assistance with technology, staying organized, 

understanding what is expected of them, and ultimately staying consistent with a routine to keep 

up with the workload. All tasks that teachers are no longer able fully help students with during 

an online environment. Parents have had to juggle a lot more, which is why educators should 

implement the recommendations of this paper to make the process as supportive and 

compassionate as possible for families during this transition.  

 

When understanding levels of engagement: a behaviourally engaged parent, a cognitively 

engaged parent, and an emotionally engaged parent (Adapted from the Canadian Education 

Association, 2014), with the participants in this study, most parents were a mix of a behaviourally 
and emotionally engaged parent. Many parents did not feel completely comfortable with the 

content, and so although they were engaged, they more so helped with tasks such as getting 

them logged on with their technology, keeping a consistent routine, sitting with them, or 
checking in periodically to be sure they are on task.  

Second Research Question: As educators, what do we need from parents/guardians during 

distance learning?  
 

As educators, we ultimately need the support of parents and guardians during distance learning. 

Students need to be present each day in an online environment, just like they would be in an in-

person environment. In order for that to happen, parents and guardians need to understand and 
believe in the benefit of keeping up with school to the best of their ability to continue reaching 

overall success for each child.  

Third Research Question: What can we do as a system to support parents/guardians during 
distance learning?   

 

For distance learning to be successful, particularly during such an uncertain time, there needs to 

be support from the entire system. Across the system, there needs to be more consistency with 

what teachers are conducting for children through distance learning. The following 

recommendations have been created, and in order to implement, the system needs to provide 
teachers with the resources and support to do so.  
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1. Create a routine to share important information  

Parents and guardians need to receive important updates routinely, and it is important to do this 

in multiple formats to ensure accessibility for all. This is especially important to enable access for 

families whose first language is not English. Sending emails, calls, or even recording videos are all 

effective ways to reach families. Providing "week-at-a-glance" is also very beneficial to help 

families know what to expect and plan for. Parents expressed that when they received a plan for 

the week, they could manage the expectations and work at a reasonable pace successfully. This 

is especially important with multiple children at home, as each child needs to navigate different 

work and time on technology.  

 

2. Offer opportunities for shared dialogue  

In order to meet the goal of overall success for every student, it is important to allow for two-
way communication in order to create a mutual partnership. The following suggestions are 

offered for increasing opportunities of shared dialogue.  

Provide families with a way to contact you when needed: Allow for parents to contact you by 
email, direct messaging, or calling when they need to. Although it is important to set up 

boundaries for times of the day that you are available, it is important to have a consistent routine 

that allows for you to timely respond to needs of families that may arise.  
 

Check in with families on a personal level periodically: It is important to check in with families on 

a more socio-emotional level to understand family needs, and if there is anything that you can 

do to support these things. Challenges around resources and food may be able to be met with 
support from the school district.  

 

Offer opportunities for families to provide feedback: One way to do this is by considering using 

surveys periodically to understand their perspectives on what is working and what is not. 

Similarly, encouraging parents and guardians to contact you with feedback will help you better 

understand and suit their needs.  
 

3. Provide meaningful content  

A large aspect of reaching and engaging children, particularly those who may have difficulties in 
school, is through connection and meaningful content. Since the role of connection between the 

educator and child has shifted dramatically in an online environment, it is crucial to provide 
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content that is meaningful to the students. There has to be a reason for them to engage each day 

through an online platform.  

 

4. Provide resources to help support continued learning at home  

 Since parents are taking on a larger role during distance learning, it is important to provide the 

right tools and resources to ease what may be a very overwhelming transition. It was understood 

from this research that many parents do not feel comfortable with all of the content their 

children are learning, particularly for children in older grades. One way to mitigate this is with 

explicit instructions on what is expected with the daily work and providing extra resources that 

help both the children and parents understand the material. Parents indicated that synchronous 

learning was best when teaching new material. 

 

Conclusion 
Regardless of background, parents and guardians want to help their children and have the ability 

to provide support, but only as long as they have access to that support. During COVID-19, 

families are now positioned to play an even more vital role in their children's day-to-day learning. 

Although some students are returning to school in-person, families have the option to keep their 
child home and continue with distance learning, proving these recommendations to be vital for 

student success. From this research, it is clear that parents and guardians view meaningful 

content and strong relationships as key factors for student success in any setting. It is not only 
crucial for parents and guardians to feel engaged; they need to feel confident and supported that 

they have access to help their children at home, despite these new obstacles. It is up to the 

teachers to lay the foundation for this partnership, but it is up to the system as a whole to help 

teachers with that task. 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions  
1. How do you support your child(ren) at home during distance learning? 

2. What new challenges have you faced during distance learning?  

3. Do you feel comfortable helping teach your children new material at home? If so, what 

makes you feel comfortable? If not, what could the teacher do to help you feel more 

comfortable?  

4. What kind of things has the school done that helped you help your child(ren) at home? 

5. What do you believe could better support engaging with your child(ren)’s learning at 

home?  

6. Describe the relationship do you have with your child(ren)’s teacher and school during 

distance learning?  
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Pivoting:  Factors that support 
a successful system shift 

 
 

Introduction 

Adaptation is the process of changing to meet the needs of stakeholders.  A pivot describes the 
small moves an individual, group or system makes as they move toward the eventual 
adaptation.  Pivots are processes in and of themselves.  They are based on feedback, use a 
problem-solving approach and serve to adjust or refine the vision as the group moves through 
the change. They are incremental and so, more easily identifiable.   
 
This study aims to understand how the Summer Learning Program (SLP) pivoted toward a fully 
online teaching and learning model. We will examine the factors that support successful pivots. 
The study will also discuss possible implications for leading and learning as we move into the fall 
of 2020 and provide teams with ideas, strategies and questions to assist them as they pivot. 
 
Adaptability and Pivoting 

Adaptation is a process. Most of the time it is gradual, happening over long periods.  Moving 
toward the model presented in the 2020 SLP was significantly more rapid. There were many 
drivers and reasons to adapt but in order to understand how the SLP was able to change so 
quickly, we must reflect on its past.  The program has slowly evolved into a lab school, with 
mechanisms and practices in place that encourage experimentation, feedback loops, support for 
continuous learning and other factors which we will describe in detail through this study.  
 
The term, “pivot” is commonly used in the Business Literature to describe the changes made by 
entrepreneurial start-ups when responding to the challenges they face. Pivoting, or shifting a 
business strategy in big and small ways, is an acceptable and necessary process for responding 
to early failures by learning from them. Eric Ries (2009) coined the term, “the pivot” and 
described iterations or cycles of trialing to recognize when it is time to stay on the course or when 
to take the lessons and shift part of the model. Steve Blank (2010) created his Customer 
Development Model with a pivot, an iterative loop to address a failure and adjust the business 
model.  
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Blank (2010) explains that the ability to pivot quickly and often is what defines scalable startups 
because most initial business models for startups are wrong. The process of iteration in search of 
the successful business model is called the pivot.  

In 2011, the Harvard Business Review (O’Connor & Klebahn) outlined rules for a “strategic pivot” 
that was aimed at entrepreneurs and “other innovators” opening up the application potential of 
pivot strategy to other, bigger business. Their five rules include: Have an idea compost pile; Know 
your customers, not just their statistics; Fail early, more cheaply and more often; Build a 
customer focused culture, not a product focused one; and Don’t survive mediocrity.  

In response to the 2020 global pandemic, many companies are pivoting to address the abrupt 
changes to the global health, the marketplace, the workplace and logistics systems. Taherian 
(2020) outlines pivots for businesses’ survival, including shifts towards healthcare, to online, to 
undiscovered assets, to transportation, and the supply chain. 

Education is pivoting as well. 
(CBC April 2020, Montreal 
Gazette, BC Teachers’ Union) 
describe the move to distance 
learning in education as a pivot. 
While the term pivot seems to 
fit the shift in education’s 
response to social distancing 
demands, there are questions 
about how educators and 
districts are engaged in an 
iterative process described 
above to use failures, success 

indicators, and customer feedback to search for successful models for public education and 
learning. Figure 1 is an image base on the work of Argyris to describe the potential for learning 
from an experience by reflecting in two loops. 

New environments demand new ideas, strategies and skills. They require a shift in 
vision.  Learning in an online environment was a call to act and adapt. There was a moral 
imperative driving the work.  How do we provide our students with the best possible 
education? As well as inquiry and urgency. What does excellence in teaching and learning look 
like in an online environment?  What can we learn now, to better help us prepare for the fall?   
 
Successfully moving through any change demands that an organization have the resources, 
structures, practices and vision to change. Heifetz and Linsky call this, adaptive capacity (2009). 
It is a set of numerous conditions that exist, making adaptation possible.  In order to understand 
the factors that supported successful pivots in the 2020 SLP we acknowledge that the program 
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already possessed the capacity to adapt. The soil was rich and ready to support whatever new 
crop was being planted. 
 
Conservation and Change 

As we face any adaptive challenge we must ask questions about what it is we need to conserve 
and what we need to change.  Even when we take something and give it an extreme makeover, 
we do not strip away all of the existing elements. Given the context that the SLP was facing, the 
organizers realized that there was going to necessary shift to online. But what elements would 
remain?  

The program organizers began with  solid ideas about the purpose of the program, which 
remained steadfast.  They quickly constructed a vision of the program as a 2 hour synchronous 
model.  Due to the current public health restrictions, the recreation component was eliminated. 
But many of the other elements remained intact. In fact, an analysis of the program elements 
demonstrates that very few components were lost through the adaptation.   

The argument that people avoid or do not like change is refuted in research, instead opening up 
the argument that what people actually fear is loss (SOMEOME). As people are faced with an 
adaptation, they fear that what they know and love will disappear, and may not buy into a vision 
of progress because it means letting go of deeply-rooted ways of being. The current global health 
crisis was driver to adapt, but in order for there to be a successful outcome leaders from 
classroom to system had to lead.  

Adaptive challenges can only be addressed through changes in people’s priorities, beliefs, 
habits ad loyalties.  Making progress requires going beyond any authoritative expertise to 
mobilize, discover, shedding certain entrenched ways, tolerating loss and generating new 
capacity to thrive anew. (Heifetz, Grashow and Linksy, 2009). 

Therefore, we decided to …. the following program aspects… 

Keep Lose Innovate, Modify or Adapt 

Program Vision, innovation, 
literacy, numeracy, 
community and cultural 
connections 
 
Team teaching 
 
Staffing structure 
 
Research team 
 

Afternoon Recreation 
 
Facilities, brick and mortar 
school 
 
Some community partners 
 
 
 

Synchronous teaching  
 
New staffing roles 
 
Assessments 
 
Professional learning 
 
Breakfast and snack 
program 
 
Parent Engagement  
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Strong relationships for 
learning 
 
Narrow Learning Goals 
 

 
Resources 
 
Camp Discovery 
 
Teaching Technological 
Literacy 
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Methods 

The study aimed to understand and document the factors that contributed to a system’s pivot.  
As participant researchers, we collected data throughout the process of planning and engaging 
in the program.  

Information about challenges that emerged and how the program responses were documented 

Semi-structured group interviews allowed stakeholders to further describe situations involving 
tensions and problem-solving. Researchers were able to provide ongoing feedback, data and 
information based on their observations to support decision making for the program leaders.  
The researchers met to analyze emerging themes and consulted  program and other system 
leaders to help name themes and identify those which were already present in the program and 
which emerged as new factors. 

 

Positionality 

We are Vice Principals with background as Board Researchers, interested in improving practice 
as school leaders and collaborating with school and system leaders about possibilities for system 
change.   

 

Data Sources 

• semi-structured group interviews 
• observations during class learning 
• team and coordinator meetings 
• survey data. 

 

Data Analysis 

Several themes emerged which helped us to understand how the GECDSB Summer Learning 
Program pivots.  

• Adaptive Leadership 
• Joint Determination and Vision  
• Weaving mechanisms and practices 
• Innovation and experimentation 
• Problem Focused 
• Feedback Loops  
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Joint Determination and Vision 
How do systems use joint determination and their vision of success to pivot?  
 

The system’s vision and goals are determined through 
collaboration. Fullan (2019) explains the leaders’ job in 
times of challenge and change is to engage in this process, 
“help forge unity of purpose and action (a never-ending 
continuous process which, for me, is the essence of joint 
determination)”. (p. 18). The result is a clear vision and 

room to adjust within it. Beyond collaboratively deciding on the vision and goals for the program, 
there is discussion and development of the theory of action, so a clear understanding of how 
changes will happen is made explicit. This shared understanding is valuable in iterations of pivots 
to be able to interrogate and possibly adjust. The theory of action as feedback is used while 
maintaining efforts towards the vision. Joint determination results in collective ownership for the 
goals and strategies, and builds commitment and collective effort towards achieving success.   
  
The summer learning program’s superintendent, principal of program, program consultants, and 
coordinators used plans and feedback from previous years’ SLP and recent pivot to distance 
learning from March to June in the 2020 school year. As described above, the team discussed 
and uncovered aspects of the program to keep, to lose or to innovate/modify/adapt and 
consulted with other stakeholders through the process including administrators, experienced 
summer learning teachers and coordinators, external research partners and trusted colleagues. 
Everyone consulted became invested in the success of the program, interested in engaging in 
learning from and through the program and willing to take brave steps towards its success.   
 
The end-of-program survey results for teachers reported that 100% of teachers were able to 

clearly identify the program 
goals as well as the goals 
associated with their 
particular foci. Knowing the 
program goals was a 
contributing factor to 
teachers meeting these goals 
and identifying through the 
anonymous survey that they 
met or exceeded the goals.  
 
 

I think we achieved success because 
we were a group of teachers working 
together to support one another for a 
common goal. ~ESL Teacher 
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Joint determination was evidenced in teaching partnerships.  Through teaching partnerships 
educators were able to interrogate their theory of action. They were able to collaborate and 
reflect, provided real-time feedback to help them adjust strategies in achieving program goals.  

Adaptive Leadership 
How is adaptive leadership functioning as system’s pivot? 
 

Leadership. Heifez, Grashow and Linksy refer to it in The Practice of Adaptive Leadership (p. 24) 
as, “a practice, an activity that some people do some of the time”.  

What are the mindsets, habits and moves of leaders as they pivot?  They are brave, setting their 
ideas up against the group.  They are inquisitive, looking for ways to experiment and innovate. 
They understand their connection to the vision and mission, and value their own and other’s 
autonomy. They look for feedback and check their bias as they analyze. They have both 
inspiration and perspiration. They co-construct a vision but aren’t afraid to adjust the goals in 
order to get to the desired outcome.  They see both the details and the big picture, and as they 
lead, they change the hearts and minds of their team.  

The following examples demonstrate adaptive leadership through the Summer Learning 
Program.  

• A teacher notices that her student is deeply disengaged and so calls the home, talks with 
the parents, establishes a relationship to find out more about the child and collaborates 
with her partner about changing the lesson to draw him into the learning. 

• The coordinator observes classrooms and sees that students and staff are struggling with 
a mathematical model. She recognizes that it is too advanced for the learners. She works 
with her partners and asks, “what experience does our staff need to see the need for a 
conceptual understanding and that there is a progression to some of these models?” They 
enlist the help of others, plan learning, ask for feedback from their staff and look for 
evidence of its implementation in the next day’s lessons. 

• The team is gathering feedback from a handful of teachers and parents pointing that there 
are elements of the program that aren’t working. They are frustrated. They carefully 
discuss their moves.  It wouldn’t be prudent to change course based on the feedback of a 
few but they worry that this is representative of a larger group?  If we get negative 
feedback, what could we feasibly do in the short time we have?  They decide to send out 

Working so closely with a partner enables you to be more reflective on a lesson. Sometimes its hard to 
tell what you are doing well and what you could do better.  Discussing daily how to change our delivery 
of the lesson on-line, helped create engaging lessons.  We were able to reflect quickly and adjust… we 
worked together to achieve the goal. It would not have happened without the partnership.  

~Numeracy Teacher 
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a short mid-way survey to gather the perspective of many, leaving an opportunity to drill 
down.  

• A teacher thinks out loud as she is trying to maneuver through one new platform. She is 
nervous as her students watch her.  A student chimes in, “I can help you.  I have done this 
before.” He presents her with instructions and then tells the group, “see if we all just 
worked together we can figure it out.” 

The teachers’ survey included an open response question asking to identify the moves leaders 
made that were considered by the teacher as helpful.  Adaptive leadership was identifiable in the 
comments. The following responses are both a range and a generalization of the comments: 

It made a difference when my coordinator said that she had the best team! She really 
believed in us and let us use our creative minds to experiment with things. 

My coordinator was motivating, encouraging and supportive. I valued my time with him 
and was really engaged in any PD that he put out. I was very thankful for his leadership. 

When my coordinator said, “We are all learning together" it made a difference, as an OT 
it is nice to feel on the same level playing ground as my contract/admin. I felt that I was 
as valuable and my experience was valid when contributing to conversations during PLCs 
and meetings. It boosted my confidence and made me believe that I was doing a good job. 

It made a difference to me that my coordinator was accessible and responsive and trusted 
us to do the right thing. She put in a lot time supporting then entire team. If things weren't 
going well, we figured it out together. 

It made a difference when my Coordinator provided a safe space for educators to take 
risks in our learning and supported us through our thinking. We understood our purpose. 
We figure it out together. Putting it together as we went along. 

They always looked for our feedback and brought our concerns and questions back to her 
coordinator meetings to get answers. She welcomed honest feedback and addressed it all 
with compassion and efficiency. 

I feel inspired by my coordinator. She is who I want to be. 

She was willing to try something new with our PD and trusted me to present my ideas. I 
am a first year OT and her believing in me made all the difference.  

Michael Fullan describes these leaders as Nuanced, “they can get beneath the surface and help 
us understand and leverage deep change for the better.” (p. ix). Each of the features that are 
described in this paper are connected to leadership. They are the ways in which a system leads 
through a pivot.  They can be examined in the individual moves of one person or of a collective 
of leaders and remain distinct. The GECDSB Summer Learning Program calls for these leaders. 
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Weaving Mechanisms and Practices  
How do systems weave together mechanisms and practices? 
 
Weaving is a process in which two different materials are interlaces into a new form. 

Mechanisms and practices are important to understand. A mechanism is a space, structure or 
tool. We have many in our current system, such as staff meetings, learning walks, assessments, 
PLCs, professional development sessions, etc.  The classroom is a kind of mechanism.  It is a space, 
tool and structure for teaching and learning. Mechanisms exist to support the goals of the system. 
A practice is a set of skills and actions. We often refer to them in conversations about teaching 
and leading while asking good questions, reflecting, planning, goal-setting etc. They also exist to 
support the goals of the organization, but it is the combination of both mechanisms and practice 
that support change.   

For example, a team meeting is a space for feedback and learning but only if the leader asks for 
it through his/her precise and intentional questioning.  Likewise, we can discuss the importance 
of reflecting, but without a mechanism in which to work, we have only a set of brilliant but 
unanswered questions.  

Often, we refer to a mechanism and attempt to replicate it, perhaps thinking that the space or 
tool is the difference maker.  Learning walks will help us improve monitoring. Or, we focus on skill 
development and actions, thinking that will help us achieve our goals. If the principal asked better 
questions math learning would improve.  We need both.  

In order to understand how the SLP pivoted we must see that within every factor are both 
mechanisms (daily meetings, coordinator check-ins, assessment, research teams, etc.) and 
practices (questioning, re-examining, clarifying, etc.) that are intricately interwoven to support 
the goals of the program.  They cannot be pulled apart. It is the dazzling dance of the two.  

The following chart lists examples of the mechanisms and practices for Joint Determination.  

Mechanism Practice 
Staffing  Hiring practices chose candidates that demonstrated shared 

values that aligned to the program goals. 
Professional Development Program vision was articulated and communicated and teachers 

collaborated to establish learning goals connection to the vision.  
Morning Meetings Coordinators prompted for successes and challenges in meeting 

program goals. Coordinators sought out student learning stories to 
share and connected them to the vision and mission of the 
program.  

Coordinator Meeting Dialogue, problem-solving, conversation, questions, analysis was 
connected to the program goals or re-directed to the program 
goals. 

Teacher Partnerships Based on shared experiences in the classroom teachers engaged in 
co-planning, co-teaching, co-reflecting in service of achieving he 
program goals. 
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Feedback In the construction of tools for feedback (surveys, interviews etc). 
guiding questions served to maintain focus on program goals: 
Does this the goals of the program? 
Are we getting the feedback we need to evaluate the effectiveness 
of our strategies as they relate to the goals? 
Is this really necessary? 
What else do we need to know to help us determine if we met our 
goals? 

Problem Focused 
How do systems use a problem-focused approach to pivot? 
 
Fail early. Find the problem. Understand it. Learn from it.  Make changes.   
 
Because innovation is valued, and experimentation is necessary, problems are recognized as 
opportunities to change and grow. The system and individuals focus on making mistakes and 
learning through the collective understanding and response to problems. With this approach 
stakeholders are comfortable and value failures and mistakes as opportunities for improvement. 
 
Essential to a problem-solving approach are: valuing mistakes and problems; finding problems to 
solve; collaborating to deeply understand problems; and adjusting strategy or practice in 
response to problems. 
 
Foregrounding Failures and Problems – The system and individuals recognize the power of 
failure. They anticipate it.  They embrace it.  They require it as source of innovation and growth.  
If improving, by definition requires change, then failure is necessary in order to inform the change 
process.  Engaging with problems is prioritized and there is a sense of urgency in understanding 
and responding to them.  With this approach, data are not only collected to document success. 
Data are collected and analyzed to uncover and understand problems. 
 
Problem solving approach seeks out and uses feedback. It is problem-focused rather than 
product-focused. Failure is on table and served as the main course.  It is being comfortable within 
that space and confidentoptimism lies in the collective ability to solve.  Tonal difference. Find 
the failures and the mistakes early. Problem solving approach allows us to re-examine the 
mechanism, practice and goals. We want the problem to be the focus of this meeting, not in the 
meeting after the meeting. 

Early in the SLP coordinators articulated to their teams the value of mistakes and problems for 
improving the program, recognizing that the online model for summer learning was new; we 
didn’t know entirely what challenges to expect, but that as problems surfaced, we would work 
through them together. Classroom learning highlighted the value of mistakes using mentor texts 
like The Most Magnificent Thing with a lesson about how our failures can be frustrating and 
important to experience to glean ideas for eventual success. Students frequently referred back 
to the text when they experienced challenges. 
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Regularly in morning meetings, coordinators would ask for teachers to share their current 
successes and challenges. At times sharing protocols like the check-in/check-out circle were used 
as mechanisms to create space to foreground challenges and mistakes that provided the team 
with valuable information about existing problems that they could collaborate over and learn 
from. 
 
The practice of probing for problems related to math understanding with students was a feature 
of classroom practice where teachers asked, “what doesn’t look right here?” or “what is the tricky 
part?” Concentrating on problems encouraged a focus on the aspects of math concepts and 
strategies that were at the edge of student understanding and therefore the “just right” content 
to explore. 
 
 
Collaborating to Deeply Understand Problems - In order to understand problems in all their 
complexity, different perspectives are required. Working with a partner or a group to think about 
the nature of a problem promotes opportunities for several individuals to engage in learning from 
the problem, allows for different voices to be heard and the collaboration sustains the effort 
required to engage in deep thinking. When we jump quickly to solutions without deep 
understanding we often miss opportunities for double loop learning. Collaboration for deep 
understanding of the problem help the group to avoid the defensive thinking trap and use the 
problem as feedback to inform the systems values and goals. 
 
When a teacher’s problem of practice stemmed from the challenge students were having to use 
a number line to represent fractions, the coordinator reached out to knowledgeable others to 
engage with her in understanding the challenges students faced, and the related math content 
and pedagogy problems. Through discussion, the group came to better understand why the 
students were struggling with the task and what the teacher might try next to support more 
developmentally appropriate representations as a bridge to using the number line. The 
mechanism of partnerships with program staff was crucial for the team being able to think 
through and understand this problem. The practice of engaging others in learning dialogues 
helped this coordinator, the teacher, and the math camp group to better understand 
representing fractions with number lines.   
 
Adjusting (Strategy or Practice) in Response to Problems -  This is the solving part of the 
problem-solving approach.  Solutions to problems require either technical change(s) that align 
with current strategy and practice or adaptive change(s) that require adjustments to strategy or 
practice. 
 
SLP is an experimental ground to test strategy and instructional practice and find and practice 
pedagogy that holds promise for the district. This is in part because of the valuable solutions that 
are uncovered through the program problems. 
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Innovation and Experimentation  
How do systems use innovation and experimentation to pivot? 
 
In order to respond to the challenges or take 
advantage of opportunities in a pivot, 
organizations need to explore options for 
alternative strategies. They need to 
experiment or test new ideas that may hold 
potential for achieving the shared vision of 
the system. An innovation is an idea about 
how new structures, tools and strategies can 
be integrated with existing structures, tools 
and strategies to better achieve the shared 
vision of success. The chart is reflective of 
feedback gathered from teachers. They 
identify new innovation in teaching as the 
third most valued factor in the program’s success.  
 
Testing new strategies, structures, and tools– Systems test innovations in small ways before 
moving to implement in large scale.  Tests with small numbers of stakeholders allow the 
innovation to be better understood in action. There is agility with tests as iterative loops of 
feedback, problems and adaptive responses can be made more quickly. There is significant 
learning with each iteration of an innovation test. 
 
The summer learning program itself is a test. Through the past 10 years of summer learning 
experimented with learning foci, pedagogy, professional learning, and community partnerships 
have created spaces for testing. One example is in the structure of teachers working in 
partnership in their classrooms to collaborate through planning, instruction, assessment, 
feedback and planning again. This has proved a valuable structure that has remained an 
important component of the program. 
 
This summer the program faced the challenge of distance learning and moved to test the 
combination of Edsby and the platform Microsoft Teams for complete synchronous learning for 
2 hours each day. Educators found that Microsoft Teams held potential for engaging their class 
of students in rich learning and that a virtual chalkboard as complementary tool was necessary. 
They tested Microsoft word and class notebook for the potential benefits of each. 
 
Another test was related to the role of parents in distance learning. For this test, parents were 
engaged in the class learning for a set 15 minutes each day. Through the test educators learned 
what content was most accessible and valuable for parents. 

 
Trusting the capacity of individuals and the team  – Because there is much unknown about an 
innovation, a high level of trust is placed in the individuals and teams. They are trusted to 

Answer Choices Responses 
teacher partnerships 98.91% 
support from coordinators 85.87% 
new innovations in teaching 72.83% 
professional learning 64.13% 
narrow foci 64.13% 
small group instruction 55.43% 
parent engagement 52.17% 
assessment guiding instruction 47.83% 
Other (please specify) 20.65% 
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effectively employ known strategies and tools in experimentation, to problem solve through 
testing, to determine the efficacy of an innovation, and to communicate and engage stakeholders 
as needed. 
 
When the opportunity to provide a summer learning experience to students from our special 
education classes presented itself, the superintendent called on a team who came together to 
innovate.  
 

Connected Autonomy - Tensions are valued.  There is autonomy to make decisions with 
understanding of its connection to the greater system. Why?  Because our best ideas come from 
the classroom.  There is a sense of internal accountability not because of a diagnostic that we 
need to complete but because of a deep investment in the program. Learning partners/networks 
help connect independent voices to the group. The following is an interview excerpt from 
teachers on how experimentation was valued while connected to the goals. 

We tried some different platforms with students and got feedback immediately about how 
effective they were in supporting the learning goal.  Some were better than others. But a 
few were awesome. Our coordinator asked that we share during a PLC.  It was great to be 
able to help other teachers and some of their feedback helped me to even see the 
limitations with the platform. My coordinator helped us to feel comfortable to take risks.  
Try things out and then talk about what worked and what didn’t. 
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Feedback Loops 
How did the SLP use feedback to pivot? 
 
Feedback loops are iterative cycles that allow organizations and individuals to evaluate progress 
toward a goal. The Summer Learning Program includes feedback loops at the classroom, site and 
program level, all of which align to and inform the goals and actions of the program. Deep 
understanding of any given situation requires both a ground-level and system-level perspectives. 
The construction of the SLP as a program rests on years of data collection which served to refine 
and redefine the program.  

A yearly and thorough educator survey is conducted to receive feedback. Research about new 
innovations serve to inform the next year’s program. This year, given the challenge of moving to 
online, the organizers began with data that they were collecting from the field. They constructed 
a plan, revised it based on feedback and then carefully created an evaluation plan to ensure that 
the goals of the program were reached. This idea of feedback and data are not new to the 
program, thus gathering and analyzing presented as more of a technical problem then an 
adaptive challenge.  

Feedback mechanisms and practices - Within the program, feedback was essential in informing 
pivots.  Team meetings occurred daily. Coordinators met with their staff each morning for 15-25 
min.  Coordinators met with each other each day for 30-45 min.  Each meeting served to inform 
the other. The foci, conversation and resulting learning of the meetings consistently aligned to 
the goal of the program. The conversation served to build community, share successes and 
challenges, assess progress toward the goal of the program and share information. In essence, 
the team meetings gathered and shared feedback.  

The team meetings employed a range of practices. During meetings educators would use 
questioning like, “what type of experience do we need to create, to help our team understand 
this new learning?” These meetings also including intentional points of reflection on the value of 
the types of learning experience being provided in each classroom and strategizing for 
possibilities of improvement. The team meetings included analysis of data and conversation 
aimed at understanding different perspectives and informing next steps. 

The Value of Planning and Aligning – During a PLC a group of teachers review math assessments. 
They explain and examine their observations, looking for common themes as they analyze. Based 
on the themes, the coordinators facilitate a discussion.  They talk about what they are looking for 
in student work. It seems as though student learning needs aren’t quite what they anticipated. 
The coordinators ask the question, “based on what we are seeing, do we need to change our PD 
plan?  Yes, we need to adjust, but to what? It still needs to support the overall goal our program.”  
After this meeting, the coordinators connect with a math consultant and plan additional PD. As 
well, they share the observations of what transpired in the PLC and through their classroom 
observations. All of these data inform their immediate planning, the next weeks observation as 
well as the feedback questions on the final survey.  
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Feedback for the SLP is gathered at every level of the program.  These consistently align to the 
goals and supporting foci. As previously discussed, a clear vision is an essential component of the 
pivot.  With respect to feedback, the clear vision helps to keep the feedback mechanisms and 
practices focused. While operating within the vision, the team uses feedback to help guide their 
moves, adjusting slightly as new information is presented and tested. 

Non-defensive Stance – One of the interesting features with respect to the ways feedback was 
constructed, administered and analyzed in the SLP is a non-defensive stance. Teaching and 
leading carry an investment; cognitive, emotional and relational.  It can be challenging to not 
insert one’s personal bias. This is a fair reality. When we are deeply connected to the planning 
and implementation, it can be difficult to accept what data are revealing.  As data were collected 
throughout the SLP, there was resistance by some to accept what some of the data were saying, 
explaining it away or deflecting it.  Brave moves by some of the coordinators helped to focus the 
data analysis as a resource for improvement. In fact, as the mid-way parent survey was 
constructed, it was the pressing of the coordinators that asked for plain feedback from parents 
about their satisfaction level.  This was bold, but helped to inform the leadership and teaching 
moves as the program continued. 
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Conclusion:  Pivoting to what? 

Relationships, Resilience, Relevance 

Pivots happen in face of a new adaptive challenge or an opportunity the exists because of 
innovation. As we reflect on the way in which the SLP pivoted and now look to the future, we ask 
another question, what are we pivoting toward?  The obvious answer is online learning or range 
of modifications to our current in-school learning model.  This is our urgent adaptive challenge. 
It is big, daunting and met with great resistance. However, its necessity will ensure its existence.  
Next question, but will we thrive?  Will we be able to offer high-quality learning experiences in 
any format? Do we have the mechanisms and practices in place that we need to support this 
change and ensure success?   

Although the fall of 2020 is our immediate goal post, this alone seems a bit short-sighted. We 
would like to propose that we are pivoting toward something else, something far more 
sustainable.  We are pivoting toward a deeply ingrained capacity to change. Through our adaptive 
capacity we will strengthen relationships, build resilience and ensure the relevance of school now 
and into the future.  We are building classrooms, schools and communities that will thrive in any 
context.   

Regardless of what we face in our future we need mechanisms, practices and people that can 
adjust, take advantage of opportunities and respond to challenge.  We need brave educators that 
understand how to mobilize people, use feedback, support change and persist in creating 
learning systems that ensure excellence. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 



APPENDIX A 
SUMMER LEARNING PROGRAM:  

ASSESSMENT OF STUDENT LEARNING  
 

Question #1-Assessment of Student Learning  
It is important to determine the impact of summer learning on more vulnerable students. 
With this year’s SLP being offered virtually, boards are developing/implementing a range of strategies 
to determine the successes of their 2020 summer learning program for their students both individually, 
as a class and as a board.  
Indicate in your response below the range/type of board developed assessment tools/strategies and/or 
standardized measures you are using this summer to assess the success of your virtual SLP. 

 
Numeracy  • 89.86% of the 69 students demonstrated growth on the Leaps and Bounds post-assessment  

• Of the 89.8% of students there was an averaged increase of 4 points between the pre and 
post assessment  

• The chart below indicates the mean score comparison between the pre and post 
assessment for 
Primary students  

Mean score pre 
(out of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

8.6 12.6 
 

• The chart below indicates the mean score comparison between the pre and post 
assessment  
Junior students  

Mean score pre 
(out of 18) 

Mean score post 
(out of 18) 

10.5 13.2 
 

• The results for each question were also analyzed to determine the number of students who 
were progressing at the developing stage on the pre-assessment vs the post-assessment.  

• For all six questions, the number of students improved between the pre and post 
assessment.  

• The greatest improvement was achieved on question one where 41 students achieved 
developing in the pre-assessment while nine were recorded at the developing stage on the 
post assessment  

Question # Developing on Pre-
Assessment  

Developing on 
Post-Assessment  

1 41 9 
2 32 10 
3 37 19 
4 45 17 
5 42 21 
6 39 12 

 
 
 



Literacy  • 93% of students demonstrated improvement in oral comprehension from pre to post 
program 

• With respect to the four comprehension strategies (retelling, relating, reflecting, 
reviewing) all showed at least 60% growth with reflecting demonstrating 80% growth 

• The # of students who increased to advanced understanding from pre to post program was 
1 at the beginning of the program to 23, by the end of the program  
 

• The chart below indicates the number of students demonstrates the level of understanding 
from pre to post program  

 
 Pre Post 
Retelling 42% 85% 
Relating  28% 72% 
Reflecting  30% 85% 
Reviewing  40% 68% 

 

FNMI 
 
 

FNMI 
• 100% of the kids showed improvement in at least one of the 4 areas. 

 
Comments from teachers: 
Connect students with their culture, traditions, and language by using indigenous texts. Use a 
variety of texts for students to work on retell, relate, review, and reflect Engage students in various 
low floor high ceiling math tasks. 
 

• 100% of teachers felt they exceeded the program goals in Migizi. 
 
Other successes: 
engagement and attendance 
high retention 
 
Attendance and student engagement was a huge success. Challenges were when a student had 
poor connection issues and missed out on lessons and team building activities. However, this 
particular student always came to class knowing this would happen and persevered. Although it 
was a challenge, she learned a lot about growth mindset 
 

ELL A review of the Oral Language Acquisition Assessment indicated that that majority of educators 
felt it aligned to the focus and goals of the SLP and STEP. The majority of teachers focused on oral 
retelling as their primary learning goal. Student assessment data and feedback from teachers 
indicated that students made the most gains in the areas of technological literacy, retelling, 
engagement and community building. 
 
It is important to note that a significant proportion of the ELLs in the program has no prior 
experience in synchronous learning. Student assessment data and feedback from teachers 
indicated that students made the most gains in three areas: 

• technological literacy 
• retelling 
• engagement and community building  

 
 
 

 



Teacher 
Efficacy and 
effective 
teaching in 
distance 
learning  

The GECDSB SLP provided students with 2 hours of synchronous learning.  For the most part, 
synchrnous learing in the SLP included teaching via MSTeams, small group instruciton through 
MSTeams channels, chats and OneNote collaborative space. 
Highlights from teacher success feedback were:  
 

• 98% of educators indicated that parterships were important in synchronous learning 
environment. 

• Attendance and student engagement was a huge success. 
• Successes are the immediate feedback, and addressing their needs, tech problems or 

academics right then.  
• You can still build a community of learners, and relationships even though it's online 

learning.   
• The ability to get to know not only the students but their families  

 
Parent 
Engagement 

 

Parent engagement is a key component of success within our program. Please see the detailed 
description within the Parent engagement component of this report 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board 

CODE: Primary Transition Class Final Report 

Description of Program 

This class focused on the critical predicators for reading success: phonological awareness, oral language 

(vocabulary, narrative), and alphabet/spelling knowledge.  A collaborative teaching model by Primary 

Teacher, Mara Hockenhull and Speech-Language Pathologist, Tami Ross allowed for a differentiated 

approach to target literacy, language and spelling development.   Support by volunteer, Eric Adams 

increased opportunity for small group instruction.  Initially, ten children participated in explicit and 

embedded instruction for two and half hours each day for two weeks. Pre and post testing identified 

areas of strength and weakness with students grouped based on these results.   The Sound Skills 

Screener, from the Peel District School Board was used to identify level of development in phonological 

awareness.  The program followed a sequenced hierarchy of phonological awareness skills which 

included a progression from word awareness, syllable segmentation and blending, rhyming judgment 

and production, to sound blending and sound segmentation. Instruction was tailored for each student’s 

targeted phonological awareness and alphabet/spelling needs. Evidence based research strategies 

(Structured Literacy and Orton Gillingham Approach) were implemented to enhance each day’s targeted 

lesson and allowed for children to explore sounds and words explicitly, both in large and small groups.   

Structure of the program included large group teaching of targeted skill (ie. sound segmentation) 

followed by rotating small groups to participate in supporting embedded activities.  

Successes and Challenges 

The ultimate success of this program is due to the collaborative approach of Speech-Language 

Pathologist and Early Intervention Teacher.  This allowed for the cohesive blend of speech language and 

literacy intervention delivered through an explicit and intensive model.   The significant improvement 

for each of the students is attributed to the small group sizes which allowed for tailored and 

individualized instruction. Evidence supports that language/literacy impaired students should be in 

groups of no larger than 4, which is what we were able to provide because of the adult/student ratio.   

Challenges were not being able to re-screen two students’ due to absence on the last day of class and 

one student who only attended the first two classes. In addition, the restrictions of COVID limited the 

sharing of materials, which in turn reduced the extent and number of activities students were allowed to 

participate in.  The mandatory wearing of masks and shields muffled articulated sounds and limited 

speech sound teaching.  As a result, students were unable to successfully imitate the sounds 

exaggerated and taught by the educators.   

Outcome Findings  

Outcome measures show significant change in phonological awareness because every child improved.  

Five students started in the at-risk range on the Sound Skills Screener.  Seven students were rescreened 

and they all completed the program with at-level phonological awareness skills. See chart below for 

evidence of outcome for each of the students.   

 

  



 

    Nine students ranked according to pre- and post- test Sound Skills scores in phonological awareness. 

 

Follow up Plans for School Year 2020-2021 

Outcome reports were sent to each of the student’s schools with recommendations for follow up in 

areas of continued struggle.  Early Intervention Teacher positon was put on hold due to COVID therefore 

plans to follow each student was halted.  The intention is that the classroom/Special Education teacher 

will follow up with the recommendations in each of the reports.   

This team anticipates the opportunity to access funding again to deliver this highly effective program. 

Planning ahead would allow for the opportunity to identify at risk students, consult with 

classroom/Special Education teachers to gather a profile for each of these students prior to them 

beginning.  Ideally screening would be completed in June to identify the at-risk students who would 

benefit the most from the program.   

This team looks forward to the evolution of our working relationship and the opportunity to provide 

highly effective, explicit and intensive literacy instruction throughout the school year to students in 

need.   
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