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October 2020 
(Much of October’s Council Report was shared with our Charter Board.  At this very unusual time, it is important 
to remind ourselves of what is in our charter and what it means to be truly Inside Out. ) 

Holding Steady… 
 
 “Asynchronous development, a critical aspect of giftedness, 

combines advanced cognitive abilities and heightened intensity to 
create inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively 
atypical and require modifications in teaching and counselling;” 
 

 Sensitivity to changes in classroom environment: the teacher 
fosters a classroom environment that is sensitive to emergent 
situations and invites students to share for the teacher to become 
more aware of these situations;  

 

 Supporting students’ heightened sensitivities: the teacher 
understands, accommodates and welcomes the heightened 
intensity of gifted individuals; 

 

 Teacher flexibility: the teacher consistently and willingly adjusts to a wide range of circumstances and 
educational demands using extensive knowledge of giftedness, awareness of individual student needs, and a 
range of pedagogical strategies.” 

 
Westmount 15 Year Charter 

 
In September, by all outward appearances, we got off a very successful start.  In October, in the spirit of 
Inside Out, we are drilling a little deeper…   
 
Earlier in October, I posed this question to our teachers.  Here are some of the things we have discovered:   
 
Q:  How many of you are seeing unexpected gaps in kids’ knowledge and skills that you believe are due to  
      the 3 month absence in the spring?  Can you briefly describe those gaps? 
 

 “I just find them super needy right now.  I bet many were given undivided attention at home if their parents were able to 
do so.  They are more impatient than usual!  
 

 Things are moving at a much slower pace this year in comparison to last.  There would seem to be more need this year 
than last to clarify instructions and expectations multiple times. I see gaps in their ability to follow multi-step instruction.  My 
EAL students in particular need more support than they did last year.  That could certainly just be because it is a different 
group of students, however, I think that since they were not exposed to English (or certainly, not as much as they would 
have been here at school) for six months, that has created some gaps in their understanding.  I have three students in 
particular where their needs in this area require significant one-to-one support. I currently have 9 EAL students in the 
classroom, so gaps in English Language comprehension most certainly has an affect on all classroom activities. 
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 Some immature behaviour that would normally be unexpected in gr. 4  (ex: unable to solve very small problems 
themselves, whining, not following group plan)  

 Lack of higher level thinking skills and ability to make connections that would be expected by grade 4 (ex: in our virtual 
presentation students asked the same question multiple times that had already been directly covered in the presentation 
but could not seem to think of other relevant questions that went deeper into the material). Lack of basic school 
organization (ex: how to put paper in binder)   

 

 These are some things I have noticed that are below the level I have come to expect at this point in the school year in 
grade 4.  I have not found any of these behaviours to be unmanageable by any means, but I think it does show a gap in 
maturity and academic development.   
 

 A grade 3 student asking his teacher to unzip his coat for him. 
 

 More students than usual chewing their pencils.” 
 

“Now that you know, what do you do?” (Joe Frank’s important question.) 
 

1.) Our Elementary Leadership Group (ELG) spent an hour and a half with Jill Foreman (Westmount 
parent and Occupational Therapist), who helped us understand the more subtle signs of trauma, 
many of which are contained in the teachers’ comments above.  In order to be “sensitive to 
emergent situations,” it is important for us to be able to read and respond to these signs, to 
understand that at their ages, most of our students experiencing the trauma of the last 6-7 months, 
are experiencing the trauma, but don’t have the perspective to understand it, or the words to 
adequately describe it.   

 
Knowing the what is important, but knowing the why is critical to addressing the emergent issues. 
There are two emotions clashing for many of our students: Joy at being back at school, but also 
uncertainty because routines have changes, relationships have been interrupted and expectations 
are no longer clear.   
 
There are two competing brain functions as well:  Many students are still experiencing fight, flight 
or freeze, which happens in one part of the brain.  Learning, on the other hand, takes place in 
another part of the brain.  “. I see gaps in their ability to follow multi-step instruction.”  If the brain is in fight, flight 
or freeze, executive functioning is impaired, so it makes sense that children experiencing trauma 
can’t follow multi-step instruction.   
 
When teachers are presented with children who aren’t able to follow instructions, there is a 
tendency to assume that they are not doing a good job of teaching.  This creates anxiety and stress 
for them. Sometimes the response to that stress is to try and impose more control. “Supporting 
students’ heightened sensitivities: the teacher understands, accommodates and welcomes the heightened 
intensity of gifted individuals;” Our gifted students are particularly sensitive to teacher (and parent) stress, 
which further exacerbates the fight, flight or freeze respond.  The problem gets compounded.   

 
To address this, our ELG, working with Jill, will create professional learning presentations that will 
be shared with teachers on our December 4 PL day.  Additionally, our Student Services specialists 
will work with Jill to understand how to discuss and address stress and trauma with students.  
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Student Services sees each class twice per week, so their work with students can begin almost 
immediately.   
 
Strategies that were shared with ELG members included: 

 Moving children from the fight, flight or freeze place in the brain to the learning place by 
creating soothing transition using music and calming routines to begin classes. 

 Re-building the processes that encourage multi-step instructions by using visuals and verbal 
cues that begin with single steps and progress to multi-steps.   

 Avoid face to face interactions with students, as they encourage the fight, flight or freeze 
response.  Rather, engage students from the side.  “Sideways, soft, slow and go.” 

 Reframe student behaviours. (Dr. Ross Greene) 

 Understand that when students feel safe, negative behaviours can emerge.  A change in 
teacher perspective in this regard can reassure and encourage teachers to see this as a 
positive sign.  It will change their response to the behavior, which, in turn will impact their 
students perceptions of how their teachers are feeling.   

 Substitute a negative behaviour (unexpectedly cutting up their belongings) with a connected 
behaviour – “Could you please cut these papers into the recycling box for me?” 

 Increase the one to one connections in the classroom.  

 Have check-ins that are not academic in nature. 

 “…heightened intensity to create inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively 
atypical and require modifications in teaching and counselling.” Re-consider teacher 
expectations – What are the October expectations vs what are the October realities. 

 Teach students how to use deep pressure as a calming measure. 

 Clarify expectations and increase praise and encouragement.  With gifted students, freedom 
of choice increases anxiety.  While some manage free play well, others need their play 
directed.   

 Teach students, “What do I control, and what do I not control?”  

 Be curious. “What are we missing?  How can we provide it?”   

 Encourage gratitude.  
 
2.)  Staff Mental Health 

Teaching is demanding.  Teaching under COVID 19 is exhausting.   

 There is a constant vigilance around student safety.  

 There is an underlying concern for one’s own safety and the safety of immediate and extended 
family. 

 Safety routines take large bites out of teaching time. There is always the concern about 
covering the curriculum.   

 The gaps in student knowledge and skills, and the unexpected trauma related behaviours 
Require adjustments in expectations and lesson, unit and year plans. 

 Cohorting and not re-grouping increases the demands of regrouping, particularly in Language 
Arts, where the spread can be quite large. 

 Teachers are more isolated.  The limitations of the staff room mean teachers spend more time 
in their classrooms. 
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 The lack of proximity and touch take a toll.   
 
“Now that you know, what do you do?” (JF) 
 

HR has done a great job of relieving teacher concerns by: 

 Clarifying changes to teacher leaves. 

 Improving benefits to include additional days off for Mental Health and additional coverage 
for outside counseling  

 
Strategies being discussed with ELG. 

 Increase the frequency of informal “temperature checks.” 

 Change the PL Day (December 4 and beyond).  Staff Wellness will go from 1.5 hours in the 
afternoons to entire mornings.  Lunch times will be extended to allow staff members to go 
out for lunch together or just find a place in the school to visit. 

 Be intentional about acknowledging staff members, both privately and publically. 

 Reconfirm that we teach students first rather than curriculum first.  Inside Out: Student 
needs must drive teaching practice.  Reassure that this is okay.   

 Re-visit differentiation strategies. 

 Inside Out means having empathy for the reality of our teachers and making adjustments 
to Admin expectations.  
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Student Services 
Our specialists are working with all grades.  Their past work includes teaching students about  giftedness, 
both generally and individually, COVID safety, worries and stress, body responses to stress, whole body 
listening and time management and organization.  Upcoming work with students will involve: 

 Gratitude Project 

 Fair vs Equal 

 Emotions and what to do with them 

 Character Counts (see page 1) 

Photo Retake Day  
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October 21:  This will include retakes of in-class students and a schedule for SEAL students to come in 
and have their photos taken.   
 
Learning Commons 
Books sign outs have begun again.  A good COVID-19 safety plan has been developed for book sign out 
and return.   
 
Washapalooza  
Washapalooza is very timely!  It will run from Monday, Oct. 19 through Friday, Oct. 23. 
 
Organizational Day  
On October 9, teachers used their Org Day to write IPPs.  Each student at Westmount has to have an 
individualized IPP, which is a big task for teachers.  Parents of twice exceptional students (2E) will be 
invited to discuss these more complex IPPs.   
 
House Program  
Each House will sponsor a monthly challenge. This year’s challenges will be: 

 October – Pumpkin Carving  

 November – Remembrance Day Art  

 December –  Food Bank 

 January – Goal Setting Challenge 

 February – Anti Bully Challenge – Pink Shirt Making 

 March – No challenge month 

 April – Spring Challenge - Earth Day Clean Up 

 May – Jump Rope Challenge 

 June – No challenge month 
 
 

Respectfully submitted, 
 
Hal 

 

 

 

 

PS.  Please see page 6 for a reminder of the change to student pick up at the end of the 

day only.   

Student Services teaching 

Covid Health to Kindies 

Outdoor Classroom #2 
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