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This art work was created by Tobias Breymann, a Grade 4 student at Lawrence 
Grassi Middle School in Canmore, Alberta, and is reproduced with permission. 

ACEs and Resiliency in  
the Classroom

While research on the interaction among 
ACEs and resilience is ongoing, it seems to 

be true that children tend to fare best when they 
rate the following statements as “definitely true”: 
“When I was a child, teachers, coaches, youth 
leaders, or ministers were there to help me” and “I 
believed that life is what you make it.” As educators, 
we can help our students feel connected and 
capable of making changes in their own lives by 
implementing the following strategies in our 
classrooms. Creating a space where students feel 
safe and cared for is particularly important for 
students who experienced childhood traumas 
because connections with caring adults have been 
shown to mitigate the effects of childhood trauma 
(Greeson, Usher and Grinstein-Weiss 2010; 
Munson et al 2010). For example, constructing 
classroom rules with your students as a form of 
social contract helps students feel equality and 
autonomy, feelings they may not get from other 
places ( Jones and Jones 2015; Urdan and 
Schoenfelder 2006). Strategies for growth mindset 
and safe spaces do not represent a panacea for the 
adverse neurodevelopmental effects of trauma, but 
by creating safe spaces where students can develop 
resiliency, we are doing what we can to help them 
feel cared for and connected.

SEE PAGE 7
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Bill Nason [ ] 
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disabilities, specializing in individuals with multiple severe behavior challenges. He worked as supervisor of 
consultant services for a community behavioral health agency in Flint Michigan, USA, and contracts with Oakland 
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Through Diversity and Inclusion. 

      Sarah Garr  [  ]   

Having overcome her own challenges in school, Sarah Garr passionately believes in the need to create inclusive, innovative 
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President’s 
Message 

It is difficult to believe that 
another school year is coming to 

a close and that this is my last 
p re s i d e nt ’s  m e ss a g e .  I  a m 
completing my fourth and final 
year as president of the Council for 

Inclusive Education (CIE). I am thrilled to introduce 
Michelle Dow, who will be the new president for 
2017/18. For several years, Michelle has served as 
president of the Calgary Regional and registrar of the 
conference committee. She is employed by the Calgary 
Board of Education as a teacher of students who are 
deaf or hard of hearing. She will serve the council and 
its members very well as the new president.

As my term comes to a close, I have been reflecting 
on the past four years and the work the council has 
done to serve you, our members. Two years ago, the 
executive set the following goals at a strategic 
planning weekend: 

• Move forward with the new name and rebranding 
of the council.

• Publish a peer-reviewed journal annually.
• Alternate the conference location between the 

north and the south.
• Update the website.
• Update BOATS: Behaviour, Observation, 

Assessment, Teaching Strategies.
• Provide responsive regional activities and PD.

I am excited to say that all of the goals have been 
successfully accomplished. CIE is a prominent council 
and leader of inclusive education in Alberta. Our 
website and social media presence reflect our new 
name. We continue to publish the newsletter, Inside 
Inclusion, twice annually and the journal, The Inclusive 
Educator, once annually. The conference has been 
alternating between Edmonton and Kananaskis since 
2015. This fall it will be back at West Edmonton Mall’s 
Fantasyland Hotel October 12–14. Conference 2018 
will be held in Canmore October 18–20. Conference 
2016 delegates received copies of the 3rd edition of 
BOATS: Behaviour, Observation, Assessment, Teaching 
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Editor’s Message
In this issue of Inside Inclusion, 

two of the articles focus on the 
level of stress and anxiety found in 
children and how it affects their 
daily lives. Jeffrey MacCormack 
and Eleftherios Soleas’s article 
speaks to toxic stress found in 
children through traumatic 

experiences and how creating calming spaces and 
positive growth mindsets can help alleviate this stress. 
Carmen Moore’s article on mindfulness discusses the 
successful implementation of teaching students mindful 
breathing breaks to help students keep their bodies calm 
and their minds focused. 

The percentage of students diagnosed with anxiety, 
depression, attention deficit, post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) and other mental health disorders 
continues to rise. An increasing number of elementary 
school students are filled with anxiety and stress. They 
have little downtime and find it hard to concentrate on 
school tasks for a multitude of reasons. In middle and 
high school, this situation gets worse. These students 
face more complex chal lenges such as anger 
management, homework, extra projects, social media 
pressures, texting, cyberbullying, making friends, 
fitting in and family matters. 

One promising practice that has emerged in 
school systems is wider focus on the practice of 
mindfulness. Practising mindfulness can help reduce 
stress and leads to less distractions. It also helps calm 
the storm of emotions that can be difficult to manage 
and allows the person the freedom to choose how to 
respond to stress. Some of the many ways in which to 
incorporate mindfulness practice into schools are 
yoga, meditation, breathing, calm spaces and sensory 
integration. A program that is beginning to spark great 
interest in schools is called MindUp (https://mindup 
.org) founded by actress Goldie Hawn along with a 
team of neuroscientists, cognitive psychologists and 
educators. This researched program is reported to 

have a positive effect on students’ emotional control, 
stress regulation, attentiveness and overall improved 
executive functioning. 

The MindUp Curricu lum (ht tp://teacher 
.scholastic.com/products/mindup) and lessons guide 
students to learn about how the three parts of their 
brain works (prefrontal cortex, the amygdala and the 
hippocampus). The lessons teach students in a kid-
friendly way what happens when these parts do not 
work together properly. For example, when the 
amygdala is not working properly it makes the 
prefrontal cortex’s job of making good decisions hard 
and for the hippocampus to remember what was 
learned. It teaches students how to get their amygdala 
out of the fight, f light or freeze state and back into 
a calm and ready-to-learn state through the practice 
of mindful breathing. In addition, the lessons extend 
to how to connect to the curriculum through 
suggested content-area activities, related literacy that 
support the lesson and ways in which being mindful 
affects our attitude, empathy and perspectives. 
Personally, I cotaught many of these lessons in a 
Grade 4 classroom. Just a couple of weeks after 
teaching students the practice of mindful breathing, 
students were able to begin to articulate how they 
were feeling inside and how the breathing practice 
calmed them. Overall, we found a great benefit to 
the program and are expanding it to other classrooms. 
The program is offered according to grade levels 
(K–2, 3–5 and 6–8), with simplified to more complex 
ideas. 

Our annual Celebrating the Challenges conference 
will be held in Edmonton this fall. Please remember to 
check it out at https://cieducation.ca/initiative/2017-
celebrating-the-challenges-conference. We have some 
amazing preconference speakers and presenters 
selected to give participants access to a wide variety of 
professional development opportunities. Have a 
wonderful summer break!

Kelly Huck
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Regional Updates

South East

The South East Regional hosted a dialogue at 
SEATCA around the idea of an “Inclusive 

Mindset.” We participated in some spirited conversation 
with teachers from across the region debunking some 
common myths around inclusive education. We talked 
about how an inclusive mindset considers all of the 
learners in a classroom, not just those identified with 
a special need. Teachers often feel that they are left to 
manage on their own in classrooms but are much 
stronger when they embrace a collaborative approach 
that includes all of the educational partners. Concerns 
are often raised about the negative impact inclusive 
education has on typical students, and we reminded 
ourselves that an inclusive mindset needs to consider 
all learners. Many people believe inclusion means 
placing all children in a typical classroom setting. We 
recognized this is the reality in some schools out of 
necessity, and we talked about how it can mean a 
variety of flexible and responsive learning environments 
that can adapt to the changing needs of learners. The 
final myth we talked about was that inclusive education 
was just another passing fad.

Inclusion is not about disability, nor is it about 
schools. Inclusion is about social justice. Inclusion 
demands that we ask, What kind of world do we 
want to create? What kinds of ski l ls and 
commitment do people need to thrive in a diverse 
society? By embracing inclusion as a model of social 
justice, we can create a world fit for all of us. 
(Sapon-Shevin 2003)

In April we hosted the ATA workshop Addressing 
Learning Disabilities in the Inclusive Classroom. 
Participants had the opportunity to participate in 
universal strategies and experience what it might feel 
like to have a learning disability through a variety of 
simulations. We walked away with a great handout that 
included many strategies we could use in our 
classrooms the next day. 

The South East Regional will be wrapping up the 
year with one more ATA workshop, Winning Strategies 
for Inclusive Classrooms.

We would like to welcome teachers in our region 
to consider taking on a role with our executive!

Reference
Sapon-Shevin, M. 2003. “Inclusion: A Matter of Social 

Justice.” Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development 61, 25–28.

Joanne Stockman
President

Calgary
As another school year comes to an end, we look 

back on the successes of the past year and begin to plan 
for the 2017/18 school year. The Calgary Regional held 
two workshops this past year. 

In January, Darci Fulton presented a behaviour 
workshop that focused on the Council’s resource 
entitled BOATS: Behaviour, Observation, Assessment, 
Teaching Strategies. The workshop was well attended 
and participants took home the newly updated version 
of the resource. The workshop provided an overview of 
BOATS and attendees gained knowledge and skills on 
how to support students with challenging behaviours 
by understanding and observing behaviours, 
implementing positive supports and assessing the 
effectiveness of the supports.

In April, Sasha Long of the Autism Helper (www 
.theautismhelper.com) presented a full-day workshop. 
Sasha is based out of Chicago and our regional brought 
her to Calgary for her first Canadian workshop after 
hearing that members were eager to hear her speak. Sasha 
presented two sessions: “Behaviour Change: The Good, 
The Bad, and The Ugly” and “Adapting Academics.” Sasha 
presented strategies for working with students with 
autism both in the inclusive classroom as well as in 
specialized settings. The workshop was extremely well 
attended by teachers and education assistants.

Finally, our AGM was held in May, and we 
welcomed our new executive for the 2017/18 school 
year. We are eager to begin planning opportunities for 
the upcoming school year and are looking to members 
to let us know what topics and speakers they would like 
to hear. For suggestions or feedback, please contact me 
at calgarypresident@cieducation.ca. We hope you all 
have a wonderful summer and look forward to 
connecting with you again in the fall. 

Naomi Bell
President
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Resources

Inclusive Education Library
The Inclusive Education Library at www.learnalberta.ca/content/ieptLibrary/ includes a wide range of resources 

for classroom teachers including information on medical and disabilities information, student support plans, and 
instructional strategies and supports.

Compassionate Classrooms
Creating a Compassionate Classroom is a reference 

booklet for teachers about the mental health needs of 
students. The most important factor for success in 
dealing with a mental health issue is support—and 
teachers are an important part of their students’ 
support system. This booklet provides teachers with 
information on common mental health issues, tools to 

help identify students in 
need and resources to 
help teachers  ma ke 
referrals to mental health 
professionals. Order 
copies by e-mailing 
Distribution at Barnett 
House of the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association 
(ATA) at distribution@
ata.ab.ca.

Coaching to Support Inclusion
T h i s  w o r k s h o p 

introduces school leaders 
to  Coaching to Support 
Inclusion: A Principal’s 
Gui d e ,  a  ne w ATA 
publication designed as a 
self-paced program to 
e x plore  t he  u s e  o f 
coaching to support 
i nc lu s ive  prac t ices . 
Coaching is defined as a 
professional development 
strategy in which coaches 

work with teachers to meet the diverse learning needs 
of students within an inclusive school environment. 
Coaching to Support Inclusion reflects the collegial and 
collaborative culture of Alberta schools and encourages 
principals to work with their teachers to consider the 
academic and socia l needs of students with 
exceptionalities in an inclusive learning environment. 
This session will prepare school leaders to facilitate the 
activities included in this resource intended to engage 
the school staff in the dialogue, design and implementation 
of coaching to support inclusion.

Strategies, and another updated edition will soon be 
published. Please go to http://cieducation.ca for 
updates on when this 4th edition will be available 
for purchase.

All of this hard work does not happen without the 
dedication and hard work of many people. The CIE 
executive work tirelessly, sacrificing evenings and 
weekends, to ensure that these services are provided 
to members. Each executive member and table officer 
is a volunteer who commits to moving forward the 

vision and mission of the council. As well, we are all 
teachers who work full-time for our employing school 
boards. I cannot stress enough my appreciation for the 
wonderful group of people who I have had the privilege 
of working with! Thank you!

I wish all of you a great summer! I look forward to 
seeing you at the Celebrating the Challenges conference 
and annual general meeting on October 20, 2017.

Hayley Christen

Continued from Page 1

http://www.learnalberta.ca/content/ieptLibrary/
http://cieducation.ca
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ACEs and Resiliency in  
the Classroom
“Do you know your ACE score?”

That is the question that a diverse group of 
interdisciplinary researchers, educators and 
program designers hope will gain traction in the 
coming years. ACEs are adverse childhood 
experiences, such as domestic violence, sexual 
abuse, parental alcoholism and parental 
depression, measured by questions on the ACEs 
questionnaire (for example, “Did you live with 
anyone who was a problem drinker or an 
alcoholic, or who used street drugs?”). Large-
sample studies of childhood trauma in the United 
States (Felitti et al 1998) and Alberta (McDonald 
et al 2015) have found strong correlations between 
adverse childhood experiences and increased 
health risks, such as alcoholism, drug use, 
depression, obesity, liver disease, heart disease and 
cancer. 

While some of those increased risks may not 
seem surprising (an alcoholic father may seem like 
a logical predictor of a child’s alcoholism later in 
life), the relationship between ACEs and, let’s say, 
cancer may not draw such a direct line. Social scientists 
and health researchers have been trying to understand 
the perplexing relationship between childhood traumas 
and broad health outcomes and, fortunately, the key to 
understanding the connection has come from another 
field of research entirely: neuroscience.

While researchers were unpacking the results of 
the first ACEs study, parallel research on children’s 
brain development was beginning to show that toxic 
stress, like the stress caused by childhood traumas, can 
cause measurable damage to children’s brains. In her 
TED Talk How Childhood Trauma Affects Health 
Across a Lifetime, Nadine Burke Harris explained the 
effects of toxic stress with an illustration of a bear-
sighting. If you’ve ever seen a bear in the woods, you 
know what happens. Your body reacts to that fight-or-
flight moment with physiological responses, such as 
increased heart rate, dilated pupils, widened airways 
and a surge of adrenaline. That natural response is 
important for survival but, as Harris explained, “the 
problem is what happens when the bear comes home 

every night.” Repeated exposure to stress is very 
harmful and can impede the normal development of 
crucial body systems. Thanks to the work done by 
neuroscientists and pediatricians, the research on toxic 
stress explains how adverse childhood experiences are 
related to chronic disease later in life.

Resilience
While the effects of ACEs on lifelong well-being 

have been well documented over the last 20 years, there 
appears to be some hope for those living with childhood 
trauma: resilience. Resilience, or bounce-back, is the 
extent to which we are able to thrive despite factors 
that could hold us back. There is some evidence to show 
that resilience can mitigate the negative outcomes 
associated with childhood trauma. When children can 
develop positive coping strategies and also feel 
supported by caring adults, the devastating effects 
associated with childhood trauma may be softened. 

Some of the elements of resilience that are believed 
to best protect against childhood trauma were included 
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in a questionnaire developed by a team of childhood 
service providers and psychologists in Augusta, Maine 
(Resilience Questionnaire, https://acestoohigh.com/
got-your-ace-score/). Their resilience questionnaire 
includes questions relating to supportive adults (for 
example, “When I was a child, neighbors or my friends’ 
parents seemed to like me”) and responses to negative 
feelings (for example, “I was independent and a go-
getter”). While research on the interaction among ACEs 
and resilience is ongoing, it seems to be true that 
children tend to fare best when they rate the following 
statements as “definitely true”: “When I was a child, 
teachers, coaches, youth leaders, or ministers were there 
to help me” and “I believed that life is what you make 
it.” As educators, we can help our students feel 
connected and capable of making changes in their own 
lives by implementing the following strategies in our 
classrooms. 

Encouraging a Growth Mindset
When we hear the phrase “growth mindset,” we 

may first think of sunshiny attitudes and encouraging 
students to smile through the pain, but growth mindset 
is much more than optimism. Growth mindset (Dweck 
2006) is a teachable strategy for understanding failure, 
obstacles and our own limitations. According to Dweck, 
our mindsets tend to fall into one of two types: fixed 
mindset and growth mindset. Students with a fixed 
mindset tend to believe that intelligence and ability are 
difficult to change (for example, “I’m a natural soccer 
player,” “I’m not a music person”). The problem with 
having a fixed mindset is difficulties are often perceived 
as failures, because ability and intelligence are 
considered unchanging. On the other hand, students 
with growth mindsets believe that intelligence can be 
improved and talents can be learned. For students with 
growth mindsets, the difficulties they face are 
opportunities to improve.

Develop Incremental Goals
Small achievements can help students improve 

their self-efficacy and emotional well-being. This means 
that a series of 10-point quizzes may be better than one 
whopping exam at the end. It also means that, even 
though we are experts at finding the one area for 
improvement, we should not forget to praise the five 
things that were done correctly.

Praise Effort, Rather Than Ability
How many times have you praised a student for 

innate ability? I know that I’ve inadvertently said these 
words, while trying to be encouraging: “You’re a natural 
at this!” The problem with praising ability is that it 
reinforces the idea that traits are static and unchanging. 
Another message of ability-based praise is that success 
should come easily and that difficulties are evidence 
that the skills are a wrong fit. 

Frame Failure in Positive Terms
In education, we tend to focus on failure—we circle 

mistakes with red markers and highlight miscues on 
reading sheets. However, those of us who have been in 
the business of education for a while know that failure 
is an important part of development. We should be very 
worried for someone who has not failed because, as 
famously said by Jennifer Crusie, “If you haven’t failed, 
you’re not trying hard enough.” Teaching positive self-
talk is an important part of reframing mistakes. Too 
often students resort to negative language (for example, 
“I’m a mess,” “How stupid can I be?”) so they may need 
to practise positive thinking (for example, “It’s hard to 
try new things,” “That was a mistake, but I can learn 
from it”). We should also be willing to admit our own 
mistakes. Helping students to know that failure is an 
opportunity to improve will help them understand their 
own setbacks.

Creating Safe Spaces
As educators, we have a lot of influence over culture 

and climate in our classrooms. Creating a space where 
students feel safe and cared for is particularly important 
for students who experienced childhood traumas 
because connections with caring adults have been shown 
to mitigate the effects of childhood trauma (Greeson, 
Usher and Grinstein-Weiss 2010; Munson et al 2010). 

Using Compassion
The first thing to remember when working with a 

traumatized student is that he or she may be quicker than 
peers to move into survival mode. By showing compassion 
we can de-escalate the situation before it worsens. Teacher 
choices in the classroom can establish a culture conducive 
to building positive class culture. Being compassionate 
and understanding are necessary acts of kindness that 
will help the student to feel connected. 
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Sharing Power
Students who have experienced childhood trauma 

may not feel powerful in their lives outside of school. 
Allowing those students opportunities to make choices 
and demonstrate volition can be powerful ways to help 
them feel safe in their classroom. For example, 
constructing classroom rules with your students as a 
form of social contract helps students feel equality and 
autonomy, feelings they may not get from other places 
(Jones and Jones 2015; Urdan and Schoenfelder 2006). 

Building a Team
All students need to invest in a project they care 

about. Taking up philanthropic causes may help 
students to work together as a team. By curating student 
work groups, we can pair vulnerable students with 
others who model resilient and compassionate choices. 
If students see their teacher and their peers as being 
more than sources of judgment, they are more likely to 
feel connected with their teachers. In practice, this can 
take the form of giving individual students at least four 
pieces of positive feedback for every piece of negative 
feedback, such that the overall message is constructive, 
but positive.

Final Thoughts 
It can be hard to know how to help students who 

are suffering from childhood traumas. The difficulties 
they face are complex, and we do not have much 
influence in their home and personal lives. We can’t be 
there for them all the time, but we do control what 
happens when they come into our classrooms. 
Strategies for growth mindset and safe spaces do not 
represent a panacea for the adverse neurodevelopmental 
effects of trauma, but by creating safe spaces where 
students can develop resiliency, we are doing what we 
can to help them feel cared for and connected.
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Looking at Inclusion Using a 
Different Perspective
It’s library time in my Grade 1 classroom and I observe 

a group of seven students pulling the beanbag chairs in 
front of a child-sized couch. Some students are sitting on 
the couch while others are gathered on the chairs. One 
child, seated on the couch, is holding up a book (teacher 
style) while another is sitting on a chair flailing his arms 
and making noises. Other students are helping the flailing 
child by giving him words to say. I observe for a while and 
then walk over and ask what they are doing. “We’re playing 
Interactions,” they inform me. Initially this seemed a rather 
strange response, but then it begins to make sense to me. 

My Grade 1 students have been participating in 
something that we like to call reverse integration with 
one of the Division I Interactions classes in my school. 
An Interactions class is a classroom developed to support 
the learning needs of students with autism. There are 
eight students in the class with one teacher and two 
educational assistants (EAs). For the last few years the 
Interactions teacher and I have been working very closely 
to build relationships between her students with autism 
and my “regular” Grade 1 students. The primary way 
that we have been doing this is to have small groups (six 
to eight) of my Grade 1 students visit the Interactions 
classroom to read their home-reading books. This 

reading takes place at the same time as the other students 
are doing EEKK (elbow to elbow, knee to knee) reading 
of their own home-reading books in the classroom. Each 
group of students visits the Interactions classroom about 
once a week and the grouping of the visiting children 
remains the same each time.

Typically inclusion occurs when students in 
specialized classrooms spend time with their peers in a 
regular classroom, but this model may not be the best 
one for many school-aged students with autism. The 
term reverse inclusion has been traditionally used to 
describe programs developed for preschool children with 
special needs whereby a few typically developing 
children are included in the program to act as models. 
These programs are generally only half a day and are not 
part of the regular school system. 

Our less typical method of inclusion was developed 
when we took the time to ask ourselves: What is the 
primary goal for including students with autism in the 
regular classroom? Was the purpose to develop academic 
skills or to build the social skills that are necessary to 
function as a part of a community? We educators knew 
that children with autism have difficulty with developing 
relationships (for example, recognizing social cues, 

communicat ing), and we 
questioned how “dropping” 
them into a classroom with 27 
other students would help them 
t o  s u c c e s s f u l l y  g r o w 
academica l ly or develop 
positive relationships with their 
peers. In the past my experience 
with inclusion usually meant 
students with autism joining 
my class for gym or sitting in 
the classroom with an EA while 
my students were engaged in an 
activity. Often students were 
overwhelmed by the big open 
spaces and noise of the gym and 
quickly lost self-control. In the 
classroom the activities didn’t 
necessarily connect to their 
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own class experiences and the presence of the EA altered 
the dynamics of my classroom. It seemed that neither 
their academic or social needs were being met. 

Our solution was to have my regular students come 
to the Interactions classroom. In their own classroom, 
the students with autism feel secure, know the routines 
and are not overwhelmed by multiple changes that they 
have no control over. My students, because they are 
entering a less familiar learning space with more adults, 
are less frightened of the Interactions students and 
more willing to engage with them. It piques their 
curiosity to enter a new learning environment, and I 
have emphasized that visiting the Interactions 
classroom is both a privilege and a responsibility. They 
get an adult-supported individual introduction to each 
Interactions student and receive modelling about how 
to best interact and communicate with these students. 
My students can ask questions about different learning 
tools and be shown that although the students with 
autism are different, they are also the same. 

Embedding learning goals into familiar routines is 
the foundation of success for students with autism. 
Buddy time was introduced to all students with a social 
story and visual schedule, describing the expectations 
and supports that were in place during the reading 
activity. Students were explicitly taught the skills they 
would need to be successful, such as phrases for greeting 
one another and asking their buddy’s name. Through 
this guided practice, a structured routine was established 
and followed each time students visited. In the beginning, 
the three adults took the lead in modelling communication 
strategies (such as how to use visuals or speech devices) 
but were gradually able to fade support as students 
became more comfortable interacting with one another. 

Opportunities to practise greetings, turn-taking, 
conversational skills and self-regulation strategies 
naturally occurred in every session all while students 
enjoyed a low-demand shared reading experience. With 
simple adaptations, each child was able to access the 
activity at their own level—some nonverbal children had 
“adapted books,” sequencing the words in their sentence 
to show their understanding. Others used e-books or 
talking books to “read” to their peers. Advanced students 
even read texts that the Interactions class had written, 
which was particularly impressive to their Grade 1 
buddies! There was a similar range of abilities in the 
Grade 1 group. Stronger students offered skillful reading 
and language modelling but also learned how to be 
patient with their peers, waiting until help was requested. 

Toward the end of this project, students proudly 
modelled their expert communication strategies in an 
inclusion video for the school. 

• Reinforcement is key—meaningful relationships 
reinforce social development and a love of 
learning

• Generalizing skills

• All children are competent; all children can 
contribute 

• Most critical variable to inclusion success is the 
support system 

Although initially the building of relationships was 
the primary goal, it quickly became apparent that there 
was also positive academic growth for both classrooms 
of students. My students became more fluent readers 
and increased their understanding of how to be a good 
reader and listener. The Interactions students became 
more enthusiastic about reading and also learned to be 
better listeners. I had fewer students in my classroom 
and could therefore provide more individual attention 
to those students who remained with me, and the staff 
in the Interactions classroom had the opportunity to 
build relationships and understandings of more 
typically developing students. It was win-win for adults 
and children.

References

Newton, C. nd. “What Is Inclusion?” Keys to Inclusion 
website. www.keystoinclusion.co.uk/what-is-inclusion 
-2/?doing_wp_cron=1470105487.548203945159912109
3750 (accessed March 10, 2017).

Alberta Education. nd. The Principles of Inclusion. Alberta 
Education website. https://education.alberta.ca/
inclusion/what-is-inclusion (accessed March 10, 2017).

Thompkins, R, and P Deloney. 1995. “Inclusion: The Pros and 
Cons.” Issues ...about Change 4, no 3. www.sedl.org/
change/issues/issues43.html (accessed March 10, 2017). 

Plemons, C. What Is Reverse Inlusion? Ms Plemons’ 
Classroom website. http://msplemons.weebly.com/
reverse-inclusion.html (accessed March 10, 2017).

Joan McCully and Simone Shirvell

Joan and Simone are teachers with Edmonton Public 
Schools.

This article previously appeared in Issues, Events and 
Ideas, May 2017, the newsletter of the Early Childhood 
Education Council of the Alberta Teachers’ Association.



12 Inside Inclusion, The Council for Inclusive Education Newsletter

We are very excited to embark on a new initiative 
at our school with our Grade 5 teachers and their 

students. This initiative was in response to the rise in 
students’ rate of generalized tension and anxiety, and 
an inability to quickly get back to work during and after 
transitions. In other words, we wanted to try to support 
students to focus, calm down and get meaningfully 
engaged in the classwork more quickly and easily.

Our school, like many, has embraced the Zones of 
Regulation and has a schoolwide language embedded 
in our discussions and understandings. Part of the use 

of zones is to support and guide students into the green 
zone to be able to learn and participate optimally in 
classwork and interactions. This green zone is said to 
be optimal as it describes students who are calm, alert, 
engaged, focused and ready to be on task, both 
internally and externally. As a school, we decided that 
this new initiative on mindful breathing fit perfectly 
with our school’s “zones work” as one more strategy to 
help students get to this green zone. 

As a grade level, the learning time lost during and 
after transitions was identified as a concern. This 

Take a Breather: Initiating 
Mindful Breathing
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mindful breathing strategy was brainstormed and we 
had a meeting to get it started. We met with grade level 
partners, administration, the school psychologist and 
the inclusive education coach. It was decided that three 
times a day, when needed, each teacher would lead a 
two-minute guided breathing exercise with a preset 
script (from YouTube or from the script directed by the 
teacher). Students would then follow the short 
prescribed breathing and, theoretically, be ready to 
engage more productively. We are hopeful and eager to 
gather the post data to compare the differences. This 
two- minute investment, we expect, will pay off in 
dividends with more on-task work time and higher 
quality interactions. 

Before beginning the actual practice of mindful 
breathing, times of transition time and engagement 
time were recorded to attain a baseline. After the 
baseline information was collected, the staff addressed 
the students about the new initiative and its intent. A 
class survey was given based on the students’ own 
perception of the issue, their own perceived levels of 
engagement and their awareness of strategies to help 
them exist in the green zone at school. This same survey 
will be given to the students again after the initial weeks 
of the program.

The hypothesis is that by highlighting, discussing 
and teaching a relaxing, focusing breathing strategy 
and using it with the students consistently throughout 
the day for five weeks (trial time), we will see the time 
lost in transition decreased and the engagement time 
increase. Five weeks was the time period that we chose 
to check to see if the strategy was having a positive 
effect on students. A positive by-product of the use of 
this relaxation/focusing strategy would be that students 
may see this as a tool that they can apply in other areas 
of their lives (home, community, extracurricular events 
and so on). Students would begin to see the inherent 
value of having this specific breathing technique to 
self-regulate and focus their bodies and minds.

This initiative was shared at the onset with parents 
of all Grade 5 students to help explain the idea behind 
it and serve to answer any initial questions or concerns 
that parents may have. A common message went out 
to all Grade 5 parents and was well received. This is 
another way to build a positive home/school connection 
by sharing information and strategies that may be 
helpful for families as well. Our motto is that you 
cannot over communicate. 

Another related action that the school is 
undertaking to creatively engage our Peace Collaborative 
Services (PCS) team members is to have one of our 
psychologists host an evening presentation for parents 
(all parents welcome) to highlight and define anxiety 
for students and families. We have had great interest 
in attending and parents are keen to learn more about 
this issue and how they can better support their 
children in this area and related areas. This PCS 
member gave a similar presentation at a staff meeting 
this past year as staff themselves are not immune from 
stress or anxiety. Taking a mindful breathing break was 
welcomed, honestly, as opposed to “one more thing 
added to a full plate.” 

We see this targeted, attainable initiative as one 
more way to build the tool box for students to help them 
engage and relax more quickly and effectively after a 
short transition. Although we are only beginning with 
the Grade 5 classes, if successful, we hope to grow the 
strategy to other classrooms in the school. By collecting 
“hard data” on its effectiveness, we hope to share this 
mindful breathing with others. Having the entire class 
take a collective breather will only serve to enhance the 
overall regulation of the students. This is just one 
intentional way to build the staff and students’ tool box 
of self-regulatory strategies, but we hope to build this 
naturally into the school day long term if successful.  

Carmen Moore

Peace Wapiti School Division No 76
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Where Are You on the 
Continuum?

The idea of inclusion  is not a new one and has 
certainly been discussed in Rocky View Schools as 

well as in the larger education system for some time. 
We all have ideas about what inclusion means and the 
ability to espouse a philosophical and theoretical 
definition of inclusive teaching practice. That is 
fantastic; however, the discussion and implementation 
of inclusive practice becomes much more difficult when 
looking at the operational aspects. According to 
McLeskey and Waldron (2000) far more teachers 
support the concept of inclusion than are willing to 
teach in inclusive classrooms. Much of the time, this is 
the result of the teachers’ beliefs about disability and 
their professional efficacy. As such, I wish to open up a 
discussion about how our own beliefs affect the success 
of meeting the needs of diverse learners. Successful 
inclusion first begins with self-reflection regarding our 
personal beliefs about diverse students, such as those 
with various disabilities, and our perceived role in taking 

responsibility to reduce 
the barriers to their 
learning.

Just as students with 
diverse needs can be 
considered to fall along a 
continuum of learner 
differences, teachers’ and 
school administrators’ 
beliefs about their role in 
supporting such students 
can also be considered to 
fall along a continuum 
between pathognomonic 
a nd i nter vent ion i s t 
constructs (Jordan 2007). 
A  p a t h o g n o m o n i c 
construct focuses on 
identifying or diagnosing 
students’ problems and 
weaknesses. Disability is 
perceived as an internal 
attribute and condition 

of the student. Teachers whose beliefs lie in this 
direction focus on “what is” and perceive themselves 
as having little effect on the success and outcome of 
those with certain learning challenges. A pathognomonic 
outlook supports the practice of placing students with 
special needs in separate programs and schools, such 
as those with learning challenges, mental health 
symptoms, medical needs and so on. However, on the 
other end of the continuum, the interventionist 
construct focuses on how environmental and social 
factors impair a student’s learning. Disability is viewed, 
at least in part, as being created by external barriers to 
learning. Teachers with this perspective see themselves 
as responsible for intervening and advocating for 
students with disabilities to illicit change in the 
environment to aid in supporting the student’s learning 
needs.

Teaching practices and inclusion are largely 
influenced by teacher efficacy. Teachers’ professional 
efficacy is affected by their understanding of certain 
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disabilities and experience supporting such challenges 
(Jordan and Stanovich 2006). Toward that end it is 
important that professionals reflect on their level of 
understanding of certain disabilities as well as their 
level of knowledge or expertise in supporting students 
with certain challenges. This begs the questions: Where 
do you fall on the continuum? Does your place on the 
continuum change depending on the student’s 
disability or learning challenges? Where are you on the 
continuum for including a student with a learning 
disability in math, reading, writing and so on? Is it 
different for a student with behavioural deficits such as 
oppositional defiant disorder, reactive attachment 
disorder or attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder? 
What about a student with anxiety, depression, 
experienced trauma, family system difficulties? Which 
way would you move if a student with medical 
challenges or autism spectrum disorder was in your 
class? If your place on the continuum does change, how 
much of that change can be attributed to your 
understanding of certain disabilities or your experience 
with supporting students with those specific needs? 
Would you raise your hand to be the one to support 
students with diverse needs in your class and school? 

Research has shown that teacher and school 
administer beliefs about disability and their own 
professional efficacy greatly affect the success of inclusion 
for diverse learners. Such beliefs are the impetus for 
supporting inclusion and underlie any theoretical or 
philosophical definition of inclusion. After reflection on 
your own beliefs about diverse learning challenges, and 
your role in supporting such students, what would you 
need to move further toward the interventionist side of 
the continuum for supporting all learners?
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