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(Counter Clockwise) John Spicer, Claudia Petramala (Student Teacher), Chris Fair, Linda Balkovec, Mary Deveaux, Principal of
St. Theresa of Lisieux CHS

The Ontario Ministry of Education defines 
"students at risk" as students who could 
drop out of school before graduating with a 
secondary school diploma for several 
reasons: poor attendance, below-average 
performance, lack of motivation and 
direction, lack of foundational knowledge 
and skills, inability to connect high school 
curriculum to life experiences, unfavourable 
circumstances in their family lives, or any 
combination of these factors.

In mid-November 2002, alarmed at 
the growing numbers of students dropping 
out of schools in Ontario, the Ministry took 
action to deal with the issues and concerns 
of at-risk students in Grades 7-12 across the 
province. The At-Risk Working Group set 
up to look into these issues identified four 
types of students at risk in their Final Report 
released in January 2003:

•level 1, or below grade expectations;
• Secondary students who would have 

previously studied at modified or 
basic levels;

• Secondary students performing 
significantly below provincial 
standard, earning marks in the 50s 
or 60s and who do not have the 
foundations to be successful in the 
new curriculum;

• Students with very poor attendance.
Their recommendations emphasized 

the need to acquire solid literacy and 
numeracy skills as early as the 
Primary/Junior grades, and the need for 
remedial programs for at-risk students 
within the regular classroom setting for the 
Intermediate/Senior grades. Following on 
these recommendations, the Ministry 
established two expert provincial panels:

• A Literacy panel to develop and 
implement a literacy plan with 
strategies for use in both 
elementary and secondary schools.

• A Pathways panel to examine 
curriculum and career opportunities 
for students at risk with the focus on 

"school-to-work" programs for 
Grades 9 and 10 students, who will 
not go to a college or university. 
These programs are designed to 
combine courses and supports that 
will guide students towards their 
intended education and career 
destinations.

• A Math panel was subsequently 
included. 

"QUALITY EDUCATION FOR ALL" 
AT YCDSB
In light of the tremendous task ahead, our 
York Catholic District School Board (YCDSB) 
convened a Board Steering Committee in 
September 2003 consisting of 34 individuals 
representing parents, schools, teachers, 
School Advisory Councils, Special Education 
consultants, and community members. 
From this group, two sub-committees were 
formed to focus on how to implement the 
Ministry’s recommendations:

• A Literacy sub-committee to 
develop professional development 
programs for Grades 7-12 teachers 
with focus on research, traits of 
students at risk, interventions to 
support students at risk, resources 
needed, and collaborative teams to 
ensure quality dialogue on literacy 
and math themes.

• A Pathways sub-committee to 
develop the infrastructure to 
encourage professional dialogue. 
This forms the basis for the 
collaborative model, now known as 
the “Family of Schools,” headed by 
the local secondary school (of which 
there are 12 at YCDSB) and includes 
all the satellite elementary schools 
in that area. Using this model, the 
decision at YCDSB to focus first on 
Grades 7-9, means that teachers of 
these three grade levels meet at 
predetermined dates and times to 
interact and collaborate on programs, 
services, teaching strategies, and 

new program pathways to support 
students at risk. 

YCDSB’S 2004–2005 GOALS & 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
The four main goals of YCDSB for 
2004–2005 are clearly expressed in the 
document "Quality Education By All: 
Ensuring Student Success" issued by the 
Director’s Office for Trustees in November 
2004 (Source: Text in italics are from this 
document.):

• To continue to develop meaningful 
transition planning in every school 
and family, including a student 
monitoring system for all students 
in Grades 7-10 by February 2005.

The Program Resource Teacher 
(PRT/Pathways) has, in collaboration with 
principals, teachers, and superintendents, 
developed a transitional planning template 
that will be used by Grade 8 teachers when 
they meet with Grade 9 teachers, 
administrators, and guidance personnel. 
This meeting will ensure a seamless 
transition for students from Grade 8 to 
Grade 9. Programs, strategies, and ideas are 
discussed among these professionals in a 
very focused and efficient way. This is 
particularly crucial when some students 
who are "at risk" could easily fall between 
the cracks when moving from an 
elementary school into a larger 
secondary school.

• To support all Grade 7—10 teachers 
throughout the 2004–2005 school year 
in approaches and materials that will 
help ensure student success.

Two “Family of Schools” meetings have 
already been scheduled with all Grades 7 
and 8 teachers and several Grade 9 and 10 
teachers to focus on numeracy, literacy, and 
pathways for student success. To this end, 
YCDSB has hired five Program Resource 
Teachers (PRTs—2 for Literacy, 2 for Math, 
and 1 for Pathways), who will provide 
support to teachers at the school and 
classroom levels. The PRTs are also involved 
in presentations at the Family meetings and 
in the development and implementation 
of curriculum "tailor-made" for the 
at-risk learner. 

• To develop and implement by February 
2005, intervention programs at each 
school that will be deployed if students, 
after normal classroom strategies have 
been exhausted, continue to experience 
failure. 

By February 2005, it is expected that each 
elementary and secondary school will have 
developed student success teams focusing 
on—what students should learn, how to 
measure their success/failure, and what to 
do when they do not learn. Student success 
is measured by data that is presented at the 
student success meeting and, if necessary, 
intervention programs will be recommended 
to support the student. Some of the 
strategies may include mentorship support, 
peer support programs, co-op students, 
Teacher Advisory Program support, etc. 
New pathways may be recommended 
for the “at-risk” student should local 
interventions fail. The goal is to have every 
student pass 16 credits by the completion 
of Grade 10.

•To support parents/students/teachers 
with quality information on course 
pathways and career opportunities so 
that students will make informed

decisions on their academic choices 
that will lead to successful 
destinations.

The PRT/Pathways is developing a 
Pathways Handbook for Grades 7 and 8 
teachers to reference for lessons and 
information; and reviewing secondary 
course calendar with the objective of 
integrating appropriate pathways and 
presenting alternate choices to ensure 
individual student success. Schools are also 
developing career awareness programs to 
enable students and parents to make the 
best choices possible when selecting Grade 9 
courses.

ST. THERESA OF LISIEUX CHS: 
A CASE IN POINT
In keeping with YCDSB’s shared vision "to 
be accountable for quality learning by all", 
the staff at St. Theresa of Lisieux CHS (STL), 
a Catholic Professional Learning 
Community, firmly believe that with 
effective instruction, support, and 
appropriate motivation, all students can 
learn and succeed at obtaining their 
Secondary School Diploma, and move on to 
a successful career.

At STL, the focus is on three questions: 
"What do we expect students to learn? 
How do we know that they are learning?" 
and "What do we do when students do 
not learn?" In order to meet their goal to 
assist all students to reach their full 
potential, STL’s 41 Grade 9 teachers have 
lost no time to meet in multi-learning teams 
to discuss and share their best teaching, 
assessment, and evaluation strategies. 
Major discussion issues at these meetings 
have focused on: "How do you expect to 
improve student achievement? When do 
you expect to be able to measure the 
increase in student achievement? How 
will we emphasize active student 
engagement?" STL’s teachers have also 
participated in “Quality Learning For ALL” 
workshops with other teachers to discuss 
how to help students succeed at several 
levels—department, grade, and course. And, 
STL’s staff plan to meet with elementary 
school teachers within its Family of Schools 
for a workshop "Success For  All Students".

INTERVENTIONS AT STL FOR AT-RISK 
STUDENTS
To ensure success for at-risk students, STL 
has put in place three steps to track and 
identify Grade 7 and 8 students, who may 
be “at risk” before their transition to high 
school:

Step 1: 
Data collection—STL’s 41 Grade 9 

teachers have been dispatched to the 
elementary schools within its Family of 
Schools, and they have received educational 
data on individual students in Grade 8 
before their transition to Grade 9. The data 
collected by Project PASS (Preparing All 
Students for Success) was based on the 
following criteria: student’s favourite 
subjects; attendance and assignment 
completion; interaction with teachers and 
peers; class participation; test behaviour; 
EQAO and Report Card results; involvement 
in extra-curricular activities, and future 
program requirements, such as ESL credit 
course selection, etc. The data is used for 
reference by these Grade 9 teachers, who 
make initial observations of students at the

end of October.  The two-month long
period provides ample time to evaluate 
student profiles.

Step 2: 
The Literacy Resource Teachers hired by 
YCDSB meet with four groups of Grade 9 
teachers at STL in October for intense 
discussion on: How to teach students who 
can’t read, have difficulty in maths, science, 
English, etc. (All disciplines are considered.)

Step 3:
These Literacy Resource Teachers then work 
with STL’s Grade 9 teachers in December 
on specific strategies to deal with individual 
students who are experiencing difficulties 
with various disciplines.

To deal individually with students who 
are potentially "at-risk", STL has established 
Project PASS—Preparing All Students for 
Success—consisting of three teams, each 
with the Vice-principal, Chaplain, Guidance 
counsellor, and Special Education teacher. 
Its specific goals are to identify students at 
risk and their academic abilities based on 
Teachers’ Reports on the following areas of 
concern: poor attendance, poor punctuality, 
missing and/or incomplete assignments and 
homework, poor performance on tests, weak 
oral and written work, and inappropriate 
level of study. Also included in these reports 
are general observations, such as lack of 
interest and participation, disrespectful of 
learning environment of peers, does not ask 
for help and clarification, working hard but 
finds subject difficult, and achieving below 
potential.

When the Guidance counsellor 
receives two or more at-risk reports of an 
individual student, the student’s name is 
placed on the PASS list for action. PASS will 
discuss the plan of action for each 
individual student and the student will stay 
on the PASS list until he/she succeeds. 
Mentoring and collaborative practices, such 
as peer tutoring and cooperative learning, 
are some of the ways that STL supports 
students at risk. Parents are notified of their 
children’s situation because at STL, one of 
the goals in the learning process is to 
involve parents and guardians as research 
confirms that parental support can have an 
enormous impact on a student’s 
attendance, self-esteem, and academic 
performance. Staff members at STL strive 
continually to promote self-esteem, 
confidence, and academic achievement in 
students —the essential outcomes of 
schooling for success in society.

As Mary Deveaux, Principal of St. 
Theresa of Lisieux states confidently: "We 
are optimistic that our action plan for
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In the beautiful and reassuring story Mom and 
Dad Don’t Live Together Anymore by Kathy 
Stinson, a child learns to adjust to the 
separation of her parents. In what can be a most 
painful and confusing time in the life of 
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daddy. My mommy and daddy love me too. Just 
not together.”
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students at risk at St. Theresa of Lisieux will 
yield positive results. Our teachers are 
committed to provide meaningful and 
engaged learning for all students within the 
collaborative setting that we have created."

The Catholic Monitor, December 2004




