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DIRECTOR'S DISPATCH 
ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF A POST-PANDEMIC RESET FOR

PUBLIC EDUCATION  



The extraordinary, extended pandemic period of the past two plus years has highlighted
strengths to be celebrated, as well as areas for growth and reflection, in our school
systems, regionally, provincially, nationally and internationally. 

The challenges and opportunities of this remarkable time in our lives, both personally and
professionally, have demonstrated the veritable robustness and resourcefulness of our
institutions of public education, while at the very same time, exposed inequities
(exacerbated, perhaps) that have likely always existed throughout our organizations. The
varied impact of the pandemic period is particularly evident for students and their families
traditionally marginalized by our systems. 

The ability to transition – to ‘pivot’, as it has now famously been coined – from in-person
learning at school to on-line learning at home became a veritable endeavour that our large,
complex systems learned to manage with enhanced proficiency over time. The frequent
and numerous transitions through ‘phases’ of the pandemic provided a unique context for
virtual teaching and learning environments, as well as job-embedded professional
development for educators, on a scale and at a pace never quite imagined. It allowed for
the continuity of learning for students, with ministry and district supports in place to the
greatest extent possible, in spite of the widespread emergence of the novel coronavirus.
These transitions were not without their complications, however, including challenges of
connectivity in various regions, as well as intricacies of highly-detailed deployment plans
for devices. Not an easy task for district school boards to manage, to be sure. 

At the same time, the stresses to our school systems revealed the presence, and
heightening perhaps, of inequities that had been evident previously. The inability of
parents/guardians to arrange childcare when schools were closed by ministerial order and
yet they were required to attend their workplaces is but one example of the pragmatic
hardships faced by families that most assuredly created equity-related issues in school
communities.



Further, the learner profiles of students themselves were more (or less) amenable to the
virtual environment. As the pandemic period continued indefinitely, it became
increasingly apparent that some students were flourishing in an entirely new setting,
many were managing adequately, and others were struggling, academically, emotionally
and/or socially. The realities of working conditions for parents/guardians, along with
connectivity considerations and adequate access to devices as noted previously,
combined to exasperate an already trying time for a number of eager learners and their
well-intentioned systems of support. 

These arduous, real-world experiences – observed and told, shared and lived in a myriad
of ways – have demonstrated aptly the incredible nature of the current circumstances for
school systems. It is a time, nonetheless, that educational leaders must capitalize on the
conditions created in an agile manner to re-think how programs and/or services are
delivered, effectively and efficiently, moving forward. In essence, it is time for a reset in
public education as we begin to emerge from the pandemic itself.

“Through the prioritization of strategic objectives in balanced measure, connectivity
through relationships and partnership building, proactivity for effective change
management, ingenuity in the optimization of resources over time, and the cultivation of
of systemness throughout the organization – as aspects of agility – educational leaders
have the bona fide chance of a lifetime to transform school systems in the pursuit of
achievement, equity and well-being for the benefit of all students, staff, and school
communities.” ~ Pino Buffone - Agility: An Essential Element of Leadership for an
Evolving Educational Landscape - Facets Journal, September 2021



As Director of Education at the Renfrew County District School Board, I am inspired and
empowered by the efforts of our students, staff and school communities – making the
extraordinary happen daily in order to ensure that success is achieved to the greatest
extent possible – despite the disruptions and interruptions that the global pandemic
brought upon us. Moreover, in the context of a follow-up ‘Director’s Take’ on public
education, as we reset post-pandemic, there are three essential elements for
consideration that I would like to share from my point of view at this time…

Essential Element#1: An earnest emphasis on critical appreciative inquiry in the move
forward… framing efforts related to learning recovery and renewal through a constructive
and non-judgmental, yet practical and productive lens. 

Essential Element#2: A sustained strive for equity, diversity and inclusivity across the
system… ensuring a consolidated commitment on the part of all stakeholders towards
the elimination of all forms of discrimination and the removal of systemic barriers to
learning.     

Essential Element#3: A carefully constructed plan for the coordination of support
services… establishing and/or re-establishing partnerships with community agencies in
an increasingly integrated manner, moving forward.  



In regards to a plan of action for learning recovery and renewal, a stance of critical
appreciation will be crucial in framing collective efforts, including the differentiated
utilization of resources – human, material and/or fiscal.

The concept of critical appreciation builds upon the notion of appreciative inquiry, first
developed by Cooperrider and his colleagues in the late 1980s. As an asset-based
approach for organizational and societal engagement, appreciative inquiry uses queries
and wonderings, observations and conversations to facilitate the revelation of existing
strengths, advantages and opportunities for individuals and/or groups in their
departments, organizations or communities (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987). Appreciative
inquiry is a process that encourages social innovation by involving participants in
discovering the best of themselves, particularly applicable to sound leadership
development and positive organizational change. The five stages of the appreciative
inquiry process – dawn, discovery, dream, design and delivery – overlap one another as
authentic partnerships amongst participants are nurtured.

(Reference: Cooperrider, D.L. & Srivastva, S. (1987). “Appreciative inquiry in organizational life” in Woodman, R.W.
& Pasmore, W.A. Research in Organizational Change and Development, Vol.1. Stamford, CT: JAI Press, pp. 129-
169.)

Essential Element # 1

Critical appreciation, as described by Oliver (2005), offers a reframing of appreciative
inquiry in an increasingly balanced and reasoned manner, by merging aspects of critical
thought and social justice, with the intention of delivering better outputs for organizational
change over time. Through critical appreciative inquiry, experiences are deconstructed
critically first and these key learnings are then used to engage participants in an
appreciative process that builds aspirations and designs for new experiences ahead. The
process of critical appreciation, in effect, takes into consideration the realities of the
current pandemic period that must be addressed in order for greater efficacy in the
recovery and renewal of learning.

(Reference: Oliver, C. (2005). “Critical appreciative inquiry as intervention in organizational discourse” in Peck, E., Edwards, N.
& Fillingham, D. Organizational Development in Healthcare: Approaches, innovations, achievements, 1st Ed. London, UK: CRC
Press, pp.205-218.)



A key duty for us all, as educators, will be the
judicious assessment and evaluation of our
students with respect to gaps in learning that may
have arisen as a result of the disruptions of the
pandemic period – or that may have been there in
some manner previously – in order to inform next
steps for instruction. In my weekly visits to schools
across the county, for instance, the importance of
accurately assessing the reading levels of students
has been raised keenly by our caring and committed
staff in the kindergarten and primary divisions.
Concerns have been identified particularly for
vulnerable students who did not receive the full
breadth and depth of the continuity of services they
normally could have due to the interruptions. To add,
in the intermediate and senior divisions, dedicated
and diligent staff have surfaced apprehensions
related to the inability to offer experiential learning,
as practical applications to complement theoretical
conceptualizations, that they typically would have as
a result of the interruptions. This is especially the
case for struggling students who require hands-on
activities in order to consolidate their thinking. I am
very confident that the research-based, high-yield,
effective practices for assessment and instruction
at our disposal – as well as novel practices that
unfold – will allow us to differentiate instruction, and
adjust aspects of our teaching and learning
environments in the spirit of universal design for
learning. It will be important, however, to ensure that
the tools used to assess students’ reading levels are
culturally-relevant and responsive, and are used
solely for the benefit of students’ growth and
development. 



In the sustained strive for equity, diversity and
inclusivity across the system, an explicit, intentional
plan of action that enhances bias awareness and
critical consciousness, while ameliorating fairness
and impartiality throughout the organization, will be
needed for institutions of public education.

At the RCDSB, the action plan for equity and anti-
racism addresses social justice and diversity, human
rights and inclusivity in a number of engaging and
exciting ways. Key aspects of the equity-related plan
of action include: student-led activities in support of
the wonderful diversity of our students; professional
development for staff focused on achieving an in-
depth awareness, appreciation and understanding of
our world, including unconscious attitudes, reactions,
stereotypes and categories that affect our words and
actions; and, focus group sessions with key
stakeholders – students, parents/guardians, staff,
federation/union partners, trustees and community
members – for feedback and/or input on progress
over time, including those traditionally underserved
and/or underrepresented by the system. 

The elimination of all forms of discrimination and the
removal of systemic barriers to learning will also
include a priority focus on the review and revision of
the District’s policies and administrative procedures
through a lens of equity and inclusivity, as well as a
deliberate emphasis on diversity in the recruitment
and retention, mentorship and promotion of staff.

Essential Element # 2



IIn terms of a carefully constructed plan for the coordination of support services, the
District must continue to strengthen collaboration with community agencies in an
increasingly integrated manner, post-pandemic. The ongoing cooperation with the Renfrew
County and District Health Unit (RCDHU), for example, has continued to serve the system
admirably in ensuring the health and safety of our school communities. 

The coordination of services for students and their families in need provided through the
District’s Lead with CARE approach – Create a Responsive Environment - demonstrates the
promising potential of partnerships such as Family and Children’s Services of Renfrew
County and The Phoenix Centre for Children and Families, as well as Renfrew County’s
‘Moving on Mental Health’ Committee. As the practical needs of our school communities
will undoubtedly remain, post-pandemic, these collaborative efforts will be as vital as ever.    

As noted in a previous iteration of the Director’s Dispatch, the pandemic period has
solidified the invaluable role of public education as a cornerstone of a democratic society.
The intersections of education and healthcare shared above, as well as implications for
other sectors, has revealed just how interdependent our society truly is. It is awesome to
witness how fundamental our institutions of public education are to society at large! 

Essential Element # 3

It is clear that leadership in education is entering a new phase… We have suggested five
new signposts to directions in which that leadership should head. They point to: co-
developed narratives; eco-systemic engagement; responsible commitment to
experimentation; a relentless campaign to drive equity (redefined); and, the evolution of
futures literacy.” ~ Valerie Hannon & Anthony Mackay - The Future of Educational
Leadership: Five Signposts - Centre for Strategic Education-Leading Education Series,
August 2021

https://www.rcdsb.on.ca/en/parents-and-students/mental-health-and-wellbeing.aspx


The challenges and opportunities of this extraordinary, extended pandemic period has
indeed demonstrated the reach and resilience of our institutions of public education,
while at the very same time, exposed issues and inequalities that have likely always
existed throughout our organizations, especially for those traditionally marginalized by
school systems. Nonetheless, I am convinced that our strategic direction is sound and
that we are steadily making progress towards the objectives outlined in the District’s
multi-year strategic plan. The three essential element shared above will assuredly
help light our way.

Sincerely,

Pino Buffone 
Director of Education 

https://www.rcdsb.on.ca/en/resourcesGeneral/2021banners/RCDSB-Strategic-Plan-2021-2025.pdf

