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DIRECTOR'S DISPATCH
PUBLIC EDUCATION IN A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

"“We believe the current disruption has changed education forever.”
Teaching and Teacher Education for Post-Pandemic Canada: A Position Paper of the
Association of Canadian Deans of Education, Association of Canadian Deans of
Education, August 2020.

The current global pandemic has taught us a great deal about our schools, our system and
ourselves. I have always believed that times of great challenge are also times of
tremendous opportunity. Although unforeseen and unwarranted, sometimes even
unimaginable, circumstances such as these do provide an extraordinary occasion to review
and refine aspects of our large, complex institutions of public education. I feel that a
favourable moment of reflection is now upon us when I think about the impact of the 2019
novel coronavirus on the students, staff and school communities of our District.

As Chief Education Officer and Chief Executive Officer of the Renfrew County District School
Board, I am reminded each and every day that elements of our system “work” brilliantly for
many of our stakeholders, and yet not so smoothly for others, especially when we consider
its impact on our students as learners. Despite our best efforts to meet the needs of all
stakeholders, I am keenly aware that there is “work that remains to be done" with respect to
the achievement, equity and well-being of our students, staff and school communities.
Moreover, in the context of a ‘Director’s Take’ on public education amidst a global
pandemic, there are three touch points for contemplation that I would like to share from my
own perspective on the matter at this time…
Touch Point#1: The importance of bringing back into balance a collective focus on
academics and wellness, along with health and safety, as we move forward.
Touch Point#2: The value of taking this momentous opportunity to thoughtfully shape
and/or reshape programs and services offered to stakeholders as we plan ahead.
Touch Point#3: The significance of enhancing established partnerships with community
agencies, in an increasingly integrated manner, as we emerge from the pandemic.

With respect to a dynamic, vibrant ‘balance’ throughout the system, a
collective return to a focus on academics and wellness is essential as
we move forward in order for the District to ensure that the operational
aspects of school and system reopening related to health and safety do
not, in and of themselves, become the «raison d’être» of the
organization.
That is to say, once salient details of health and safety are in place and
well-understood across schools and central departments, based upon
the advice and guidance of public health officials, the predominant foci
of the organization must return to the achievement and well-being of the
students, staff and school communities.

In our case, thanks to the dedicated and diligent efforts of central staff in both Corporate
Services and Employee Services, as well as the care and conscientiousness of schoolbased staff at each site, I am confident that the Return to School and Work Resource
Guide demonstrates our collective commitment to the health and safety of all our
stakeholders as a priority for the start-up of the school year. Of course, the resource guide
will be adapted and refined as the guidelines from the Ministries of Education, Health and
Labour continue to evolve, and, as we ourselves learn more about living and learning in
the context of a global pandemic.
Of note, this proactive focus on health and safety in the first few months of the pandemic
has subsequently allowed us to re-focus our priorities back onto the detailed objectives for
achievement and well-being of our multi-year strategic plan as an organization. As we move
forward, we will continue to re-establish activities and events, initiatives and projects
focused on the authentic learning of students and the professional development of staff in
order to keep a rational balance of these three operational elements. It may, in truth, take us
some time to do so at an optimal level, but I am very proud of the progress to date on this
front and I commend our staff, in particular, for their passion and perseverance in making
the extraordinary happen on a daily basis. A wonderful example of the genuine engagement
of students and staff alike, through in-person learning at school and on-line learning at
home, took place during ‘Orange Shirt Day’ on Wednesday 30 September 2020. On this
day, our students and staff honoured children of Indigenous ancestry who were taken from
their families and sent to residential schools. This was also an opportunity to learn more
about the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action.

Further, it will be important that we, as educators, continue to assess and evaluate our
students with respect to gaps in learning that may have arisen as a result of the ministerial
order to close schools this past spring – or that may have already been there pre-pandemic
– in order to inform next steps for instruction. This may especially be the case
for vulnerable students who did not receive the full breadth and depth of services they
normally would have as a result of the closure period. This approach will allow us to adjust
instruction and differentiate teaching and learning environment as required.
In regards to the incomparable ‘window of opportunity’ that the pandemic has
provided us as a system, the District must take the uniqueness of this period to
thoughtfully shape and/or reshape programs and services offered as we plan
ahead. In many ways, I have always felt that a strength of the organization has
been the rich array of programs and services offered for each program pathway –
apprenticeship, college, university and the workforce – and it will be crucial that we
build upon this foundation as we think forward into the future. I am very excited
about the promising possibilities that an evolution of the programs and services
available for our students will provide, as we continue to connect our students to
their passions of pursuit and disciplines of interest.
Enthusiastically, we have already begun to see this come to fruition as an
organization through our visioning exercise. At the elementary level, for instance,
the multi-year expansion of French as a Second Language (FSL) programs offered
across the system has garnered attention and excitement from students and their
parents/guardians as it underscores the advocacy of bilingualism in our school
communities. We will undoubtedly continue to see this unfold as the expansion of
programs is completed across the county over the next few years.

In addition, we are beginning to engage stakeholders in a consultative process as a ‘rethink’ of the programs and services available to students at the secondary level, including
the importance of equity of access to these high-quality programs and services regardless
of where a student may reside within the county. The feedback and input received
from our talented staff during the course of the current school year, in particular, will be
fundamental to the recommendations brought forward.
The collaborative work noted above at both the elementary and secondary levels will be
especially useful for us as an organization if the future of public education holds ‘choice of
mode of delivery’ in place. That is, we will need to be smart and strategic in the allocation
of our finite resources (human/material/fiscal) to ensure efficient and effective operations
of the organization if learning at school in person and learning at home remotely are both
realities, simultaneously in existence, as part of the new normal.

As related to the enhancement of established partnerships with community
agencies and organizations, it is critical that the District strengthen
cooperation with these partners in an increasingly integrated manner, postpandemic. Our collaboration with the Renfrew County and District Health Unit
(RCDHU), by way of illustration, has served us remarkably well in ensuring
the safe and healthy management of confirmed cases of COVID-19 at our
sites, as well as the sensible and sound operationalization of activities and
initiatives at both the school and system levels.

Also, the coordination of services for students in need and their families provided through the
District’s Lead with CARE approach – Create a Responsive Environment shows the
incredible synergy of partnerships with community agencies and organizations such as
Family and Children’s Services of Renfrew County and The Phoenix Centre for Children and
Families in Pembroke, for example. As the needs of our communities remain a reality during
the pandemic, as they were pre-pandemic, our collective efforts with partners may be ever
more vital, to my mind, as we emerge from the pandemic.
Interestingly, the pandemic has, on numerous
occasions, reinforced the invaluable role of public
education as a cornerstone of society at large. The
implications of school closures on the economy
has revealed just how interdependent these
sectors are. It is amazing to see and hear (and
often to feel!) how necessary the school system is
in society and it has been a healthy reminder that
we should not – under any circumstances – take
our robust system of public education for granted.

“IN ITS ANALYSIS, THE TASK FORCE CONCLUDED THAT THERE IS AN URGENCY TO FILL THE LARGE KNOWLEDGE GAP ON THE
PATHOPHYSIOLOGY OF COVID-19 IN CHILDREN THROUGH FOCUSED RESEARCH. ALL OPPORTUNITIES TO COLLECT BETTER AND BROADER
DATA ABOUT COVID-19 IN CHILDREN SHOULD BE LEVERAGED, INCLUDING PREVALENCE STUDIES AND SYSTEMIC OBSERVATIONS IN DAY
CAMPS, DAYCARE FACILITIES AND SCHOOLS… AT THE SAME TIME, THE DIRECT AND INDIRECT IMPACTS OF THE PUBLIC HEALTH
MEASURES RESULTING FROM THE PANDEMIC ON CHILDREN REQUIRE ATTENTION. IN EVALUATING THE APPROPRIATENESS OF
MEASURES THAT TARGET CHILDREN, FROM SCHOOL TO HEALTH INTERVENTIONS, RISK ASSESSMENT SHOULD TAKE INTO ACCOUNT
EVOLVING SCIENCE AND INCLUDE PEDIATRIC, INFECTIOUS DISEASE, EDUCATIONAL AND CHILD DEVELOPMENT EXPERTS.”

COVID-19 and Children: Report of a Special Task Force, Office of the Chief Science Advisor of
Canada, July 2020

Despite the obstacles and rewards that we continue to experience in the operation of inperson learning at school and remote, synchronous learning at home, I believe that we are
making steady progress in these unprecedented times as a system. I am inspired by the
teaching and learning environments that I continue to witness in our schools, as well as the
ingenuity and resourcefulness I see in our central departments. The current global pandemic
truly does provide an extraordinary occasion to reflect upon and revise aspects of our large,
complex institution of public education for the better. Taking into consideration the touch
points for contemplation noted above, as well as many others, we will not let the opportunity
pass us by.

Sincerely,

Pino Buffone
Director of Education

"THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS CREATED UNDENIABLE CHAOS. AT THE SAME TIME, IT HAS UNLEASHED A WEALTH OF
ENERGY IN INNOVATIVE, COLLABORATIVE AND LASER-FOCUSED PROBLEM-SOLVING...WHEN EDUCATORS WHO ARE MORE
AUTONOMOUS FROM BUREAUCRATIC MICROMANAGEMENT CAN USE DIGITAL OPPORTUNITIES TO ENHANCE EXISTING
PROFESSIONAL CAPITAL AND COMMUNITY, WE WILL HAVE THE CHANCE OF A LIFETIME TO TRANSFORM LEARNING
TOGETHER."

Andy Hargraves and Michael Fullan, Professional Capital after the Pandemic: Revisiting and Revising Classic Understandings of Teachers' Work, Journal of
Professional Capital and Community, June 2020

