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Background

In the spring of 2008, the Tri-County Regional School Board 
called for a comprehensive review of the educational programs 
being delivered in each of its schools with the overall purpose 
of understanding what is in place and determining how the 
program delivery can be improved for students.

The purpose of the Program Review was defined more 
specifically with the following questions:

1.	 Is the basic program, the Public School Program (PSP), being 
delivered in each school as required by the Department of 
Education?

2.	 What additional educational programs are being offered in 
each school and regionally?

3.	 How can the delivery of the educational programs be 
improved?

4.	 Are there particular issues or problems in program delivery 
that should be addressed under high priority status?

5.	 How can the school facilities be utilized more effectively and 
efficiently to deliver the educational programs?

6.	 What are the financial implications of making the 
recommended improvements in program delivery and 
school utilization?

7.	 What is a reasonable timeline in making the improvements?

The overall purpose is being achieved through a 3-phase 
process.  Phase I, a review of how programs and student 
services are being delivered, and Phase II, a “school community 
consultation” process, were completed in the winter and spring 
of this year.

Phase III, a “School Utilization Study” will be carried out by an 
external consultant this fall and winter.  This study will try to 
answer Questions 5, 6 and 7.

The Program Review process (Phase I and II) involved three 
committees or groups.  The Program Review Steering 
Committee was set up to oversee the process and carry out 
a planning/advisory role for the Program Review Work Group, 
P-6 and the Program Review Work Group, 7-12.  The two Work 
Groups met several times between September and June of the 
past school year to review the delivery of the programs and 
student services and to generate two separate reports.

The first report, a “Program Review Discussion Paper”, resulted 
from Phase I and included 8 recommendations related to the 
delivery of programs and student services.  That discussion 
paper was distributed to all TCRSB schools in April, in advance of 
public consultation sessions in May.  This document, the second 
report was prepared in consultation the two Work Groups.

A third report on the Phase III school utilization study should be 
completed early in 2010.

The School Community Consultation Input

The Program Review Discussion Paper provided a foundation 
and starting point for 8 school community consultations.  These 
evening sessions occurred in May, 2009, in each of the high 
schools, and involved the whole family of schools connected 
with the high school.

Attendance at the sessions varied significantly from only a 
few to as many as 40 to 50.  As expected, the largest groups 
attended in those schools where school closure and/or 
boundary changes may be considered in the Phase III School 
Utilization Study being completed during the next school year.  
The discussions during two of the larger group sessions focused 
more on the process and issues of the School Utilization 
Study than on the Program Review recommendations.  The 
attendance in a couple of other sessions was in the range of 
20 to 30; the discussion in these two and the other sessions 
focused primarily on the recommendations.  In one session, 
a few parents attended with the purpose of raising concerns 
about the potential loss of French Immersion in their school.
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Within a few days of the consultation sessions being completed, 
the elementary and secondary Work Groups spent a full day 
together to consider the input received.  Also considered 
were 6 separate submissions from individual school staffs or 
school advisory councils which were received electronically, 
independent of the public input sessions.  The results of the 
combined Work Groups’ review of the input form the basis of 
this final paper.

Another activity influenced the writing of this report.  In early 
June, the consultant met with the Regional Representative 
Council of the Nova Scotia Teachers’ Union to review the 
recommendations in the discussion paper.  The input from this 
meeting was generally supportive of the recommendations and 
provided some additional insights or suggestions that should 
be integrated into the final report.

Some Observations

The following observations were made and discussed during 
the combined session with the two Work Groups and it was 
agreed that they should be formally expressed in this report:

a.	 The general tone toward the recommendations and 
program review process during each of the consultation 
sessions was positive.  There were no strong criticisms of the 
report or the process and no indication that some major 
issues had been overlooked.

b.	 A few of the issues or concerns raised during the sessions 
are unique to individual schools or specific program areas; 
for example, French Immersion in particular schools, the 
unique challenges for music teachers, the lack of resources 
for physical education and perhaps other program areas, and 
the need to stabilize an adequate staffing allocation for small, 
isolated schools with diminishing enrollments.  Although 
these issues are not addressed directly in this report, they will 
be brought to the attention of the Director of Programs and 
Student Services and his staff through this process. 

c.	 As a very general observation, the participants who came 
to the sessions were family, SAC and staff members who 
are normally expected to participate in input sessions such 
as these.  For future consideration, a more deliberate effort 
to encourage and support participation of students would 
have added value to the discussions.  Likewise, an effort 
to encourage and include representatives from various 
marginalized families, groups or cultures, which are not 
normally well represented, would add breadth and depth to 
the discussions.

d.	 The physical geography of the Tri-County region does cause 
some problems of relative isolation for some schools and 
communities.  The longer distances or having to follow a 
ferry schedule make it more difficult to recruit and hold staff 
members, to offer co-curricular or extra-curricular activities, 
to ensure flexible schedules for itinerant teachers, and to 
take advantage of cultural and social events in neighboring 
communities.

e.	 The problems of isolation have been accentuated in recent 
years by the loss of funding for extra-curricular bussing.  The 
cost of financing any type of student travel during the school 
day is very prohibitive and a burden for schools.

f.	 Maximum class sizes or “caps” for elementary grades were 
implemented by the Department of Education about 6 or 7 
years ago.  The financial support for this initiative should be 
maintained by the Department of Education, as a significant 
priority, because it has proven to be beneficial.

g.	 Libraries provide an integral resource and service in the 
delivery of programs and student services in each school.  
The educational significance of a school library to students 
and teachers should be a high priority factor in the allocation 
of resources and staff.

h.	 Concerns about junior high programming were expressed 
several times by administrators from different schools.  The 
concerns are related to the need for a more diverse range of 
junior high programs that can be offered with a reasonable 
degree of flexibility (less time constraints).

i.	 Similar concerns about inflexibility and time constraints in 
being able to offer the required programs were expressed 
by high school principals, especially those of the smaller 
schools.

j.	 For emphasis, the following note is repeated from the 
original discussion paper:  Although the TCRSB has been 
proactive in trying to attract members of visible minorities to 
the teaching and support staff, the lack of these members as 
role models remains a problem that must be solved as soon 
as possible.

k.	 In supporting teachers and administrators in modern-day 
schools, it is a given that technology hardware, connectivity, 
and training requires a high priority plan for continuous 
upgrades and maintenance.
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Recommendations

As indicated above, the recommendations introduced in the 
discussion paper received general, system-wide support and 
did not generate any strong opposition or criticism.  For these 
reasons, the original recommendations are being carried 
forward.  Several have been edited and/or are accompanied by 
additional commentary as a result of the school and community 
input.  Also as a result of the input, two new recommendations 
have been added (# 8 on elementary guidance and #9 on 
interagency collaboration).

Before presenting the revised and new recommendations, 
some points that were emphasized during the public sessions 
should be noted here.  The first is about an important principle 
on which several of the recommendations and the whole 
discussion about improving the delivery of programs and 
student services were based.  The following statement has 
been reinforced by the apparent level of acceptance during the 
discussions, to the point that it is now offered as a principle:

The focal point of improvement in the delivery of programs 
and student services must be to increase the level of support 
for teachers who are expected to constructively meet a broad 
spectrum of student needs within each and every classroom.  To 
do this in a meaningful, lasting way requires a combination of 
remedies rather than a single solution.

This focus on improving the support for classroom teachers 
using a variety of remedies is reflected most directly and 
collectively in Recommendations 2 to 9.

The other points emphasized during the consultations are 
recorded here because of their significance in understanding 
the overall process:

•	 If nothing else, this Program Review should give the Tri-
County Regional School Board an up-to-date overview or 
snapshot of the critical issues, circumstances and needs in 
its schools.  There is inherent value in knowing not only what 
came forward from the schools and from the public sessions, 
but also, what did not come forward as important matters or 
serious concerns.

•	 The recommendations are put forward with the premise that 
any steps backward would be very detrimental to students 
and staff.  In other words, the services and resources already 
in place must remain secure.  The Recommendations below 
are for improvements that can be made when the TCRSB 
and the Department of Education are in a better financial 
position to add services and resources.

•	 The original discussion paper and this final document 
are deliberately intended to be “planning for the future” 
documents for the TCRSB.  Although the Recommendations 
have been given the greatest weight by the Program Review 
Work Groups, they are not listed in order of priority.  The 
school board will have to make choices when it sees an 
opportunity to “add” or grow.  Even under a much better 
financial circumstance, it is reasonable to expect that only a 
few priorities can be addressed at one time.

In summary, the following recommendations are offered, with 
no assigned priority, for consideration by the TCRSB as it plans 
for the long-term educational benefit of its students. 

Recommendation 1:  It is recommended that the delivery 
of unique programs in individual schools be evaluated from the 
perspective of equitable access for all students.

Looking back at the input from the consultation process, no 
particular equity issue (or inequity) stands out well beyond 
others as a major area of concern.  Perhaps the areas of concern 
that might be categorized more than others as equity issues are 
related to the delivery of French Immersion, the unique staffing 
challenges of very small schools, and the barriers to effective 
delivery resulting from the relative geographic isolation of 
some school communities.  The delivery of French Immersion 
is addressed in Recommendation 10.  Also, the fact that 
elementary guidance is not offered in all elementary schools 
may also be categorized as an equity issue and this is addressed 
in Recommendation 8.

In any school system, inequities among schools cannot be 
removed entirely because of limiting factors such as very small 
enrolments and small rural community isolation.  Nevertheless, 
the principle of equitable access for all students should always 
be an important factor in assessing the delivery of programs 
and student services.  Schools should be able to access what 
students need.  If real or perceived inequities are causing 
concerns, it is important that they be given formal attention.  
The delivery of unique programs must always be evaluated by 
applying this important principle of equitable access.
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Recommendation 2:  It is recommended that other options 
be pursued to overcome the problems caused by a lack of school 
psychologist services, especially in the area of student assessment or 
testing.  Such options could include more contracting out of student 
testing, special training for teachers, and reducing the dependency 
on formal testing.

The inability to fill all school psychologist positions on a stable, 
ongoing basis has created serious problems and a high level of 
frustration in most schools.  The level of urgency and frustration 
rises and falls as positions are left vacant or filled.  This situation 
will likely remain over time because of the geography of the 
TCRSB and the availability of professionally qualified school 
psychologists.

Although the situation has improved since last fall, this 
matter should be given high priority in planning for the future.  
If school psychologist positions cannot be filled, then other 
solutions must be developed. 

Recommendation 3:  It is recommended that the supports 
provided by resource teachers to classroom teachers and students 
be expanded through an increase to the staff allocation and 
through professional development programs uniquely designed 
for resource teachers.

Resource teachers have key competencies that enable them 
to enhance program delivery in schools and to support 
classroom teachers in meeting the diverse needs of individual 
students in a regular classroom setting.  They assist students 
in their learning, individually or in small groups, and provide a 
professional expertise that complements that of the classroom 
teacher.

This recommendation was confirmed as being very 
fundamental to improving the level of support to classroom 
teachers.  A long-term plan to encourage experienced, 
classroom teachers to become particularly qualified to fill 
resource teacher positions must include professional incentives. 

Recommendation 4:  It is recommended that the principal’s 
position be a full-time administrative position.

The normal daily administrative responsibilities of school 
principals, the administrative requirements from regional office, 
and a higher parental and staff expectation of accessibility to 
the principal’s office make it extremely difficult for a principal 
to carry a formal teaching assignment.  Furthermore, the 
unexpected, urgent situations that arise frequently in every 
school often demand the immediate attention of the principal 

and, if she/he is teaching, either her/his class is interrupted or 
another teacher’s class must be interrupted.  Just as importantly, 
a principal who is in a full-time administrative position is able 
to offer tangible support to teachers in many and various ways 
that a teaching principal cannot offer.

It is known now that this recommendation was already under 
careful consideration by the Board when the original discussion 
paper was being written and, consequently, part-time principal 
positions were adjusted to full-time administrative positions for 
the next school year, although the adjustment was not made 
in all cases without some negative impact on the full staffing 
allocation. 

Recommendation 5:  It is recommended that access to 
alternative programs for junior and senior high students (including 
Options and Opportunities (O2) and programs related to skilled 
trades, visual arts, music and drama) and access to enrichment 
programs such as the International Baccalaureate Program or the 
Advanced Placement Program be expanded.

As stated in the discussion paper, it is an accepted fact that in 
every secondary school there are students who are at risk if they 
have no access to program alternatives, including enrichment, 
in which they can have a better chance of success.  In follow-up, 
several notes are noteworthy.

No concern was expressed in any consultation session about 
the fact that the International Baccalaureate Program is offered 
in only one high school and no interest was expressed in setting 
up the Advanced Placement Program.

Access to alternative programs in secondary schools can be 
assessed from the perspective of equity.  Although no one 
should reasonably expect that each and every program will be 
accessible in each secondary school, at least the question about 
equity should be asked.  By asking and answering the question, 
a higher level of understanding can be achieved about why a 
particular program is offered in one school and not another.

As noted earlier, a concern was expressed about the lack of 
alternative programs in junior high schools---a timely reminder 
that the need for alternative programs is not strictly a high 
school matter. 
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Recommendation 6:  It is recommended that the level of direct 
services to schools from regional consultants and specialists be 
maintained, and furthermore, that increasing the number of speech 
language pathologists be given high priority.

The services of regional consultants and specialists are a major 
source of professional support and development to classroom 
teachers.  Some of the needs expressed most directly by the 
schools could be addressed with more speech language 
pathologists.

This recommendation was supported by school staffs in their 
individual submissions and it drew little attention in the public 
sessions.  As with the other recommendations that would 
require additional dollars, any support for this recommendation 
was tied to the condition that no other staffing levels should be 
decreased so that this one could be increased. 

Recommendation 7:  It is recommended that time in the 
school’s schedule for professional collaboration with colleagues be 
recognized as very important in supporting classroom teachers and 
that options for creating more non-classroom time be explored.

There are many professional demands on teachers beyond 
their instructional duties in their classroom—e.g., participation 
in Individualized Program Planning ((IPP) meetings, school 
improvement planning, the accreditation process, “Professional 
Learning Communities” (PLC’s), and team meetings.  Teachers 
need more professional time free from their instructional time 
with students to collaborate with colleagues.

The support expressed consistently for this recommendation 
was usually accompanied by a question or a concern:  How 
can this be addressed constructively without lengthening the 
school day or school year?  Each time the question was raised, 
the consultant emphasized that any change to the school 
day or year could only come through provincial collective 
bargaining between the Department of Education and the 
Nova Scotia Teachers’ Union.

Recommendation 8:  It is recommended that elementary 
guidance be implemented equitably as a basic student service in all 
elementary schools.

This recommendation has been added to give elementary 
guidance more weight in deciding how the delivery of 
programs and student services can be improved.  It has already 
been recognized by the Department of Education and school 
boards as a program or service that should be implemented.  
Because of limited funding, it has been implemented in only 
a few schools in each school system.  When more funding 
becomes available, it is only fair and equitable that elementary 

guidance should be accessible to all elementary students and 
their families.

Recommendation 9:  It is recommended that “inter-agency 
collaboration” among school boards, the health boards and the 
departments of education, health, social services and justice be 
recognized and promoted as a critical, futuristic approach to 
improving the delivery of programs and student services in all 
schools of a region.

Public schooling is no longer limited to teaching and learning.  
Many different professions serve children and youth, and 
their families, in our communities.  To be prepared or “ready 
to learn”, many children and youth require the professional, 
expert support of heath and medical care providers, social 
workers, probation officers and others.  They have serious 
needs because of their personal circumstances that must be 
addressed so that they can have a greater chance of success in 
school.  If more and more professionals are trying to meet the 
social, medical and emotional needs of children and youth so 
they can be successful students, surely it can be beneficial for 
these professionals to have a formal structure and process to 
collaborate with teachers in schools.

Recommendation 10:  It is recommended that the offering of 
Immersion in the elementary and secondary schools, during these 
years of declining enrolment, be given attention during the School 
Utilization Study to be carried out by the consultant in the fall of 
2009.

French Immersion is offered in a significant number of 
elementary and secondary schools under the jurisdiction of 
the TCRSB.  Depending mainly on the number of students 
enrolled in Immersion and the total enrolment of the school, it 
can be difficult to effectively offer both Immersion and English 
programs in the same school.  The presence of both programs 
can create challenges in matching teacher qualifications to 
teaching assignments, in balancing class sizes, and in being able 
to give high schools students the courses they have requested.

It was confirmed at each public session that the consultant 
will review the delivery of French Immersion during the School 
Utilization Study, beginning in September.
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