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June 28, 2011

Dear Colleagues:

As Chair of the School of Work and College Preparation at George Brown College, a large urban college in downtown Toronto with over 14,000 full-time students, I have had the pleasure of supporting an exciting and innovative project on the impact of violence on learning.  This project, funded by Office of Literacy and Essential Skills, has enabled a team of college teachers and counsellors to work collaboratively with researcher Dr. Jenny Horsman of Spiral Community Resource Group to develop learning and teaching resources for use in a college setting. The tools are all accessible online, are interactive, and provide a variety of resources for both students and staff. All staff working at colleges, including teachers, counsellors, advisors, receptionists, and administrative staff, can benefit from reviewing these resources. These tools are now available for your use, free of charge.

At George Brown College, we were interested in this project because we thought it would help us to be more effective in reaching and retaining students in our preparatory programs and helping them to reach their goals. Many of our students have faced multiple barriers to further education and are dealing with poverty, impacts of trauma, significant learning challenges, and histories of negative experiences in school. We know that many students are interested in coming to college but face challenges in accessing the right information and receiving effective support to join programs, attend regularly, and benefit from the experience. 

This exiting collaboration has enabled us to create exceptional educational tools to actively involve our students in their own learning. It has also engaged staff in examining the systemic barriers to learning that are created by common everyday college practices that, at first glance, seem reasonable but nevertheless stand in the way of our students’ learning success.

So far, the reaction at our college has been remarkable.  Students using The Student Kit:  Helping Myself to Learn recognized the learning issues that have haunted them: problems with concentration and memory (“spacing out”); difficulties handling life crises and chaos; issues with self-esteem; challenges persevering when things are not going well; and, continuing to do the same things over again even though they aren’t working. The Kit has resonated with our learners, clearly giving them tools to approach learning differently in the future.

Staff who were part of the team creating the College Tool:  Changing Lenses, Changing Practices have described the ways it is already changing their practice. It has helped them to approach decision making, from policies to classroom practice, in a way that is more sensitive to the potential impact on the student who may have experienced violence and is in a tenuous position in their program. It has helped them to understand student behaviour in a way that enables them to help students stay with their learning. We are just beginning to make use of the tool more widely and are excited to see what difference it will make to programming and practice. 

No doubt, the real benefit of these tools will come from the creativity your college brings to their use.  I look forward to hearing more about your experience with them. They can be accessed through http://learningandviolence.net/changing.htm . We hope that staff at colleges across Canada will spend some time reviewing them, trying them in the classroom, and letting us know how they might be improved. 

Yours truly,
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Susan Toews
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