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HOW DO WE KNOW WE ARE CLOSING THE GAP? 
PUTTING THE EVIDENCE INTO ACTION 

 
 
The Ottawa Region MISA Professional Network Centre (PNC) supports local 
collaborative inquiries (CI) directed at supporting student well-being and achievement.  
Up to $10,000 has been used for release time to focus on building teacher and 
administrator capacity, to study and change pedagogical practices, to bring evidence 
informed decision making to the classroom, and most importantly, to close the gap in 
student achievement for those subgroups identified by the Ministry.  
 
All CI teams have been asked to provide evidence to support an inquiry question 
designed to inform the PNC about factors that contribute to shifts in teacher thinking 
and practice.  
 
Inquiry teams attended an Orientation Session on November 15, 2017, at the 
Ambassador Hotel in Kingston, and inquiries will be shared regionally with other school 
boards at a May 2018 Symposium. 
 
Please complete and email this Final Report Form, including a scanned page of your 
Director’s signature, to David Fox, MISA PNC Coordinator.    Further contact 
information is found at the end of this document. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 

COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY FINAL REPORT 
 
 
A. INQUIRY FOCUS/TITLE: Reducing the gap re: credit accumulation and post-
secondary pathways with the use of qualitative data. 
 
 
B. INQUIRY ALIGNMENT: 
 

Which Ministry area from Achieving Excellence did your inquiry address?  
 
The area from Achieving Excellence that our inquiry addresses is equity.  
Students come to the Alternate system for a number of reasons, all of which have 
resulted in the students being deemed at risk according to Student Success criteria. Our 
research shows that 2/3 of current students were greater than one year behind their 
cohort when entering Alternate system. We have been looking for ways to close the 
opportunity gap; by providing programming that students would not previously have 
had access to at their home school.  Equitable access to alternate programming, 
experiential learning and pathway selection/supports will ultimately lead to closing the 
credit gap. 
 

What aspect(s) of your School Improvement Plan and/or Local MISA Capacity Building 
Priority did your inquiry address? 
 
The Alternate sites have historically low participation rates in standardized Assessments. 
Very few, if any, students take the Grade 9 EQAO math assessment since they enroll in 
Alternate programs after the grade 9 math credit (and corresponding EQAO assessment) 
has been completed. Although we work hard to engage those students who are eligible 
to write the OSSLT, due to a variety of factors (e.g. test anxiety, mental health issues) we 
do not have a participation rate high enough to glean reliable data from. Because of 
these two factors, attaining reliable quantitative data to inform our School Learning Plan 
(SLP) remains a challenge. 
 
We therefore investigated using qualitative methods of inquiry that would provide 
reliable data to better inform our SLP planning for the next school year. A group of close 
to 20 staff - including teachers and administrators from all of the Alternate sites, as well 
as a member from the OCDSB Research, Evaluation and Analytics Division (READ) - 
created a survey to give to an identified group of students.  The target audience were 
those students who had already earned 23 or more credits. Our inquiry focus revolved 



 

 

around, and assessed, the following three areas: closing the opportunity gap via credit 
accumulation; post-secondary pathway readiness; and informing our instructional 
practice(s). 
 

 
C. INQUIRY QUESTION(S): 
 

What was the problem of practice for your inquiry?  How did you anticipate classroom 
practice (pedagogy) changing as a result of the inquiry? What questions guided your 
inquiry? 
 
a) Problem of Practice: 
 
The survey team met on several occasions to discuss our School Learning Plan as well as 
the needs of students within our programs, as they pursue post-secondary pathways. 
We determined the need to examine the following areas: 

1. Closing the gap via credit accumulation, 
2. Post-secondary pathway readiness, and 
3. Informing our instructional practice 

With regard to our instructional model (i.e. independent and small-group learning), we 
wanted to address four problems of practice: 1) How does our current Alternate 
delivery model promote credit accumulation? 2) What parts of the model limit or delay 
credit accumulation? 3) In what ways do we prepare students to excel in post-secondary 
classrooms? 4) What do we do that may limit students’ confidence/success in post-
secondary classrooms?  

Due to the limited nature of data attained through provincial assessments, we sought to 
obtain information with respect to how well we are meeting student needs; what, 
specifically, we are currently doing to meet those needs; and in what ways/areas we can 
improve. We designed a survey to collect data from a targeted population. The survey 
consisted of open ended questions that allowed our students to express their views and 
feelings related to personal experiences in the Alternate system.  
 
b) Changing Classroom Practice: 
 
Within our student timetable, Alternate students are scheduled to take only one course 
at a time rather than a rotary timetable. We sought to challenge our own assumptions 
and seek direction from students whether they feel our model still serves their needs. 
79% of respondents reported feeling strongly that the “one-course-at-a-time” model 



 

 

directly led to them earning the credit.  
 
Students have a slightly higher preference for independent course packages but also 
have a significant preference for blended learning and experiential learning. This led  to 
the conclusion that independent learning and experiential learning can both thrive in an 
alternate learning environment.  
 
With this in mind, the teaching and administrative staff are working together to develop 
and present courses that are more experiential in nature, have more technology 
embedded in them, and that are less reliant on the Independent Course Learning (ILC) 
packages that have traditionally been at the core of instruction at the Alternate Sites.  
Cross-curricular collaboration is, and will continue to be, a focus of course planning in 
order to ensure that students are able to make connections between their many, more 
independent, learning experiences. 
 
c) Questions that Guided our Collaborative Inquiry: 
 
In addition to the issues surrounding the lack of sufficient EQAO data, is the problem of 
finding “marker students” that we could track over a period of time. The makeup of the 
student demographic at Alternate schools is variable; especially given the transient 
nature of students most at risk. For example, the Alternate Sites are staffed for 1056 
students, however we have up to 1700  students register with us throughout the year - 
with a significant number of them not earning a credit. i.e. our official enrolment (1056) 
total is approximately 60% of the students who show interest in the Alternate program 
(1700).  We wanted to find out why we are losing these students and how we can do a 
better job in retaining them. As a result, it was decided that the survey needed to elicit 
student voice in order to best guide our SLP planning. We wanted to gauge how 
students, themselves, felt about our methods of; support (both in school and with 
community partners), instructional practices, and preparedness for life after high 
school. We decided to specifically survey those students with 23 or more credits, since 
this group of students are now in the position to recognize that life after high school is 
within reach and requires SMART planning in order for them to reach their goals. 

 

  



 

 

D.  INQUIRY DESCRIPTION: 
 

Please describe what took place during your inquiry? 
 

● What were the learner needs that led to your inquiry focus? 
Many, if not most, of the students that enter the Alternate system are 
significantly behind in credit accumulation for a variety of reasons: mental health 
concerns, addictions and/or school anxiety - to name a just a few. Many of these 
students have already been supported using a tiered approach to interventions 
at their home school (e.g. beginning with classroom strategies, then 
Guidance/Admin involvement, and perhaps ultimately, referrals to Psychologist 
or Social Worker). Students, therefore, only arrive at alternate schools when the 
credit gap could not be closed quickly enough in the regular system - primarily 
because the barriers to their success are simply too great. Further, there are  
significant special education needs that over half of our students experience, and 
the growing number of English Language Learners (ELL) that are enrolling. It is 
worth noting that many students with special education needs have not yet been 
diagnosed. As shown in the survey, a significant number of students are 
themselves uncertain as to whether they have an IEP. With all of these factors in 
mind, the Alternate system has to give critical consideration to its delivery 
model, in order to better serve all students, since ILCs alone will not meet their 
needs. 
 

● What were the educator needs that stem from your inquiry? 
As supported by the survey responses, it is important to recognize teacher 
versus student perceptions of ILCs, Independent learning, experiential learning, 
and blended learning.  This understanding will allow teachers to create learning 
opportunities that are both independent and experiential, making use of a 
variety of sources and formats (e.g. blended to include tech components).The 
Alternate team would like to request that consideration be given to extending 
our participation in the EOSDN-MISA Collaborative Inquiry throughout the 2018-
2019 school year. This collaborative inquiry would be made up of a group of 
current teachers delivering independent credits and focus on optimal delivery of 
independent credits to achieve high levels of learning, learner engagement and 
credit accumulation.  
 
The need to develop and provide curriculum that can create greater credit 
accumulation in a more timely manner, was identified as a positive way to 
remove some of the barriers to learning and school success that Alternate 



 

 

students face. This should be done with post-secondary pathway planning in 
mind. A large number of our students are 1 to 1.5 years behind their cohort. 
Therefore being creative with course delivery (greater use of PLARs, 
Interdisciplinary Studies and Cross-Curricular learning opportunities, for 
example) will help meet the needs of our students and allow them to reach 
graduation. This attention to planning and course development will support all 
students, regardless of post-secondary pathway. Many of these courses will help 
fill elective credits that are not prerequisites for post-secondary programs, but 
are required to support timely credit accumulation. Our students have had to 
attempt many hurdles in their lives already; if we can help lower those hurdles, 
the chances of Alternate students engaging in our program and reaching 
graduation, before aging-out of the program, are greatly increased. 
 

● Who participated? 
Our MISA steering team had 6 participants including 2 admin, 3 teachers and 1 
researcher. Our MISA Alt-Committee had approximately, 12 teacher team  
members from 6 different sites. The survey was completed by 127 students 
across five of the Alternate sites who had earned 23 credits or more at the time 
of taking it. Our Student Voice component involved approximately 40 students in 
focus groups at four of the six sites.  
 

● What did you do? 
A large group of teachers, administrators, and a member from our Board’s 
Research, Evaluation and Analytics Division, met on a number of occasions to 
determine how we should design the survey. Once the survey questions were 
determined, lead teachers from each Alternate site oversaw its implementation 
with their specified “marker” students. The survey was conducted over a two 
week period. Once the survey was closed, the lead teachers then held a focus 
group session with a sampling of students who took the survey. This enabled 
teachers to ask some more pointed questions, to seek clarification, and to gain 
further insight into the students’ experiences of the Alternate system, and even 
their interpretation of the survey itself. All of the data that has been collected via 
the survey and the focus group discussions will be used in the creation of our 
School Learning Plans for the 2018-2019 school year.  It is worth noting that 
collectively, the data offers meaningful direction to the Alternate system 
program planning and implementation strategies.  However, when considered 
site-by-site, the data also offers each alternate school a glimpse of the unique 
needs of students in their own building.  The distribution and development of 
programming throughout all alternate sites can then be better-bolstered based 



 

 

on in-house teacher strengths, student needs, and potential community partner 
& population demographics in the surrounding area(s). 
 

How did you collect evidence of student growth? (e.g., pedagogical documentation? 
 
Our first submission for our 2018-2019 School Learning Plan is currently being drafted 
and the survey data from this springs MISA Collaborative Inquiry will inform this 
process. Our ongoing monitoring of student growth will be anchored to Credit 
Accumulation and a new partnership with Algonquin College which emerged from our 
Collaborative Inquiry. So, much of this work will be done next school year and beyond as 
we look at ways to increase the rate of credit accumulation and address pathways 
programming challenges as directed by the information collected in our survey.  
 
Our team would be very interested in remaining involved in the MISA CI to extend the 
process of developing programming, pedagogical approaches and professional learning 
teams to include our 70+ colleagues in our 10 programs across Ottawa-Carleton. The big 
question now is what will the concrete changes look like at the classroom level and how 
do we mobilize, support and empower our colleagues in developing our programs to 
better support student success. For 2018-2019 we would like to commit a team of 12-15 
teachers to pursue a collaborative inquiry across all 6 of our Alternate sites on 
Pedagogical Documentation. A comparison to past credit accumulation results will then 
be able to be made, presumably with vast improvements being actualized over time. 
 
Our MISA CI team feels it is really critical to engage a teacher team in a 2018-2019 
extension of our work to ensure our learning sparks, pedagogical documentation, 
teamwork, self-analysis,  action, growth and change among classroom practitioners.  
 
How did you incorporate student voice?  
 
We engaged over 40 students in focus groups to seek insights into the survey feedback 
as well as additional reflections on both supports and barriers to success. This was done 
as a follow-up to the survey itself and four focus group discussions of 2 hours each at 
each of the main Alternate sites. 

 



 

 

E.   Final Budget (Financial Statement due no later than Thursday, May 31, 2018) 
 
Provided under separate distribution. 

 
 

Item Description Cost 

   
 
 
 

   
 

 
  



 

 

 
F. INQUIRY REPORTING 
 
 

ACTUAL OUTCOMES AND MEASURES 
What changes in practice and student achievement resulted from the inquiry?  What 
data/evidence supports these results?   
 
The survey re-affirmed much of why students come to the Alternate system - to work 
on one credit at a time and for the flexibility that is inherent in the program.  Students 
commented on whether the alternate program is meeting their needs - both inside 
and outside of the classroom, and noted the benefit of the precision and 
personalization that is found in the classroom due to the one-on-one nature of the 
delivery model. Students did also state that, as they progress toward graduation, they 
want to be able to earn more than one credit at a time. This will be where much of our 
focus is going to be throughout the next school year. As part of next year’s SLP, we 
plan to find and develop more cross-curricular opportunities for our students, e.g. 
Interdisciplinary courses that will result in students earning credits in a more timely 
fashion. For this to occur, teaching staff will be given more time to collaborate and 
create these opportunities - collaboration within the sites as well as between sites. 
Another focus will be to recognize opportunities for, and offer value to, experiential 
learning. 
 
See Appendices A and B for a summary of student responses to the survey, and a copy 
of a summary report shared with senior staff at the OCDSB. 
 

 

PROCESS: 
Did your inquiry change from your original plan? If so, how? 
Yes, it did. At first, it was primarily focused on looking for ways to increase credit 
accumulation. It then morphed to include gathering information (hence the survey) on 
post-secondary pathways as well. By gaining a better understanding of what our 
students want to do after high school, we can then find ways to reduce the barriers 
that may prevent them from actualizing their goals. For example, the number one 
post-secondary pathway for our students is attending college and almost all of those 
students attend Algonquin College. Therefore, enhancing and sustaining our 
partnership with Algonquin College, in order to obtain a better idea of what skills are 
needed to help students succeed at college, is an option we will be looking into next 
school year. 





MISA 2018 - OCDSB Secondary Alternate Program Collaborative Inquiry
Purpose: To reduce the gap via credit accumulation; Identify post-secondary pathway planning needs; Inform our instructional practices

Background Info:
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Support & 
Engagement:

Choice of courses Home life outside of school

One course or one classroom 
at a time

Social connections outside 
of school

Variety of methods to earn 
credits (e.g., co-op,  house-
building, blocked courses, 
Independent learning, SHSM, 
etc.)

Employment outside of 
school Sleep
Sleep

Nutritional health Nutritional Health
Stable housing Stable housing
Mental Health Mental Health
Connecting to medical 
services

Connecting to medical 
services

Pathway planning (i.e. for your 
future beyond high school) Pathway Planning



In The Classroom:

When the teacher allows me 
to choose how I learn
When the teacher is 
explaining the question(s) or 
activity
When explaining my ideas to 
the teacher
When the teacher involves me 
in planning/choosing options 
within the course 
When working on hands-on 
activities 



Preparedness For 
Life After High 
School:

INFORMING OUR SCHOOL LEARNING & WELLNESS PLANS:  Modify classroom practices to address varied post-secondary outcomes (work, college, 
university); create engagement and provide support in areas of identified need; Use student voice to inform decisions related to programming and 
supports for health and wellness.                                                                                                                                                                                                     



 

 
 

Appendix B 

OCDSB SECONDARY ALTERNATE PROGRAMS 

 Find the best version of you!  

OCDSB ALTERNATE PROGRAMS  
EOSDN - MISA, 2018 
COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY 
Tanis Haggerty, Tsala Mosimakoko, Rosemary 
Todd, Meagan Malboeuf, 
Sam Laggis, & Patrick McCarthy 
________________________________________
____________________ 

 

Inquiry Focus - three areas: 

1. Closing the gap via credit accumulation 

2. Post-secondary pathway readiness 

3. Informing our instructional practice 

What? We undertook a 9 month collaborative 

Inquiry involving 20 staff, 127 students, four focus 

groups, collaboration with OCDSB - Research 

Evaluation and Analytics Department, and three 

sessions with EOSDN MISA Collaborative Inquiry 

teams from participating school districts.  

Why? Our participation in grade 9 EQAO is limited as most of our students earn 

their grade 9 math credit credit prior to entering our system. Annually OSSLT 

testing results represent less than 15% of our students. Students in Alternate 

Programs are at least 1 year behind credit accumulation for graduation/OSSD. 

Most importantly, we think we can continue to develop a version of our Alternate 

programs in keeping with new pedagogies and preparing our students for the world 

of work and college & university classrooms of the 21st century.  

Lack of sleep regulation and social connections 

outside of school rated by our students as the 

two most common limitations to school success.  

 

 

⅔ of students fall behind peers by at 

least one  full year prior to enrolling 

in Alternate programs.  

 

How? Engagement through increased credit accumulation. A number of our 

students come to Alt with a very low credit count and are 17-19 years old. In order 

to get them to the point where they are challenged and earning credits in the areas 

they want to pursue after high school, we need to provide and present curricula in 
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 Find the best version of you!  

such a way as to support that. 

Help students become engaged in school, feel some academic momentum, and 

know that the school trusts and supports them - as guided by anecdotal comments 

in focus groups and through survey responses. 

Once the students reach 23 credits the students know they are supported and they 

trust in the Alternate program. At this time, we can  challenge students to develop 

learning skills appropriate to the college and university classrooms they will be 

entering.  

 

During conversations with our teacher team we developed the understanding 

that the fundamental challenge of working in an Alternate environment is to 

engage students in the same high levels of active learning as community 

schools without recreating the same environment from which students had 

previously disengaged.  

 

Results:  The predominant reason to attend an Alternate Program was identified 

as to catch up on credits;  The predominant post-secondary destination for 

students from our Alternate sites is college;  Small site-specific variances in the % 

students heading to the Workplace or University appear dependent on the 

demographics of the region/catchment area;   

 

Our kids are less likely to seek 

supports for nutrition, mental 

health, housing, post-

secondary pathways, Ontario 

Works, and addictions outside 

of the school setting than 

within school with our 

partners.  

Students identified the most significant barriers to academic success as lack of 

sleep, mental health concerns, home life and poor social connections;  Students 

responded as preferring independent coursework with variability in 

delivery/assessment/evaluation models, Students overwhelmingly identify 

GRADUATION as SUCCESS! 
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Our kids report they 

value our current 

model with the most 

important features 

being support for 

attendance issues 

and single course 

timetable model 

 

 

INFORMING THE SCHOOL LEARNING 
PLAN: 
 

 

Our students see 

experiential 

learning and 

independent 

learning as 

compatible and 

both are preferred 

methods of 

learning.  

 
● Further collaboration between sites - numeracy focus for MBF3C 

Curriculum Network for continued course development.  

● Use the data to - inform classroom practices to address varied post-

secondary outcomes (work, college, university);  

● create engagement & provide support; determine what students plan 

to do post-graduation, then support and challenge them to get there. 

● Use student voice to inform decisions related to programming and 

supports of health and wellness. 

“I liked the independence in the Alternate schools when I got here. In a 

community school you get a massive amount of notes and handouts and then 

you have to re-teach yourself everything. Independent courses keep you 

organized”. 
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Students heading 

to college or 

university next year 

are not all very 

confident we have 

prepared them for 

post-secondary 

classrooms 

2017-2018 PA Day Learning Highlights 

● First Annual Doors Open Day  

● Alternate Programs: Values, Mission, Vision and Goals.  

● MISA Research Project 

● Rideauwood: Superfeelers 

● Embedding Numeracy 

● Building Authentic Math Tasks 

● Learning Support Services. LDs and Accommodations. 

● Course Development Teams 

● English Network: Culturally Relevant Literature. FN, M & I Literature.  

● Spiralling courses in the Alt Learning Environment. 

● Lost at School book club. 

● IEPs and Alternate students. 

OCDSB Alternate Programs 2018 SLP & Initiatives  

● Continue with Alt Course Development Teams 

● Co-Planning of all PA Days 

● Ongoing collaboration with Student Success Principal and Pathways 

Instructional Coach and new Experiential Learning Facilitator.  

● Continue to develop Independent courses with blended/flexible 

learning platforms. 

○ English Curriculum Network 

○ MBF3C Curriculum Network 

● Establishment of team of Alt-Itinerant Learning Support Teachers 

● Partnership with WholeFoods Foundation 

● Fundraising Partnership with Gourmet Cuisine 

● Annual Alternate Healthy Eating Camp 

● Youth Ottawa Amplify Project 

● 2nd Annual Doors Open Day, Wednesday, October 17, 2018.  

 

Frederick Banting Alternate 

● $15,000 PASS Physical Activity Grant 

● Development of Integrated Arts Program 
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Elizabeth Wyn Wood Alternate 

● New Green Technologies Program 

● House Building SHSM 

○ I.C.E. partnership with L’Arche Elder Care.  

● Credit Accumulation through Alt-Spiralled Approach (Pathway Planning) 

 

Richard Pfaff Alternate 

● New Nutrition and Culture Program  

● Introducing Media Arts & Guitar in 2018 

● Re-launching Outdoor Education 

● OCENET Partner hosting colleagues from Spain and Sweden. 

 

Norman Johnston Alternate 

● Partnerships with Farm to Cafeteria Canada, Growing Up Organic, Just 

Food Farms, Gourmet Cuisine 

● New Specialist High Skills Major Program in the Health and Wellness 

Sector.   

● Renewal of Tech Program (Tech Design, Comm Tech, robotics and 

coding workshops)  

● Expansion of Music Writing pilot project through the support of Bluesfest 

and Citifolk 

● Youth Ottawa DILA Program (Day of Information for a Lifetime of Action) 

● Fostering self-expression with Tribe Academy. 

 

 

 

 

Our Mission: Helping students find confidence and the right space to grow.  

 
The well-being of our students is at the heart of all that we do. Students choose Alternate 

programs  having faced challenges finding their pathway in traditional schools. Our students are 

positive self-advocates who set goals for their future pathways. Our students are comfortable 

facing challenges and taking healthy risks. Through respecting their diversity and individuality 

we help our students to find confidence and the right space to grow. We empower response-

able students who will be good people, valued employees, positive digital citizens and 

environmental stewards. Our students graduate feeling like they have a future and that they 

matter in the world. Through their time in the Alternate schools, our students will have a greater 

belief in themselves and confidence that they have worth.  

 

 




