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[Lawrence Barns]: The LD@school team is very pleased to welcome our guest speakers today, Jenessa 

Dworet and Chris Sands from the Toronto District School Board. This presentation is entitled, Strategies 

to Support the Success of Students with LDs on Exams and Standardized Testing. 

[SLIDE – Funding for the production of this webinar was provided by the Ministry of Education] 
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[Lawrence Barns]: LD@school would also like to thank the Ministry of Education for funding this 

presentation this afternoon. Please note that the views are those of the presenters, and are not the 

views, necessarily, of the Ministry of Education, or the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario.  

[SLIDE - Don’t forget to use our social media hashtag!] 
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[Lawrence Barns]: We will also be using social media during the event. So if you'd like to participate, you 

can send us a tweet or comment on Facebook under the posting that's been made of the webinar. On 

Twitter, we will be using the hashtag #LDwebinar, and our ID on Twitter is @LDatSchool.  

[SLIDE – WELCOME] 
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[Lawrence Barns]: So that's the housekeeping out of the way for this afternoon. Let's get started with 

the main event. It's my pleasure to introduce our speakers to you today, Jenessa Dworet and Chris 

Sands.  

 

Jenessa has been the department head of Special Education at a Toronto high school for over five years. 

She's been teaching the Learning Strategies course for the past 10, and has dealt with students with a 

broad range of learning needs. She's presented several times at the Council for Exceptional Children 

annual conference, as well as our own LD@school’s Educators’ Institute. She taught the Special 

Education Advance Qualification Part 1 for Brock University, and enjoys working with educators in 

developing ways to provide methods and strategies for students with learning disabilities to show how 

smart they are.  

Her co-presenter this afternoon is Chris Sands. Chris is a teacher and the Assistant Curriculum Leader of 

Special Education at a high school in TDSB. He's taught in Nunavut and in priority neighbourhoods, 

intensive support programs around Toronto, and has worked with students who live with dual 

developmental and psychiatric diagnoses, learning and mild intellectual disabilities, autism and students 

in custody and detention. Chris has a passion for supporting marginalized young people, and that's led 

him to volunteer for organizations like Pathways to Educations, Holland Bloorview Kids' Rehabilitation 

Hospital, and he's actually a respite worker for two children with complex disabilities.  

It's my pleasure on behalf of all of us to welcome Jenessa and Chris, and folks, the cyber floor is now 

officially yours.  

[Chris Sands]: Hello everyone. And welcome to our webinar on Supporting Students with Learning 

Disabilities in Writing Tests and Exams. My name is Chris. I am the Special Education department head at 

a high school in the Toronto District School Board.  



 

[Jenessa Dworet]: Hi there. My name is Jenessa Dworet, and I am also department head at York Mills 

Collegiate. I am very excited to share some of my ideas today on how to support students at the 

secondary level with exams and with tests.  

[SLIDE - Supporting Students Writing Exams] 
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[Chris Sands]: While most of our experience has been in the secondary panel, the philosophy and 

strategies we're going to share today are certainly applicable to our friends in the elementary panel. 

We're going to start off right away today to get you thinking with the polling question. So if you could 

launch the poll now, please?  

[SLIDE - Polling Question] 

[Text on slide: Are teachers’ course materials always the same as the Ministry’s Curriculum 

expectations? Please select one: yes; no.] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: Okay, so our question is: Are teachers' course materials always the same as the 

Ministry's curriculum expectations?  

[Chris Sands]: Okay, so if we could close the poll, please. Awesome.  

[SLIDE - Polling Question] 

[Text on slide: Are teachers’ course materials always the same as the Ministry’s Curriculum 

expectations? Poll Results (single answer required): Yes 8%; No 92%.] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: So of course -- and these questions are meant as teaching prompts, which you'll figure 

out as we go along -- but of course, your teaching materials or your assignment is not the Ministry's 

curriculum, per se. It is how the teacher has chosen to get the students to demonstrate their 

understanding of the curricular expectations. So it's important to acknowledge this difference, because 

it guides the way we approach teaching students with learning disabilities and other exceptionalities. I 

just want to make sure the poll is closed -- there we go.  

[SLIDE – Philosophy] 

[Text on slide: Prepare students and teachers for exams in such a way as to maximize a student’s ability 
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[Chris Sands]: There's our next screen. So if we understand that it's curriculum and not the assignment 

or the test we typically use is what must be taught and assessed, then there are many ways to get at it, 

and then that leads us necessarily to accommodations. And accommodations are really just different 

ways of teaching stuff, and assessing what the students know. The work during the school year -- tests, 

exams -- can be designed in such a way that all students can be performing the same or similar tasks. 

And this is called "universal design for learning," which I'm sure many educators are familiar with, and is 

in the Ministry of Education's Learning for All document. So those tasks and strategies and 

accommmodations are what we're going to spend a lot of our time talking about today. And if you look 

at these photos, obviously most people, or most everyone, regardless of your mobility abilities, are able 

to move up a ramp or through a sliding door. And so we have the same philosophy for teaching and 

assessment, so that if a teacher uses sentence starters in an exam, everyone will write a paragraph that 

starts with the phrase provided by the teacher. So the students who have trouble organizing their 

information will benefit from the sentence starter, and students who can organize their information just 

fine in their head will, at worst, not be affected. So therefore, we in the Ministry of Education say that 

these strategies are necessary for some, and good for all. And we know it sounds sometimes like a bit of 

a cheesy line, but we really do believe in that philosophy, and it's something that's going to guide -- it 

guides our work as educators, and it's going to guide our presentation today.  

 

[SLIDE - TAKE-AWAY] 
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[Jenessa Dworet]: So our aim is to provide you with some good teaching strategies to both help students 

throughout the school year, but also so that they can perform better on tasks and exams. But it's also 

important to know that these strategies empower teachers to feel successful. So, for example, if you 

take the example of a graphic organizer, this supports students with learning needs throughout the 

school year on the standard course material. But then that can be used in the final exam as well, which 

structures the student's demonstration of their knowledge of that information that they learned. But 

furthermore, it gives teachers better access to understand how their teaching impacted the students, 

and whether or not they did understand the curriculum. The strategies we're going to show you are 

common, and they're easy to use. And they're often overlooked because we ask, well, does it really 

make a difference? And the answer is, yes it does. Student-focused strategies, they're really good to 

promote when you're in a leadership role in Special Education. I know that for both Chris and I, the 

teachers look to us to find better ways to do something, because they get stuck in their ways and feel 

frustrated with what's not working.  



 

[SLIDE - AGENDA & GOALS] 

[Text on slide: 1. Preparing students (15 minutes)   

2. Building teacher capacity (15 minutes)  
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[Chris Sands]:  So our agenda and our goals today are to, number one, give you strategies to support 

students in preparing for exams, have tools for teachers to use when they're building their exams or 

tests or assignments, or any activities they do during the year. I know the title of our webinar is about 

tests and exams, but really, I'm hoping that we share strategies today that will be effective for all 

students for the entire year -- task, activity, whatever. And finally, to help students be -- be ready to 

support students during the exam. Of course, we'll leave time at the end for questions and answers.  

 

[SLIDE – 1) Preparing Students: During Academic Term] 

[Text on slide: A) Study and Note-taking Strategies  

B) Memory Aids 
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[Jenessa Dworet]: So we're going to cover these four topics for during the academic term: Study and 

note-taking strategies, memory aids, self-advocacy and growth mindset. Now, we do have a handout 

that goes with this, the awesome handout, and it can be used as an ongoing reference for teaching 

children, our students how to study. It not only gives some instruction, but it also provides various 

strategies and examples of graphic organizers. So please refer to the handout in the GoTo Webinar 

panel, and it was also emailed to those people who are registered.  

 

[SLIDE – A) Study & Note-taking Strategies] 

[Table on slide: 

Cornell Method How It’s Used 

Setting up your page  Keywords on the left  

 Information on the right 
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[Chris Sands]: So to prepare students during the school year, one method of taking notes is to set up 

your page, or the student's page, in a way that helps them to organize the subtopics or the big ideas and 



 

the information that they hear from the teacher, that they discover through an inquiry project, that they 

read from the textbook. I actually learned this method when I was in grade 10, and I've used it ever 

since, including in meetings today. I immediately sit down and set up my page by dividing the page -- 

one third of the page on the left and the remaining two thirds here on the right. So on the left is our key 

words, names of processes, big ideas, subtopics. And on the right go details and smaller pieces of 

information. So this is good for our students with learning disabilities and other exceptionalities -- and 

all students -- because it helps them to sort and organize their information, so that it's less 

overwhelming than just pages of pure text. The students can retrieve the information a lot easier by 

looking for the subtopics. And it's a great studying tool by, students can cover up one half of the other. 

So if students covered up the left portion of the page, they could use the information on the right hand 

side to guess the big ideas on the left that you've covered up. Or conversely, the students cover up the 

information on the right hand side and use the big ideas on the left to identify what information they've 

covered up on the right. This is called the Cornell Method, and I've found it effective for myself as a 

professional, and for my students.  

[SLIDE - Polling Question] 

[Text on slide: Do post-secondary institutions allow students to use memory aids?  
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[Chris Sands]: So we have another polling question: Do post-secondary institutions allow students to use 

memory aids? Can we launch the poll, please?  

 

[SLIDE - Polling Question] 

[Text on slide: Do post-secondary institutions allow students to use memory aids? Please select one: yes; 

no.] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: Okay, can we get the results to the poll?  

 

[SLIDE - Polling Question] 

[Text on slide: Do post-secondary institutions allow students to use memory aids? (Single answer 

required). Yes 83%, No 17%.] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: Yeah, so the majority of everyone can see that the answer is yes. But it's not 

unlimited, that the accommodations at the post-secondary level are very restricted. It depends on the 

program, so some programs, like nursing, may not allow. And others, it's very limited on what can be 

included. But in secondary school, it's very important to encourage that have -- that need memory aids 

to practice them, and to use them throughout the year. It should be done throughout the year so that 

both the teacher and the student are comfortable with the process of developing a memory aid, but also 

what the product is. So it's not a cheat sheet, or study notes. Oh yeah, sorry, can you please close it and 

go back to our slide?  



 

[SLIDE - B) Memory Aids] 
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[Jenessa Dworet]: Thank you. Sorry about that. So there are benefits to our memory aid. The benefits, 

obviously, is that it triggers a memory. But it also reduces anxiety, in my experience. Just having the 

paper there alone can be really helpful for students. It increasing their processing speed, because 

they're not trying to remember stuff that they can't retrieve. It supports them in organizing their 

answers. And it allows for students to provide more detail. And it focuses their studying, encouraging 

the students to manage their time better. So there's a lot of benefits that way. However, those of you 

that have every tried to get a secondary school student to do additional work will know that it can be 

tricky at times. So I do have an ongoing struggle to get them to use it, because they do see it as extra 

work. Also, sometimes students will put too much information on there, and that's not helpful at all. So 

open-book exams can be actually more difficult because they're just cycling through all that information. 

As well, I've had students who have put too quick of information on there, so it's confusing when they 

get into the exam, and they're more nervous. So now it's harder for them to understand the memory 

aid. It's important that they work well with the teacher so that they can ensure that the memory aid be 

information that's correct, and that they aren't studying the wrong information for that particular test, 

like Unit 2 instead of Unit 3. Ultimately, again, because it is restricted at post-secondary, as I move 

students from grade 10 to grade 11 to grade 12, I encourage them more to use better and stronger 

memorization techniques and rely less and less on the memory aid. But you can see our memory aid 

policy in the handout, as well as another school, at Leaside, they also generously shared their outline 

with us as well, which we've passed on to you.  

[SLIDE - C)  Self-Advocacy: Feedback and Support] 
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[Chris Sands]: I was at the University of Toronto a couple of weeks ago, learning about how they support 

their students in their transition from high school into post-secondary. And what came up again and 

again from professors and from the staff at the Accessibility Centre is that there at lots of services and 

supports out there for students, but students must access them. The students must access the supports. 



 

Not the parents, not the teachers, not me and Miss Dworet. The responsibility shifts to the student. So 

therefore, self-advocacy is a must for students, especially with students with learning disabilities or 

autism and other exceptionalities. A self-advocacy is a must, not a nice-to-have. So to receive 

accommodations in the post-secondary level, students need to be able to explain why they had extra 

time in high school, why they need somebody to take notes for them. Why they use the laptop. And the 

reason can't be, "Well, I don't know, my teacher did a lot of paperwork, and then we got a laptop cart, 

so I had to use one." They need to understand what it is about them as a learner that requires the use of 

a laptop, or whatever the accommodation may be. And so self-advocacy training, like any good 

pedagogy, is deliberately planned and responsive to teachable moments as they come up on the fly. So 

it's important to have lessons designed specifically for building self-advocacy. It's important for us to 

respond to students in those teachable moments when they come to us and say, "I went to find the 

teacher, but they weren't there." Okay, so that's a life skill. That happens. So are you going to follow up 

again? Are you going to book an appointment with the teacher? How are you going to initiate contact 

with them? So the students must learn how to be self-advocates, and it's on us as staff and students to 

build those skills.  

[SLIDE - C) Self-Advocacy:  IEP Brochure] 
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[Chris Sands]: One of the ways we do that is by creating an IEP Brochure. And people who are familiar 

with the Learning Disability Association of Ontario are probably also familiar with the IEP Brochure. I 

certainly didn't create it; I learned about it through this organization. We also use something from the 

York Regents School Board called the Waterfall Chart that lists -- that really goes in-depth into explaining 

different learning disabilities and the different issues that you see with different strengths and needs. So 

we created an IEP Brochure, the goal of which is to amplify student voice for the students to be able to 

clarify their own strengths, their needs, their interests, their goals. And what we found is that it really 

creates a culture and a space where talking about your strengths and your needs and your goals, and the 

fact that that you have an IEP, is normal and welcome in the classroom and in the school. So later on in 

the year, it's just the thing. It's a normal thing that a student will speak to a teacher about why an 

assignment is challenging, or how they can better show what they know. And again, this is something 

we touch on a few times in our presentation. An IEP in Special Education -- we're not in the business of 

making excuses or trying to get out of work, but all we're doing is trying to better-reveal the skills of the 

students.  

[SLIDE - SELF-ADVOCACY: IEP Brochure] 

[Image of example of IEP brochure in table format 

Table on slide: 

First row: 



 

Column one:  

Text in column: Speaking Skills 

This means that in class I can read articles or books with little to no problems with pronunciation. In 

class this looks like me with my book/article on my desk ready to read it with excitement. I can also 

easily present in front of the class with no problems. In class this looks like me standing at the front of 

the class and waiting for everyone to be quiet and pay attention so I can present. 

Attention 

This means that in class I don’t get easily distracted when the teacher is teaching. In class this looks like 

me sitting at my desk with my pencil and eraser out on my notebook/binder ready to learn and write 

notes. 

Processing Speed 

This means that in class when I am given directions I can follow them and process them right away. In 

class this looks like me being given the ideas and after I was told them I could repeat almost every word 

that the teacher had said. 

Image of crown with the words “Pay Attention in Class and Don’t Ask Stupid Questions” 

 

Column two: Image of word cloud with words like education, learning, training, school, etc. 

Image of blackboard that says “Welcome Back to Class!” with books and backpacks 

 

Column three: Image of stamp that says “Graphs, visual aides” with bar chart 

Image of smiley face with glasses holding a book and reading 

Text in column: Welcome to my IEP life… 

Goals: 

 Get at least 75-80% as my mark for all classes 

 Go to a university/college I like 

 Find a club I would like to join in grade 10 

 

Column four:  

Text in column: How I can help myself 

Image of three-ring notebook 

Often when I work at home I work for around 45-60 minutes. I take a small break and then I start to 

continue my work. Another way for me to help myself is I ask for help before days of the assignment is 

due. I will also ask the teacher if I can have extra time to write a test in the arc. So once I hear about the 

test I will ask the teacher if I could have extra time to write it if, I feel like I need it. 

 

  



 

Column five: 

Text in column: Goals for the future 

The goals I want to do this school year is to join more clubs/team or at least try to practice to the 

activities. I also want to get more than 40 volunteer hours throughout the school year. 

Image of target with arrow in the bullseye 

 

Column six:  

Text in column: IEP brochure 

By: 

Image of IEP, Individualized Education Program 

 

Row two: 

Column one: 

Text in column: How can others help me 

If teachers talk with me about how I am doing or how I can improve 

In class this means that the teachers can pull me aside and conference with me about how I am doing in 

the class or about I can improve my work for that class. 

 

Get extra information from teachers so I can study better and learn more 

In class this means that the teachers can provide me with photocopied notes instead of me having to 

write it because, when I am in class when I write, the ideas in my head can’t get out onto the paper. 

 

Column two: 

Text in column: Plan out what I can study 

In class this means that when I get assignments, work or tests or quizzes. I can write in my agenda so I 

can plan out when I can study at home so I can get everything done at once so I am not behind in any 

class with any work. 

 

Sit away from people who distract me so I can pay attention more 

In class this means that if I feel like I am being distracted in class, I can ignore the people around me and 

sit somewhere else so I can focus better. In class this looks like me not being distracted by others so I 

can focus more and listen to what the teacher or classmate has to say. 

 

Column three:  

Text in column: What I can improve on 

Reading comprehension 

In class this means that I have trouble with what I read and can’t really write about the story/article I 

had read because, it doesn’t process through my brain that good. In class this looks like when others are 

writing down what they read, my paper would be blank when the teacher came by. 

 

Working memory 



 

In class this means that I often don’t remember what my homework was by the end of the day because, 

I have gotten so much homework from the rest of the classes I need to work on 

 

Column four: 

Text in column: Things that I’m good at 

I’m good at copying things from the board so, if you put notes on the board it would be easier for me 

than to copy from a textbook. I also have good planning skills so, when I have homework or a project I 

plan on what day and time I’m going to do it. I’m good at working alone but also working as a group. So 

if you give me group work I will work together and I can also handle working by myself. 

 

Column five: 

Text in column: Things that I need to work at 

I have problems pronouncing words so I often have to ask a classmate for help on how to pronounce the 

word. Same thing for spelling when I don’t know how to spell a word I ask for help from a classmate. I 

also get distracted easily when doing work next to my friends. It would be best for me to work in a quiet 

area in the classroom. 

 

Column six: 

Text in column: How others can help 

Others can help is by giving me reminders on what is for homework. So before I leave class they can 

remind me. My friends can also remind me if I have homework and if they are in my class. They can 

message me over the internet so I get reminders to do the homework.] 

 

[Chris Sands]: So this is an example, a couple of examples of an IEP Brochure that some of my students 

built. Again, identifying the students' strengths and what they can do is as important as anything that 

goes on this brochure. So you'll see in the columns, "Things that I'm Good At," "How I can Help Myself," 

"How Others can Help Me." So the student is already beginning to take responsibility, and also 

understanding, okay, if this is something I have an issue with, what are we going to do about it? And 

again, the role of Special Education or an IEP is not to Band-Aid over or paper over issues, but to support 

the student in using their strengths to build upon their needs. It's not pages upon pages of here's all the 

things I'm bad at. It's saying, you know what, I do have these issues with memory or organizing my 

thoughts, but here's what I can do to improve my achievement, and as a teacher, here's what you can 

do as a teacher that's going to help me out in the class. So if a student has trouble organizing their 

thoughts, they can take the initiative to bring their laptop to class, or the teacher could do a lesson 

leading into a test where the students can create a memory aid. So again, it's creating that culture and 

that space where everyone becomes comfortable and confident with talking about disabilities and 

differences.  

[SLIDE - Self-Advocacy: Student Card Assignment] 

[Text on slide: Adapted from a project designed by Julia Osborn: julia.osborne@yrdsb.ca 

• Allows the student to reflect on their learning 



 

• Encourages students to use their own words 

• Sets up success for teacher-student meeting 

• Creates an ongoing dialogue between teacher and student 

Image of front and back page of sample self-advocacy card 

Front of card: 

Image of Jenessa 

Text on front of card: Jenessa 

Interests: yoga, reading, being outside 

This is how I learn…my strengths 

 Organized – I always write in my agenda so that I can remember my due dates and complete 

homework on time 

 Attention – I am able to focus on lessons, especially if they interest me 

 Independence – I enjoy getting started on a task and working to complete it 

 Real world application – I learn better when subjects or concepts are applied to the real world 

 Visual learner – I am excellent at remembering things when I am able to see it 

 Hands-on lessons – I learn best by doing 

 Leadership – I am a strong leader 

 Perseverance – I never give up! 

 

This is what I have difficulty with… 

 Confidence – I don’t always believe that I can do the work (sometimes I get very nervous 

because I’m afraid I won’t do it right) 

 Processing speed – I need a little longer to think about what I want to share 

 Following instructions – I have a harder time remembering the steps when I’m given instructions 

 Asking for help – sometimes I am not sure how to ask for help or I’m not sure what might help 

me 

 Taking notes – I have a harder time when I have to write my own notes 

 Working memory – I do not always remember everything we learn each day 

Please refer to our handout] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: That's really true, Chris. And I think it's important to remember that, like, it just 

normalizes having a learning disability, or having needs, because we all have strengths and needs, 

regardless of whether or not we've been diagnosed with a learning disability. So being able to articulate 

that is really important. So in my school, we do something slightly differently. We have a Self-Advocacy 

Card Assignment, which was a project designed by Julia Osborne at the York District Board. I borrowed 

and sort of tweaked it a bit, because hers was geared more towards middle school. And for me, it's a 

multi-step process that we do during our Learning Strategies course. Step 1, we discuss what self-



 

advocacy is, as Chris was saying. Why is it important? And for me, it's really a key that it's not just asking 

for help, because I don't like that idea of it being sort of a weakness, right? And all people need feedback 

and support in life, and that that's part of an empowering process. So going after the teacher and asking 

for feedback, and then okay, now I've got my feedback, what supports do I have, and what supports do I 

need, is really empowering. So that discussion happens first. Then we go into Step 2 where the students 

develop these advocacy cards here, based on their strengths and needs, and on self-reflection, 

checklists, and what they learn about in their IEP. And it just really personalizes the IEP. The third step is, 

I require the students to make appointments with their teachers. And they can't just show up. And that's 

important, because that's part of that transition piece to post-secondary, where things are more 

structured. So the students need to actually go and book an appointment before they talk to the 

teachers about their advocacy cards. Then we role play in class, and we practice using "I Message" 

assignments. So rather than, "You never provide me with extra time," we reword it to, "I need this 

support because" -- so it becomes more of a positive statement, more empowering again. Finally, the 

students meet with their teacher, their classroom teachers individually, and they bring the card, and 

they discuss what their strengths are and what their needs are, as well as what supports their need in 

different areas. And we then come back as a class, and we discuss. We have a self-reflection. We talk 

about body language. I ask them to some metacognition on how they knew they were heard or if they 

were not heard, as well as what they would do differently next time. So overall, the assignment really 

practices mature communication skills and conflict resolution, it helps them with their advocacy, and it 

also opens up dialog for the rest of the year for the student and the teacher to break down that barrier 

and have a conversation about how things are going in class. And finally, and most importantly, and I 

know Chris has this problem too certain times, it really ensures that the classroom teacher is aware that 

the student has an IEP. Because sometimes that does slip through, and this way the teacher is aware.  

[SLIDE - Polling Question] 

[Text on slide: Do your students give up easily? Please select one: yes; no.] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: So we're going to have another polling question, here. We want to launch this poll. Do 

your students give up easily? The poll is now open. 

[SLIDE - Polling Question] 

[Text on slide: Do your students give up easily? Poll results (single answer required): Yes 85%, No 15%.] 

Chris Sands: Okay, can we close that poll and switch back to -- let's see the results.  

Okay, thank you. So the vast majority of people say their students do give up easily.  

[SLIDE - D) Growth Mindset] 

[Image of quote with red line through it, “I can do anything if I try hard” 

Text on slide: Deliberate effort put towards specific strategies 

The problem with teaching ‘grit’ to poor kids? They already have it. Here’s what they really need. 



 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2016/05/10/the-problem-with-teaching-

grit-to-poor-kids-they-already-have-it-heres-what-they-really-need/?utm_term=.b21611a4c185] 

 

[Chris Sands]: So we switch back to our training, please? Thank you. So there's a research that's -- 

students with Special Education needs associate their failures with, quote-unquote, "being stupid." 

There were air quotes around that, don't get mad at me. So they associate their feelings with being 

stupid and their successes with a coincidence, a fluke, you know, the planets aligned and I passed my 

history test. Students need to understand that people are successful or not successful for reasons. They 

did things that led to success or difficulty. And staff and students need to work together to develop skills 

in the students so that they do things that lead to success more often. And some of those skills are 

academic and thought processes. So Carol Dweck, you may have heard, is a leader in exploring growth 

mindset. And she has said that growth mindset is not just thinking happy thoughts. It is the purposeful 

deployment of strategies. And that should be our role in Special Education, is to give and help students 

bring out those strategies. We don't sprinkle magic pixie dust. We're in the business of building skills and 

strategies in students.  

 

There was an article in the Washington Post last year that identified a problem in this stream where 

students -- and I'm sure many of you who work with students with exceptionalities have seen this -- that 

our students have perseverance. Somehow they get out of bed every morning and they get to school 

every day, or most days, despite what's going on in their personal lives, with their families, with their 

friends, with their learning needs. They don't need happy thoughts, and they don't need grit. They need 

to learn strategies, and they need to learn how to use those strategies to help them be successful.  

[SLIDE - Teaching Growth Mindset] 

[Text on slide: Teach: 

● Academic and life skills 

● How to change thinking about negative or challenging situations 

● Challenges make you smarter 

● Need skills to engage those challenges! 

Image of arrow pointing from last bullet point back to the first bullet point] 

 

[Chris Sands]: So something we did this year, we worked a lot on our growth mindset in our brain 

strategies classes, especially my great online strategies classes --there's -- however, we're going to do 

math strategy work as well. And we realized that teaching growth mindset, like I said, is giving students 

skills that they can use and then teaching them to not give up under challenging circumstances, but to 

actually use those skills and use those strategies. So some of the work we did, what students learned, 

how their brain works and how it changes when it learns new and challenging things. One of our child 

and youth workers, Yvonne, Yvonne did some work with our students to lead them through the process 

of purposely changing their thinking using evidence. So, you know, you failed your geography test 

yesterday? Where is the evidence that you will fail every test forever? There is no evidence to that end. 

You had a fight with your friend? That doesn't mean you're going to live your life alone. So it's giving 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2016/05/10/the-problem-with-teaching-grit-to-poor-kids-they-already-have-it-heres-what-they-really-need/?utm_term=.b21611a4c185
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2016/05/10/the-problem-with-teaching-grit-to-poor-kids-they-already-have-it-heres-what-they-really-need/?utm_term=.b21611a4c185


 

students the thought process and the academic skills to challenge their own negative thinking. And then, 

how to lay opportunities to use growth mindset? Teenagers, as we know, and students in all grades, 

have more than enough challenging situations to choose from; school work, family, friend drama. Again, 

that question we come back to -- what are you going to do about it? And now, as a result of building 

their academic skills, building their learning strategies, building their growth mindset -- they have the 

academic and thinking skills to engage with and triumph in challenging situations.  

[SLIDE – 1) Preparing Students: 2 weeks pre-exam] 

[Text on slide: A) 4 Sacred Questions: self-advocacy skills 

B) Work-back Schedule: time-management skills 

Image of boy surrounded by books with head in his hands] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: So now we're getting into the part where we're going to start to prepare our students 

for exams closer to the time. So two-week pre-exams -- sometimes I even -- I'm starting it now, our 

exams are going to be starting on June 20th, and I'm already starting in with the kids regarding the four 

sacred questions, and the workback schedule.  

 

[SLIDE - 4 Sacred Questions] 

1. Are my notes complete, accurate and organized? 

2. What are some Subject Specific Study Strategies I should be using? 

3. Knowing me as a learner, what should I be focusing on?  

4. What is the format of the final exam?] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: So the four sacred questions are these ones here, and I've got the students pretty 

much memorizing them by the end: Are my notes complete, accurate and organized? So they use past 

tests and assignments, and they can organize and gather what is missing. So they go up to their teachers 

and they show them their notes, and they say that question: Are my notes complete, accurate and 

organized? Likewise, they're again talking to their classroom teacher and they ask question number 2, 

what are some subject-specific study strategies that I should be using? So you don't want to study for 

your English exam the same way you're going to study for your biology exam. And I tell the students the 

teacher, the classroom teacher, always has the best ideas on how to study for their subject. The third 

one is, knowing me as a learner, what should I be focusing on? So again, the students can bring past 

tests and they can see what's difficult for them throughout the year and focus on that first. But it allows 

the classroom teachers to give some hints in terms of what's going to be on the exam. And some of my 

students say, well, that's cheating. But it's not. That's what the academically-motivated students do all 

the time. They go up and press their teachers to find out what's going to be on the exam. Then finally, I'll 

have the students go to their classroom teachers and ask, what is the format of the final exam? This is a 

really important, and it's somewhat obvious, but important question to put on, because a lot of the 

students that I work with have executive functioning deficits. So for them, that doesn't seem as obvious, 

necessarily. And then they don't know what to expect or how to prioritize and manage their time. That is 

why you're going to study for a multiple choice test different than you will for an essay question.  



 

 

[SLIDE - Workback Schedule] 

[Text on slide: - Start with the date of the exam 

- Revisit frequently to ensure the goals are being met/reasonable 

- Get feedback from the classroom teacher  

Image of calendar for June 2017 with summer and study schedule for each day of the week] 

[Jenessa Dworet]: So the second part is the workback schedule. So again, this can be a challenge 

because secondary school students are not particularly thrilled about doing extra work, and this does 

seem like extra work at first. Start with the day of the exam, and then you work backwards from there as 

to what needs to be done. So you can see here that if they have the science exam on June 20th, the first 

thing that they've got to do before their exam is hand in their memory aids. Then we work backwards 

from there, and we sit there and then figure it out all the way back to the day that we're starting this 

whole process. Having this mapped out on paper also allows me to check in with them so that I can 

constantly remind them of pending deadlines, and that they can start to internalize that habit for when 

they move on to post-secondary. It forces them to find out about due dates. So a lot of times with my 

students, the ones with executive functioning issues, I'll ask them, what is it due? They have no idea. 

They forgot to find out, or maybe they did find out, but they don't know. And the worst is when they 

discover it's due today and they haven't started. So having this sort of constant revisiting is a great way 

for them to keep track of their time. They can use Google Calendar, and I know Chris teases me all the 

time with my pen and paper, because he's more advanced with the technology. All of this technology 

has been brought to you by Chris right now. So there's other apps as well that my students are telling 

me about that help them to manage their time. So there are some students I say, "Okay, take out your 

phone, let's put this in the phone," right? Then this is also grounding for them when they go in and talk 

to their classroom teachers now that they broke down that barrier. And they can have this conversation 

without the classroom teacher and do the workback schedule with them. And in the background too, I'll 

also be constantly managing this with the classroom teachers and the students, and promoting that 

conversation to happen.  

[SLIDE - Supporting the Classroom Teachers] 

[Text on slide: When creating an exam, think about… 

1) Sentence Starters  

2) Graphic Organizers  

3) Font Size & Spacing  

Image of “Final Exam” with pencil crayon and two faces over two checkboxes – one happy, one sad; the 

happy checkbox is ticked 

Please refer to our handout] 

 

[Chris Sands]: Now we're going to talk about what you can do as a classroom teacher or as a leader, 

what you can do to encourage your colleagues, what you can encourage them to do when they're 

creating the actual questions on a test, an exam, or again just average activities throughout the year.  



 

[SLIDE - Sentence Starters] 

[Text on slide: Kick-start students’ thinking process…  

Image of a box with text in it with the words “why people migrate from one province” highlighted. 

Beside the text box is another box with a comment from Chris Sands that says “People usually move to 

another province because…” 

Image of a box with text in it with the words “trend impact the province in the future?” highlighted. 

Beside the text box is another box with a comment from Chris Sands that says “This article shows that 

people are… 

Because so many people are moving ________ (in or out) of the province, this means that…” 

Image of a box with text in it with the words “information in the quote and your knowledge about the 

characteristics of…in the provinces in the Atlantic Region. Give your answer in 3-4 sentences.” 

highlighted.  

Beside the text box is another box with a comment from Chris Sands that says “The Maritime climate 

creates fog because it…” 

“Temperature difference creates fog because it…”] 

 

[Chris Sands]:  So our first one is sentence starters, which are a great way to kick-start students' thinking 

processes. Sentence starters help to reveal what students know by breaking down some of those barrier 

that mess up all that information that's in their head, and that they can't get down onto the paper in a 

coherent sentence. So the reason I include these not great quality screenshots is to show you, one, an 

example of sentence starts, which I'm going to zoom in on in a minute, but also how you can collaborate 

with colleagues to facilitate more people implementing different strategies. And again, you can do this 

even if you don't have the word "leader" in your title. You're watching this webinar, you're probably 

looked at as somewhat of a leader in teaching or in Special Education. So don't be afraid to work with 

your colleagues on trying some new things.  

So you can see here that a colleague of mine put their grade 9 geography exam on Google Docs, shared 

it with me, and then I was able to highlight portions of the exam and add comments which -- and I 

focused on sentence starters.  

[SLIDE - Sentence Starters cont’d] 

[Image of a comment from Chris Sands that says “The Maritime climate creates fog because it…” 

“Temperature difference creates fog because it…” 

Image of a comment from Chris Sands that says “This article shows that people are… 

Because so many people are moving ________ (in or out) of the province, this means that…” 

Image of a comment from Chris Sands that says “People usually move to another province because…”] 

 

[Chris Sands]: So you can see them zoomed in. These are some of the sentence starters I recommended. 

So you can see, "The Maritime climate creates fog because it..." "People usually move to another 

province because..." So it's important for everybody to realize -- you know, people who want teachers to 

do everything and teachers who are more resistant, that accommodations are not dumbing things 

down. We're not babying the students. If students don't know the factors that affect emigration or 



 

anything about Maritime or continental climates, they will not be able to answer this question. Sentence 

starters are not giving away the answer. And accommodations or different teaching strategies in general 

are not giving away the answer. It's removing barriers. It's supporting students to be able to show what 

they know. 

 

[SLIDE – 2) Graphic Organizers] 

[Text on slide:  

• Evidence- and practice-based  

• Students have knowledge and higher-level thinking 

• Need to organize and use it for argument  

Table on slide: Figure 3: Research supporting strategies presented in this article 

Strategies Articles 

Big ideas Archer and Hughes (2011) 

McCleery and Tindal (1999) 

Mnemonics King-Sears, Mercer, and Sindelar (1992) 

Mastropieri, Scruggs, and Levin (1985) 

Graphic organizers Dexter and Hughes (2011) 

Griffin, Simmons, and Kameenui (1991) 

Kaldenberg, Erica, William Therrien, Sarah Watt, Jay Gorsch, and Jonte Taylor. “Three Keys to Success in 

Science for Students with Learning Disabilities.” Science Scope. National Science Teachers Association 

(2011): 36-40. 

Please refer to handout.] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: So the second one is graphic organizers, and I'm a huge fan. The benefits of graphic 

organizers are huge. It helps students to get their knowledge out. So in the event of an exam they're not 

able to organize themselves, and reducing the cognitive strain as they are doing their exams. So for a lot 

of students and for a lot of people, being able to think while doing something else in a stressful situation 

is really difficult. So having all of the points put out outside of them then allows their brain to be free to 

compose language. This process is very challenging for any student with working memory deficits, 

executive functioning deficits, any kind of language processing. Then also just plain motor skills, too, if 

it's just physically difficult for them to get it out. It gives also the structure to their information. And so 

there's some debate as to how to incorporate this into the exam. And I discussed with teachers about 

how -- why do I embed it in the exam for everyone for marks? So in an English exam, you embed the 

graphic organizer in the exam, they fill it out, and they get marks for it. This builds skills for post-

secondary, because although they're unlikely going to receive that kind of accommodation in post-

secondary, they will have the independent learning skills to use them. So I know for me, for example, I 

hated doing graphic organizers in high school. When I got to university, I was so excited to be done with 

it and never have to do another one again. But of course, I immediately picked it up again, because I 

couldn't structure myself without it. I really needed to have that external structure. Which brings up the 

challenges of graphic organizers. Again, students complain because it appears like extra work. So that's 

what having it embedded in for everyone, it doesn't stigmatize the students who need it, and it gives 



 

them marks, reward for doing it in the first place. So you have teachers concerned about this embedding 

the graphic organizer in their exams because, one, they worry that it's going to do the higher-order 

thinking for the students. That was one of the feedbacks I got. You know, if they say a Venn diagram to 

compare and contrast, then are they not showing them that that's what needs to be done? So I come 

back with, well, it depends on what the curriculum expectation is, so they're not necessarily needing to 

be doing the higher-order thinking. Maybe they just need to be able to demonstrate that they 

understand the comparison. Or you can embed a variety of graphic organizers and allow students to 

choose. And teachers complain, of course, because it does appear like extra work. So it's important to 

remind them that in the end, they will get a better quality product from their students, and they can 

have a better assessment as to whether or not the students really understood what they've taught. >>  

[SLIDE - Graphic Organizers, cont’d] 

[Table on slide: Figure 1: Examples of big ideas and graphic organizers 

Big ideas Graphic Organizers Explanation 

Cells do 

many things 

Concept Map 

Image of concept map – “Cells do many things” 

connected to the terms: 

- “Grow” 

- “Divide” 

- “Take in Numbers” 

o Connected to “Provide Energy for 

Work” 

- “Have Specialized Jobs” 

o Connected to “Tissue” 

 Connected to “Muscle” 

 “Organs” 

 Connected to 

“Organ Systems” 

Concept maps help connect big 

ideas to numerous smaller 

concepts showing how things 

relate and interconnect. A 

concept map should be created 

by a teacher for planning 

purposes, but can also be 

created by students to assess 

understanding. 

 

This concept map connects the 

big ideas of “Cells do many 

things” with other smaller 

related concepts. 

E-Chart/Pitch Fork 

Image of pitch fork with the words “There are 

many types of body cells” written on the handle. 

Three tines have the following terms written on 

them: “Brain cells”, “Stomach cells”, “Bone cells” 

E-charts are used to highlight 

main ideas or concepts to 

within a single idea. 

 

This E-chart shows the 

relationship of three specific 

types of cells in the body. 

 

[Chris Sands]: So here's a great graphic. It's an example of a graphic organizer within a graphic organizer. 

So of course we have the table here, which is a great way, again, to organize information, so it's more 

accessible for students. Also, we see an eChart; it's a great way to sort smaller ideas or smaller things 

within the bigger idea, the bigger thing. Then a mind map or concept map, which I noticed, especially 



 

this year, my students love creative mind maps. And some students who really struggle with writing 

were just able to blast out an incredible amount of information using a mind map. So instead of a 

paragraph explaining why cells are important -- if you can read that, it says, "Cells do many things." So 

instead of -- and this, I hope, answers some of the questions and problems that Jenessa raised in the 

previous slide. Instead of writing a paragraph explaining why cells are important, students could 

complete a concept map. All of the information still needs to come out. But we're moving past some of 

the barriers that students with learning disabilities and other exceptionalities may face with organization 

and writing. So you might provide this concept map, but with the bubbles blank, so students need to fill 

them in. Or maybe you just leave the entire space blank and ask students to create a concept map 

showing what cells do. And it would depend on the needs of your students how you structure that. But 

again, it's not babying them. These are teaching strategies that everyone can use. And again, why could 

they not be a question on an exam? Why can a concept map not be marked on a test or an exam?  

[SLIDE - 3) Font Size and Spacing] 

[Text on slide: 

• Cognitive energy to read and decode 

o Takes energy needed for higher-level thinking  

• Makes physical process of reading easier  

• Space gives clues to how much information is required.] 

 

[Chris Sands]: So I think our next one -- so font size and spacing is a quick and easy strategy that teachers 

can use to kind of reduce that cognitive load that's required when students are decoding and reading, 

and they lose the forest for the trees when students have to sound out each word. And then when the 

font is small or things are squished together, it's even more difficult for our students with learning 

disabilities. But what I recommend to the staff is just start with size 12 or 14 Arial or Times New Roman. 

And can we please, for the love of all that is holy, can we please stop with the two pieces of paper that 

are photocopied onto one sheet, and you need a jeweller's eye to read what it says? I know many of you 

know what I'm talking about. That's just brutal. I remember getting those eyes in high school, I didn't 

like them. And for some of our students, it's just awful.  

 

[SLIDE - 3) Font Size and Spacing, cont’d] 

[Text on slide: 1) Break-bit Cereal is sold in a single-serving size, in a box the shape of rectangular prism 

with dimensions 5 cm by 4 cm by 10 cm. The manufacturer also sells the cereal in a box with dimensions 

double those of the smaller box. A) Draw a diagram of the larger-sized box. Label the dimensions. 2.) 

Make a hypothesis about how many times as large the volume of the small box is compared to the 

volume of the large box. 3) Calculate the volume of the small and large boxes of cereal, compare them, 

and explain how well your hypothesis matches. 4) How much should the manufacturer charge for the 

larger box, if it charges $2.50 for the individual serving? B Give reasons for your answer] 

[Chris Sands]: So here's an example of a math question that's not from either of our schools. They're 

sent to us by consultant -- because our schools are innocent. And it reminds me of, a few years ago I sat 



 

down with a student who is not -- he had a learning disability. He was not being lazy. He was not trying 

to get out of work. He was working independently on some history homework from the textbook. And 

he got to a question that was four questions in one. And he identified himself -- I didn't say anything -- 

he said, "Okay, that's like four questions in one, I'm done after this." He said that himself, no prompting 

from me. So our students understand, even if they can't articulate it as well as that student did. They 

understand that it's really fatiguing to have four questions in one, small font squished together, no 

space to do your work. So this is something easy teachers can do almost immediately.  

[SLIDE - 3) Font Size and Spacing, cont’d] 

[Text on slide: Break-bit Cereal is sold in a single-serving size, in a box the shape of rectangular prism.  

- Dimensions 5 cm by 4 cm by 10 cm.  

- The manufacturer also sells the cereal in a box with dimensions double those of the smaller box. 

Image of rectangle.] 

[Chris Sands]: So here's the question again. Spread it over a couple slides. You'll notice the content and 

even the wording of the question is exactly the same as previous slide that was all squished together.  

[SLIDE - Font Size and Spacing cont’d] 

[Text on slide: Next Steps 

• Draw a diagram of the larger-sized box. 

• Label the dimensions.] 

  

[Chris Sands]: All we're doing is, just leave them some room to do what you're asking in the question. 

Not babying them, just give them a chance.  

 

[SLIDE - Font Size and Spacing cont’d] 

[Text on slide: • Make a hypothesis about how many times as large the volume of the small box is 

compared to the volume of the large box.  

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________  

• Calculate the volume of the small and large boxes of cereal, compare them, and explain how well your 

hypothesis matches.] 

 

[Chris Sands]: Accommodations are to help students understand the material, and then to show what 

they know. You need to know what a hypothesis is, and how to make one in math. You need to know 

how to calculate volume. This is an important message for students, teachers and parents. Everyone 

needs to hear the same message. Our students have to do the work. They need to learn, and they need 

to show what they know. Accommodations and different teaching strategies help them to do that. They 

don't give the answer away.  

 

[SLIDE - Supporting Students: During the Exam] 

[Text on slide: 



 

1) Focus and Attention: What to look for and what to do  

2) Time Management: How much time is too much? 

3) Anxiety Management: Positive Self-Talk 

4) Assistive Technology: Pros and Cons] 

 

[Chris Sands]: This is another quick example from a math teacher who is at my school, and I'm proud to 

say that, because this is an amazing response to a presentation I did in a staff meeting where I talked 

about font size, and the teacher adapted his test almost immediately. This is a grade 9 test. Again, just 

quick and easy things. The graphic organizer that helps students sort their information. A simple layout, 

spaced out, one line per one answer. A queue over here of what the format of their answers should be. 

One question at a time. Again, not giving the answers away. Theoretical probability -- they need to know 

what that is to be successful. 

 

[SLIDE - Supporting Students: During the Exam] 

[Text on slide: 

1) Focus and Attention: What to look for and what to do  

2) Time Management: How much time is too much? 

3) Anxiety Management: Positive Self-Talk 

4) Assistive Technology: Pros and Cons] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: So now we've got our exams designed, and we're ready to run off the exams. Now, it's 

the resource teacher's role and the classroom teacher's role to support students during the exam. So 

there's four areas we want to look at. Focus and attention -- so what to look for and what to do if you 

see that a student has lost focus and attention. Also time management -- so how much time is too 

much? There's also a lot of anxiety management, and then finally, assistive technology, which can have 

both pros and cons. Switching the slides here.  

[SLIDE - Focus and Attention] 

[Text on slide: 

1. Look for: staring into space, fidgeting, panicked look  

2. Sensitive statements: “I need a walk - do you want to come with?” 

3. “Walk n’ Talk”: 

✓ Allow student to verbally think out loud 

✓ Check in on anxiety levels 

✓ Refocus attention back to task 

Image of two figures walking, one is talking and has a thought bubble coming out of their head] 

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: Focus and attention -- so it's easy to see students with ADHD and executive 

functioning difficulties what to look for, if you know your students, right? So that's the key, is to know 

your students. You're going to know the triggers that are going to distract them. Is it going to be too 

much silence? I have a lot of students who brains split to daydream mode when it's too quiet, if there's 



 

noise that's going on, the humming of something, then that also can be quite distracting. So what does 

daydream mode look like for your students? So being aware of who they are is really important. Then 

I'm giving sensitive statements. So I like to take my students that I see have lost focus and I ask them if 

they need to go for a walk. But I'm sensitive about it, because I don't want them in this moment of 

anxiety to be singled out. So I usually say something like, "I need a walk," or, "I'm bored. I need to get 

out of here. Do you want to come with me?" And then we go for our walk and talk, which I allow them 

student to then think verbally out loud to me about the exam. And all I do is just let them think about 

what they're talking about, and what they're writing without having to give them any answers, or in any 

way give them any kind of strategies.  

 

[Chris Sands]: And I want to ask Jenessa a question here, which is, how do you respond to some teachers 

who may be concerned if they see you walking in the hall with a student who they know is writing their 

exam at that time? Are they expressing concern? And how would you respond to a teacher who is 

concerned seeing you walk and talk with a student who is supposed to be writing an exam?  

[Jenessa Dworet]: Generally, I haven't had any teachers have any issues with it. Mostly the teachers 

maybe who would be the most concerned would be math teachers, and they know my math skills are so 

poor they're not worried that I'm giving any hints. But if I do have any issues -- and there have been a 

few -- I just let them know that it's a strictly one-sided conversation. I'm just allowing the student to talk 

out loud about their questions. And maybe prompting questions like, you know, "Tell me more about 

that." Or, "What was question number 1 like?" So that they get started and sort of get unstuck and 

refocused on what they're doing. It also allows me to check in on their anxiety levels, and it helps them 

to refocus their attention back to task. So the walk and talk is a really effective method. You do have to 

have other people in the room with you during exam time, because you can't leave the rest of the 

students there. But generally, that's how exams are run.  

[SLIDE - Anxiety Management] 

[Image of a square. Inside the square, each side is labelled with an arrow pointing to the next corner and 

the words “4 seconds”. Outside the square, the four sides are labelled “Breathe in”, “Hold”, “Breathe 

Out”, “Hold” 

1. Put the exam in context of life.  

2. Encourage belly breathing to access the vagus nerve. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RpCdqoWRoD4) 

3. Prompt positive self-talk. 

4. No one knows the future: Schrodinger’s Cat. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IOYyCHGWJq4) 

Image of a cat in a box on the floor] 

  

[Jenessa Dworet]: Anxiety management is another major issue. So keeping the exam in the context of 

life is really important. Being sensitive that anxiety also puts people into defence mode -- they may 

appear that they don't want help. They may get really locked into, "I'm going to fail this exam." So again, 



 

that's where the walk and talk can really save a kid at the end, right? And use scaffolding. Because in 

that walk and talk, what you're doing is externalizing what they can start to do internally as they go 

through high school and get into post-secondary. So I do four things: One, I reframe. I tell them they 

have strategies. You know, "I'm going to fail this exam." No. You've got strategies, use them. Remind 

them of all the work that they've done to prepare. And then get them to try to say things like, "I'm going 

to pass this exam," and just get into that mindset. Ask them, you know, "Did you attend class? Then you 

know you were there when the information was conveyed. You did most of the homework. You've 

studied." The second I do is to accept the negative. Okay, so what? You're going to fail this exam. This is 

particularly if they tell me no, they didn't attend classes, and they didn't do any of the homework. All 

right, so you're going to fail this exam. What's going to happen tomorrow? Does that mean the world is 

going to come to a crashing end? Maybe failing the exam is the lesson that you really needed to learn 

here. Maybe next time you can use better study strategies. And unless you had this experience, you 

never would have learned that, right? The third thing is the Just For Life speech. Failing is part of 

success. If you're going to fail this exam, then that's part of what life is. You'll never know what success 

feels like unless you ever fail. So that's -- now I'm grasping for straws with them, but that's the Just For 

Life speech. And sometimes I can settle them down. And then finally, I used, and you'll see number 4, 

Chris loves this one -- the Schrodinger's Cat speech. And that's humour, right? You want to use humour. 

So Schrodinger's cat is a thought experiment in physics in which a cat -- it's a thought experiment, and 

philosophy in physics. A cat is put into a box. No cats are hard. This cat is in there with some kind of time 

bomb and the cat will either die or will survive. But the point is you can't -- you won't ever know if the 

cat's lived or died until you've lifted the lid of the box. So the cat is in a state of being neither dead nor 

alive. So we go through this Schrodinger's Cat experiment, and I link it back to the exam, in that you 

don't know that you're going to pass or fail this exam until you get the exam back, right? So a little bit of 

humour. Then later on in the hall if I see them, I say, "So did the cat die, or is the cat alive?" And we've 

got this inside joke, which is kind of fun.  

[Chris Sands]: The SPCA can contact Jenessa at Jenessa.Dworet...  

[Jenessa Dworet]: [LAUGHS] Yes. Exactly.  

[SLIDE - Time-Management Skills] 
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[Jenessa Dworet]: Yes. So the next one is time management skills. So helping the student with the time 

management is really important, and you've got to keep track of them. Again, this comes back to 

knowing your students, right? Teaching them to do the easy questions first, keeping track of them to 

make sure that they haven't lost that internal sense of time, because that's a common deficit among 

students with LDs. I asked the teachers to write down next to the question, how long should this 

question take? Sometimes students bring in personal timers to help them monitor, and that's what I've 

got going on over here. Their cell phones that they can put on to Airplane Mode that have countdown 

timers. I also keep my eye on those students, particularly, the ones I know do tend to go off track, and 

make sure that they're not on one question for a long time. Using that graphic organizer for some 

students can be a distracter, right? They get so stuck on the ideation and filling out that graphic 

organizer, they run out of time to actually make the essay. So prompting them back to, okay, now it's 

time, you've got to start writing it. Make sure it's just brief, and put form in that graphic organizer. So 

that's part of the monitoring that I do going on in the class.  

[SLIDE - Assistive Technology] 
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[Chris Sands]: So assistive technology is really useful at doing things better, some things better. And 

that's what I encourage my staff to think of assistive technology is doing is, it's not just throwing the 

computer or an iPad or the newest app in front of the students and thinking that that alone is going to 

make the difference. We say -- I think our director in the TDSB said that, "We should be leading the 

pedagogy," right? So technology is used to make pedagogy and teaching better. It alone cannot teach 

students. So think about, one, what good teaching strategies you and your colleagues can use, and two, 

how can assistive technology make them better? So some of the pros of assistive technology are, it 

minimizes the barrier of getting thoughts from the student's brain to the pencil. It enhances legibility for 

the teachers assessing the work. And things like speech-to-text -- I'm sure we're familiar with the more 

expensive software that's out there to help students with speech-to-text and text-to-speech. Check out 

Google Voice, right, under the Tools button, and the Google Doc free and accurate way for students to 

speak what they know, and for it to be transcribed. Some of the cons are, of course, reliability of 

technology. That's probably my number one source of anxiety going into this webinar, is what is going to 

go wrong with the technology? We're not there yet, let's hope we make it. You know, they say that if 

you're running a marathon, you shouldn't try a new breakfast on the day of the race. And I think the 

same holds true for assistive technology. Eight-thirty a.m. before a nine a.m. exam is not the time to 

check out Google Voice typing, or to plop a laptop down in front of a student and say, hey, I heard about 

this at a webinar I watched. Make sure the student has used the technology throughout the school year 

so that they're comfortable with using it. You might want to use a school computer so that the student 

can't save a secret document to their own personal laptop. And these Google Docs, you're able to see 



 

the Revision History in the Google document, which is really handy. I have a friend, Amy, who teaches 

grade 12 university English. And if you're familiar with Google Classroom, you'll know that you can share 

an assignment, and then it creates a new and different copy for each student who accesses it. So she 

shares a blank Google document on Google Classroom, so it creates a new document for each student. 

And then she can see the Revision History of each student's assignment. So it's pretty amazing. You can 

see the student wrote one line at 2:30, two lines at 2:40, another one at 2:47. Then three paragraphs at 

1:21 in the morning. So that's just a good thing to use throughout the school year, and also for joint 

exams. If you're worried about students copying and pasting from the Internet, just click the Revision 

History, which is up near the top of the Google Doc.  

 

[SLIDE – UNTITLED] 
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[Chris Sands]: This is two of our students working on our Chromebooks. One of them was using Google 

Voice type-in a couple of weeks ago. I was walking by, and one of them saw that I was probably going to 

say something, and they said, "I can't talk right now, sir, I'm actually working." So I think the point of 

assistive technology is, when used properly combined with good pedagogy, you engage students that 

sometimes are not always engaged. And you need to teach them with good pedagogy, like I mentioned. 

You need to teach them how to use the technology. I think sometimes we get caught thinking that 

students are just natural wonders with technology. I don't know that's always true, and so it's important 

that we teach our students how to use technology properly.  
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[Chris Sands]: Believe it or not, it's time to summarize our presentation, what we've talked about today. 

So I hope that we've made it clear that what we've shared today is really just good teaching and 

assessment strategies that's applicable for all classes, all grades, all the time. Graphic organizers, 

predictability, assistive technology are good for all seasons. These things help students to use their 

strengths to show what they know. It's not an excuse. It's not babying, and it's not giving them the 

answers. A colleague of mine, Sahai says, "Hope is not a plan." I think that's true, especially when we 

talk about students with learning disabilities or other exceptionalities. Students and staff both need to 

know their strengths, their needs, and then do something about it. Growth mindset and academic skill 

knowledge is not, "You can do your best," or, "You can do it," or "Try your best," or, "Everything is 



 

awesome." We're not in a Lego movie. Rather, it's, I know you have strategies to manage your time. I 

know you have strategies to write a paragraph, strategies to draw the process of cell division, strategies 

to manage your anxiety. I know you have these strategies -- now do them. And finally, teamwork makes 

the dream work.  

[Jenessa Dworet]: Oh, groan! [LAUGHTER]  

[Chris Sands]: Geez, my cat comment. Teamwork does make the dream work.  

[Jenessa Dworet]: Oh, God!  

[Chris Sands]: Listen to your students, listen to your colleagues. What do they tell you they need to 

improve? What do the students think they need to improve? What do your colleagues want to learn 

more about? Let that drive the learning and the sharing that you do as a leader in education and leaders 

in Special Education.  

[SLIDE – THANK YOU!] 
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[Jenessa Dworet]: So that's the end, and we wanted to thank you very much for joining us. But this was, 

I think for both Chris and I, a really important process to solidify what we do and why we do it, and it 

was really fun to share it in this format. If you have any questions, I think we're going to now turn the 

floor over for Lawrence to take control for the Q and A.  

[SLIDE – Q&A] 

[Image of question marks] 

 

[Lawrence Barns]: That's great. Jenessa and Chris, thank you so much! I also groaned at that last thing, 

Jenessa, so we've got that in common.  

 

[Jenessa Dworet]: [LAUGHTER]  

 

[Lawrence Barns]: But anyway, some wonderful strategies there, I'm sure our attendees were interested 

to hear. Folks, if you want to ask a question, the box for questions is in the side panel, as we told you at 

the beginning. Please type your questions, and I will actually present them to Chris and Jenessa. And 

you'll glad to know, folks, we already have some in. So first question is from Patrick. And this is around 

the subject of multiple choice questions. The question is, "Some have four or five options per question. 

Should they be given only three options? Is this a common practice at either of your schools?" Who 

wants to take it?  

[Jenessa Dworet]: At my school yes, sometimes, depending on the student. It's considered an 

accommodation, because it's a reduced number of paths to demonstrate the skill. But I do try to 



 

discourage that kind of minimizing of answers, because you want to -- yeah, you want to be able to 

know how to give a multiple choice question. Actually interesting that you brought it up, because today I 

was helping a student with a test, and she had multiple choice questions. And it's a simple strategy, but 

to cover up the question and then the answers, because if they're done horizontal -- I'm sorry, vertical. It 

should be done vertical and not horizontal. That is an accommodation that I make teachers do. So then 

she was able to cover up all the answers and just read the question, and then reveal the answers one at 

a time. I can't tell you the science as to why it works, but she was able to process so much better doing 

that strategy. So she was able to manage all of the questions and all of the possible responses. Chris, to 

you.  

[Chris Sands]: Yeah. Also, we've unplugged our fancy professional microphones, so if the audio is not 

good, let us know, and we'll plug it back in. But when the mic's plugged in, we can't hear. So to answer 

that question about the number of responses for a multiple choice question, I would also ask you or 

whoever is making the test, why are you looking to reduce the number of answers in the question, and if 

there's something else that you can be doing to accommodate that need of the student. So if you're 

looking to reduce it to three because they're overwhelmed, can you also reduce -- or instead, reduce the 

number of questions? And that's a common accommodation. If students need to show something, a 

skill, do they need to do it ten times? Could students maybe summarize five articles? Again, that's why 

we go back to that thing we posed to you at the start of the webinar. Curriculum is different in strategy. 

The assignment that you have and that you've always used may ask for five summaries, or five articles to 

summarize. The curriculum does not say five articles. The curriculum speaks to skills. So my point is, 

before I start rambling, is can you reduce the number of questions in the test, if it's because the student 

is overwhelmed, because they can't remember all of the information in the answer? Could they use a 

memory aid instead? And if we're looking at other assignments, like they're accommodating especially 

in some of the humanities like history and geography and English, which is the strand I'm from, do the 

students have to summarize five articles? Can they summarize three or two articles instead? And they 

can still demonstrate the skills of the curriculum, and we're removing the barrier of the processing 

speed or the writing skills, or organization skills. So look to other accommodations, too.  

[Lawrence Barns]: Okay, great. Next question is from Irene. The walk and talk strategy, her question is, 

"Can that be used during EQAO testing?"  

[Jenessa Dworet]: I would argue yes, it could, as long as you're very careful with it. The EQAO testing is a 

lot more restrictive than regular school tests. I have done walk and talk methods with students, because 

they've panicked. I mean, the build-up for the literacy test is huge in grade 10. And kids who have 

deficits that affect their literacy, I would go on record as saying it's sort of cruel and unusual to put them 

through this. Same with ADH -- kids with ADHD. Giving them double time is not really a fair 

accommodation, because you're just asking them to focus longer. So being sensitive to the anxiety 

needs of your students -- I take them for a walk and talk, but I'm very careful to not discuss any of -- 

[LAUGHS] the lights just went out -- to not discuss any of the questions with them, because that can, of 

course, end up in the blue books that way.  



 

[Lawrence Barns]: Okay. Next question from Linda. "How do you engage a student who is unmotivated 

to take responsibility for his or her self-advocacy? And do you have any tips on engaging parents in that 

process as well?"  

[Jenessa Dowret]: I, in my time of teaching, I find that kids who are disengaged, it generally tends to be, 

with very rare exception, some kind of anxiety issues. They are free to engage. It's better to look like the 

bad guy or the guy who doesn't care, and it's usually guys that I work with that are disengaged. Some 

girls though, too. So it's better to be that withdrawn kid than the one who doesn't know the answer. So I 

try to find out why they're having so much trouble. Then in terms of them meeting with the teacher, 

that can be the struggle too, right? Because they don't want to advocate to certain teachers because 

they've got anxiety in working with that personality. So it can be a real massage to get both parties to 

sort of be respectful and understanding. And I've had conversations with classroom teachers where, this 

is going to be a fresh start. We're not going to talk about the kid being late, or the kid not handing the 

work, or anything like that, because you're never going to get that student back in your classroom. That 

can be one way of managing it. Chris, if you want to...  

[Chris Sands]: Are we still on the EQAO question?  

[Jenessa Dworet]: No no, did you want to repeat the question?  

[Chris Sands]: Sorry, can I jump back to the EQAO question just for a second? The walk and talk?  

[Lawrence Barns]: Absolutely. Go ahead, Chris, whatever you like.  

[Chris Sands]: Thank you!  

[Jenessa Dworet]: Got to get the lights back on.  

[Chris Sands]: Yeah. I know that in the grade 10 literacy accommodation, you are allowed to redirect 

students' attention in general, to redirect them to the test. You are not allowed to prompt them about 

something. So you can't say, "Oh, are you sure you finished that answer?" You cannot do that. But you 

are allowed to prompt, like, redirect their focus as an accommodation. So maybe you could make that 

argument that the walk and talk is redirecting their general focus. But yeah, just be careful you're not 

talking about the specifics of the test. And what Jenessa said about students with ADHD and extra time, 

it is true there's also research that shows students with ADHD, extra time may actually be detrimental to 

their achievement, right? So it really does depend on the assessment the student has, knowing your 

student and what they need. But don't default to extra time, necessarily, especially for students with 

ADHD. It may actually be detrimental. But again, work with the student and work with any psychological 

professionals. And move beyond extra time. Jenessa and I will be presenting a session called just that, at 

the Educator's Institute with the LDAO. So register now. 

[Lawrence Barns]: I loved the plug, Chris, thanks very much.  

[Chris Sands]: You're welcome.  



 

[Lawrence Barns]: Before you go on to the other question, a couple of comments from the audience 

which I think I'll just chime in with here. Patrick has said, "Periodic supervised breaks are allowed for 

EQAO." And Mary also added that, "The same applies to OSSLT," whatever that may mean, because I 

don't know.  

[Chris Sands]: That's the grade 10 literacy test.  

[Lawrence Barns]: Okay. So while you were getting light back in the room, Chris, the question that 

Jenessa just answered, to recap, was about, how do you motivate a student who doesn't really want to 

take responsibility for their self-advocacy skills?  

[Chris Sands]: I think by putting it in the bigger picture of why we're doing self-advocacy, right? And by 

making it just part of the culture of any work that you do with students in their school as Special 

Education needs. Like any of our students, I know if you try to do, like, a one-off with them, like, "Oh, 

well, just go ask your teacher again. You need to self-advocate, by the way." Yeah, of course they're 

going to say, "What? Forget it. No thanks." But if it's built in from the start with the IEP Brochure, if 

you're talking constantly about it, if you're building their skills to be able to do it, then I think that's how 

you overcome some of those barriers about not wanting to, about being shy. For sure, we experience 

that with our students in every grade, every year when we have the IEP Brochure. But it's that 

assignment and self-advocacy in general, it's just part of the larger conversation, and part of a larger 

culture that we have with our students, where self-advocacy is just a thing that they do. And they 

recognize why it's important for their success. And also, last thing, is that like we've been saying, you're 

building the skills in the students to be able to do that. You can't just move them in to the deep end and 

say, "Go talk to the scariest teacher in the school and tell them you need double time on their test." You 

need to build the skills that they need to be able to advocate for themselves.  

[Jenessa Dworet]: And I was just going to add to it too, I do a lot of cushioning on the other end, 

especially when I do the Advocacy Card assignment. Because it's an assignment, I talk to their teachers, 

too, and say listen, this kids' really nervous about coming to talk to you. Tell them something personal 

about you. Make yourself more human to them. I give the teachers tests as well, on how to help with 

the anxiety of a kid. Or, I say, "You know, he seems like a real prickly pear, but he's actually really scared 

to talk to you." Or vice versa to the student. "That teacher seems like a real prickly pear, but he's 

actually -- an M&M crusty on the outside, but soft in the middle."  

[Lawrence Barns]: [LAUGHS] Well, thanks for that analogy. Okay, moving on, because we've got more 

questions to squeeze in here, folks. Jenessa, knowing your love of technology, this one is addressed to 

Chris. It says, "Wondering if you set up a Google Calendar where staff can write in upcoming quizzes, 

tests and assignments due dates so that resource teachers are aware of these dates."  

[Chris Sands]: Are you asking how you could do that? What is – 

[Lawrence Barns]:  I think it's whether you do, not if, but whether you've used that as a way to stay on 

top of what's going on in the classrooms.  



 

[Chris Sands]: No, but I think it's a really good idea. And I think it's something we would love to do in the 

future. There's ways where you could share the calendar with all the teachers in the school. There's a 

way -- I went to a workshop earlier this year, and I'm not familiar enough with it to be able to tell you off 

the top of my head. But true, in the TDSB we have a W -- and there's a way to set it up, like the school 

wide calendar where everyone automatically already has access into it. But again, that's something that 

you have to look into for yourself. Something we did this year at our school was, we sent out a Google 

form to every teacher for culminating activities, where the teachers filled out a short Google form, like 

what class do you teach? What are you starting and finishing? Or when are you evaluating the 

culminated activity? Then you get that back, and it automatically creates a spreadsheet. So it's not a 

calendar, but it's a spreadsheet that you can sort in lots of different ways. You could sort it by date, you 

could sort it by grade. So that's one way to collect lots of information and see where students are on a 

class-wide or a school wide level where they're going to be feeling a lot of pressure. But I think setting it 

up in Google Calendar and sharing it with the staff and having it fill it in themselves is a great way to 

keep track of work. But again, it's part of the larger culture you have to build in your school, where 

people are just familiar with Google, and it's just a thing that you do.  

[Lawrence Barns]: Okay, perfect. Next question is from Sarah. She asks, "How much support do you give 

to students in creation of their memory aids, and do you have any tips about that process?"  

[Jenessa Dworet]: Memory aids are a challenge, for sure. That's why I say to start them early. I ran into a 

bit of resistance at the school, too, in terms of getting them passed through, because the teachers were 

also really resistant. So it's a matter of practicing. So how I get the students to try to start doing it is, 

they make their study notes, and from their study notes, we start to pull out pieces that they are having 

trouble remembering. Another way to do it is, I get them to create flash cards. And on one side there's 

the word and the image, and on the other side, there is the context and the definition. So the word and 

the image start to get associated on the front side. They can start to take those images and add them to 

their memory. So that's another way of doing it. I get the teachers to work a lot with them, though, 

when it comes to making memories, that it's very difficult for me to help a student design a grade 12 U-

bio memory, it's just I don't know the material that well. I'm much better at the English and History. So it 

depends on what you know about the curriculum, as well as know about the student.  

[Lawrence Barns]: Okay, perfect. We've got probably time for one more question. So just in the order 

they came in, no specific order -- this is from Davinder. "Is naming the strategy cheating, i.e., could you 

use a Venn diagram? Have you used PEE in your paragraph point example and explanation?  

[Chris Sands]: Is naming the strategy... So I guess … 

[Jenessa Dworet]: I got the -- oh, sorry.  

[Lawrence Barns]: Go ahead, Jenessa.  

[Jenessa Dworet]: I've definitely run into teachers who are concerned about that, and again I bring it 

back to, well, what are you assessing, right? So if you're assessing that they're being able to define how 



 

to do that, like how to get to the answer, then I say offer a bunch of different graphic organizers, and 

they need to select what's the right one.  

[Chris Sands]: Yeah. Again, I don't want to make it sound so easy, because we've both experienced 

challenges with trying to change people's practice. But the answer is, where in the curriculum does it say 

students need to name the strategy "Venn Diagram" when talking about characters and plot in a novel? 

It simply doesn't, right? So you need to be authentic in how you navigate that as a leader or as a 

teacher, or a colleague. I'm not saying just go around dropping the hammer on everybody, but that's 

part of your role in the school. If you ever have the opportunity to talk to people one-on-one, or a 

department or grade meeting, where the whole staff is explaining that difference between the 

curriculum and teaching materials, and that accommodations are not eliminating the curriculum. It's not 

eliminating the need for students to challenge themselves and show what they know. It's helping them, 

in fact, show the curriculum better, and show their knowledge of the curriculum better. So a Venn 

diagram -- again, the students still need to explain the process of cell division, or the quadratic formula if 

they have a memory aid. Or the factors that affect emigration, or push and pull factors, right? Students 

still need to have their skills, they still need to show the knowledge. The strategy, whether you name it 

or not, whether it's an exam, or you say, "Create a Venn diagram," I don't know how that is giving 

students the content answers, right? And that's the conversation, a big conversation or a one-on-one 

conversation that's necessary to have with people, that accommodations are helping the students show 

what they know. If they don't, well, that's the way it is. But really differentiate between curriculum and 

the assignment that you've used for the past few years or decades.  

[SLIDE – Other Questions?] 
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[Lawrence Barns]: Wonderful. Thanks, folks. We're going to have to call a halt to Q and A there. 

Unfortunately, we didn't get to all of your questions. We will try to get back to those of you that did not 

get them answered on air. But if we don't, use this email, info@LDatSchool.ca, and we will make sure 

we get you an answer.  
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[Lawrence Barns]: And some housekeeping before we go, our next webinar, which will be on Thursday, 

June the 1st, on Bringing Google Math into Your Classroom, and directly after today's event, you will 

receive an electronic link if you would like to register, again, for a free webinar for that topic.  

[SLIDE – LD@school educators’ INSTITUTE] 
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[Lawrence Barns]: Another announcement, you heard Chris and Jenessa will be presenting our fourth 

annual Educators’ Institute on August 22nd and 23rd. Registration is now open, and I will tell you the 

last couple of years, we've run out of both hotel rooms and delegate spots, so if you do want to come, 

all the details are on the LDatSchool.ca. Please get your registration in early, and if you need to get 

someone on your school board to write that check for you, get on to them soon as well so you don't 

miss out.  

Also, while we're talking about our website, a lot of the IEP brochures that you saw presented by Chris 

and Jenessa, there are samples on the site. The Waterfall Chart from York, which is a fantastic resource, 

and we've used for a number of years now, is also available on the LD@school site, so you will find a 

number of those backup resources there.  

[SLIDE – THANK YOU VERY MUCH!] 

 

[Lawrence Barns]: And of course, as we've already said, we will be sending you all of the slides from 

today, the handouts, as well as the survey, which is really important to us. So it would be really good if 

you could spend a couple of minutes and give us your thoughts on evaluation. And there's also 

questions there to help us develop future topics; if there's things you want to see around helping your 

students with LDs, please let us know.  

So on behalf of the LD@school team, it's my pleasure to thank Jenessa and Chris for their presentation 

today, as well as the hard work in getting it together, and dealing with the lights going out when you 

don't expect them to. So thank you two very much for that. You will get everything in your email, and 

we look forward to seeing you again on the next webinar on June 1st. But thank you for your time as 

well. We hope you've got some ideas today to impact your classroom. 


