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Recently, I was able to participate in a Beginning Teachers’ Conference. I was heartened to see the enthusiasm of so many 
teachers who are fairly new to the profession. Ahead of them lies a deeply rewarding, yet challenging road.

In one of the sessions, Maintaining Professional Boundaries, I was acutely aware of the message:  It is not enough to love 
what you do and do it well—as a teacher you also need to actively protect yourself from allegations of professional 
misconduct.

This sobering thought, meant for less experienced teachers and more for new ones, is actually something teachers at all 
stages of their professional careers need to be mindful of.

During the session we were reminded that most allegations against teachers are not the sensationalized ones that we see in the news. The vast 
majority of allegations that are referred to CAS or the OCT are usually the result of an action that has been misinterpreted or has been exaggerated. 
Many complaints that are referred to the OCT allege the teacher has not maintained the Standards of the Practice for the Teaching Profession and 
The Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profession.

As teachers, we always have to be aware of the optics of a situation. It doesn’t matter how long we have been teaching, how good we are at what 
we do, or how sincere our intention is in supporting a student. A student, a parent, or someone else in our community can misinterpret a situation.  

There are some simple strategies we can incorporate into our everyday practices to avoid misinterpretations. Among the most important are:   
• never meet with a student alone 
• never touch a student
• never communicate with a student on social media or via text
• never share social media with students
• never communicate with a student after the work day including on blended learning platforms (e.g. D2L)
• never make comments of a sexual nature
• never make comments (even in an informal or humourous context) that can cause offence or single out students
• never drive a student 
• don’t share personal information about yourself
• don’t become a student’s confidant—if a student is encountering personal difficulties, refer that student to the appropriate support staff within  
 the school

The last point is often a difficult one for teachers to accept. We are caring individuals and by nature we want to help students overcome challenges. 
However, we must be aware that a student’s over-dependence on an individual teacher is not healthy for the student and may place the teacher in 
danger. We can best serve a student in a difficult personal situation by putting them in contact with staff that have the expertise to support the 
student and refer them to appropriate resources. We can be compassionate and supportive but should not deal with critical situations in isolation.

Lastly, never assume your good rapport with students gives you immunity against an allegation of inappropriate conduct. A student who has respect 
for you can still find an action or comment inappropriate or offensive, and often it is another student who sees an action or overhears a comment 
who reports it.

We do incredible work as teachers—and to continue doing our good work, we need to be mindful of situations that put us in a vulnerable position.

For further resources, please refer to: 

• On Thin Ice: Maintaining Professional Boundaries. (OECTA Provincial website) 

• Professional Advisory: Use of Electronic Communication and Social Media. (OCT)

• Professional Advisory: Professional Misconduct Related to Sexual Offences as well as other Professional Advisories on the OECTA website. (OCT)

If allegations are made against you—do not make any statements about the allegation or incident until you have spoken with a Unit release 
officer. Simply state: “I am willing to co-operate but I need to consult with my OECTA representative first.”

Maria De Berardinis, President
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Mental Health in the Workplace
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Carolyn Miller, Health and Safety Rep

This summer, I attended the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) Ontario Regional Summer School in Cornwall, 
Ontario which was a great opportunity to meet and network with colleagues from a variety of workplaces 
from across the province. A number of topics were presented and discussed in the Mental Health in the 
Workplace course. I’d like to highlight some of those in this edition of Secondary Soundings. 

Who is Affected?
• Mental illness indirectly affects all Canadians at some time whether it be through a family member,  
 friend, or colleague. 
• It can affect people of all ages, income levels, educational backgrounds, and     
 cultures.
• Seven million Canadians will need help for mental health problems this year alone.
 • But many will not get it because of the stigma attached to the illness.
 • Many people living with mental health issues say the stigma of the disease is worse than the illness  
  itself. 
• Stigma is one of the key barriers preventing people from seeking help.

A mental health problem is a medical problem and people have the right and expectation to have their information kept private. 
Reducing the stigma can reduce discrimination and help support our friends, family members, and colleagues. 

Here are some steps we can take:

1. Know the facts
 Educate yourself about mental health problems. Learning the facts about mental illness will help dispel myths.

2. Be aware of your attitudes and behaviour
 See people as unique human beings, not as labels or stereotypes. See the person beyond their mental illness; they have many other  
 personal attributes that do not disappear just because they also have a mental illness.

3. Choose our words carefully
 • The way we speak can affect the way other people think and speak.
 • Avoid labelling any people according to their mental illness. For example: “He’s schizophrenic” or “She’s OCD.” We wouldn’t  
  say, “She’s heart condition” or “He’s cancer.” People are not their illness.
 • Instead, say “living with... (the illness)” or “has… (the illness).” Treat it the same way you would any other illness or injury.
 • Avoid calling people – or yourself “mental”, “spaz”, or “OCD.”

4. Educate others
 It is important to challenge misinformation and stereotypes you may hear and let people know how those negative words and  
 incorrect descriptions can affect people with mental health issues.

5. Focus on the positive
 People with mental health issues make valuable contributions to society. Their health problems are just one part of who they are.

6. Support people
 Treat people who suffer from mental health issues with dignity and respect. If you have family members, friends, or co-workers with  
 substance abuse or mental health problems, support their choices and encourage their efforts to get well.

7. Include everyone
 In Canada, it is against the law for employers and people who provide services to discriminate against people with mental health  
 issues. People with mental health issues have every right to take equal part in society.
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Brenda Golden, First Vice-President
Medical accommodations, whether temporary or on-going, are provided so that persons with disabilities, 
injuries, or illnesses can benefit from them and participate in work equitably and with dignity.

The employer’s duty to accommodate is a legal requirement arising out of Human Rights legislation and case 
law in Canada and is also captured in our Collective Agreement. 

A medical accommodation may be put in place when a member is returning from LTD, a medical leave, or 
when there has been no medical leave. Accommodation meetings can be held in each case. 

Once a member’s medical practitioner indicates restrictions and limitations using the Medical Certificate 
(pages 3 and/or 4 in Part I  of the Collective Agreement), an Accommodation meeting is held. In the case where there has been a 
medical or LTD leave, this meeting is referred to as a Return to Work meeting.

In the Accommodation or Return to Work meeting, the member, principal, Health Promotion and Wellness case worker from the 
school board, and a DPSU release officer (Article 3.7.3) construct the parameters of the return to work plan and the vocational 
rehabilitation plan (if required). This meeting is intended to be inclusive and offers the member an opportunity to communicate his 
or her needs, in conjunction with medical documentation.

Health Promotion and Wellness case workers manage medical files in confidence; they do not share medical information with the 
employer at this meeting or outside of it. Health Promotion and Wellness is entitled to prognosis, not diagnosis. 

Medical accommodations are not based on a one-size-fits-all model; they are instead tailored to meet the needs of the individual. 
Medical accommodations may require that substantial measures be implemented, or they may include, but are not limited to, a 
member being placed in a specific area of the school, in proximity to amenities, or a  graduated return to work. When the need for 
medical accommodation is on-going, updated medical will be required periodically.   

Accommodations, including medical accommodations, are meant to build inclusivity, equality, and respect. When physical, 
attitudinal, or systemic barriers are eliminated, all workers have the opportunity to benefit from and equitably participate in the 
workplace. Think of accommodations, including medical accommodations, as a way to balance the interests and needs of all and as a 
way to “…prevent ‘ableism’ – attitudes in society that devalue and limit the potential of persons with disabilities – and help people 
with disabilities to fully take part in community life” (OHRC).

We can support our colleagues by valuing the right to privacy, understanding that we each face different life circumstances, and 
respecting our right to accommodation as defined under the Human Rights Code.

Mental Health Resource Links
� Mend The Mind
mendthemind.ca/stigma/seven-important-things-we-can-do-reduce-stigma-and-discrimination

� Stop Sigma in the workplace – CMHA Ontario
ontario.cmha.ca/documents/stigma-and-discrimination/

� Myths about Mental Illness – CMHA CANADA 
cmha.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Myths-about-MI-NTNL-brochure-2014-web.pdf



Rhonda Fox, John Cabot C.S.S.

Uganda, long heralded as the “Pearl of Africa”, is a land of contrasts. It is the source of the Nile, and it is the home of lush forests and 
arid landscapes. Situated in the heart of Africa’s Great Lakes Region, Uganda shares its borders with five neighbouring nations. More 
than forty languages are spoken throughout the nation’s 111 districts. 

In July 2018, I was honoured to work with Ugandan educators from two of the most southwest districts – Kisoro and Kanungu – as part 
of Project Overseas.

I was one of five on the Canadian team that hailed from Alberta (ATA), New Brunswick (NBTU), and various parts of Ontario (ETFO and 
OECTA). Our project preparation began in the early months of 2018 in partnership with the Uganda National Teachers’ Union (UNATU), 
and culminated with meetings in Ottawa and Kampala in July. While meeting, we shared curriculum, best practices, union successes 
and concerns, and INSET project goals. But most importantly, we shared a love of learning and a fervent desire to better the future of 
our nations’ boys and girls through quality education that echoed through our upcoming weeks in Kabale.

One hundred and fifty-seven primary educators and principals from Kisoro and Kanungu districts worked with us over a two-week 
period at Kabale-Bukinda Core PTC. During this time, teacher participants attended classes in E.S.L., instructional leadership, literacy, 
numeracy, and physical education that were led by our Canadian educators and our Ugandan teacher partners, each an expert in their 
fields. Participants also attended workshops on gender and health led by local community resource workers. 

The INSET program afforded participants the opportunity to learn about the important work of UNATU and the Ministry of Sports and 
Education, as representatives of both attended our opening and closing ceremonies and visited throughout the duration of the 
program. Furthermore, participants were exposed to Canadian culture during our activity-filled “Canada Night.” 

Finally, as professional development and an opportunity to meet with educators outside their villages is not often available to these 
educators, the INSET program allowed them invaluable time to gather, share experiences, and collect teaching tips.

When I travel outside of Canada’s borders, I unquestionably learn more than I share; thus, I brought life-changing memories and a 
heart full of meaningful interactions back to Canada with me. UNATU, our exceptional hosts, generously highlighted Uganda’s many 
delights by sharing its food, dance, culture, and natural beauty with us. INSET teacher participants and students of Kabale-Bukinda 
Core also prepared unforgettable presentations of regional songs and dances for us. Teachers at schools in Kabale opened their doors 
to us, letting us visit their classrooms to see first-hand their students’ remarkable achievements despite few resources, little technolo-
gy, and significant overcrowding.

It is the personal moments that I will remember most: the college professor who entrusted his personal account of living in Rwanda in 
the 1990’s to me, the primary school teacher who turned her small, dark classroom into a dynamic interactive environment where her 
students could thrive, the lunchtime conversations where I learned so much about daily life in Uganda, the genuine enthusiasm for our 
profession that beamed from participants’ faces, and the fervour for more – more ideas, more training, and more collaboration – from 
every educator I met. 

UNATU’s motto is “Because we are, the nation is.” Because Uganda’s teachers are so dedicated to their profession and the students 
they serve, their nation is in good hands. And because there are initiatives like the Canadian Teachers’ Federation’s Project Overseas, 
our world is on the road to quality education for all.
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OECTA’s Fempower Women’s Leadership Conference

OECTA DPSU’s 5th Annual Wine Tour
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A group of DPSU members attended this inaugural conference dedicated to addressing the barriers faced by women in leadership roles 
and developing leadership skills.

The panels and speakers were inspiring and challenged women to get involved and support each other in the effort.

Alana Cernjul, Carolyn Miller, Mary Ellen Gucciardi, Jenn Pouw, Brenda 
Golden, Anna Mather, Maria De Berardinis, Honorata Lukiewicz
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Given that our Collective Agreements expire on August 31, 2019, the School Boards Collective Bargaining Act 
stipulates that both OECTA Provincial and DPSU may give notice to bargain on April 1, 2019. Preparations for 
upcoming negotiations are well underway. Members have completed Provincial and Local Unit Bargaining 
Committee (LBUC) surveys which will allow both the Association and DPSU to understand and address 
members’ needs and concerns to shape our bargaining priorities. The OECTA Provincial Bargaining Team is 
already in place and the DPSU Local Bargaining Unit Table Team (LBUTT) will be appointed in January 2019.

Since the implementation of the School Boards Collective Bargaining Act, 2014, bargaining takes place at both 
the provincial and local levels, resulting in a provincial agreement that is applicable to all members, and local 
agreements specific to the members in each local unit.

Issues bargained provincially are determined by central table participants and cannot be bargained locally. These issues tend to be 
financial in nature or are issues that would impact all teachers across the province.

The provincial bargaining team is guided by the Association’s bargaining priorities. We hold regional collective bargaining workshops 
and seminars to seek members’ concerns and ideas.

As per the Association’s Handbook, all provincial-level agreements must be ratified by a majority of our members.
Local bargaining may take place alongside provincial bargaining, or it may begin once provincial bargaining has concluded. Local 
bargaining is led by the local unit. Bargaining and Contract Services department staff from the OECTA Provincial Office may also 
assist with local bargaining. (Information in italics above cited from OECTA Website.)

This will likely be a difficult round of bargaining. Since taking office in June, the provincial government has cut over twenty existing 
programs with the stated intent of finding “efficiencies” to the tune of $15 billion dollars. These cuts have included the cancellations 
of the Labour Reform Bill, the Basic Income Project, the Free Prescriptions for Children and Young adults, and $100 million Funding 
for School Repairs. In light of such cuts, many of them negatively impacting the poorest and most vulnerable in society, it is not 
unreasonable to anticipate that this government will not be a generous negotiator. Let’s prepare for the worst and hope for the best.
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John Hynan, Teacher Welfare Officer

DPSU Teachers Edna Teguibon, Anna Mather and 
Claudia D'Amico-Cipriano participated in OECTA's 
Beginning Teachers' Conference.

Dufferin-Peel OECTA Secondary Unit 

Unit Office: 905-564-7211
6435 Edwards Blvd., Mississauga ON

Maria De Berardinis, President: president@dpsuoecta.com
Brenda Golden, First Vice-President: firstvp@dpsuoecta.com
John Hynan, Teacher Welfare Officer/Chief Negotiator: 
teacher.welfare@dpsuoecta.com
Carolyn Miller, Health and Safety Worker/Co-Chair (JHSC): 
health.safety@dpsuoecta.com
Tina Harrison, Office Administrator : officeadmin@dpsuoecta.com
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Alana Cernjul, Our Lady of Mount Carmel

When I began teaching in 1999, I had little to no understanding of what OECTA was; and this was on the heels of the Harris 
government, Bill 160, and the many walkouts and strikes across the province. My veteran colleagues, however, were charged from 
years of battling a government who did not have the best interest of the education system in mind, and took me under their wing. 
It was in my first year of teaching that I attended a provincial AGM, and while that started my journey as a proud OECTA member, it 
took many years before my involvement took greater strides. Fast forward through several years of figuring out what I was 
teaching, changing career directions from the classroom to Chaplaincy, serving as AQ Course Instructor, SAAC rep, staff 
representative, and a voting delegate at AGMs, I decided it was time to dive a little deeper.

My passion for Catholic education has, and is, the driving force for all of my choices throughout my career. So, when I was 
discerning how to be more involved, knowing that an elected position on the local executive was just not “for me,” I decided to take 
the advice of our unit executive and apply for a position on a provincial committee. In my work as a teacher and a department 
head, I always enjoyed working as a team with a goal, so this seemed like the perfect opportunity.

Once the decision was made, the Catholic Education Committee was the obvious first choice, and thus began my work as a member 
of the OECTA Provincial Catholic Education and Curriculum Committee. This is my third year on the Committee and I was appointed 
Chair, an honour that I feel privileged to have been granted. With this, came my place as a member of the Council of Presidents. 
Throughout the years, I have been a part of our Association, I was lucky to have met many of the people in this group: Presidents, 
VPs, Teacher Welfare Officers of local units, committee chairs, Provincial support staff, and Provincial Executive, but to sit in a 
conference room with this esteemed group, and ONLY this group, made me both excited and nervous at the same time. 

I witnessed firsthand the process of research, reports, decisions, and proposals that our voted Executive makes on our behalf as 
members. As a non-voting member, I took this opportunity to simply listen and learn – and boy did I learn! Even though I have 
attended AGMs, this perspective provided even more insight into how our Association operates, and gave me even more 
confidence that we are all working towards the same goals.

Then came my turn. As a committee chair, I am tasked to present a report to the room about our progress and action plan for the 
year. As confident as I am as a public speaker and as passionate as I am about the work we are doing for our members, stepping up 
to the podium for my one to five minute report gave me a little bit of anxiety. In a line of several committee chairs, I took my place 
and presented. It may have been short, but I had worked diligently to ensure that I was able to eloquently, efficiently, and 
passionately bring our plan to life. Seeing the nods from our President, Liz Stuart, my Committee Executive Liaison, Rene Jansen in 
de Wal, and other familiar faces, allowed my nerves to rest enough to deliver my first-ever report.

As this was the second day of the COP, my report came near the end of our meeting. Not long after, we adjourned and I was off. 
Two days of engaging in current issues and looking ahead to challenges we will be facing, added yet another dimension to my 
understanding and appreciation of being an OECTA member.

My advice to all members, new and veteran is that there is something in our Association for everyone! I always thought that to 
have an impact as a member, I had to run for an executive position. What I have learned in my 20 years is that there are so many 
ways to be involved. There are numerous facets to what our Association does on both a local and provincial level, and the more we 
are involved, the greater opportunity there is for us to affect change. 

To the colleagues who mentored me in my early years, to my DPSU friends who have encouraged me to be involved in a way that 
suits my talents and passions, and to our local and provincial executive members who work tirelessly on our behalf – I say thank 
you. 

To all members who have thought about becoming involved but aren’t sure how, I say, try something. Start at your school by 
attending meetings and keeping up with your issues, come to DPSU socials, PD and workshops, read and engage in the websites 
both locally and provincially, and connect with those who are involved to see what more you can do. Trust me, it will educate you, 
inspire you, and bring you even closer to “renewing the promise” we make each year as Catholic teachers. It is never too late.


