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Chahine delivers an overarching 
lesson in these endeavours: “It’s teach-
ing the students that small changes 
can make a difference in the world.” 

In 2017, Chahine led her students 
through a 12-week Classroom Energy 
Diet Challenge. It encouraged class-
rooms across the country to complete 
up to 25 tasks, such as researching 
Canada’s renewable and non-renew-
able forms of energy, and learning 
how to reduce their carbon foot-
prints. For her efforts, Chahine was 
named central Canada’s 2018 Energy 
Educator of the Year by Canadian 
Geographic Education. 

These lessons take centre stage  
in Chahine’s classroom, where she 
teaches almost everything, except 
French and music. Energy and the 
environment naturally fit under her 
science unit, but she skilfully weaves 
in multiple not-so-obvious parts of 
the curriculum as well. 

Consider Malvern’s walk-to-school 
initiative. The elementary teacher 
saw it as a chance to help her stu-
dents develop all sorts of skills, far 
beyond just participating. 

To promote the program, she had 
students work in pairs to write public 
service announcements about the 
pros of walking to school, which they 
broadcast to their peers. These 
young eco-warriors then visited 
classrooms, surveying how many 
students walked to school and how 
many were in class overall. They 
turned the daily results, over the 
course of a month, into a graph with 
percentages. Tracking the progress 
involved the students in math and 
data management, and promoting it 
let them show their media literacy — 
all of which built their leadership and 
collaboration abilities. It happened 
so seamlessly that the students 
didn’t see any of it as traditional 
lessons. Instead, it was an opportun-
ity to do something positive for the 
environment and their school. 

Stacey Green, OCT, who also 
teaches Grade 4/5 at Malvern, says 
Chahine excels in offering integrated 
lessons that are authentic. 

“The students connect all types  
of learning and apply it in a way  
that’s meaningful,” she says.

Chahine believes that global 
citizenship starts in kindergarten 
and wants all students to not only be 
aware of eco-challenges but be part 
of the solutions. Her students act as 
ambassadors throughout Malvern, 
taking action and educating others 
about energy and environmental 
issues through presentations. 

“This level of engagement helps our 
students see themselves as agents of 
change,” says the school’s former 
principal, Thelma Sambrook, OCT. 

That message is clear in the signs 
running along the top of one wall in 
Chahine’s classroom. They have 
sayings such as “Your deeds are your 
monuments,” “Fortune favours the 
bold” or “When it’s dark, be the one 
who turns on the light.” These 
thoughts, extracted from the book 
Wonder by R. J. Palacio, capture 
what she wants students to feel. 

The 19-year-teaching veteran 
obtained her B.Sc. at York University 
in Toronto, then pursued her B.Ed. 
Her teaching philosophy boils down 
to helping students learn how to be 
kind and caring. She is focused on 

Rebecca Chahine, OCT, and her Grade 4/5 students regularly conduct classroom waste audits at Malvern Junior Public School in Toronto.
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The Ontario Certified Teacher featured in this 
profile has been recognized with a teaching award 
and exemplifies the high standards of practice to 
which the College holds the teaching profession.

their well-being and that of the 
planet they inhabit. 

The two often go hand in hand.  
Look what happens, she says, when 
students get outdoors to work on 
environmental projects, or when 
they’re encouraged to bike or walk to 
school. They practise healthy, active 
lifestyles. They do good for their 
community. And, they get energized  
in ways not always seen in the four 
walls of a classroom.

Chahine is equally dedicated to 
fostering compassion and inclusion. 
This school year, she read Fish in a 
Tree to her class — a book about a girl 
named Ally who moves from school to 
school, and hides her inability to read 
by being disruptive. Eventually, Ally 
discovers that she has dyslexia and 
simply learns differently. 

The title refers to the notion that  
if you judge a fish by its ability to 
climb a tree, as a result, it will live  
its life thinking it’s inadequate. The 
moral is that everybody is smart,  
in different ways.

“Fish in a Tree is a great story that 
my students can connect with and 
learn life lessons about social skills,” 
says Chahine. “The characters are 
about the same age and the events 
that arise are common in a junior 
classroom. I often select stories that 
teach students to treat each other 
with kindness and respect.” 

When her school welcomed students 
from Syria, Chahine encouraged their 
visitors to share their experiences. With 
her assistance, the Syrian students 
created videos and told their stories — 
one was a child labourer before coming 
to Canada. 

“It was important to give them a 
voice,” Chahine says. “That has  
a lot to do with respecting differ-
ences and understanding diversity 
in the community.”

Colleague Nardia Lall, OCT, says 
that one thing that makes Chahine  
a great teacher is that she’s a 
tireless learner. 

“She has a growth mindset, taking 
every professional development 
[opportunity] she can get her hands 
on,” she says. “Then she comes back 
and teaches the rest of us.” 

Last fall, OISE/UT (Ontario Institute 
for Studies in Education at the 
University of Toronto) invited Chahine 
to join an action research team 
focused on environmental and 
sustainability education. As a certified 
Google educator, she has also pre-
sented at the Toronto District School 
Board’s Google Camp.

For Chahine, technology is another 
way to help her students express 
what they’re learning. “I try to tap 
into students’ interests and talents 
to create excitement around learning, 
while showcasing their abilities.” She 
mentions two students who wrote a 
rap song about litter in the creek, 
then filmed a video at school using a 
green screen to put the creek behind 
them. The environmental lesson 
morphed into a media production that 
highlighted the students’ creativity. 

Chahine routinely gauges her own 
progress and takes the temperature  
of the students by seeking their 
feedback. She tapes the Twitter logo 
to her classroom door, and asks her 
students to write down how they feel 
about school and add their thoughts 
to the door. These student “tweets,” 
just for the classroom audience, gives 
her insight into what’s on their minds.

At the end of the year, the Grade 4/5 
teacher also has each student write a 
report card for her. What did they like? 
What should Chahine do more or less 
of? “By asking their opinion, I improve 
my teaching practice,” she says. 

The award-winning teacher is 
mindful of creating a nurturing 
learning environment, one that 
ignites the children’s interest 
levels. That happens naturally by 
placing a priority on 21st-century 
skills, from creativity to critical 
thinking to problem-solving. 

“My students are my definition  
of energy,” she once wrote to her 
principal. “They have so much 
untapped energy, and with guidance 
they become responsible, active 
global citizens who develop strong 
leadership skills.” PS

Searching  
for Creative 
Activities?
Rebecca Chahine, OCT, is always 
seeking programs and ideas that 
offer stimulating learning 
opportunities that go beyond her 
daily lessons. Ideally, they’re 
low-cost or no-cost for the sake 
of school budgets and access-
ibility. Here are four of her go-to 
sources and strategies:

Relay Education
(relayeducation.com) 
is a Canadian charity that delivers 
hands-on programming about 
renewable energy. Chahine uses 
them for an in-class workshop 
called Capture the Wind, where 
students build a model wind  
turbine that powers a light bulb.

Daytrippers (daytrippers.ca)
is another charity that raises funds for 
school groups in lower-income and 
remote areas to participate in, for 
instance, trips to museums, galleries 
and conservation areas. Last year,  
it enabled Chahine’s class to go  
to the Ontario Science Centre.

Ophea (ophea.net)  
is a charity that offers teaching  
tools around health and physical 
education. The online lesson plans, 
supplements and activities cover 
topics ranging from mental health 
to active living to cyber safety. Last 
year, Chahine obtained Ophea’s 
Healthy Schools Certification. 

Twitter (twitter.com)  
is an endless source of educational 
information for Chahine, who 
checks her feed every night before 
going to sleep. She learns from 
other educators who, for instance, 
are tweeting about contests, great 
places for class excursions, grants 
and lesson plans.
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Sketch comedy seems easy when performed well, but Aurora Browne and 
Jennifer Whalen know first-hand how difficult it is to master their craft.

If you’ve watched the hit CBC series Baroness von Sketch Show, you 
know it’s a fun and daring romp. Co-created, co-produced, co-written and 
co-starring Browne, Whalen, Meredith MacNeill and Carolyn Taylor, the series 
has busted barriers as it barrels toward its fourth season.

Considering the success they’ve enjoyed and the hard work required, the 
Ontario-born-and-raised Browne and Whalen fondly recall the high school 
teachers who instilled in them a deep respect for the arts. Browne thinks back  
to Barbara Kuschak, her art teacher at Fort William Collegiate Institute in 
Thunder Bay, Ont., while Whalen credits Peter Kunder, her drama teacher at 
Cawthra Park Secondary School in Mississauga, Ont.

“I knew of her before she was my teacher; I had four older sisters who had gone 
to the same high school,” Browne says of Kuschak. “She’s such a personality. She 
was a loud person (she will say this about herself!) and she was expressive — 
someone who would talk about her own experiences, as well as the work at hand.”

Browne has a particular memory that continues to inspire her to this day —  
and it’s especially relevant as she navigates the television business. It’s related 
to Kuschak’s dissatisfaction with renovations that were being made  
to her school art room, and she shared her frustrations with the students.

“She told us, ‘I can’t believe it — I was having a discussion with this architect, 
and I was asking where are we going to put the books, and he was like, you don’t 
need books to teach art, and I was just so angry!’” Browne says.

“It was a really cool thing for me to see; my parents are quieter, very sincere, deeply 
Canadian mid-century people — so it was amazing to have this person who could 
advocate for herself.”

And Browne also appreciated Kuschak’s fantastic feedback. “My philosophy was 
to teach the student as well as the subject, but not by coddling them or giving them 
false hope,” says Kuschak, an Illinois native who moved to Canada in the late 1960s 
to attend Lakehead University, and still lives in Thunder Bay. “Teach them to take 
constructive criticism, so they learn to think creatively and anticipate issues.

Funny Girls
The Baroness von Sketch Show’s Aurora Browne and 
Jennifer Whalen get serious about the teachers who 
inspired them to think creatively and have a deep 
respect for the arts.

BY BILL HARRIS

Aurora Browne (left)
Jennifer Whalen (right)



Invitation to Apply
COLLEGE COUNCIL VACANCY:
NORTHEAST REGION PART TIME OR FULL TIME
College members who are employed part time*  
or full time** as classroom teachers by a district 
school board, school authority, private school or 
the Provincial Schools Authority, and live in the 
Northeast Region of Ontario, are invited to apply to 
serve in this vacant Council position. The Northeast 
Region includes the regions of Sudbury, Manitoulin, 
Timiskaming, Nipissing and Parry Sound.

HOW TO APPLY
You may submit an expression of interest for this 
position if:
• you are a member in good standing with the 

College;
• you live in the Northeast Region of Ontario; 
• you are employed as a part-time* or full-time**  

classroom teacher in an elementary or second-
ary school; 

• you are available to participate in Council and 
committee meetings from the time of your 
appointment until June 30, 2021; and

• you are not on a leave of absence for any 
reason other than illness, compassion, family 
or parental.

* A part-time classroom teacher is a person who 
provides one or more instructional services for at 
least 10 days (either partial or whole days) during 
each year of a Council member’s term. A part-time 
classroom teacher may be an occasional teacher, 
or a person who is part of an employer’s regular 
teaching staff and is assigned in a regular time-
table to provide one or more instructional services 
in a school on a less than full-time basis.

** A full-time classroom teacher is a person who is 
part of an employer’s regular teaching staff and is 
assigned in a regular timetable to provide one or 
more instructional services in a school on a 
full-time basis.

Guidance counsellors, librarians, co-ordinators  
or consultants who co-ordinate subjects and 
programs for students, or for the teachers of 
subjects and programs, are considered to provide 
instructional services.

You may apply if you hold a position as an 
employee or appointed or elected director, 
official or member of the executive at the provin-
cial level, or as a president at the local level, in 
your teacher federation, the Ontario Teachers’ 
Federation or the Ontario Ministry of Education. 
However, you must resign that position and meet 
the employment requirements of this Council 
position before taking office.

If you meet the criteria and would like to serve on 
the Council of your professional governing body, 
please forward your cover letter and resumé by 
email to Kim Bauer, Council and Committees 
Officer at kbauer@oct.ca.

The deadline for receipt of applications is  
April 8, 2019.

The Governance Committee will review all appli-
cations, meet with short-listed candidates and 
recommend a nominee to Council.

IF YOU ARE SELECTED BY COUNCIL TO SERVE
Your employer’s salary expenses will be reim-
bursed for temporary replacements for the time 
that you are engaged in College business. You will 
be directly reimbursed for travel and accommo-
dation costs associated with Council and com-
mittee business.

Please contact Kim Bauer toll-free in Ontario at 
1.888.534.2222, ext. 614 or kbauer@oct.ca for 
further information on the duties associated with 
Council service.



Aurora Browne’s Fort William Collegiate Institute art teacher Barbara Kuschak (left) and  
co-star Jennifer Whalen’s Cawthra Park Secondary School drama teacher Peter Kunder (right).
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In this profile, notable Canadians honour  
the teachers who have made a difference  
in their lives and have embraced the College’s 
Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profession,  
which are care, respect, trust and integrity.P
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cations, meet with short-listed candidates and 
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Your employer’s salary expenses will be reim-
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“Visual arts gets a bad rap about 
being totally in the eye of the beholder,  
but if the beholder is ignorant of art 
traditions, history and technical skills —  
sorry, it is not art, not yet. Everything 
one does and calls art should be 
validated by expression, design and/or  
technical skill — preferably by the 
artist, and not some well-meaning 
sympathizer.”

The 33-year teaching veteran recalls 
the Brownes as remarkable girls who 
“came as a unit back in the day,” but 
she described Aurora as the most 
boisterous of the family.

“Her sense of humour was bound-
less, but she also had a thoughtful, 
introspective side,” says Kuschak,  
who retired in 2002. “I am delighted 
that she has continued our friendship 
through social media; I am now also a 
devoted fan! No teacher could be more 
impressed and pleased.”

The common theme between 
Browne’s experience with Kuschak and 
Whalen’s with Kunder is the notion of 
taking art to heart and not regarding it 
as a flight of fancy.

Whalen’s family moved from 
London, Ont., to Mississauga as she 
was entering Grade 8; by the time 
Grade 11 rolled around — factoring in 
the transition from elementary school 
to high school — she had attended 
three different schools in four years. 
For most, that would be plenty — but 
not for Whalen. After discovering the 
specialized arts program at Cawthra 
Park, she gave her parents a shock 
when she informed them that she 
wanted to switch schools again.

“I leapt at the chance,” Whalen says. 
“I couldn’t tell you what I did for my 
audition — I was super nervous — but  
I got into the school, and I was thrilled.”

Once there, Kunder made an immedi-
ate impression — not only because he 
was a good teacher and a nice person, 
but because he had experience as an 
actor. One of Whalen’s best memories 
is when Kunder took her and some 
classmates on a field trip to Second 
City in Toronto. Mike Myers was in the 
cast doing an early version of Wayne, 
his character later seen in Wayne’s World. 

“It really directed the course of my 
subsequent career,” says Whalen,  

in Brampton, Ont., for 14 years. The 
45-year-teaching veteran remembers  
Whalen as a bright and gracious 
student who excelled in an area that 
he himself found challenging.

“One of her strengths was improv- 
isation,” Kunder says. “We didn’t 
spend a huge amount of time on 
improv in class — it didn’t happen to 
be one of my strengths. Give me 
something I can memorize! But every 
year there was one unit and Jennifer 
was always fabulous at it.”

According to Kunder, one of the best 
things about being a teacher in the arts 
is that sometimes your students wind up 
doing things that you get to see in public.

“I’ve been watching,” Kunder says of 
Whalen’s work on Baroness von Sketch 
Show. “She’s terrific, of course.”

No matter what your chosen field 
may be, one of the keys to finding 
success is honouring your craft.  
Aurora Browne and Jennifer Whalen 
learned that lesson from Barbara 
Kuschak and Peter Kunder, respectively. 
And, now, with a beloved and critically 
acclaimed TV show on the air, the viewing 
public gets to marvel at the creativity 
and go along for the hilarious ride. PS

who eventually took a Second City 
course when she was in her early 20s. 
“I don’t know if I ever would have found 
that had Mr. Kunder not taken us.”

Although Kunder grew up in Stratford, 
Ont., his immediate family wasn’t into 
theatre and he didn’t visit the Stratford 
Festival until years later. He began his 
career teaching adults at Humber 
College in Toronto, then transitioned to 
teaching English at Parkdale Collegiate 
Institute in Toronto, adding drama when 
it became a subject at the school in 1970.

While at Parkdale, Kunder worked 
with Ken Gass in the English depart-
ment. Through his friendship with 
Gass, founder of Factory Theatre in 
Toronto, Kunder entered the acting 
world — leaving his teaching position 
in the early 1970s to pursue acting 
full time. Two years later, Kunder 
returned to teaching at TL Kennedy 
Secondary School in Mississauga, 
where he stayed for seven years 
before applying to Cawthra Park.

“The principal there had the idea  
to open a regional arts program, 
because Cawthra Park was suffering 
from declining enrolment at the time,”  
Kunder recalls. “So it was a coinci-
dence that I went there, but a happy 
circumstance.”

Kunder taught at Cawthra Park from 
1980–99, then returned to teaching 
adults — this time at Sheridan College  








































































































