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BE BOLD. BE BRAVE. BEHOLD ENDLESS POSSIBILITIES.
A kindergarten teacher captivates her class with block coding as they craft fascinating 
tales of adventure. A university student inspires a team of developers to solve an age-old 
problem facing teachers. And a group of Microsoft employees trail blaze a new path for 
learning by developing an innovative reading comprehension tool.

What unites them? Courage.

Throughout my career, first in media and now in technology, I’ve told countless stories 
about people who were brave enough to invest their time and money into radical ideas  
that led to the development of revolutionary applications.  

In fact, the more time I spend with start-ups in the education space, tech-savvy  
educators, or some of the hundreds of Microsoft Student Partners (MSPs), the more  
I’m convinced that anything is possible… if we dare.  

But the trouble is, as we get older, we tend to censor our creativity. Instead of letting our 
imaginations run free with the same playfulness we had as children, we hold ourselves 
back. Too afraid that our ideas will be criticized or quickly dismissed.  

I believe to build a better world we have to hold on to our passion for ideas and rally 
behind innovative concepts that could be the key to solving complex problems.        

In this edition of ED – Education Discovered, we tell inspiring stories of people  
who’ve been brave enough to successfully channel their creativity into real-world,  
ground-breaking solutions.   

I hope their success inspires you to lean in and get engaged, either by chasing your  
own dream or building on the work of others, because if we dare, we can behold  
endless possibilities.  

Mary-Ellen Anderson 
Vice-President, Developer Experience & Evangelism 
Microsoft Canada

More great stories are waiting to be discovered. Stay 
current with a complimentary subscription to ED, 
available at Microsoft.ca/discovered.

ED-Education Discovered is published by MS - 
Microsoft Canada.  To receive future editions 
of ED-Education Discovered visit microsoft.ca/
discovered, and to provide feedback on the articles 
in this edition, visit our Yammer site http://aka.
ms/education-discovered.
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Are your school professionals mired in paper? Request a KiDS demo at emappetizer.com/apps/kids  
or call 514-700-2277.

SCHOOL BOARD STOPS THE PAPER SHUFFLE

HOMEROOM

Student services 
professionals gain 
efficiency, collaborate 
better online     
The last place occupational therapist Ann  
Zilberbrant wants to be is stuck in an  
administrative office chasing down paperwork. 
As one of 60 professionals hired by the English 
Montreal School Board (EMSB) to provide  
services to 4,000 students with special needs, 
her time is best spent in the classroom or  
collaborating with peers.

Following the launch of KiDS, a mobile  
information management app developed by 
Montreal-based emAPPetizer Inc. in  
conjunction with EMSB’s Student Services  
and Education and Technology Services  
departments, she and her colleagues are more 
productive than ever and better able to meet 
the needs of this growing population, she says.

“KiDS is invaluable,” says Zilberbrant. “All of 
the information we need is at our fingertips.”

When EMSB’s Student Services first approached 
emAPPetizer, the objective was to provide a better 
way to track student information, including 
progress and unique needs. The resulting app, 
KiDS (which stands for Key Information Data 
System), is now fully integrated with the board’s 
student information system and is actually 
changing the way student services professionals 
operate, says Julie René de Cotret, EMSB  
Assistant Director, Student Services. 

“Our initial goal was to reduce paper  
and enhance communications,” she says. 
“What we ended up with is a truly  
collaborative support system for students 
with special needs.”

In addition to providing fast, easy access  
to confidential student data in a secure  
online environment, the mobile app supports 
document management of all forms required 
to support daily workflow, from government 
documents to release of information slips to 
requests for special transportation. Its central 
repository allows professionals to track  
interventions so they can see at a glance  
who worked with a student and what  
recommendations were made.

Speech-language pathologist Beatrice  
Devroye was among the first to trial KiDS. 
She prefers the tablet version when looking up 

student information and the laptop version 
when entering information or filing a report. 
“It was a lot of fun to be involved in the  
development process,” she says. “Now  
we use it all of the time.”

Prior to KiDS, board professionals did the  
paper shuffle. Forms were filled out by hand 
and student information was stored in  
hardcopy files at either the board office or  
individual schools. A good portion of their 
day was spent travelling or on the phone just to 
access information required to do their jobs.

Now, when a professional such as a  
psychologist, speech-language pathologist 
or occupational therapist is preparing for a 
case conference, they log onto KiDS. “We 
have a perfect picture of everything that has 
to do with a child right there on our screen,” 
says board psychologist Maria Castellanos. 
“We don’t have to carry so much stuff around 
which puts us at less risk of losing paper or 
misplacing files.”

Online forms are automatically populated  
with relevant student information and,  
once completed, are electronically sent to  
recipients via email, eliminating the need to 
print. When a transition year comes, from  
elementary to high school for example, student 
summaries are easily created in KiDS and 
sent out to the incoming school in May, three 
months earlier than in a paper-based world.

“KiDS allows us to get to our kids faster and 
ensures we’re armed with the most current  
information,” sums up Zilberbrant. “We’re 
more efficient now than we’ve ever been.”

KiDS allows us 
to get to our kids 

faster and ensures 
we’re armed with 
the most current 

information

emappetizer.com/apps/kids
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LOVE OF LEARNING Winnipeg kindergartners 

code their way to learning

Meg Chopek joins a growing list of Microsoft Innovative Educator Experts who are empowering  
students to achieve more. Find out how you could be next at education.microsoft.com.4

When the kindergarten students in 
teacher Meg Chopek’s class have  
trouble sounding out a word, they  
debug it. If she tells them to “scooch 
right,” they announce that she’s  
“coding” them.

It’s all part of the fun, authentic 
learning that takes place in her 
classroom now that she’s teaching 
kids to code. “We’ve developed a 
culture of problem-solving – or 
as the kids say, debugging,” says 
Chopek, a Microsoft Innovative 
Educator Expert who teaches 
at Island Lakes Community 
School in Winnipeg. “Even 
problems between friends are 
no big deal. We just solve them 
and move along.”

Chopek first introduced  
computer coding concepts in 
2014, exploring free programs 
like Tynker, Kodable and 

Scratchjr. Every Tuesday was Tynker Tuesday. Chopek would set a 
timer for 15 minutes and her class worked together to move through 
various challenges and levels.

Then she advanced them to Scratchjr, an interactive program that makes 
it easy for kids to create animated stories on a computer by linking 
together graphical blocks of code. Surprisingly, Chopek found she taught 
her students more about writing than she ever could previously, including 
concepts like setting, character development and plot.

“Those are learning outcomes I didn’t expect,” she says, noting that  
kindergarten writing vocabulary is generally too limited to get to that 
level of detail. She also never thought she’d see the day when a group of 
four- and five-year-olds would teach the rest of the school to code.

Eager to share their newfound skills, her 2014/15 class assembled the entire 
school body in the gym to take part in the global Hour of Code movement 
for the first time. Within minutes, her students had everyone moving left, 
shifting right and jumping in the air, using a video they created ahead of 
time to explain the link to computer instructions and coding.

“They had us all up and moving together, and they said, ‘Now we’re  
coding you,’” recalls Vice-Principal Darren Baker. “It was pretty awesome 
and it really empowered them.”

Student engagement is a top priority at Island Lakes Community School. 
The administration, led by Principal Darcy Cormack, promotes a “yes,  
we can do that” philosophy. Teachers are encouraged to think outside-
the-box and try new things with a fail forward attitude; if it doesn’t work 
out, at least it was a step in the right direction, explains Baker.

“Technology itself is secondary,” he says. “It’s more about the learning 
experience and that’s really what Meg has done. She codes with kids, but 
it’s not about the technology. It’s about exploring all of the other learning 
that comes along with it.”

This year, Chopek’s newest group of coding youngsters connected with 
a class in Iowa using Skype in the Classroom to participate in the Global 
Read Aloud program. They also created a Microsoft Sway to promote 
their Christmas toy drive, collecting 135 toys.

“I see the goal of education differently from when I started out 11 years 
ago,” says Chopek. “We have to teach things you can’t find on the  
Internet, things like problem solving and what it feels like to connect with 
others to do amazing things together. Yes, we’re coding. But we’re also 
learning so much more.”

I see the  
goal of education 

differently than 
when I started 

out 11 years ago

education.microsoft.com
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There’s much more 
beneath the Surface of 
this versatile tech device. 
Learn more at Microsoft.
com/Surface.

Give Peter Madott a  
theory and he’s going to 
test it. It’s simply part of 
his ‘business DNA’ as  
Associate Dean of The 
Business School at  
Ontario’s Humber College.

After reading time and again that electronic 
devices promote student engagement and 
create a better learning experience, Madott 
decided to test the hypothesis. Several  
experiments later, his findings are conclusive: 
the best mobile strategy for Humber students 
is Bring Your Own Device (BYOD), and in 
order for that to work effectively, the  
majority of faculty need to be on one, too.

“The information we had from our student 
usage and attitude surveys showed that  
everyone already owns devices and they 
don’t like being told what device to have,” 
says Madott, referring to an iPad study 
conducted among three groups of graduate 
students throughout 2013 and 2014.

“We concluded that mobile learning might 
have some positive impact on engagement, 
but it didn’t impact grade point average or 
student satisfaction,” he adds. “Students 
made use of the tablet as a labour-saving  
device, but they didn’t take that extra time 
and put it against doing better in school.”

Based on those findings, Madott proceeded 
with a faculty mobility experiment and  
currently has more than 30 volunteers  
testing the Microsoft Surface Pro tablet. 
Feedback is gathered regularly and faculty 
are finding the tablets “much more useful” 
than their desktop computers in every  
category measured.

Linda Jin-Troendle, Professor and Program 
Co-ordinator, Global Business Management, 
says she’s doing more work from home now 
that she can bring her lightweight computer 
with her and no longer totes around a bag 
laden down with papers. “It’s too tempting to 
log on just after supper for a quick peek, and 
that peek can easily last three to four hours,” 
says Jin-Troendle.

Public Administration Professor and  
Program Co-ordinator Ted Glenn was 
already using a laptop to support his daily 
activities. The tablet is “enhancing his  
mobility” because he brings it with him 
wherever he goes, even to his morning  
coffee shop. It’s particularly handy when 
marking student presentations.

“I can bring up the rubric and it’s really  
easy to enter the data as I’m sitting there 
watching in class,” says Glenn, noting that 
everything he needs to do is found in either 
the Blackboard learning management  
system or Microsoft Office suite.
 
Glenn also uses his tablet when travelling on 
international assignments, leveraging it as a 

projection device. On one trip, his keyboard 
stopped working and he had to defer to the 
touchscreen and stylus. “It was the first time 
I extensively used the stylus and pop-up  
keyboard and I was amazed at how quickly 
and efficiently I could pick it up,” he says.

This year, Madott hopes to expand his faculty 
test group. Top benefits to date include 
reduced paper consumption, enhanced 
communication with students, and wider 
adoption of Blackboard. The only drawback 
is that the tablets are not yet connected to 
the school’s network printers because they 
are running a newer version of the Windows 
operating system.

“The conclusion I’ve drawn is that the tablet 
is a double whammy,” says Madott, who 
expects to see an enterprise-wide mobility 
strategy emerge. “It validates a BYOD policy 
and we get more productivity out of our 
faculty. Who wouldn’t want that?”

Business school faculty  
finds productivity on 

the Surface 

Do you have the stats to back up your mobility strategy?  
Share them at educationdiscovered@microsoft.com.

HUMBER COLLEGE TAKES 
MEASURE OF MOBILITY  

The conclusion 
I’ve drawn is that 

the tablet is a 
double whammy

Microsoft.com/Surface
Microsoft.com/Surface
mailto:educationdiscovered@microsoft.com


Stereotypes are challenging. Do you have a breakthrough story to share?   
Email us at educationdiscovered@microsoft.com.6

There was a time when 
Lauren Bensadoun 
thought anyone who 
loved math was a nerd. 
These days, the fourth-
year university student  
is not only proving it’s 
cool to be good with 
numbers, it’s extremely 
gratifying too.
“There’s nothing more rewarding than  
solving a challenging problem,” says  
Bensadoun, 21, an engineering student at 
Queen’s University in Kingston, ON. “Every 
year that I go further into my degree, I find 
more and more things to fall in love with.”

Which is remarkable coming from a young 
woman who didn’t begin to focus on math 
and science until Grade 10, and had no idea 
what it meant to be an engineer until she 
was introduced to a civil engineer working 
on her family’s new home later that year. 
Inspired by her math tutor, she decided to 
pursue engineering in Grade 11, feeling a bit 
like an outsider at first.

“There weren’t a lot of my friends choosing 
the same path,” she recalls. “Most of the  
other students in my class were guys who 

were a little bit quieter and shy, and I was 
never like that.”

According to Statistics Canada, women aged 
25 to 34 account for roughly 23 percent of all 
engineering graduates in this country. Even 
though Queen’s has a slightly higher female 
enrolment at about 28 percent, the majority 
of Bensadoun’s classmates are male and she 
puts pressure on herself to prove she can 
keep up.

“It took a very long time for me to accept the 
fact that I really was as good as everyone else 
and that I can be successful in this industry,” 
she says. 

Which is why her ambition doesn’t stop  
at her own career choice. Through her 
involvement with the Queen’s Women in 
Science and Engineering (WISE) outreach 
program, Bensadoun is helping to groom the 
next generation of women engineers as well, 
with hopes of attracting more to the field.

Each year, program volunteers lead hands-on 
interactive workshops at schools and agencies 
throughout the Kingston area to show girls 
just how much fun science, technology,  
engineering and math (STEM) can be.  
They also invite local elementary students  
on campus to participate in Engineering  
and Science Day, held twice a year.

“I think girls need to see how exciting it can 
be, that you can be an outgoing, well-rounded 
woman and also be an engineer. And it has 
to start at a young age,” says Bensadoun, who 
served as WISE director and is anticipating 
rejoining the group in her final year.

Looks like we made it

Recognizing the value and innovation  
that comes from a diverse workforce,  
Toronto-based Hydro One is endeavouring 
to both make and grow opportunities for 
women in engineering through its university 
partnership program. In 2013, the company 
engaged with four Ontario universities –  
Ryerson University, University of Ontario  
Institute of Technology, University of  
Waterloo and Western University – to  
grow the pool of girls and young women 
interested in STEM subjects, from  
kindergarten through to high school and 
post-secondary education.

“Hydro One has always been a place of 
engaging and leading-edge engineering,” 

ENGINEERING THE NEXT   GENERATION OF GIRLS
Ontario-based initiatives aim to spark interest in STEM

mailto:educationdiscovered@microsoft.com
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ENGINEERING THE NEXT   GENERATION OF GIRLS
Ontario-based initiatives aim to spark interest in STEM

Contact Jason Breukelman 
at jasonbre@microsoft.com 
to discover more about 
Microsoft and STEM.

says Hydro One diversity manager Celia 
Featherby, noting that the company also 
offers Women in Engineering scholarships 
as part of its commitment. “Growing and 
diversifying our internal workforce allows us 
to capture the unique energy that a diverse 
workforce brings.”

One of the projects stemming from Hydro 
One’s university partnership is called  
WEMADEIT, a solution to the problem of 
low female engagement in STEM that uses 
youth-generated research as its starting point.

“The idea was to rebrand engineering for high 
school girls with high school girls,” explains 
Ruth Silver, principal at Toronto-based 
Groundswell Projects, the design thinking 
firm engaged by Ryerson to lead the research 
part of the initiative. “Up until now, few people 
have asked young people themselves why they 
aren’t interested in engineering,” she says.

The strategy behind WEMADEIT is the 
result of a well-planned youth think tank 
involving 36 high school girls from  
Toronto. Over the course of 10 weeks, they 
were hired to answer surveys, conduct  
peer-peer interviews and complete projects, 
all aimed at understanding girls today.

When asked to name their top STEM career 
choices, for example, the girls responded 
with “doctor, science teacher, math teacher, 
biologist, chemist, physicist and mathema-
tician.” The first three are people they know 

and the last four simply mimic courses 
they’re offered in high school, revealing how 
little they truly understand about available 
career paths, explains Silver.

“The analogy is like giving young people 
a menu and asking them to order a dish 
they’ve never tried or ever heard of before,” 
she says. “No wonder they’re choosing  
careers they have some experience with.”

The first iteration of the WEMADEIT 
website (wemadeit.ca) is a compilation of 
work created by the youth think tank and is 
designed to spark interest among girls. The 
partners have also created 13 free lessons 
that fit into Ontario’s Grade 7, 8 and 9  
curriculum, and are currently piloting them 
in 100 classrooms across the Greater Toronto 
Area. Each teacher is paired with an  
Engineer in Residence from the Professional 
Engineers of Ontario and the lessons are 
designed to put engineering in context while 
demonstrating the importance of creativity, 
communication and collaboration.

“If we want more women to choose  
engineering, we have to inspire them before 
high school and make sure they understand 
how taking subjects like physics can keep 
their doors open in the future,” says Silver. 
“Girls are very confident saying, ‘I’m creative. 
I’m collaborative. I like to communicate.’ 
But they don’t always connect those skills to 
engineering.”

“This is EXACTLY what I need in 
my classroom.”

“46 out of 46 students answered 
the question ‘What do you want  
to learn more about next year?’ 
with ‘Engineering.’”

“We’re three months in, and the 
girls are still talking about the 
lessons and their engineer.”

“WEMADEIT was wildly  
successful in our school.” 

Here’s what 
participants are saying 
about the WEMADEIT 
in the Classroom pilot 

after just one term:

mailto:jasonbre@microsoft.com
wemadeit.ca


Interested in becoming a MACH? Learn more at http://careers.microsoft.com/
careers/en/ca/student.aspx.8

GRADS DISCUSS  
MICROSOFT CAREER OPPORTUNITIES
Through co-op education and the global Microsoft Academy of College 
Hires (MACH), Microsoft is investing in recent grads and those who 
are in the early stages of their career. ED – Education Discovered spoke 
with Jin Jin, a former MACH, and Richelle Wilson, a former co-op and 
MACH, about making the leap from students to technology industry 
professionals. Here’s what they had to say. 

ED: Tell us about your educational background.

Jin Jin (JJ): I received a Master’s degree in engineering from the Imperial 
College of London and an MBA from the China Europe International 
Business School.

Richelle Wilson (RW): I was part of the arts and business program at the 
University of Waterloo and received a BA in Spanish.

ED: How did you hear about Microsoft’s co-op and MACH programs?

RW: I saw an opening with Microsoft Canada on my school’s job board. 
It was for an eight-month co-op work term on the enterprise marketing 
team, so I jumped at the opportunity. After it was over, I went back to 
school for a year, graduated, came back to the enterprise marketing team, 
and entered the MACH program. 

JJ: Microsoft did a lot of recruiting, so there was quite a bit of  
information about the MACH program, and I had heard from other 
students about it.

ED: What was your experience like?

RW: It was a once in a lifetime opportunity. It’s an environment where 
you can shape your own career path and development. All the tools and 
opportunities and support are provided; the rest is up to you. 

JJ: For me, it was a good way to make the transition from engineering to 
business. I was able to combine and apply the skills I had acquired in

school, with lots of exposure to different areas of the company, different 
markets and different customers.

ED: What about exposure to different parts of the world?

JJ: The MACH program is really unique. I spent six months in Redmond 
at Microsoft headquarters learning about the corporate strategy and 
important contributors within the company. Then I spent six months 
in China on the government team, six months back in Redmond on the 
government team, then four months in Canada on the education team. 
Other MACHs went to different countries and had different experiences.

RW: The MACH program, in particular, is a truly global network.  
There is lots of networking with people all around the world who are in a 
similar stage of their careers. Every event and training included MACHs 
from other regions, and we all got to travel quite a bit. 

ED: What does the future hold?

JJ: I want to take the knowledge and skills that I’ve gained back to China. 
My long-term goal is to be in charge of the public sector business unit for 
Microsoft China.   

RW: The world was my oyster once I showed that I could deliver results. 
Every door opened up, and MACH gave me the right tools to capitalize.

ED: What advice do you have for other students and recent grads?

RW: Get clear on what you are working for. Where’s your passion?  
Figure that out, and it’s contagious. And it inevitably opens up new doors. 

JJ: I highly recommend working for Microsoft. It’s a very open  
organization and culture, with lots of opportunity to learn and advance 
your career and pursue your interests. And we produce great products 
that positively impact people’s lives.

http://careers.microsoft.com/careers/en/ca/student.aspx
http://careers.microsoft.com/careers/en/ca/student.aspx
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The EdTech sector is growing. You’ll find it easier to navigate the latest developments at  
Microsoft.ca/eduapps, a new site devoted to Microsoft education partners. 

CHALK IT UP TO A GREAT 
USER EXPERIENCE

If William Zhou has his 
way, ‘chalk’ will be in 
classrooms to stay.
Zhou is CEO of EdTech start-up Chalk.com 
Education Inc., a company on a mission to 
empower teachers and bring personalized 
learning to students by delivering integrated 
online tools for lesson planning, assessment 
and collaboration. The idea sprouted while 
Zhou was studying computer science at  
Ontario’s University of Waterloo. During a 
visit home to Vancouver, he stopped in to 
chat with his former high school teachers 
and was shocked by their workload.

“They were overloaded,” he recalls. “I thought, 
‘Hey. This is something I can help you with.’”

He assembled a team of his peers to problem 
solve and Planboard, a web-based tool for 
preparing, organizing and scheduling lesson 
plans, was born. “Our value proposition is 
straightforward: we’re here to save teachers 
time, help them organize,” says Zhou.

Since launching in 2012, Chalk.com has 
evolved to provide a full-featured platform, 
offering additional tools for formative and 
summative assessment; collaboration and 
sharing of resources; and, comprehensive 
monitoring of student achievement.  
More recently, the Kitchener-Waterloo,  
Ontario-based company announced full  
integration of Chalk.com apps with  
Microsoft Office 365 and Microsoft Azure, 

bringing preconfigured single sign-on to 
Azure Active Directory Premium users.

The flagship Planboard is available free to 
individual teachers. When licensed by a 
wider group such as a school board, users 
gain premium functionality that includes 
collaborative and analytical capabilities.  
For example, student assessment data is 
captured and used to provide lesson-specific 
insights, as well as to identify those students 
who may require extra attention.

High school English teacher and Chalk.com 
advisor Andrew Bieronski was among the 
first to use Planboard. He says the tool hits 
the “sweet spot” for teachers by introducing 
a digital workflow that more closely aligns 
with today’s connected classrooms.

“We’re starting to use more technology  
with students, but we’re still planning our 
lessons with a paper-based planner or  
standalone Word document,” says  
Bieronski, a teacher at Huron Heights  
Secondary School in Kitchener-Waterloo.  
“It just doesn’t make sense.”

Using Planboard, Bieronski accesses his lessons 
in one integrated environment, including  
assignments, photos, videos, and links to  
websites. The software allows him to match 
lessons to different strands of the Ontario  
curriculum; at any point during a semester 
he can quickly gauge how many expectations 
have been met and what’s left to cover. It’s also 
a “huge time-saver.” If there’s an unexpected 

snow day, he adjusts his schedule with a click 
of a button, and if he needs to call in sick, he 
easily forwards his lesson to his department 
head via email. Similarly, Planboard allows 
Bieronski to create links to lessons so they can 
easily be shared online, encouraging students 
to remain engaged when they are absent from 
class. “If we’re watching a video, they can link 
to the class chat and join our discussion from 
home or while on vacation,” he says.

Dino Miele, CIO at the District School Board 
of Niagara (DSBN) in Ontario, calls Chalk.com 
a “personal assistant to the teacher.” DSBN  
first offered the company’s teaching tools in 
2014 to support its e-learning strategies, 
experiencing a 33 percent uptake among high 
school teachers who immediately saw the 
advantage of going paperless.

“Chalk.com is like having a palette in your left 
hand, and then picking the colour you wish to 
use for your lesson with your right hand,” he 
describes. “It allows teachers to organize their 
thoughts and gain more insight on what they’re 
trying to deliver to students.”
  
DSBN is currently testing new analytical  
capabilities in Chalk.com that will allow 
teachers to more accurately identify  
curriculum improvement areas and build  
best practices. It is also moving to Microsoft
Azure so teachers will benefit from single 
sign on. “It’s about ease of use for users,” says 
Miele. “Not only can they streamline their 
planning, they can access all of their resources 
from one spot.” 

EdTech start-up automates teacher workflow, personalizes learning

Microsoft.ca/eduapps
Chalk.com
Chalk.com
Chalk.com
Chalk.com
Chalk.com
Chalk.com
Chalk.com


Holistic approach to teaching business 
technology is helping rural Northern  
Ontario French high school students  
prepare for the workplace

If Grade 11 student Marc Gagnon has his druthers, there will be a red 
serge suit with his name on it someday.

Interested in a career in law enforcement, Gagnon was considering his 
future prospects with Correctional Services, the Ontario Provincial Police 
or the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.  It was a new component in his 
Grade 10 Careers course that helped him firm up his decision.

“I had to put together a brochure in Microsoft Publisher to explore  
my options and because of that exercise, I’ve decided to head to  
Saskatchewan to become an RCMP officer,” says Gagnon, a student at 
école secondaire L’ Alliance in Iroquois Falls, ON, an educational  
facility established in 2001 to serve both French Catholic and French 
Public high school students under one roof.

Similarly, a school assignment that involved learning to write and format 
a professional résumé and cover letter helped him to land his current 
part-time job as a busboy.

Gagnon’s success can be directly attributed to the foresight of Alliance 
Principal René Roy and his dedicated team of teachers. They had been 
grappling with the realization that despite their students’ ease with 
electronic games and social media, many lacked such basic workplace 
technology skills as downloading a file from a network and saving it to  
a USB stick. 

Compounding the issue, the school’s optional business technology  
course received such a small enrolment, it rarely ran.

So Roy and his team made a bold move. They scrapped the course  
entirely, opting instead to integrate its components throughout the  
Grade 9 and 10 curriculum – an undertaking that required a full year  
of analysis, planning and training.

“It was a massive project. But one we felt was critical to ensuring our 
students are prepared for the 21st century workplace,” says Roy.

The new, enhanced curriculum saw typing skills being taught in French, 
Excel spreadsheets being used to categorize and analyze data in Math, 
and PowerPoint being used to create compelling presentations in Science. 
Similarly, other aspects of the retired business technology course were 
integrated where relevant: online codes of conduct, cyber bullying, 
phishing and privacy issues became part of Civics; professional business 
writing was incorporated into English and Career Studies; and, file  
management was covered in Introduction to Technology.

Alliance teacher Mark Olaveson was a key player on Roy’s team of  
innovators and is also the school’s technology coach, a position that  
supports teachers as they deliver the reinvigorated curriculum.  
He says his students’ improved business technology skills have helped 
them in their other classes, too. 

“The new curriculum has improved their ability to attain their learning 
outcomes,” he says. “So now, if they are going to do a presentation and 
they want to use a video, I don’t have to spend time teaching them how  
to embed it, so it frees me up to focus on the course material.”

Roy corroborates, saying students are more self-reliant and consistently 
produce higher quality work.

“We wanted to make sure they understood the technology well and  
that they could adapt their knowledge to a rapidly changing working 
world. The most important thing we can teach our students is the  
ability to adapt,” says Roy.

Microsoft Office is free 
for some students. Find 
out if you’re eligible at 
Microsoft.ca/freeoffice.

How are your students using Microsoft Office in the classroom?  
Share your story at: educationdiscovered@microsoft.com.10

JOB READY

Microsoft.ca/freeoffice
mailto:educationdiscovered@microsoft.com
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EVERYONE BENEFITS FROM 
UNIVERSAL DESIGN 

Do you have difficulty reading? Go ahead and give Learning Tools for OneNote a try at 
onenote.com/learningtools.

Small ideas can have huge impact. Especially 
when they’re given room to grow.

Last year, a group of enterprising Microsoft 
OneNote developers in Vancouver set out to 
ensure no student was left behind due to  
reading difficulties. What started out as a 
plug-in for OneNote to solve problems  
experienced by dyslexic readers, has  
blossomed into a game-changing technology 
Forbes magazine says “may be one of the most 
disruptive educational technologies yet.”1

Called Learning Tools for OneNote, the  
technology was released worldwide in  
January. It applies proven empirical research 
to increase reading speed, improve compre-
hension and reduce reading errors. The  
compelling difference is it removes the need 
to implement and manage assistive technologies 
that can be stigmatizing in a classroom.

“We already have a lot of teachers and  
students collaborating in OneNote, creating 
and reading content,” says OneNote developer 
Pelle Nielsen. “The plug-in we’ve created  
provides universal accessibility to that 
content; the tools are there for anyone to use 
discreetly, learning disability or not.”

Available as a free download, Learning Tools 
for OneNote incorporates strategies  
routinely used by teachers to improve 
reading comprehension, such as demarking 
clauses, breaking words into syllables and 
highlighting parts of speech. It also addresses 

visual crowding by increasing font and line 
spacing, and provides multiple high contrast 
options to sharpen focus. All features can be 
applied to any text imported into OneNote, 
including pictures of text snapped using the 
Microsoft Office Lens mobile app.

“This is levelling the playing field for all 
students,” says Mira Shah, a Microsoft 
user experience researcher and registered 
speech-language pathologist. “At the same 
time, it’s freeing up more instructional time 
by removing the need to set up and manage 
traditional assistive technologies.”

Equally impressive is the manner in which the 
technology was developed. At specified times 
throughout the year, Microsoft employees are 
granted leave from their day jobs to assemble 
at hackathons, events that encourage creative 
problem solving and allow for rapid, iterative 
development of ideas. 

Two of Nielsen’s colleagues, Sebastian 
Greaves and Valentin Dobre, first developed 
the plug-in at an internal OneNote  
hackathon in the spring of 2015, earning top 
prize. They then teamed up with a broader, 
more in-depth group of employees led by 
Jeff Petty, the accessibility lead for Windows 
for Education, beating out more than 3,300 
other projects to earn grand prize in the 
company’s second annual global hackathon.

“Pretty early on we had people flocking to 
see what we were working on,” says Nielsen. 

“Other teams were doing really amazing 
things we thought were cooler than ours.  
We were all pretty surprised when we won.”

Moving forward, everyone stands to  
benefit from the technology. Shah has seen 
the tools in action at a high school in  
Redmond, Washington. She says students at 
all reading levels found them easy to use, and 
very quickly understood how to turn on or 
off functionality as needed.

“What’s happening is really amazing,” says 
Shah, who also participated on the winning 
hackathon team. “This development really 
lends itself to universal design because we’re 
giving everybody equal access to information.”

Did you know? 
If there’s one thing all educators agree on, it’s that 
improved reading leads to improved learning 
outcomes. Here’s what some of the research 
says about the proven techniques embedded in 
Microsoft’s Learning Tools for OneNote:
 • 30% improvement in reading  
  comprehension by demarking  clauses.2

	 •	 10% increase in reading comprehension  
  through syllabification.3
 •	 10% faster reading with 50% fewer errors  
  by changing the font and line spacing.4

  
 
1  Forbes, January 25, 2016.  2  Graf & Torrey, Proceedings of the    
Annual Convention of the American Psychological Association, 1966.
3  Yu-Chi Tai, et al., Within-Word Text Segmentation on Lexical  
Processing and Reading.  4 Marco Zorzi, et al., Extra-large letter 
spacing improves reading in dyslexia.

BE AN INNOVATOR

onenote.com/learningtools


Accessibility Workshops 

At the heart of personalized learning and 
inclusive education is the realization that 
every child learns uniquely. To help assistive 
technologists and educators engage students 
in new ways, Microsoft is hosting a series of 
Accessibility workshops across Canada.

Learn more about the variety of tools  
available to differentiate learning for all  
populations of students at one of the  
upcoming workshops in Saskatoon,  
Kingston and Charlottetown.

For more information or to register, visit: 
aka.ms/eduworkshops. 

2016 showcase schools  
announced

Canadian schools continue to gain global  
recognition for their innovative leadership 
and teaching. This year, 15 of them were  
invited to join the Microsoft Showcase 
Schools program, a worldwide professional 
community of schools that embrace school-
wide transformations such as 1:1 deployments 
to enable anywhere, anytime education.

Join us in congratulating: 

• Almonte District High School, ON 
• Amherstburg Public School, ON
• Glengarry District High School, ON
• Glenwood Public School, ON
• Holy Cross Catholic Secondary School, ON
• Holy Family Catholic School, ON
• Island Lakes Community School, MB 
• Jeunes Sans Frontieres, ON

• Kingsville Public School, ON 
• Lauren Hill Academy, QC 
• Queen of Heaven Catholic School, ON 
• Queen Victoria Public School, ON
• Regiopolis-Notre Dame Catholic School, ON 
• Seaway District High School, ON 
• The Stewart School, ON

Is your school a showcase school? Contact 
Lia De Cicco-Remu at liade@microsoft.com 
for more details.

#My24Hrs campaign inspires

We all get 24 hours in a day. But we don’t all 
spend it the same. 

With the launch of a six-part storyteller 
series and #My24Hrs campaign in February, 
Microsoft Canada is highlighting Canadians 
who make the best possible use of their  
time, leveraging technology to empower 
themselves and others.

Using the hashtag #My24Hrs, people shared 
compelling stories of courage, passion and 
community, from a family’s unconditional love 
for their transgender teen to a trailblazing  
educator’s alternative learning program.  
Microsoft employees then collaborated with 
six of them to deliver 24 acts of empowerment 
on Leap Day, such as a lunch-and-learn 
session on understanding LGBT youth and a 
professional development event for educators 
on how to create inclusive classrooms.

What will you do with your next 24 hours? 
Get inspired at Microsoft.ca/My24Hrs. 

Subscribe to ED: Education Discovered for the latest  
news and views regarding technology in education.  
Have your say. Be inspired. microsoft.ca/discovered 12
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NEW EDU APPS SITE
From learning management systems to tools 
that track student attendance to online sites that 
explain complex math problems, no matter where 
you look in education these days it’s easy to say 
‘there’s an app for that.’

What’s not so simple is distinguishing those 
independent software vendors (ISVs) whose 
products readily integrate with robust platforms 
like Microsoft Office 365 and Azure Active 
Directory to ease the complexity associated 
with large-scale rollouts and enhance the value 
proposition for users.  

That’s why Microsoft is launching its Canadian 
Education Apps website – Microsoft.ca/eduapps 
– showcasing ISVs that have either achieved 
Microsoft integration or are working towards it. 

“We’re getting a lot of requests from customers 
who want to know which apps are integrated  
with our technology,” explains Microsoft 
Education partner lead Nancy Teodoro. “Now 
they can find their answers and engage with our 
ISV partners from one informative website.”

Initially the site will highlight 20 apps but 
Teodoro expects the number to quickly grow 
to 70 or more. Each company will be clearly 
identified, along with a description of their 
solution, contact information and details  
about the level of integration achieved. 

“The single sign on (SSO) in Azure is a key 
starting point for integration,” adds Teodoro, 
noting that school boards and institutions 
are interested in reducing complexity in their 
environments.

“Once an ISV partner achieves that piece, any 
user can benefit from SSO moving forward, 
meaning teachers, staff and students won’t 
have additional user names and passwords to 
remember,” she says.

Check out the latest Canadian education apps at 
Microsoft.ca/eduapps.

HAPPENINGS
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