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Welcome to the start of something wonderful 

 
 

Signs and banners with positive encouragement are strategically placed around 
Michelle Cain's classroom, reinforcing an optimistic approach to learning. 

Perhaps not what you imagine when you think of a classroom, flexible seating 
arrangements are designed to create a sense of autonomy and comfortability to 
enhance the learning process. 

 

 
New laptops, new ideas, new curriculum  everything 
is bursting with potential as they wait for the young 
scholars to come and make their mark on the place. 

Michelle Cain will teach 5th grade this year, after 12 Jennifer Pagnotta puts the finishing touches on 
years as a kindergarten teacher. preparations in her 4th grade classroom. She hopes it 

will be a place students can be themselves in and 
by Melissa Friesen 

It's the pseudo new year! 
The  lunches  are  packed, 
the  backpacks  are  filled, 
and school buses are ubiq 
uitous.  It's  all  a  little  bit 
thrilling and a little bit sad 
dening.  The  start  of  the 
school   year   means   that 
summer is  officially  over, 
kids are growing up, and 
new expectations are being 
set. But it's also a time for 
them to invest in relation 
ships, experience wonder 
and expand their capabili 
ties. Each school year pres 
ents its own challenges and 
growth opportunities, and 
no one is more attuned to 
this   than   the   classroom 
teacher. 

Michelle  Cain  has  been 
teaching kindergarten for 
12 years, but this year she's 
venturing into entirely new 
territory  5th grade.   Ini 
tially, that transition felt a 
little out of reach.  "At first 
it was as if she told me I 
was    teaching    grade    8, 
that's how big of a jump it 
felt  like."  Although  she'd 
been asking for a change 
and a chance to try teach 
ing  something  new,  the 
scope of things magnified 

more   she   read   and   re 
searched and prepared and 
that feeling of uncertainty 
was  replaced with  some 
thing different  something 
she hadn't felt in awhile. "I 
kind  of   feel  like  a   new 
teacher all over again, so 
the  excitement is  there." 
Over   the   summer,   she 
spent more time than usual 
thinking about what she's 
wanted  the  year  to  look 
like. After having become 
accustomed  to  a  certain 
curriculum, routine, and set 
of  procedures  for  5  year 
olds, she's had to rethink 
her role and the classroom 
dynamic    and  that  was 
reenergizing. "This age of 
kids is going to be nice. You 
can talk with them and rea 
son with them, and that re 
lationship is a lot different." 

She credits her colleagues 
(seasoned 5th grade teach 
ers) with giving her confi 
dence to understand what 
students of that age are ca 
pable   of.   Some   days   it 
might be more than she's 
ready   for,   especially   in 
terms of technology. "We 
don't do too much of that 
in kindergarten, and every 
student has a Chromebook 

tually, they could probably 
teach me ."   She begins 
thinking out loud about all 
that comes with technol 
ogy, so called "cyber rules" 
for appropriate classroom 
behaviours. Cell phones, 
selfies, none of these have 
been an issue for her up 
until this point. 

Her classroom on Robert 
Moore School's second 
floor is unlike any class 
room I'd ever been taught 
in. Aside from the usual ta 
bles and chairs were a myr 
iad of seating options. A a 
low, round table with floor 
pillows, a stand up desk, a 
high table with elevated 
chairs, and right up front  
a couch. Gone are the days 
of uniformity and conform 
ity, these days it's all about 
flexibility. "There has been 
a lot of talk the last few 
years about flexible seat 
ing. There will be rules, but 
they can hopefully choose 
where they want to work." 
Assigned seats will not be 
used unless necessary, "but 
it all depends on the class," 
Michelle reminds me. 
"Some things work and 
some things don't from 
year to year which makes 

going to get until they all 
walk in." 

For her, that means own 
ing her own flexibility, to 
take  what  she's  planned 
and be willing to adapt it to 
suit the needs of her stu 
dents. "I just hope that the 
kids   are    excited   about 
coming to school and that 
they want to come back. 
I've   tried   to   make   it   a 
homey feel where we re 
spect each other and build 
community to make each 
other  feel  safe  and  wel 
comed. . . I'm quite excited 
about this year, let's hope 
that they are too." 

That same excitement is 
shared    by    the    teacher 
across   the  hall,  Jennifer 
Pagnotta. Although  she's 
been teaching in the Rainy 
River district for 10 years, 
this is her very first class 
room as a full time teacher 
and not under a contract 
position.  Along  the  way, 
she's  picked  up  a  lot  of 
good    ideas    from    what 
other teachers have done. 

And now she's taking full 
advantage of it. Her class 
room incorporates a lot of 
natural   decor,   elements 
she  believes  helps  aid  in 

thrive. 
south facing windows 
which will allow for a glori 
ous amount of sunlight 
during the winter months. 
Up on the walls you'll find 
birch bark, in the corner 
you'll find pillows that look 
like real flowers, wicker 
baskets filled with pillows, 
lamps, greenery and 
plants, and an essential oil 
diffuser.  She has a chime 
for signal transition periods 
and hopes to play medita 
tive music at times. Before 
any student can be ready 
to learn, they have to feel 
comfortable, ready to take 
risks, and able to focus. 
Jennifer hopes that engag 
ing as many of the five 
senses as possible will do 
that. Recent historic learn 
ing structures generally 
only catered to independ 
ent audio and visual learn 
ers. When it comes to 
learning in the 21st cen 
tury, it's all about diversify 
ing teaching styles to 
accommodate. "Some kids 
learn best with the Smart 
Board, others need to 
touch and try things." 
Above all, the learning has 

 

 
to connect to real life appli 
cations in order for the stu 
dents to absorb it for 
practical use. "If they play 
sports, we have to make 
math problems that apply 
to that, and so on." 

Beyond different learning 
styles, she knows that each 
child comes from unique 
circumstances. Part of her 
job is learning how to fos 
ter unity and even a sort of 
family dynamic within their 
room. "I'm trying to create 
a home environment here. 
My goal this year is to cre 
ate community within our 
classroom. I want it to be a 
positive experience to 
come to school." She's 
been working hard over the 
summer to bring those 
ideals into tangibility. 

"I just want to make sure 
everyone gets what they 
need." She, along with her 
Educational assistant, will 
have the privilege and re 
sponsibility to teach and 
steward 23 4th grade stu 
dents, or at least that's 
what her class list said as of 
Monday. 

once it became reality. But 
her  nerves  eased  up  the 

[laptop] so I'll be learning 
along with the kids. . . Ac 

teaching  what  it  is.  You 
don't   know   what   you're 

creating  a  calm  environ 
ment.  First of all, she has  


