
Ensouling Our Schools RBSS Book Club Review

Book by Jennifer Katz and Kevin Lamoureux

Summary:
A topical read for this time period in education. This book
delivers a universally designed framework for mental
health, well-being, and reconciliation. “We must bring
back the heart and spirit of education; the love of
learning and achievement, the sense of belonging,
community, and connection. It is time to ensoul our
schools” (p. 3). This resource was good food for thought
and provided a starting framework for how to continue
with the process of an inclusive classroom and school. It
provided strategies for making visible all of the
fundamental components of reconciliation such as
territorial sovereignty and bringing the Indigenous
perspective and narrative. The lesson plans provided were shallow and although they
provided good inspiration, they would need to be significantly more developed for use in
a secondary classroom setting.

Major takeaways from this book?

Participant Comments

Missy Haynes:
We can’t do this work alone - In order to be a “Health Promoting School,” we  need to
be united from all staff at all levels. How do we get there?
The “Three block model of UDL” is something that hopefully all staff are already
engaged in/familiar with. My concern is right now, the image represented as Figure 6.1
on page 75 is almost entirely flipped, or certainly skewed - there are very few students
in classes that require a ‘general’ intervention (the bottom tier is actually the smallest),
and most right now are requiring “some” targeted supports (especially around mental
health) - so the middle part of the pyramid for what I see is actually the largest/widest.
What is also difficult at this time is the top tier, with the most needs, has some of the
least amount of support with our shortages of EAs. So while it may be the “smallest”
percent of students, the fact that we have less supports for them, ends up lumping them
in with the category of “some” assisted supports.
Caution - the Indigenous content is more Eastern, but serves as a great introduction for
many people. Honestly, to me it felt kind of ‘tacked on’, despite having a medicine wheel



as the central image on the front cover. Also caution: I struggled to find anything about
Kevin Lamoureux's ancestry, which is also alarming, given he is the person who is
speaking on behalf of Indigenous people (yes he has connections to the centre for Truth
and Reconciliation, but that furthers my point).

Abigail Holmes:
GOOD takeaway (something new!): Page 173 features the two criteria for if students
are ready/able to handle the more difficult ideas. This is a really handy set of two
questions that can be used for elementary students too. I grew up facing racism, so I
personally see the ability to teach things that are “sad” as an access point for littles at
any age. I had some great conversations at Stubbs with grade 4 students who were
incredibly ready and willing to have the serious conversations about racism in this
country.
For me, Chapter 10 (School Culture and Staff Well-Being) had the most information that
I had not seen or considered prior to reading this book. Because I have only
experienced practicum and teaching on call at this point, I’m not sure how realistic it is
to create a “school plan for well-being” at the beginning of the year (pp. 196-202), but it
seems like Katz offers a beneficial structure for this.
Two of Katz’s three strategies for developing SEL (pp. 81-105) were interesting ideas, in
my opinion. The first strategy, “Respect Diversity,” threw me off because it is based
around multiple intelligence theories (they are listed in Figure 6.6, p. 84) which I have
always found simplistic and misleading. I could see the strategies “Spirit Buddies” and
“Democratic Classrooms” being useful. Because I am just beginning my career, I could
see myself referring to the ideas Katz provides for creating a democratic classroom as a
starting point.
Some complaints--I also noticed, as Missy pointed out, that the paragraphs describing
Figure 6.1 on page 75 were backward. I agree also that the Indigenous content lacked
authenticity, perhaps.

Barbara Willson:
Similarly to Abigail, I appreciated the two criteria for assessing whether students are
ready to hold space for challenging topics. I will be referring to these criteria as I work
with my Law and Psychology classes.
For me, the book provided many starting points to think about whether my classroom is
inclusive enough and how I can make it more so. Many of the lessons and activities
would need to be heavily adapted which isn’t necessarily a bad thing but there’s
something to be said for a lesson that is ready to be delivered when you are a busy
teacher. As a humanities teacher, I found some of the information about teaching
around important but sensitive issues like Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women
very helpful (p. 170-174). I will be incorporating those strategies into my teaching.



I appreciated the reminder that the debate between the importance of focusing on
academic or social-emotional development is moot since “cognitive functions … are all
mediated by social, emotional, and mental-health factors” (p. 36). This is a distracting
argument when attempting to implement school-wide mental health programs and it’s
good, for me at least, to be reminded of that.
Although this book is timely and helpful, a similar resource with a Westcoast Indigenous
perspective would be even more relevant for our context.

What would you rate it?

Great starting point for many topics for people who don’t already
practice this way/have this worldview. Features ready to use lessons
for different grade levels.

Nothing groundbreaking compared to what I learned quite recently in
my BEd and in other pro d. I enjoyed the imagery of “weaving the threads,” connecting
the ideas of reconciliation and mental well-being to the circle of courage.


