Lisa Archibald
Welcome to the SAC Shining Lights, S-LP Schools podcast. I'm your host, Dr. Lisa Archibald from Western University. As you know, many speech language pathologists in Canada are employed in schools. Their job is to support children with communication disabilities in accessing the curriculum and achieving their academic and personal potential. It's a challenging job, so many schools, so many students, and not many S-LPs across the country, S-LPs are finding unique solutions to providing the best possible services to the students and school teams with whom they work. In this podcast, our guests describe their innovations in school-based speech language pathology. Thanks for listening as we shine a light on some brilliant projects. Hello and welcome to the SAC Shining Lights, S-LP Schools podcast. I'm so pleased to have Chris and Donna here with me today. Would you please introduce yourselves?
Welcome to the SAC Shining Lights, S-LP Schools Podcast with me today is Sarah Dowling. Sarah, would you please introduce yourself?
Sarah Dowling
Hi, I'm Sarah. I'm a semi retired. Speech language pathologist from Prince George School District 57 in BC. I respect the beautiful unseeded ancestral lands culture and people of the Clakley Tonay First Nation and the traditional territories of the McLeod Lake Indian Band and the Sinclair First Nation. That's me.
Lisa Archibald
Thank you, Sarah. And so, will you briefly describe the service delivery model that you've had in the school systems that you've worked in?
Sarah Dowling
So, I think I've worked in virtually every version of providing speech therapy throughout my long career. I started in the UK; I've worked in special language classes attached to infant schools. I've worked in special schools where it's full of children with complex needs. My most in-depth learning that happened was when I worked for 6 1/2 years in a special school which was just children who needed intensive speech therapy, and I had mixed feelings about working there because it – philosophically – but practically, I learned a lot and work with amazing people. There was a speech therapist, teacher in it, and an assistant in each class of 10 to 12 students and what I learned at one level was that even in that perfect environment, we still had to teach the curriculum. We were still audited. We couldn't do perfect speech therapy and clinical model. We were following the kids around from every class and working with every teacher and we were helping develop curriculum goals, so that was an amazing experience that transformed me. And then I wanted to get back into the mainstream and see if we could implement the things I'd learned there (back in mainstream speech therapy).
So, and then after I moved to Scotland. I arrived in a very old-fashioned speech therapy service and I was fortunate enough to redesign it and we redesigned the education component that was Head of Pediatrics. We designed the education component with the local school district. It was amazing we – it was a phenomenal experience. And then I decided to leave that post and come to Canada and become a generalist. So, that's where I've been ever since; I arrived in Prince George in 2003. To a school district that already had a problem-solving model established. So, we had an amazing administrator called Carl Astrello, who established a problem-solving model – which he's learned about from Iowa, I think – and it worked. So, I arrived a few years after that I'd been implemented, and it's just evolved ever since. We've just evolved and evolved.
Lisa Archibald
Thank you, Sarah. In that context, I'm going to ask you about problems about problem-solving approach in just a minute. But in that context, can you talk about the available resources you've had there? How many speech pathologists would be serving how many schools just give people a sense of what that scope is like.
Sarah Dowling
Yeah, so we have about – I'm not 100% sure of the numbers – but about eight full-time equivalents. It's varied over the years. We're doing quite well at the moment. We have about 13,000 students, five high schools, and we have three rural communities that we serve. So, we do that. We've got about 35 elementary schools, so we're all housed together. All the specialists are in one place, all the OTs, the pychs, teachers of the deaf and hard of hearing, etcetera, etcetera that we're all in the same building.
Lisa Archibald
And so, you said you when you joined, they were using this problem-solving approach. So, can you tell me what does that mean?
Sarah Dowling
So, what it meant was that instead of just taking referrals direct to speech therapy and psychology, those schools had to go through a process. So, it was very explicitly laid out that they had to speak to the parents first and that they had to show what had happened in the classroom, what were they trying to do in the classroom. And then the second level was talking about it with their school team. So, if the students still had difficulties or they had concerns, what was the school team doing about it? And then the next level was – so then we had a monthly meeting – we still do.
We have a monthly meeting with our schools called an extended school-based team meeting and there's a school psychologist, speech-language pathologist. Now there's a mental health clinician and the school team and we have a district resource teacher who attends as well – and sometimes the OT, sometimes the specialist teachers. And we discuss up to three students and they have to come with paperwork and work samples and evidence of what they've been doing. It's not a referral meeting, it’s a problem-solving meeting. And then we discuss ideas on would referrals, but we have a different lens. We probably think things that they haven't thought about and at the end of that they go away with the plan. And sometimes we take referrals at that meeting. So, we agree it's our clinical decision whether we take referrals.
Lisa Archibald
I see. So, you’re describing the situation when you arrived. Is that right?
Sarah Dowling
Yes, we still think still that when we arrived; we had those three levels and then the fourth level was onward referral out of the school district.
Lisa Archibald
Okay so, in that that was – I think you've described that's sort of along the way of where you wanted to be where there's some challenges you identified and even within that system.
Sarah Dowling
Oh yeah, we had lots of challenges. One of the big ones was teachers need to be heard, but it wasn't the forum for them to vent. So, we had to almost educate our schools on how to have meetings. We knew how hard it was. We knew how difficult it is. You know, to have certain students in their classrooms and how frustrating it is, but that wasn't the time. We had 40 minutes at the most for each child. So don't vent at us.
And so that was a hard one to try and get people into. You need to chair your meetings. You need to not let your class teachers just pour out their souls to us. We need to just get down to the nitty gritty of what's working / what's not working / what's your question for us / what do you want us to help you with? And so, that's our main structure. Then with what's working / what's not working / what's your question? And so, we had spent a lot of time helping our resource teachers and our principals chair those meetings appropriately.
We also had to decide who attended the meetings and in the early days, the parents were often there, but then that became a parent meeting and there were things we couldn't discuss openly about the system if the parent was there. But then after a few years we worked at that – actually we – don't surprise us with parents turning up like we just. This is just a school team meeting. We can arrange parent meetings at a different time. So, we had to sort that outside of experts coming in.
So, we're there to discuss what's going right and wrong within a classroom. We don't need witnesses from other agencies hearing what teachers are saying about what their workday looks like with certain students. So, we had to create some rules about – actually, we need to make permissions for outside agencies to come in and so that we all are safe in those meetings. So, we've had to make that very clear as well about having private S-LPs there or because as soon as you got a parent, they are allowed to have an advocate with them. And so, it complicated things and meant we couldn't have the discussions that we often wanted. So, we had to get clear about that as well. “What was the purpose of the meeting?” So, they were the main barriers I remember at the time.
Lisa Archibald
So, where has it come? How did you start to make a move? What did you want to see? How did it begin?
Sarah Dowling
The response to intervention became more explicit because the problem-solving model was like a precursor to RTI. And so, we got influenced by that. But then you're limited to talk about literacy and math in that model. And we were already broad. We were already talking about everything and so – the S-LPs in particular – we were the ones who probably were the happiest about taking on this model and drove it.
So, we just – it was about referral issues at which kids were going to take on and how we accept referrals – how to work in classrooms and what should we be in classrooms and what should we do in classrooms, do we work in small groups on a regular basis with schools at Tier 2? Is that how we can use our time, have we got enough time to do that? So, there's some debates around mainly referral. We spent a lot of time discussing how to take work on and we're all starting to think about a workload approach and we and I think the turning point for us as a group was when we realized that the school was our client.
So, once we understood that our client was the school, and we were negotiating with the school about what their priorities were, and then we were negotiating with the school about “give us your top three speech kids or give us the autistic kid who's causing you the most angst at the moment and I'll work with them.” Or “yes, we've got a child who's using eye gaze; do you need me to work with this with this child right now, or are you doing fine? And I could come in later in the year and help you out with the next step.”
So, we don't – all we had to learn is that every kid didn't automatically end up on our workload, that we were able to negotiate and say no, and take on an appropriate number of kids. Despite it didn't matter what their diagnosis was, so the referral process we went on and on, we had so many discussions about it until we could all understand and agree about some of the core principles about what we were trying to do there.
Lisa Archibald
I think that's interesting, Sarah, because so many of our colleagues struggle with really huge caseloads and almost trying to spread themselves out so thinly. You know, worrying about how that impact is going to be, and it sounds to me like you were looking for a way to contain that.
Sarah Dowling
Yeah, because I had 60 students at one point on my caseload, and I nearly burnt out that year because I had made lots of mistakes about taking on work. Because when we want to help people, we get worried that the speech kids not getting intervention, and then you do a bad job because you overpromise and underdeliver. And so, one of my passions is that “how can we help S-LPs out there not have to know all the children that have speech-language and communication difficulties in the school district. That we can't know every single child I work in.
I've worked in indigenous school for a long time. It's really our inner-city school, but it just happens to also be our indigenous choice school. And we worked out one year that 60% of the children could probably benefit from some support because of the vulnerabilities within that population in that part of town. But I can't; I can't take that on. Even if I was a full time S-LP in that building, I wouldn't be able to see that the number of kids. So, it's like “what can I do to help that building?” Well, it's about helping the teachers. How can I help the teachers – there are kids that I need to see one-on-one. There are kids that can do some formal assessment. But actually, the teachers need my help to reassure them, to give them ideas to keep them on because it's a very stressful job working in those schools. You've got children living in poverty and couch surfing and in very unsafe situations well, like haven't eaten over the weekend. Like you know, there's a whole different game when you're working in in vulnerable populations.
And so, if I just go in and try and be a classic speech therapist, then I'm doomed to fail and that's what happened that year; I made the mistakes, got the results and then I was still writing reports in the beginning of July instead of enjoying myself doing something else.
Lisa Archibald
Earlier I think you used a phrase “workload approach.” How does that fit in here? How does that differ from where you've just described you're 60 kids.
Sarah Dowling
Yeah, so the workload approach you look you know whether you can do the work or not. So classically, you fill up your planner until you can't say yes anymore, but if you take it as an approach, you when you just don't agree to a piece of work until you – I call it a piece of work – you don't take on a piece of work until you know you can do it. That's my adaptation of health terms, an episode of care. I just now call it a piece of work. I make up terms to help me think these things through.
So, instead of just thinking about the caseload and the number of kids to think about – I've got to write reports, I've got to meet with parents, I want to observe in the classroom – you learn which pieces you need to do to see that child and make sure that you've accounted for it all. And then, add on a bit. Make sure you don't be too tight because it always takes longer. And you think the child might not attend one week, you know? That sort of thing.
So, you just say to the school “I've got room to take on another child. Now, who would you like me to work with? Who's your priority?” When you're able to, when you've finished the report for the child that you've just done an assessment for when you've done all that work, got it sorted, sent off – finally – now I can take on another job for you. Rather than taking on all the referrals at the beginning of the year, which is what I hear a lot about, is S-LPs having like 100 referrals come in and they spend two months sorting them all out and which ones they can see and which ones they can't and prioritizing them and then feeling guilty because they have to say no to so many kids or not getting to them. And I personally feel that that's not mentally, emotionally, or physically safe. It's not safe work practice putting our S-LPs in an unsafe work situation and because it's very personal and if you're the only S-LP or one of a small team, then you're the one to blame for that child not getting speech therapy.
So, I think a workload approach is more protective. And also, if you marry it with a multi-tiered system that we have where you've got the Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier 3. And Tier 1’s working with the classroom, Tier 2’s helping the small group work in the classroom more separately, and Tier 3 doing our classic speech therapy, then you've got two systems coming together to help you manage your workload.
Lisa Archibald
So, I want to understand that a little better, Sarah. When you're talking about accepting referrals and the kind of services you're just describing there, are we talking about those ones that you're accepting to your Tier 3 service, so that they're – what you're promising for Tier 3, you can deliver on. Is that what we're talking about there?
Sarah Dowling
Also, Tier 1 and Tier 2. So, I need to block out my time for being in a classroom to support a teacher. If I'm doing Tier 1 supports where the teacher needs help with incorporating phonological awareness into a literacy program, I need to map that time out and account for it. And that time is not available to do the Tier 3. I find I spend most of my time in Tier 1 and Tier 3 in actuality, because the staffing levels, I haven't got time to – I support teachers with the Tier 2. So, if I need to help somebody understand how to implement social communication group, I'd map that into my planner.
Lisa Archibald
Sure, sure. So, what is the decision point at “this child I'm going to provide Tier 1 services,” and we can talk more about what that looks like, or “this child, I'm going to provide Tier 3 services”?
Sarah Dowling
Well, this is the universal design for learning – neurodiversity – we've got these tools and ideas and philosophies to try and help teachers move forward. So, S-LPs are perfectly aligned with all those ideas, and we have the knowledge – we sometimes have to convince ourselves we have the knowledge – but we do. To go into classrooms, observe and see what extra ideas we can help the teacher with strategies, visuals, arrangements of the classroom and story time supports. We know we know it, right?
I think I've spent quite a bit of my time in my voluntary role trying to convince S-LPs that they do know what they're doing, and they can help teachers in the classroom. And then in the sort of optimistic, idealistic world – if we're getting into classrooms and helping teachers with UDL for our students with understanding neurodiversity, making sensory-friendly classrooms and communication-friendly classrooms – then we're creating a whole environment and then that teacher learns that. And then with the next group with children, she has that have the same issues. She's already ready for them.
So, in a societal perspective, I think it's a better way of working because we can't see all the kids anyway. But if we know all the children are getting phonological awareness, we know that the all the autistic kids have got a sensory-friendly classroom and visual supports, if we know that all the students who've got DLD having instructions provided in an appropriate way and vocabulary taught to them in an appropriate way, then and reading comprehension... So, it's an idealistic stance in a way but in a practical sense, I just find it more fun, more interesting, and part of a team, I can be more creative and I've I feel like I'm meeting the needs of the students better than when I was just trying to see as many speech kids in the day as possible in their room somewhere down the hallway.
Lisa Archibald
What's the doorway to that? What drives you to say, “I need to be in this classroom?” Is it teacher-based, child-based, or what's bringing you into a classroom?
Sarah Dowling
A bit of both. Some teachers are more receptive, obviously. So, are there the people I will spend more time with initially. So, if I'm new in the building, I'm going to find my allies; I'm going to find the people who want me in – usually the kindergarten teachers, sometimes not – and find your allies and hang out with them and get in their classrooms and show your worth. And sometimes it's carried on the back of – you know, I might see a child at Tier 3 and do the assessment. And then once I finish that, I'll say “I can now support you at Tier 1.” So, that the child is no longer on my caseload, but if you request it, I can come in and support you with some ideas for that chart in your classroom. So, it can be a bit of both. You know, sometimes the teacher just wants some ideas about how to help their speech kids in doing phonics time. And you just discuss with them what you can do. You might go in and demonstrate.
Lisa Archibald
How would you describe that kind of approach? As you know, we often hear about this consultation; is that is that what you're providing? Is that how you see that work that you're doing there?
Sarah Dowling
So, I've evolved my thinking on this and I have chosen not to use the word consultation and I think as a department we've moved away from that because people are able to say that “school districts, S-LPs, they don't see children direct, they just do consultation,” and we had we've had that in our department and so it forced us to think about well what are we doing. And consultation to me is still an unequal relationship; I'm still going in as the expert who's going to provide gems and wisdom to this teacher, and it still feels to me like it's not a total two-way street.
Whereas for me, I prefer to use the word “collaboration” because to me, that's an equal relationship. I've got as much to learn from the teacher as I have to share with them because I need to know what their classroom looks like, what their philosophy is like, what they try to achieve in their classroom, their curricular experts, their classroom management experts. They just need my help for a particular set of students who have got speech-language communication needs.
So, I like to see it as a true partnership. And that I want to know as much from them as they want to know from me. As I can't help them if I come in and just say, “well, you need to do this for this type of student.” They haven't got the capacity. They're busy people. But if I go in and say, “so, what are you trying to achieve in your classroom? What are your curricular goals for this year? What does your language arts curriculum look like? What are you doing in socials? What are you doing in science? Are you doing that in science? We could do some vocabulary. We could do some semantic webbing in your science class because you're teaching some great vocabulary that that child with complex needs really needs to learn about.”
So, using it means you don't get trapped. You don't have to live in the developmental model all the time. Find out what the teacher is doing, what vocabulary they're working on, what concepts they're working on that year, what they're trying to do, behavior wise, how they're run their classroom, and then you build it from there. So, it's a much more of a team-orientated approach.
Lisa Archibald
What is the Tier 3 service? How does that happen and where are those decision points? What does that look like?
Sarah Dowling
We have a few places that we've agreed we can take referrals. So, for the speech kids, if we've got an unintelligible child, then they're going to be a priority. But to be honest, it's very hard to get to speech kids until around about November. Because September is all about getting funding around kids and settling in our complex children that have arrived in kindergarten or have moved into the district from elsewhere that are already designated and got funding and all that.
So, there's a lot of work happening in September, October; October is about IPs and getting those first IPs written. And so, November's often the first time you can take a breath and go, “oh, yeah, there's some speech children as well,” and that's often and often it's the known ones that we'll start working with then and some. And I actually started towards the end of my time in working in elementary schools, because I worked in high schools for the last few years of my job. As you're saying to the schools, “I will get to your new speech kids in January; we'll have a meeting in January. In the meantime, here are some things you can do.
Because I just used to say “kindergarten is intervention; the child is coming to a completely new environment. Let's remember that teachers are professionals providing intervention.” And so, that's how I actually became quite certain about it. What's the end? To help my sanity. So, we can take referrals if we go to an IP meeting, we go to IP meetings without even knowing the child. We go as an extra specialist at the table.
And we don't go to all of them, just the ones we're invited to. But at that IP meeting, I might realise that actually there's something I could do for that school to help them with that child. It might be an observation, might be some resource trialing, maybe helping up with the classroom setup for visuals or sensory issues with the OT as well. So, I might agree at an IP meeting to take on a piece of work, defined, time limited. And then there's a classic route is through the monthly meetings where they come through. They have to have the evidence of what they've done in classroom, what they've done in Tier 2 for targeted intervention. And then the discussion with the whole team. And I could agree at that meeting, actually this is an appropriate referral. I need to see this child and I will do that work for you.
Lisa Archibald
So, in understanding what you're describing there, Sarah, the referrals are really into this Tier 3 when you are at a meeting where they might be a describing a child that you might eventually accept at Tier 3, but you think you could do something right now and you said that piece of work where I might provide a resource, that will be through the teacher. So, that won't be a referral at that point. Is that right?
Sarah Dowling
Yeah. So, teachers can talk to us about any children. And I know some places have quite strict rules about this, but we are seen as school district employees, so we can discuss children in our school district. So, I can meet with a teacher who's saying, “well, I'm struggling with this autistic child,” but I could meet at Tier 1 and just say “tell me about what questions you have. Here are some ideas; I can come into your classroom and just give you some ideas.”
I'm not working with that child, I’m working with the teacher. That's the difference; we have to be so careful about what we're deciding to do. As soon as I get into working specifically with a child, then I have to really acknowledge that I'm now in Tier 3. I can talk about a child, I can discuss some ideas for a child, because I'm working with a teacher. But as soon as I'm doing something specific, that's where we have to just be very – a little bit cautious with our colleges and the college rules. But yeah, if I'm helping a teacher, that's Tier 1.
Lisa Archibald
And Tier 3, what does it look like?
Sarah Dowling
Tier 3 can be anything from the classic speech-language assessments, and the classic report – although we can report of something we've changed – speech therapy, speech intervention. We struggle to get to our DLD kids because we haven't got the capacity. It can be an assessment because in Northern BC, the S-LPs refer direct to the autism assessment teams, because of staffing issues in rural areas. We can assess students and refer them, so quite a bit of our work is actually doing that. It's getting children to the wait list for an autism assessment.
AAC – so any AAC – we have an enormous number of eye gaze students in our school district and so, but even they're not continuously on our caseload. They have to come through the system and have a specific support they want from us because we're trying to build capacity that the teachers keep the eye gaze rolling. So, it might be a year or two where it's really intensive setting up the whole system, working with the OT. And then we say, “right, they're yours now. Call us when you need us.” But yeah, so Tier 3 can be AAC.
Lisa Archibald
Right. You know, you're mentioning waitlists a moment ago made me wonder about how waitlists are fitting into the service that you're describing. You know, are waitlists a thing for you?
Sarah Dowling
No, we don't have waitlists. The school carries it. The school carries it, so we personally don't have waitlists. We know the names, we know the kids, we have discussions with the schools about who's waiting in the wings. But they're not technically on a waitlist for me if I can't get to them that year.
They weren't on my waitlist, and I don't have to apologize and write some memo to file saying I didn't get to them. No parental expectations were raised about me seeing that child. So, it's a constant conversation with the school about what I can get to. It's even up and down to have you got an EA support – educational assistance support – to do the speech practice in between my sessions. So, if you haven’t, we have a little bit of EA time in our department, but we don't have enough to cover all the speech kits.
So, even sometimes we say to the school well until you can find someone. There's no point in me doing an assessment and creating a program if we've got nobody to practice in between, because once a week or once every two weeks is not enough. Somebody needs to be doing this practice in between. So, sometimes we don't even take children on until that's sorted out so we don't have a waitlist. We just don't take kids on and say, “oh, I've got to have all the speech kids on my list right now.
Lisa Archibald
How do you limit that? Because you could have someone on your Tier 3 service who you know they have so many needs that you know. When does that child finish so that you can take on another child; how does that work?
Sarah Dowling
So, on the referral form we have very specific statements. So, for example, I might agree to see a child for a speech assessment, and I'll write that on the on the referral form. If we discover that there are further language and communication needs, then the child – it has to come through the system again – for discussing those issues. So, I might find work with the child who’s got speech difficulty and then I think – actually, I think their mild intellectual disability, or I think they might have FSD – so then that's back into the system because we want the school team to be sorting that out and we're supporting the school team. So, if we think a child needs an onward referral for a medical diagnosis, then that needs to be the team that's helping support, like who's doing that; is a psychologist involved? So, once we're talking about getting other team members involved, like an educational psychology assessment. Then, it has to go back into the system for that, and then I might agree to do a language assessment to support the psychology assessment, but I do that as a separate referral. So, we try to be as defined as possible, so kids just aren't on our caseload for an indeterminate match time.
Lisa Archibald
So, you know what worries me there is your language because where you come back after your speech assessment, you say “boy, it's really important to do a language assessment on this child,” but in the school they say “oh, you know that's not very important to us,” and those language issues get lost. Is that a risk there?
Sarah Dowling
It is possible but we are discussing with the teachers what the needs are. Because we're developing these better relationships, the teachers are getting better at knowing what we do. So, we are passionate about DLD and areas like that, but we just can't get to them in the technically deep area. You know, you might decide to do one or two assessments a year to keep yourself in the loop, but we talk about – like, we do a lot of pro D. We go to every – we present at most of the resource teacher meetings. We try to get into staff meetings to talk about things, like have five minutes talking about semantic, visual supports or things like that, so we try not to lose them. We tend to talk about those children when people are wanting a psych referral and because the child's struggling with literacy, so they tend to put them on their monthly list as a child to discuss with the psychologist. But actually, the S-LPs have a lot to say at those are about those children as well. So, they hear a lot from us about language intervention and supports within the classroom and literacy. You know, evidence-based literacy approaches, yeah.
Lisa Archibald
In those Tier 3 kids you've talked a fair bit about those assessments kind of thing. Is there a point in Tier 3 where you're actually doing like a weekly intervention? Is there a limit to that?
Sarah Dowling
It's our own professional decision. We have professional autonomy in our system and so, we decide if – we'll see a child with CAS (severe phonological disorder), then we'll see that child for that year or however long we've got with them. But then, we don't automatically assume they're going to be on our list the next year. They go back into the pot of prioritisation. Because we've learned that – if we say that we've got we take that child on, but there might be something else might happen for that school that year. We don't know who's coming in September and so it might skew the prioritization because we can't see them all. It's just a way of managing scarcity. Because – I just feel like we're still we're still not seeing all the children, but at least we're still saying, “at the end of the year,” you know?
Lisa Archibald
And you're hitting priorities, I suppose, right? So, you know, it's a way of resetting at each step to say – checking in and saying, “am I still seeing the kids who are of the most priority to your school?”
Well, that's very interesting. Thank you very much for telling me about it, Sarah. We're going to start to wrap up. But you've been trying to spread your own impact when you're thinking about all of our colleagues who are trying to do this work under these kinds of demands. What have you been doing to try to connect with colleagues beyond your own school board?
Sarah Dowling
So, I did agree to be the Director of School S-LPs for Speech and Hearing BC. I did it a few years ago and then I've done it again for four years. And myself and a colleague, Penn Waterhouse, we've been running forums. So, between four and six forums a year talking about issues in school for school-based S-LPs. And we've done indigenous stuff, we've done AAC; but the forum that had the most interest was when we did multi-tiered service delivery model. We were inundated; it was the biggest meeting we've ever had. So, there's a big interest out there in how to change the systems, but people need help to understand how to do it and to not have to go through 40 years of trying to work it out or 20 years as we have in Prince George. So, we've been doing that.
So, that's been my main goal was to try and build a bit of a community. I wanted to help the S-LPs, so rather than advocate to government and things like that, I just decided I wanted to help the S-LPs become stronger at and more confident about how we could be working in schools. Because there's so many exciting things going on right now. You know, it's like I've been waiting on my career for UDL neurodiversity inclusion, you know. And then we've got the indigenous ways of knowing and learning that we're trying to understand as well. There's a lot going on right now. So yeah, and that's what I'm trying to do in my retirement as well.
Lisa Archibald
Right, your next challenge; what will that look like or how do you think?
Sarah Dowling
Well, I've set up a website I'm just not ready to launch it yet, but I'm wanting to move into coaching and develop an online community. So, it's not voluntary in the true sense and I don't know if I'm going to make any money out of it. But I'll just be unhappy if I don't try it. I would like to see if I can be one of those people who's – like yourself – trying to support people out there, have a forum to discuss ideas and be coached into to moving into a more collaborative workload, a more modern way of working. That's what I'm trying to.
Lisa Archibald
Do you share that website with us when you've launched it? So, what's one piece of advice that you'd give a colleague who was working in this kind of system and wanted to make a change along the way you've described?
Sarah Dowling
So, the first step is just to get into a classroom. If you feel like you've been – whether you're in a department that's very pullout or whether you've felt yourself that you've been very pullout – it's just to get into a classroom. So, find an ally or two in a building where you feel comfortable and just say to a teacher, “can I just be in your classroom? I'd like to see what you're doing.” So, get in there, see what they're doing, see what their struggles are, see what they're doing.
And I also say we are S-LPs. We know an amazing amount. We know far more than we realize in many ways. And teachers are thirsty, really, for our knowledge to help them and so once they start to learn that we don't just pull kids for speech or we don't just do visual schedules for autism and we don't just do iPads and eye gaze – once we start to understand that we have a broader role, then they start to ask us for support. So, just getting in that classroom and saying, “well, here's some ideas for show and tell. Here's some ideas for phonological awareness. Here's some ideas for teaching semantics when you're doing your vocabulary. Here's some ideas for visual supports and social communication,” and such like. So, we know we just have to have the confidence to share it in a different context.
So, if you're at that very early stage, just get into a classroom. If you're already getting into classrooms but you want to move further, go and speak to the resource teacher and the principal. They’re probably your key big-picture thinkers in that building. Say “I want to modernize the service I'm offering you. I want to make it a 21st century service. I want to think – I want to help you teach with UDL and neurodiversity, but that means I need to get out of my little room and I need to get in your classrooms. What do you think about that? What could what first step could we make in your building let? Me try something.”
So yeah, just making some tentative first steps. But if you're a team, start talking, debating. You know, meet have meetings. Have regular meetings to thrash out how you want to make it look. And it's going to be uncomfortable because you're all going to be coming from different angles and people might get upset and might be excited, but just start doing it as a team and see if you can get your administrator onboard to support you. And if they don't support you, do it anyway – it’s how I feel, but try and get their support if you can. There's that wonderful phrase “forgiveness rather than permission.”
Lisa Archibald
Make some of those changes, very nice. So, it's been lovely to talk to you. Let let's finish up with one of your favorite outside-of-work activities.
Sarah Dowling
So, I love bobbing around on Canadian lakes in a canoe or a kayak. It's such a wonderful activity. So that's my favorite thing. I treated myself to a foldable origami kayak. So, I can walk from my back deck to a lake just nearby; it says “15-minute walk” and I can actually carry my kayak in a sort of ridiculously big backpack. And I can get down to the lake, unfold my kayak, and then just hang out. I love hanging out on kayaks and canoes. I've done the Baron legs twice with my husband.
Lisa Archibald
Well, that that sounds really lovely. So, thank you so very much for the conversation today. It's been so, so nice to hear about all of the work you're doing.
Sarah Dowling
Thank you very, very much. Thank you for having me.
Lisa Archibald
Thank you for listening to the SAC Shining Lights, S-LP Schools podcast. You can find all podcasts, transcripts, and links to the episode resources on the SAC website. That's at sac-oac.ca. If you'd like to be a guest on the podcast or you'd like to suggest a guest, please email the host Lisa Archibald at larchiba@uwo.ca.
You can listen to our podcast on all of the major podcast servers. If you liked this episode, be sure to give it a thumbs up on your platform and share it through your social media and other channels.



