Aleacher with passion

By promotmg enthusiasmin her students, Catherine Kenr
tries to ‘createa llttle plece of heaven in the classroom’

BY PAULINE TAM _

CROSBY, Ont. - If this ware Catherine
Kenney's classroom, griping would be
outlawed. But at this lakeside retreat
in the Ortawa Valley, the talk is about
rising tuition and growing class sizes,
a shrinking workforce and the ex-
ploitation of part-time staff, students
with unrealistic expectations and
their demanding

parents. .
Around this circle of educators, the

challenges of teaching at Ontario’s
community colleges are a constant
theme.

"We struggle to bring people with
real-world experience into the class-
room, but it's not enough,” says one
tea

Another expresses frustration at the
reluctance of employers to share re-
spossibility for job training. "Isn't our
job to teach students the fundamen--
tals of how to learn?”

Summoning her unwavering optl-
mism, Ms. does all she can to
lighten the tone. 'Ultu'nately we're
creatmg citizenry,” !hn says. “We're
teaching people t take over the
world. [sn't that powerful?"

There are perfunctory nods and af-

firmations; but it tsn't long before the

cun‘\rersariou takes a sombre turn
again. At the end of the discussion,
Ms. Kenmy em:ouuges her ecol-

mg,wh;ch is the Lheme nl‘thls confer-
_ence she helped organize

Later, the 4B~y=:u-old Algonquin

College teacher acknowledges the
pressures facing her and her col-
leagues. After a wintar of unrest, dur-
ing which the province's 8,000 union-.
ized college teachers nearty walked off
the job, faculty at Ontario's 24 commu-

nity colleges are still grappling with

low morale and heavy wo Not
many are like Ms. Kenney, who re-
mains unabnhed.ly passionate about
teaching. -

In her desire “to create a little pnecn
of heaven" in the classroom, she ad-
mits to devoting more time to her job
than the union would like. *I'm not
completely naive, I just like to live in.a
naive state as much as possible,” she
sayswith a deep belly laugh.

As is ber habit when clowning

around, Ms, Kenney crosses her eyes |

and contorts her wildly animated face.
Not surprisingly for someone with

such a theatrical lhcnﬁs

isher first love.. -
mxnnmy’seﬂhmmpromoucm-

ative — along with her con-

tributions to arts cduuﬂnn = have
won her Algonquin's top rencl:ung
prize this year. After learning she had
received the s500 award, Ms. Eenney
devoted herself to two tasks. The first
‘was to donate her prize money to the
college's student bursary fund. The
second was to write a thank-you note
o her 82-year-ald father, who taught
sociology at Algonquin until he re-
tred 1§ years agn.
In =rpr=ui.ng her gm:tu.de-to the
m.an she lifelong
Ms. Eenney did wim she routinely
asks her students to do: Pay tribute to-
someone who influenced their life.
“The one thing we need to do before
we step forward into an adult world is

to acknowledge goodwill, acknowl- g : s
launched in 1995. The program'’s per-

edge gratitude; then move on,” she
m“k"snnlmm:lhinsﬂnrweghhl

our society.’
To Ms. Eenney, fuzzy feelings don't

preclude learning. At a time when

teachers are being urged to focus an
technical training and up-to-date job
sﬁ!.l.s.\u. Ken.ney tries to expand her
k by g them to
pbilosop!mhm::y; and theatre.
Uatil earher this year, sho Tan the

teach- ' :

hand. Another created ag
disc charting the history ¢
his home country. The qu
wark was phenomenal”
Her methods may seen
but, in an age when Imowle
ily accessible, Ms. Eannay

| the importance of fosterin

slasm for
“What you're doing Is yc

- for whatever is in a person

self-esteem, that gives the
feeling, and that gives

; ‘worth,” she says. “Tt's abou

and trying to reach som
‘When that core is touched,

* In her own life, Jearning

gleat an early age: The se

{  childrenbornand misedh
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formance arm, The Algonquin The-
atre Company, was founded by her fa-
ther, Roy LaBerge, and still produces

Ms. Een.uq" mcmmts the smry of
um: studem who complained to her
being assigned to draw up

a list nt‘ quahm she liked about her-
self The disgruntled student was

ing the school year.
plg:rdqu ear

. signature
dian history and personal ethics. In
the larter class, she spices up charac-

ter education with a little Plato, Aris-

totle and Socrates, Even stitdents who
mclmra:th:mummdup learning

d when her sister replied with
an ¢-mail full of reasons wity her G-
Iy walued her.

"This student was so moved that
when she came to class and told us the
story, she was crying, recalls Ms.
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- an old assj

like a two-hour Oj:mh class. They
came, they laughed, they cried” -

More recently, Ms. Eenney tmgirt
her first class delivered entirely over

of work her students tumed in-
‘Dngmupawmdwurﬁng shop in
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area, Ms. Eenney remen
taunted by bee siblings wk
‘covered their nine-year-o!
illiterate. ‘T could read t
but something in my bra

.- low me to connect the le

er;” she says. “Back then, I
ered stupid.”
Her father refused to b

- pead with his danghiter:

She barely survived grac
was really shy. I satup a
‘wore glasses, and I never:

It wasn't until high sck
found her voice. She disc
of music and theatre, whi

-use in school plays. She

tive on the student count
Ms. Kenney felt valued fc
butions outside the class

. mics were still a burden;

her peers, she had to w
hard for an average grade.

- By the time she gradual
versity — first with an
philosophy degree, th?; '

. “in education — Ms.

solved to become a role o

- deats who struggle in t!

she did. i

"I think I have a privile
cause of my own ex
.school, 1 don't automatic:
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