
Synergy @ FERN 

  

Synergy: “The interaction or cooperation of two or more organizations, substances, or other agents to produce a combined 
effect greater than the sum of their separate effects.”

I have been pausing and thinking a lot over the last few months about FERN and the success of our students and families. 
It is important to listen to feedback from our families.  We have a number of ways to do this: through formal 
questionnaires, coffee chats and informal check-ins at drop-off and pick ups.  Reports of children having new successes in 
school have been heard.  As well, we have listened to report after report of student’s interest in coming to FERN. The safe, 
caring and calming environment that we have created has been key. So what has been working?  First I believe it is the 
curriculum and method of precision teaching. I was trained in this method 20 years ago by a Direct Instruction leader and 
author of the curriculum, Dr. Vicky Vachon.  She currently has gone on to author some of the best DI curriculum 
available.  The DI curricula we use are practical guides to teaching, reading and writing via the direct instruction reading 
approach, a proven program that's especially powerful with the most vulnerable learners. These well known and respected 
authors provide a specific repertoire of carefully sequenced, highly prescriptive procedures for teaching decoding, 
comprehension, content reading, writing and study skills. For each skill to be taught, they recommend strategies, discuss 
optimal timing, offer examples, and explain how to correct errors. 

However, this type of remediation must be carefully administered and are only guides. The second critical component to 
our success has been clinical skills, supervision and training in mental health.  What we have learned at FERN and 
through 20 years of clinical practice and experience is that in order to support our learners we must be able to support 
their growth in self-regulation.  Dr. Shanker and his work in this area has been critical to FERN’s growth. Over the last 2 
years we have been committed to learning more about the science of self-regulation.  Training in this area has taught us to 
uncover hidden stressors in a number of areas (biological, emotional, cognitive, social and prosocial).  For many children 
capabilities are hidden and this is the first time a clinician has been able to lower the stressors.  When we support the child 
in managing stress then true strengths and growth is revealed. We need to work together, in collaboration, with parents and 
teachers – we need to learn together and become better behaviour and stress detectives. We have the potential to change a 
child's trajectory - so clinical skills with the right curriculum is the perfect synergistic blend. 

We welcome your insights and comments – feel free to post.
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