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Toronto District School Board (TDSB), Toronto, ON 
 
The ESSEX Alternative Attendance Program is one of nine Alternative Attendance Programs established by the TDSB 
throughout the city to support 14-16-year-old students who display chronic attendance and/or social/emotional 
issues. These Programs provide students with the opportunity to work at their own pace, in a small setting, with 
increased personal teacher assistance, engage with their communities, develop interpersonal skills and gain self-
confidence and self-awareness. Exam period at Essex is an exciting and productive time.  Instead of writing 
individual exams per subject, students participate in a month-long interdisciplinary group project that culminates 
in an exposition. Each year, students choose a theme and a final product. As they complete each stage of the 
project, they also fulfill cross-curricular expectations and, ultimately, earn credits. Students in the program ‘own’ 
their project. It is student driven, and teacher facilitated. 

 
Speech from Amber Martin (Program Graduate) during the Ken Spencer Award Ceremony 
Feb 15, 2011 
 
Good Afternoon,  
 
Staff, former students, current students and parents. 
 
I stand here before you as a former pupil of Student Alternative Learning for Excused Pupils, 
otherwise known as SALEP. I was asked to write a speech on what this program is all about and 
mainly concerning the final project. When I attended SALEP it was a small program run out of an 
elementary school on Essex. That small enclosed space was made up of a kitchen and two 
rooms with couches, computers, and desks In which you participated in what seemed to be an 
easy schedule, but when looked at a little closer, you are able to see an intricate program which 
allows you to receive more credits than just the paperwork you do. Besides the vast range of 
courses you are permitted to take, you also participate in a cooking program in which you 
grocery shop and cook a meal of your choice. You also participate in a gym program once a 
week, and a yoga class run by Lanna who is a registered yoga instructor. Besides all of these 
amazing attributes of the program, it was exactly where my extraordinary journey through the 
education system actually began, and most of all I believe is the reason why I am where I am 
today. And I believe why many former students are where they are today. 
 
The daily routine at SALEP was not the everyday classroom schedule they allowed room for what 
a normal school could not provide, not only for me but other students attending SALEP. SALEP 
allowed a sort of comfort in learning for a wide range of students attending for many different 
reasons. They provided structure but leniency, which many students in mainstream schools 
need in order to start their education. It’s outstanding how many students such a small program 
can reach out to and to help understand they can succeed and that they CAN believe in 
themselves. 
 
When I was first enrolled in the program I came in as a grade 9 student with a 14% average and 
what the education system believed was a” learning barrier”.  They could not understand why I 
did not attend class and do well. When I came to SALEP I was the youngest student enrolled, 
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and did not think they expected much from me. But at SALEP the most was expected from me 
because of my age, they came to find out because of this expectation that I was definitely a 
leader when given the chance. I came to SALEP with zero credits and a bad attitude. But 
regardless of what I came with the atmosphere at SALEP drastically changed my overview on not 
only my education, but my everyday outlook on life. The amazing teachers have qualities not 
easily found in teachers.  They are able to identify students needs and capabilities within hours 
of meeting them. The teachers do a commendable job in dealing with students from all aspects 
of life. 
 
This outlook on life provided by SALEP was greatly influenced by our final project, which was 
done completely by the students and supervised by the teachers. During my time at SALEP, we 
created a documentary that was called World at Risk. We all independently researched a risk 
that not only applied to teenagers, but any individual was at risk of. We researched our risk and 
created a survey which we then went out into the public and collected actual answers to our 
survey. We turned these answers into statistics and spoke on behalf of these statistics. As 
students, we were all shocked by the raw data that we collected and we began to understand 
that as teenagers we were not the only ignorant individuals to everyday problems. It was 
definitely an eye opener to many of the adults we surveyed; they had absolutely no idea what 
they were at risk of. After completing our documentary we had a showcase where we invited our 
parents and friends. They were astonished that we could create something so amazing. I believe 
the final project was a necessary tool that allowed each and every one of us to believe in 
ourselves and helped us to realize that we could be successful and for once in our lives 
complete something and feel a sense of accomplishment. And not only did we make a change in 
our lives, but with the many others that would watch our documentary too. The final project was 
still under development when I started so I cannot even begin to understand the great lengths it 
has come and still has to come. The final project is an outstanding and deserves an immense 
amount of recognition for those who created and developed it.  
 
The amazing atmosphere at SALEP is one that I could not even begin to explain to you. It is truly 
something amazing and unexplainable; this slight description is only minor to what this program 
actually does on a daily basis. Finally,  I stand here before you as a current grade 12 student with 
an Honour roll average, captain of the wrestling team, and currently awaiting acceptance for 
university for my bachelors in science for nursing. So as I stand here before you I want to thank 
the teachers and the SALEP program for the contributions that they made to my life. I cannot 
even sum up the respect and love I have for this program and what it has done for my life .Truly, 
this program should establish their outlook on education on every single other educational  
institution and program they can outreach to and maybe just then other students will be able to 
realize what I did and become what they have always dreamed of because truly SALEP helped 
me make my wish come true. 
 
Thank you for listening and Have a great day   


