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A WORD FROM THE PRESIDENT

Sophie Bouffard, President

A force for change
In the last two editions of Sous la coupole, we 
reported on our ongoing work to implement 
the new strategic plan, which comes as 
Université de Saint-Boniface (USB) enters its 
third century as an institution of higher 
learning and its second decade as a university.

I’m happy to announce the task is now 
complete! Last June, USB launched its 
five-year strategic plan, focusing on four 
priorities. Based on the theme, “A Force  
for Change,” this ambitious, carefully  
crafted document will guide the university 
through 2026.

Deeply rooted in its community and open  
to the world, USB is recognized as an 
intellectual, social and cultural hub where our 
future Francophone leaders come to learn 
and grow. In drafting our plan, we solicited 
input from our many diverse stakeholders, 
who expressed a desire that USB not only 
remain a pillar of French-language post-
secondary education, but that it become a 
force for change, offering solutions to the 
complex social and environmental issues of 
our time.

A COLLECTIVE VISION

USB is steadfastly focused on the future 
and strives to be an inclusive, diverse and 
engaged community. We want all 
Manitoba’s Francophones and Francophiles 
to feel welcome here, drawn by our 
educational and social mission and 
motivated to pursue their post-secondary 
education at our institution. In this spirit, 
our 2021–2026 strategic plan rests on four 
key pillars—inspiring and forward-looking 
priorities that will help us build a strong 
future for the entire USB family:

Thriving instruction and research
• We are adapting our programs and 

training to meet the needs of our students 
and our community, keep pace with the 
emerging trends of our changing world, 
and support a thriving research culture.

Strengthening strategic positioning
• We are extending USB’s reach  

and influence throughout the  
educational sphere, within our 
community and beyond.

Enhancing institutional modernization  
and sustainability
• We are implementing strategies to ensure 

the success of our institution and our 
organizational development.

Enriching experience and identity
• We are cultivating a welcoming and safe 

environment that fosters growth and 
promotes reconciliation, while celebrating 
diversity within the Francophonie. 

PROMOTING WELLNESS AND 
BREAKING DOWN STEREOTYPES

This edition of Sous la coupole explores the 
theme of well-being, both on campus and in 
the greater community. On pages 2 and 3, 
you’ll discover how innovative projects and 
research are helping to improve our 
students’ mental health.

On the topic of early childhood education, 
we have received some major grants that 
will strengthen the Francophone childcare 
system in Manitoba. I am pleased to report 
that this area of study is attracting more 
and more men: on pages 6 and 7, you can 
read the stories of three male students  
who are eagerly pursuing careers in a 
non-traditional field for their gender.

Finally, this issue profiles USB graduate 
Karen Ragoonaden, a specialist in 
mindfulness as it applies to education, 
wellness and Indigenous knowledge, who 
was recently appointed Dean of the Faculty 
of Education at the University of Manitoba.

I hope you enjoy this fall issue with its 
spotlight on mental health and the state of 
our educational system, in which USB plays 
a vital role. 

Sophie Bouffard
President
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T
MENTAL HEALTH

Mental health:  
A multifaceted priority
The importance of mental health is gaining prominence at Université de Saint-Boniface,  
with more and more initiatives taking shape that seek to improve our living and learning 
environment. Read on for an overview of our main efforts in this area—both current  
and upcoming.

Research projects, screening and referral 
activities, nursing mentorships, 
psychoeducational sessions: mental health 
is truly taking centre stage at USB!

Danielle de Moissac, professor and 
researcher at the heart of many of these 
projects, explains: “We’re conducting local 
research, targeting actual needs, benefiting 
from the work of dynamic and proactive 
individuals and leveraging our knowledge 
rapidly to enact real change. Thanks to 
USB’s human scale, we can act relatively 
quickly and produce tangible results!”

Christian Perron, Director of Student 
Services, oversees mental health initiatives 
at USB. He agrees that change is in the air. 
“The biggest shift involves the move toward 
prevention rather than more reactive 
approaches such as therapy and crisis 
management,” he says.

2018: A WATERSHED YEAR

This transformation has been driven in 
part by Danielle de Moissac’s 2018 study 
on youth in post-secondary minority 
settings, which looked at students’ 
socio-economic conditions, mental 
health, and risk behaviours.

The results of this research, which had 
previously been conducted in 2012,  
were alarming. While some 
improvements were observed (for 
example with respect to drinking and 
driving), the 2018 study noted a 
deterioration in the general mental state 
of young people, with an increase in 
anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts 
and loss of sleep.

A NEW CANADIAN STANDARD

Christian Perron points to another 
catalyst, namely the new National 
Standard of Canada for Mental Health  
and Well-Being for Post-Secondary 
Students—the first of its kind in the world. 
This Standard was submitted to 
educational institutions in the fall of 2020. 
“The Standard’s proposed measures aren’t 
mandatory,” says Christian Perron, “but 
USB is eager to implement them as best 
we can.” The university’s 2022–2026 
mental health action plan will gradually be 
adapted to the Standard’s proposals while 
remaining attentive to our student 
population’s specific needs.

RISK FACTORS

A second, follow-up phase was conducted 
in the winter of 2020 to further illuminate 
the 2018 results and help determine the 
causes of the decline in student mental 
health. “We looked specifically at the 
students’ sense of belonging at USB,”  
says Dr. de Moissac. “As it turns out,  
the French language can be both a risk 
and a protective factor! For local 
Francophones, USB is a familiar and safe 
environment that reminds them of high 
school. But for foreign students, the 
Franco-Manitoban language and culture 
can be a barrier. They find it difficult to 
integrate with other students, whom they 
see as distant. Graduates of immersion 
schools face similar challenges. We now 
know where to focus our efforts. 
Instructors can play a big role in nurturing 
positive relationships,” she says.

IMPACTS OF THE PANDEMIC

The COVID-19 pandemic brought on many 
changes for young people: online courses, 
restrictions on gatherings and financial 
hardships due to job losses. It introduced 
new mental health challenges while 
exacerbating existing problems.

For this reason, a third research phase 
was launched in the fall of 2020, wrapping 
up in January 2021. It assessed the 
pandemic’s impact on young people, with 
an eye toward updating the university’s 
web page on available mental health 
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resources. “For me, it’s important that our 
research leads to tangible improvements,” 
says Danielle de Moissac. “We also took 
the opportunity to evaluate our 
instructors’ well-being and upgrade the 
online list of faculty services.”

SCREENINGS AND REFERRALS

The three phases of this student wellness 
study gave rise to a pilot project for 
mental health screening and referrals, 
which began this fall.

“We created a questionnaire to identify 
incoming students who could benefit from 
a little more support, especially those who 
are younger, female, non-binary, who live 
alone or who do not speak French at 
home,” says Danielle de Moissac.

A “navigator” then refers these at-risk 
students to appropriate academic, 
psychological or socio-economic support 
services, either at the university or within 
the greater community. USB’s navigator 
is Kailey Penner, who completed her first 
three years of psychology studies here. 
She has since graduated with an Honours 
B.A. in Psychology from the University  
of Manitoba.

As the project progresses, the 
participating students and navigator  
will provide feedback to help make 
improvements. The goal is to officially 
launch the initiative in the fall of 2023.

This pilot project is being conducted at 
two other Francophone post-secondary 
institutions in minority settings as well: 
the Cité universitaire francophone at the 
University of Regina and the Université 
de Hearst.

NURSING MENTORSHIPS

At Student Services, Christian Perron is 
also involved in this screening and 
referral program, in addition to 
contributing to a new pilot project to 
create nursing mentorships—another 
initiative by Danielle de Moissac.

“Looking at our study results, it became 
clear that nursing students in particular 
are at risk for poor mental health,” 
says Dr. de Moissac. “We found that  
the program’s rigorous demands, 
its linguistic challenges (students have 
to be fluent in both official languages)  
 

and the lack of peer support were all 
main concerns.”

This led to the creation of a peer 
 support pilot project, which will launch in 
January 2022. “This is participatory action 
research,” says Danielle de Moissac.  
“The students are the subjects of the 
research but they’re also involved in the 
project, helping us identify needs and  
find effective solutions. They’re sharing 
their experiential knowledge with us,”  
she explains. 

STUDENT RESEARCHER

Kevin Prada, a third-year psychology 
major, takes part in most of Danielle de 
Moissac’s projects. “In my second term,  
I wrote a paper on the mental health of 
international students,” he says. “I also 
collaborated on a needs analysis targeting 
French-speaking LGBTQ2S people in 
Manitoba, which led to a research report 
and two articles about the experiences 
and needs of this local, double minority 
community. It was a great opportunity, 
one that is rare for undergraduates at 
other universities.”

Kevin has real-world experience when it 
comes to mental health and young people, 
having served as the director of a summer 
camp in St. Malo. He is quick to offer 
encouragement to future students: 
“Psychology is an exciting field and  
USB provides incredible research 
opportunities. Most importantly, we need 
Francophone psychologists to help our 
community thrive. Being able to talk about 
your private life in your own language is a 
real game changer,” he says. 

PSYCHOEDUCATIONAL 
SESSIONS

USB’s Student Services began offering 
psychoeducational sessions in the fall of 
2021, thanks to an idea put forward by 
Manon Talbot, an associate psychologist 
with the Renaissance Centre.

“There’s a real desire at USB to make an 
improvement with respect to general 
prevention measures that protect mental 
health,” she says. “We’ll be providing 
stress-reduction sessions—a dozen over 
the course of the year. This will allow us to 
move beyond one-on-one counselling and 
reach out to the wider student population. 
We’ll be educating students on the origins 
of stress, what stress actually is and what 
purpose it serves. Is it really the enemy?  
We try to teach them not to be afraid of 
stress, but instead to tame it.”

Christian Perron has high hopes for  
this initiative: “It’s really important that  
we reduce the stigma associated with 
seeing a mental health professional,”  
he says. “We also want students to  
take this opportunity to expand their 
networks during this difficult period of 
online learning.”

Clarissa Andrade, a USB student who is 
completing her Master of Counselling 
Psychology, designed the sessions under 
Manon Talbot’s supervision.

FINANCIAL SUPPORT

Danielle de Moissac’s research projects 
are all funded by the Consortium national 
de formation en santé. The Société Santé 
en français and USB are contributors as 
well, and Bell has also donated $25,000 to 
USB’s mental health projects through its 
Bell Let’s Talk campaign. The first $20,000 
will support Christian Perron’s teams as 
they develop their 2022–2026 mental 
health plan, which will build on existing 
activities and resources and draw on the 
National Standard’s recommendations.

The remaining $5,000 will go  
toward mental health programming  
in 2021–2022, including two of  
the initiatives described above:  
the psychoeducational sessions and  
the nursing mentorship pilot project.

Photo: courtesy of Manon Talbot
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Strengthening the  
Francophone childcare network
French-speaking Manitobans have been dealing with major gaps in childcare services for many 
years now. But good news is on the horizon! USB’s early childhood education programs are 
expanding, thanks to a number of funding injections.

This year alone, USB’s École technique et professionnelle 
received three grants totalling nearly half a million dollars to help 
increase access to French-language childcare services in the 
province. New initiatives are being implemented to strengthen 
our childcare system, including diversified course delivery 
methods, easier access to mandatory training for childcare 
assistants, new family daycares, a course on Indigenous 
perspectives, and financial support for students.

MORE FLEXIBILITY FOR STUDENTS

The Association des collèges et universités de la francophonie 
canadienne (ACUFC) awarded USB a $365,000 grant to provide 
greater flexibility in its course delivery. Students will have the 
option of attending classes completely in-person, completely 
remotely or through a combination of the two modes. This year, 
the project is being piloted with students in the “Milieu de travail” 
[workplace] program—one of two study programs designed for 

working educators.

“This flexibility is invaluable for people in rural 
areas who may not be able to come to USB two 
days a week,” says Erin Vandale, Professor and 

Program Coordinator. “There are 
communities in Shilo, in St. Lazare—
there’s even a French-language daycare 
in Thompson, 760 kilometres from 
Winnipeg. Current regulations stipulate 
that two thirds of these educators must 
have diplomas. We need to help them 
meet this requirement.”

This generous funding has allowed for 
investment in much-needed tech 

support. The early childhood education 
classroom is now equipped with cameras 

and microphones, among other 
technologies. “This strategy has been very 

successful,” says Erin Vandale. “Remote students are able to 
interact with instructors and other students in real time.”  
A portion of the grant also went toward course design to help 
professors teach effectively in both modes at the same time.

USB hopes to offer this hybrid approach (in-class and online 
simultaneously) to students in the regular program next year.

THREE NEW COURSES

Another grant of $95,700, also from ACUFC, is funding the 
creation of three new courses.

The first is an introduction to the 
early childhood education 
profession. “This is a mandatory, 
40-hour, first-year course for 
workers without a diploma.  
It’s also geared toward those in 
rural areas,” says Erin Vandal. 
Thanks to an agreement with the 
Division scolaire franco-manitobaine, high school 
students can take the course as well. “It’s a way of giving young 
people a taste of our program, with the hopes they’ll enroll with 
us afterwards!” she says.

The second course, designed in conjunction with the Fédération 
des parents de la francophonie manitobaine and the Conseil de 
développement économique des municipalités bilingues du 
Manitoba, is aimed at students with an ambition to open their 
own home daycare. “The course provides support to people who 
want to start their own business. It will help increase the number 
of family daycare spaces.”

The third course addresses Indigenous perspectives and seeks 
to improve students’ knowledge of this important subject.  
“The course is taught by Dolorès Gosselin, a Métis woman,”  
says Joanne Vinet, another professor and program coordinator. 
“Former students will also be able to enroll. I’m Métis myself.  
I’m taking the course alongside my students and I’m very excited 
about it!” she says.

$25,000 IN SCHOLARSHIPS

This year, the Manitoba government has added $25,000 to  
the annual amount allocated to USB for student scholarships. 
“Thanks to this additional support, we awarded a $1,000 
scholarship to every incoming Canadian first-year student enrolled 
in at least 80 percent of a full course load,” says Joanne Vinet.  
The total annual sum of $40,000 also includes funding for 
excellence awards.

T
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

ErinJoanne

Photo: Dominique Philibert
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TPetits et Grands Amis:  
Learning lessons  
while having fun
The Petits et Grands Amis research study, which ran during the fall of 2019, brought 
together preschoolers and elderly Francophones with reduced mobility, giving them an 
opportunity to form friendships while having fun.

Over the course of this study, three- and four-year-old children 
from Les Bambins de Saint-Boniface daycare centre visited 
residents at the Actionmarguerite long-term care home in 
Saint-Boniface, to play games and take part in cultural activities. 
The report on this research, submitted in January 2021, showed 
real benefits of this type of intergenerational bonding.

This interdisciplinary project, dubbed 
“Petits et Grands Amis” [little and big 
friends], was carried out by four 
professors and seven research 
assistants in social work, early 
childhood education and nursing.

Dominique Arbez was the instigator 
and principal investigator of the 
project while she was an instructor at 

USB (she is now a French immersion teacher). 
“As they age, seniors are at greater risk of social isolation,”  
she says. “This risk is particularly high among Canadian 
Francophones when there’s a language barrier and lower incomes 
involved. Isolation can worsen cognitive and psychological 
decline. As for children, many have limited interactions with 
seniors, such as kids from immigrant families whose grandparents 
do not live in Manitoba.”

How do intergenerational activities, like those offered through 
Petits et Grands Amis, affect isolation in seniors? How do they 
influence children’s perceptions of their elders? These are the 
questions the study sought to answer; the participants and  
their families completed surveys before and after participating in 
the program.

Getting to know each other while 
having fun 
Eight one-hour meetings were held between nine “Little Friends” 
and 16 “Big Friends.” These took the shape of large group events 
such as singing and yoga, as well as smaller-scale activities like 

painting and gardening. The program featured an African musician 
and storyteller, singers, a Métis grandmother, and plenty of 
well-known French stories. The diversity of the French language and 
culture were on full display!

According to the home’s staff and caregivers, the Little Friends had 
a remarkable impact on the residents’ well-being: the joy they 
derived from the children produced smiles lasting all day long.

While some of the kids were shy or nervous during the first few 
meetings, by their third get-together they generally became more 
comfortable interacting with the seniors. They also developed a 
more positive attitude toward the elders and grew to see them as 
part of their network of friends. “What’s more, they increased  
their awareness of the kind of activities that seniors are able to do,” 
says Dominique Arbez.

New and colourful friendships 
To cap the project, the children created drawings depicting their 
experiences and described them to the researchers: “This is Big N. 
and Little N. doing yoga.” “I’m dancing with a Big Friend.” “An old 
person is walking slowly and I’m holding out my hand to say hello.” 
“I’m playing with red playdough; 
this is my hand and this is my Big 
Friend’s hand.” “This is me and my 
Big Friends doing yoga like 
monkeys!” “An old person is giving 
me a hug.” Some children 
described physical activities while 
others focused on artistic 
pursuits, but all the pictures gave 
evidence of caring relationships 
having been formed.

In fact, the experience was so positive that a few of the children 
started asking why they couldn’t “go back to see the Big Friends!”  
This led to even more visits—proof of the project’s success— 
and the program hasn’t really ended. Here’s to lasting friendships 
between Big and Little Friends!

The Petits et Grands Amis 
project was carried out by 
four professors and seven 
research assistants in social 
work, early childhood 
education and nursing.

Ph
ot

os
: p

ul
le

d 
fr

om
 th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
 r

ep
or

t

FALL 2021 5



W
Breaking out of traditional gender roles: 
Men in early childhood education
When one thinks of traditionally male jobs, “childcare worker” is probably not first on the 
list. However, more and more men are defying this stereotype, with USB’S Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) programs seeing an increase in the number of male students. For many 
men, working with children is a true calling.

Anthony, Cedrick and Adama are three 
male students enrolled in ECE at USB, 
which offers two programs: a regular 
program and the “milieu de travail” 
[workplace] program. These men  
are breaking with tradition to pursue 
careers in early childhood education,  
a field in which women currently hold 
over 96 percent of jobs.

Gines Combiadakis has been teaching  
in USB’s ECE programs for ten years.  
He confirms that men are going into early 
childhood education in greater numbers 
than in the past. “We have three men in 
the program at the moment. Normally 
we’ll see one every two years or so!”  
he says.

A CAREER SHIFT 

Anthony Ravier is in his second year of the 
workplace program, which is geared 
toward students who are already employed 
in the childcare sector. Thanks to this 
program, Child Care Assistants (CCAs) can 
upgrade their knowledge, obtain a higher 
level of classification and prepare to 
assume new responsibilities.

Anthony started as a pastry chef in Reims, 
in the Champagne region of France. At the 
age of 39, he took a job as a cook at P’tit 
Bonheur, the daycare centre at École 
Taché in St. Boniface. His talent for 
connecting with children was quickly 
noticed, and he became a CCA a few 
months later, in 2018. “My mother used to 
babysit children. I’ve always been 
surrounded by kids. I love having fun and 
laughing with them,” he says.

The student population in USB’s ECE 
programs is quite diverse. “We have recent 
high school graduates but we also have 
adults, including older male students 
who’ve grown disillusioned with the 
corporate rat race, never-ending 
competition and the pursuit of the  
almighty dollar,” says Gines Combiadakis. 
“These men are attracted by the joy and the 
rewards that come with having a positive 
influence on children and the opportunity 
to shape the next generation.”

CHANCE OR DESTINY?

Originally from the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Cedrick Dunia arrived in 
Manitoba as an international student.

He first enrolled in business 
administration but soon set his sights on 
early childhood education. What sparked 
this shift? “My sister was the director of 
Les Bambins de Saint-Boniface daycare 
centre and I dropped by to say hello,”  
he says. “They were short-staffed so I 
volunteered there for three days. I fell in 
love with early childhood education!  
I wasn’t aware of this field at all. It was a 
complete coincidence, but I discovered a 
new passion. It’s a calm and dynamic 
environment, all at the same time.” 
Cedrick enrolled in USB’s regular program 
in the fall of 2020. He completed his first 
internship last summer and he now 
works every Friday at Les enfants 
précieux daycare at École Précieux-Sang.

Gines Combiadakis worked in childcare for 
10 years, first as an educator and then as a 
daycare director, before going on to teach. 
He, too, stumbled into this career by 
chance. After completing a degree in 
microbiology, he was headed for a life in 
the laboratory. “As I applied for 
microbiologist jobs, I began working at my 
mother’s daycare and the kids won me 
over! But really, it shouldn’t have been a 
big surprise,” he says. He points to his job 
supervising young people at the YMCA, 
which he held throughout his entire first 
degree. “I helped organize swimming 
events, soccer, summer camps and spring 
and summer break activities. I was already 
following my passion. So, I’d say to anyone 
interested in early childhood education:  
no matter your background, it’s waiting 
for you!

Cedrick

anthony

Gines

Photo: Dominique Philibert
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THE ROLE OF MEN

What role do men play in childcare 
centres? Do they offer something unique? 
All three students agree that male role 
models are extremely beneficial, both for 
girls and boys. “Children learn a lot from 
watching men and women interact in a 
respectful, equitable and democratic 
way,” says Gines Combiadakis. 
“Unfortunately, even in 2021, kids don’t 
always see that at home.”

But, according to this instructor,  
there is no “male perspective,” per se.  
Each individual—whether male, female or 
non-binary—possesses their own unique 
qualities. “These days, we take a modern 
approach to early childhood education,”  
he says. “Diversity and inclusion are front 

and centre. Girls can wrestle and boys can 
play dress up! We try as much as possible 
to avoid imposing gender norms and to 
remain neutral and open-minded. I’m a 
man and I wear my hair in a ponytail…  
I use that as a learning tool.”

Anthony Ravier acknowledges one small 
difference: “I agree that children need to 
be shown that they can take part in any 
activity, regardless of their gender.  
But when it’s time for someone to pretend 
to be the “monster,” running after kids, 
catching them and lifting them off the 
ground, I am very much in demand! 
Sometimes men can offer certain 
advantages in that respect. It enriches  
the daycare experience!”

Cedrick Dunia agrees. “At Les enfants 
précieux, they appreciate my energy and 
my penchant for games that require a 
certain degree of controlled risk. I enjoy 
running, physical activity, football— 
It comes naturally to me,” he says.

IN A WORLD OF WOMEN 

Anthony Ravier says he feels very 
accepted by the women he works and 
studies with. Gines Combiadakis recalls 
that when he started, he was the only 
male out of a dozen or so employees.  
“The women were a bit older than me—
they were like amazing aunts and 
grandmothers! But I know men who 
haven’t had it so easy. Women [in this 
field] should be welcoming and supportive 
of men. It can be intimidating to be 
surrounded by strong women who feel the 
need to defend their territory,” he says.

Cedrick Dunia believes some people still 
hold prejudices toward male educators. 
“Oddly enough, I mostly get teased by 
women, in between classes or during 
work breaks. But I’m finding my way!  
I’d say about 80 percent of my male 
friends would be interested in early 
childhood education, but they’ve 
succumbed to social pressure and chosen 
to pursue fields of study that are more 
traditionally male, such as business.”

THE PARENTS’ PERSPECTIVE

And what about the parents? Are they 
hesitant to entrust their children to a man? 
“It’s paradoxical,” says Anthony Ravier. 
“Everyone would like to see more men 
working in child care, but I find that before 
they get to know me, parents can be a little 
worried and distant. Fortunately, it’s simply 
a matter of breaking down prejudices.  
It just takes a little time. And if a parent 
ever expresses apprehension, I can count 
on my daycare director’s support.”

“I remember one mother who 
was quite surprised to see me 
running the nursery,” says Gines 
Combiadakis. “But a male presence 
in a childcare centre is extremely 
positive for parents. For example, fathers 
feel more comfortable coming in and 
participating in our activities. When there 
are only women around, it can make dads 
feel self-conscious.”

Cedrick Dunia was raised without a father, 
and he has a special place in his heart  
for single mothers and their children.  
“I’m proud to be a male role model for  
kids who may not have many men in their 
family,” he says.

The regular Early Childhood 
Education program is open to 
high school graduates and 
mature students.

The workplace program is 
designed for individuals 
currently employed in childcare 
with at least two years of 
experience in a licensed learning or 
childcare centre. These students 
continue to work three days a week 
while studying two days a week. 
They maintain their jobs and full 
salaries, and their daycare centre 
receives a subsidy to replace them 
while they pursue their diploma.

For more information,  
visit ustboniface.ca/diplome-education-jeune-enfance [French only]

“When it’s time for someone to pretend to be the “monster,” 
running after kids, catching them and lifting them off the 
ground, I am very much in demand!”
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A 
Karen Ragoonaden:  
Forging a path  
to wellness
After a successful career at the University of British Columbia, USB alumna Karen 
Ragoonaden was recently appointed Dean of Education at the University of Manitoba last 
July. Her journey is likely to inspire current and future USB students alike.

Originally from Mauritius,  
Karen Ragoonaden was educated in 
French. “Mauritians are multilingual,”  
she explains. “English is the language of 
administration, the courts and business, 
but French is the most widely spoken 
language after Mauritian Creole,  
because the country was a French  
colony from 1715 to 1810.”

Karen Ragoonaden moved to St. Boniface 
in 1974 when her father took a job 
teaching European history at what was 
then the Collège de Saint-Boniface.  
While at that time the Division scolaire 
franco-manitobaine did not exist,  
she attended École Provencher, the 
Collège secondaire de Saint-Boniface 
(now Collège Louis-Riel), and USB  
(then known as the Collège universitaire 
de Saint-Boniface), graduating with a 
Bachelor of Arts degree. “It was a real 
learning community,” she says. “We knew 
our teachers very well. But that didn’t 
make it any easier to meet the Collège’s 
high standards.”

After completing her master’s  
degree at the University of Manitoba,  
Karen Ragoonaden spent a year at the 
University of Cambridge as an exchange 
student (she carries that same sense of 
adventure with her to this day). She then 
moved to Québec to pursue her 
doctorate. “I could have continued in 
English, but I chose Université de 
Montréal in order to deepen my 
understanding of the Francophonie.  
It was a special time—just after the 
referendum—and the students there were 
very politically minded.”

AN ACTIVE CAREER

In 2004, she accepted a position at the 
University of British Columbia’s Okanagan 
campus. Her research, publications and 
conference presentations focus on 
culturally appropriate pedagogy, wellness, 
mindfulness-based educational practices 
and Indigenous knowledge. She is  
also known for her strong commitment  
to social justice, equity, inclusion  
and reconciliation.

Karen Ragoonaden spent 17 years at UBC, 
holding an impressive series of leadership 
positions in addition to teaching.

A RETURN TO MANITOBA

In July 2021, Karen Ragoonaden was 
appointed Dean of the University of 
Manitoba’s Faculty of Education for a 
five-year term, where she will also teach 
courses. All these years later, she is 
happy to be back in Manitoba. “I love this 
cosmopolitan, multilingual, open-minded 
place. It’s incredibly unique. And I missed 
the restaurants and culture!”

She is also eager to take on her new 
professional challenges. “I have a fabulous 
team of 45 professors, including 20 new 
hires. Many come from abroad: South 
America, Europe, South-East Asia, etc., 
which brings in new perspectives. All our 

faculty members embrace our vision of 
educating Manitoba teachers—
undergraduates and graduate students 
alike—through an approach that respects 
different linguistic, cultural and gender 
identities, sexual orientations, and so on. 
We’ve even created a new position: 
Associate Dean of Indigenous Education.”

Karen Ragoonaden is also keen to 
strengthen links with USB’s Faculty  
of Education and its new dean,  
Bertrand Pauget.

WELLNESS AT THE HEART  
OF EDUCATION

Karen Ragoonaden is also a yoga 
instructor. Like most Mauritians, her father 
was Hindu. “Yoga was part of our family 
values,” she says. The author of several 
publications on wellness and mindfulness, 
she strives to incorporate her personal 
practice into her professional life, and  
into the world of education in general. 
“Being mindful means taking a moment to 
reflect before reacting, and responding 
calmly to challenges. The benefits of 
mindfulness are backed by science: it 
reduces stress and anxiety and lowers 
blood pressure,” she explains.

Clearly, Dr. Ragoonaden’s approach to 
teaching is working. Among her many 
achievements, in 2020 Karen Ragoonaden 
received a major award of excellence  
from the University of British Columbia 
(Provost Office), in recognition of her 
influence on the culture of learning.  
And, in 2021, she was awarded the Killiam 
Teaching Prize for excellence in teaching.

DISTINGUISHED GRADUATE

SMANITOBA
NOVA SCOTIA

Photo: courtesy of UBC Okanagan

“Karen Ragoonaden is keen to 
strengthen links with USB’s 
Faculty of Education and its 
new dean.”
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SThe pandemic’s impact on  
education in minority settings 
Since September 2021, a USB education researcher has been collaborating with a  
colleague in Nova Scotia to determine how the pandemic is affecting students in minority 
language settings.

 Gail Cormier, a professor in the Faculty of Education  
at USB, is joining forces with Andrea Burke-Saulnier,  

who teaches at Nova Scotia’s Université  
Sainte-Anne. They have never actually met in 

person and they may be thousands of 
miles apart, but they’re pooling their 
knowledge and resources to assess 
the pandemic’s impact on 
Francophone minority students.

EDUCATION IN HER BLOOD

Gail Cormier has always been passionate about education. Raised 
in a rural community near Île-des-Chênes, 35 kilometres south of 
Winnipeg, at 13 she insisted on going to school in French. “I went 
to an immersion school because they didn’t allow me to study 
at a French school, even though my father was Francophone,”  
she explains. “But I really had my heart set on the French school!” 
She then chose Collège régional Gabrielle-Roy for high school.  
“I made lifelong friends and met my partner there. That decision 
changed my life.”

She went on to complete a Bachelor of Arts and a Bachelor of 
Education at USB, followed by a post-baccalaureate, a master’s 
degree and a PhD at the University of Manitoba. Upon obtaining 
her doctorate, Dr. Cormier was hired by USB as an assistant 
professor in the Faculty of Education. “I had the unique opportunity 
to teach a course on minority language education in Manitoba.  
You wouldn’t see that at any other university! My passion for 
school and education ultimately led me to research. I always want 
to keep learning!” Her doctoral thesis, which focused on the 
languages used on signage in Manitoba schools, provided early 
insight on her abilities in field research.

RESEARCH COLLABORATORS

Andrea Burke-Saulnier first contacted Gail Cormier after hearing her 
on a podcast about language insecurity—“the phenomenon of 
feeling inferior or incompetent regarding one’s own language. 
Andrea believed that our research had a lot in common.” In fact, 
Manitoba and Nova Scotia share certain similarities: they boast a 
similar percentage of French speakers and they each have one 
French-language school division and university. The two professors 
developed a joint research project that is being funded by the 
Association des collèges et universités de la francophonie 
Canadienne (ACUFC).

IMPACT OF THE PANDEMIC

“The research project will assess the effects of the pandemic  
from the perspective of teachers in Francophone minority settings. 
We know about the impact on students in the general population—
delays in learning, isolation, mental health problems—but we 
believe that students in minority situations have had their own 
unique issues to deal with. We suspect the pandemic has affected 
language development in particular. For many young people, school 
is where they are primarily exposed to French, through academic 
activities and interactions with friends and teachers. In addition to 
keeping up with the core curriculum, having to complete oral and 
written assignments in French must have been a source of anxiety 
for students.”

That said, Gail Cormier expects to find that the pandemic has  
also had some positive effects on education. “Francophones are 
known for our collaborative and community spirit. For example,  
at the start of the pandemic, the Acadian newspaper Le Courrier de 
la Nouvelle-Écosse published lesson plans for parents. You certainly 
didn’t see that in any mainstream newspapers.”

METHODOLOGY

Data collection began in the fall of 2021. 
Both researchers will interview 20 primary 
and secondary school teachers, half of 
whom teach French, to record their 
experiences, observations, challenges  
and successes. “It’s a bit contradictory, 
but because our work has to comply with 
health measures, our ‘field research’ 
needs to be conducted online,” 
says Dr. Cormier. “But, this will 
actually make it easier for us 
to reach rural communities.”

Dr. Cormier and  
Dr. Burke-Saulnier will 
compare their results to 
establish similarities and 
pinpoint any discrepancies.  
They plan to issue a report 
in January which will 
include recommendations 
for the provinces’ school 
divisions.

RESEARCH

MANITOBA
NOVA SCOTIA
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I
EDUCATION

CLÉ: Tools to Support School 
Administrators
In February 2021, Karine Pilotte and Laura Marquié, both vice-principals and graduates of USB, 
pooled their efforts, their imagination and their resourcefulness to launch a new Francophone 
network for school administrators: CLÉ – Communauté de leaders en éducation.

Never mind that they were both  
raising kids while working full time in 
Franco-Manitoban high schools. As they 
navigated the pandemic, Karine Pilotte 
and Laura Marquié realized that their 
fellow administrators were in desperate 
need of assistance in dealing with 
day-to-day problems. CLÉ—with its 
podcast, book, and other resources— 
has helped to fill this gap.

TWO 
IMPRESSIVE 
CAREER PATHS

Karine Pilotte began 
her career as a teacher 

before becoming a counsellor. She now 
serves as vice-principal of the Centre 
scolaire Léo-Rémillard in St. Vital, 

in south-east Winnipeg. She holds a 
post-baccalaureate degree and a Master of 
Education from USB. “Early on, there were 

plenty of times on any 
given day that I wished 
I could share more with 
my administrator 
colleagues,” she says.

Laura Marquié started 
as a French teacher at the Centre scolaire  
Léo-Rémillard before becoming a resource 
teacher, all while completing a post-
baccalaureate and a Master of Education. 
It was around that time that she met 
Karine Pilotte. “I shared my concerns  
with Karine,” says Laura. “How do we  
solve the issues we’re facing, where do  
we even start?” Laura is now vice-principal 
at Collège Louis-Riel in St. Boniface.  
“The school environment presents us with 
challenges every day, and it’s important 
that we identify and apply best practices,” 
she says.

SEEKING ANSWERS 

Faced with limited French resources in 
their field of expertise, the two women 
decided to take action. “We could have 
just kept complaining or shrugging it off,” 
says Karine Pilotte, “but we agreed that it 
would be much more rewarding to seek 
out answers ourselves and share them 
with others.” That’s how the idea for CLÉ 
— Communauté de leaders en éducation 
was born in the fall of 2020. “It was a bit 
crazy,” admits Karine Pilotte. “Because of 
the pandemic, we often had to run our 
schools from home. And my three children 
were frequently learning from home, too. 
Laura also has a young child. But this 
ambitious project really did boost our 
spirits during a pretty bleak period.”
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What they have achieved in under a year 
has been nothing less than monumental. 
The CLÉ network now includes a Twitter 
account with 665 followers from across 
Canada and Europe, a Facebook page, 
a website, discussion forums, educational 
workshops and a podcast. They have 
even managed to publish a book already!

While they are grateful for the financial 
support from their partners, including 
Université de Saint-Boniface and the 
Manitoba Teachers Society, the two 
women have volunteered countless hours 
building this professional development 
tool, on top of meeting their demands at 
work and at home. Karine Pilotte even 
created CLÉ’s brand image and all the 
network’s graphic elements. “We have no 
choice but to be resourceful,” she says. 
“It’s a non-profit network. It’s a labour  
of love!”

PODCAST AND BOOK 

CLÉ is a network for school administrators 
who want to exchange ideas, share best 
practices and take part in discussions.  
“It’s primarily aimed at Francophones in 
minority settings, but not exclusively,”  
says Karine Pilotte. “We’re attracting 
interest from around the world.  
For example, people in France are  
curious about how we operate in  
French in North America.”

One of CLÉ’s key components is its  
podcast (with downloadable audio files), 
which launched in February 2021 and can 
be accessed on Spotify. “We’ve already 
broadcast more than a dozen episodes on 
topics as varied as student behaviour, 
women’s leadership, anti-racism and 
Indigenous perspectives,” says Laura 
Marquié. “We host discussions with experts 
from across the country.” It soon became 
clear that the podcast was providing 
excellent fodder for a book. Rather than 
wait a few years, the women decided to 

capitalize on the buzz surrounding the 
launch of CLÉ, so they turned to Amazon 
for a quick path to publishing. Their book, 
Leaders d’aujourd’hui pour l’école de demain 
—  
10 thématiques incontournables pour 
améliorer vos compétences [leaders of today 
for the school of tomorrow — 10 essential 
steps to improve your skills] went on sale last 
summer. Once again, Karine Pilotte put her 
artistic talents to use, designing the cover 
and the layout.

“I love how our book turned out,” says 
Laura Marquié. “It encourages school 
administrators to take time to reflect on 
their practices. The book addresses ten 
themes that we’ve covered in our podcast 
episodes. Each chapter begins by asking 
the reader to conduct a self-assessment 
exercise on the theme being explored. We 
then introduce a bit of theory and provide a 
‘slice of life’ related to the topic at hand.  
The chapters end with a prompt to spend 
time reflecting on the future. It’s simple, 
straightforward and practical.”

The two vice-principals have no shortage of 
ideas for what might come next, and new 
projects are already under way. A number 
of publishers have shown interest in their 
book—some even want to publish a new 
one. As for the podcast, it is now entering 
its second season.

For more information, visit https://
leaderscle.wixsite.com/reseau.

“As school administrators, we needed effective tools,  
but there was a shortage of resources in French.” 

Laura Marquié
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IFrom scholarship recipient to donor, 
Jean Pennober is paying it forward
In 1951, Jean Pennober, then a young Breton immigrant, received a scholarship to study at 
Collège de Saint-Boniface. Today, after a rewarding career in education, he is happy to 
contribute to the USB scholarship fund. Here is his story. 

Jean Pennober has been donating to  
the USB scholarship fund for 10 years.  
“Of course, the goal of any foundation is 
to attract major sources of funding, but it 
also needs to maintain a pool of smaller, 
loyal contributors like myself,” he says.  

“I intend to remain a reliable donor.” 
He encourages all alumni to 

follow his lead: “Never forget 
the institution that helped 
make you who you  
are today.

Born in Rédéné, Brittany, 
Jean Pennober 
immigrated with his  

family at the age of 14  
to La Rochelle, a small 

town south of Winnipeg.  
“My mother had been 

corresponding for a long time with a 
relative in Trois-Rivières who invited us to 
move to Canada.” Thanks to his 
scholarship, he was able to live in residence 
at Collège de Saint-Boniface.

A DEDICATED STUDENT

At the Collège, the young Breton fit right 
in. “I was French and Catholic—the only  
big difference was my baggy pants!” 
he says. Still, his language skills needed 
improving. “I had to brush up on my Latin, 
and my English.” 

Somewhat reserved by nature, Jean quickly 
got involved in sports. Because of his 
height, he gravitated toward basketball,  
but Jean also ran track and played on the 
class lacrosse team. An avid arts lover, 
he became a member of the Collège choir 
and the Gais Manitobains folk dancers, 
which hosted events in neighbouring 
towns. He also contributed to the column, 
“Le coin du Collège,” in La Liberté et Le 
Patriote, which was the name of the La 
Liberté newspaper between 1941 and 1971.

“It’s a privilege to have had the opportunity 
to attend the Collège,” he says. “I think  
the Jesuits were exceptional educators.”  
In 1959, he obtained his Bachelor of Arts  
in Latin-Philosophy (written in English on 
his diploma!).

A LONG CAREER AT BRÉBEUF  

At the age of 22, Jean Pennober took over 
as assistant prefect of discipline at 
Collège Jean-de-Brébeuf in Montréal, 
having been informed of the opening  
by a Manitoba Jesuit. Five years later,  
he became the first lay prefect of 

discipline at Brébeuf, holding this 
position for 12 years. He then served as 
director of high school educational 
services for 18 years.

In 1994, he accepted his final mandate  
at Brébeuf, setting up the college’s 
development fund and managing it for 
four years.

Upon his retirement, Mr. Pennober was 
overseeing the development fund at 
Vanguard, a school for students with 
learning disabilities, a position he had 
held for eight years.

“Attending Collège de Saint-Boniface on a 
scholarship gave me an excellent start in 
life,” he says. “Just look at everything I’ve 

been able to achieve!” In addition to being 
a donor, Jean Pennober has helped reunite 
many Collège alumni over the years, both 
in Montreal and Gatineau, further 
maintaining the link with his alma mater.

PHILANTHROPY

“Of course, the goal of any foundation is to attract major sources 
of funding, but it also needs to maintain a pool of smaller, loyal 
contributors like myself.”

Photo: courtesy of Jean Pennober
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Here With My Community

Dr. Denis Fortier receives honorary degree
In the summer of 2021, Université de Saint-Boniface awarded an honorary degree to  
Dr. Denis Fortier, a Manitoban with a lengthy list of exceptional achievements in the field  
of medicine and health care administration in the province. 

Dr. Fortier is currently chair of the Manitoba Clinical Leadership 
Council, as well as chief medical officer and regional lead of 
medical services for Southern Health-Santé Sud. His enduring 
and far-reaching successes and his contributions to community 
development have had a major impact on the health and 
well-being of Francophones in Manitoba.

Throughout his career, he has played a leading role in the growth 
of French-language health care services at the provincial and 
national levels, sitting on a number of committees in support of 
this mission.

A retired family physician, he practised rural medicine at the Centre 
de santé Notre-Dame in Notre-Dame-de-Lourdes, where he has 
also lived for over 33 years. Over the course of his medical career,  
Dr. Fortier has worked in primary care, hospital and emergency 
settings, and obstetrical and long-term care, in addition to 
performing minor surgeries. A committed educator and a strong 
advocate for rural health care, Denis Fortier has helped build 
programs and served on various committees to preserve and raise 

standards at many levels, both in 
the medical system and in his 
local community.

“Thanks to Dr. Fortier’s 
collaboration with a wide 
variety of stakeholders, 
Manitobans now enjoy 
increased access and a greater 
service offer in French, 
including training programs 
aimed at making our health 

care system more efficient,” says Sophie Bouffard, President of 
USB. “Dr. Fortier is truly a humble, empathetic individual who 
cares a great deal about the physical and mental well-being of 
his community and of Manitoba Francophones,” she says.  
“His leadership, medical skills and talents as a health-care 
administrator mean that he is very much in demand for his 
advice and guidance.”

New hire at the alumni network
Meet Kali Prieur, the new development coordinator 
and Alumni Network manager at USB. She took up 
her position on August 9.

Kali brings a wealth of experience in event and 
project coordination to the Development Office, 
having previously worked in the performing arts as 
an event manager and production coordinator.

“As manager of the Alumni Network, I’m happy to 
help people make the most of their alumni 
privileges. I can also provide support in organizing 
class reunions—once we can start gathering 
together again safely!” she says. The Alumni 

Network is open to anyone with a degree or 
diploma from USB, including university, college or 
high school graduates (Collège de Saint-Boniface, 
Collège universitaire de Saint-Boniface).

To find out more about the benefits of joining the 
Network, please visit https://ustboniface.ca/en/
alumni-association

Please don’t hesitate to contact Kali at  
1818@ustboniface.ca
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A number of Université de Saint-Boniface alumni passed on between 
March and September 2021. After their time at USB, they continued to 
actively contribute to the vitality of their community. We offer our 
deepest condolences to their families and friends.

Alumni remembered
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Léo Forest (February 2019)
• Rhetoric 1953
• Bachelor of Arts 

(Latin-Philosophy) 1955

Lucie Lavergne (February 2021)
• Grade 12 1978

MARCH 2021 – PRESENT
Roland Roch (March 2021)
• Bachelor of Arts 1972
• Education Certificate 1974

Claude Boily (March 2021)
• Rhetoric 1958 
• Bachelor of Arts 1960

Raymond Smith (April 2021)
• Rhetoric 1948
• Bachelor of Arts 

(Latin-Philosophy) 1950

Rhéal Painchaud (May 2021) 
• Education Certificate 1976

Florent Collet (May 2021)
• Multimedia Communications 2001

Paul Bélanger (June 2021)
• Bachelor of Arts  

(Latin-Philosophy) 1971
• Education Certificate 1978

Fernand Brémaud (June 2021)
• Rhetoric 1942

Armand Ferland (June 2021)
• Rhetoric 1945 
• Bachelor of Arts 1947

Cecile Beaudry (September 2021)
• Bachelor of Arts 1958

The above list may be incomplete.  
To notify us of a death, please 
contact us at 1818@ustboniface.ca.

What began as a small black and white 
newsletter has grown to a full-colour magazine, 
published in French and now printed on 100% 
recycled paper! Sous la coupole is your magazine! 

Send us your news and ideas to  

communications@ustboniface.ca

Sous la coupole  
is 30 years old!


