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Creating a Culture of Innovation 
through Mentor-Led Workshops 
A collaboration between Lindsay Place High School’s Wood-
Mentor class and Horizon’s REACH and LIFE programs. 

Team Members: 
Jim Hiotis- Lindsay Place High School. 
Wood and Technical Drawing. 
Diisa Niemi- Horizon High School. Principal. 
Cindy Andersen. Horizon LIFE Program.  
Simrin Aulakh. Horizon REACH Program. 
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Creating a Culture of Innovation 
through Mentor-Led Workshops 

Overview 

This project is intended to provide some insight into how a culture of 
innovation can be developed through peer mentoring - a strategy that 
involves placing students in pairs or in small groups to collaborate in 
activities that support learning and social skills.  

This approach does not require any additional staff or extra funding. It is 
research-based, showing positive results related to student achievement 
and sense of community. Mentoring also provides teachers with a learning 
tool to enhance instruction for students with and without special needs. 

A visual storytelling was to accompany this report. Unfortunately, due to the 
Covid 19 pandemic our students who were documenting this as a student 
entrepreneurial project were unable to complete it for this submission. 

This is a combined final report of our experience and observations.  

Our Project  

Over the past few years, we’ve worked to develop an inclusive peer 
mentoring program for students to collaborate on wood based activities 
and entrepreneurial projects. Our group includes Lindsay Place High 
School woodworking student mentors and two of Horizon’s alt programs -
the mentees- LIFE, a group of young adults with special needs and REACH, 
an early intervention program for cycle 1 students with very significant and 
persistent social emotional and behavioural difficulties.   
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The benefits of this mentoring partnership have been apparent as we have 
observed the development of meaningful friendships, enhanced skill 
acquisition to increased appreciation and acceptance of individual 
differences. 

“Creating a Culture of Innovation through Mentor-Led Workshops'' evolved 
from this partnership and our strong belief in the potential of peer 
mentoring.  Our goal is to design a new and better “sustainable” mentoring 
program/service for our students; one that will include other programs. 

Key objectives identified that we wanted to address in attaining this goal 
were:                                                                                             
• To create an innovation studio, a space apart from the regular 

classroom in which all of our students could continue to collaborate 
on wood based/ entrepreneurial projects. 

• To empower our students with the entrepreneurial mindset through a 
short series of mentor-led workshops.  

• To make time for intentional teacher collaboration.  

Creation of HI-Innovation Studio 

May 2019, LPHS wood students recognized a more permanent space was 
necessary in order to continue to support/mentor future student 
entrepreneurs and innovators through wood based activities and 
entrepreneurial projects. They submitted a grant proposal and won for 
their region.  HI-Innovation Studio plans were underway with students 
preparing for this space.  

Key to an effective mentoring relationship is to create a positive mentoring 
environment that feels safe; where a trusting relationship can develop 
naturally. Thus it was important to have a unique space apart from the 
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regular classroom. Also, too much time was being wasted moving desks 
around to create a collaboration area and then having to put them back 
again at the end of class.  

Unfortunately, due to an impending major school changes within LBPSB, 
the end of June 2019 brought with it an uncertainty about the future of 
LPHS. Not knowing, meant we may not have an innovation studio. 

In September, however, team member LPHS wood teacher, Jim Hiotis,  did 
secure a room for the studio, in close proximity to his wood room.  This 
made transitions to and from rooms easy, especially for the REACH student 
mentees. But, not knowing, the future of LPHS, we held off in financially 
investing in a tech area and instead devised our plan into phases.  The first 
phase being to create an open space where students had the room to 
collaborate on entrepreneurial projects.   

Empowering our students with the entrepreneurial mindset  

To provide more opportunities to empower our students to innovate, 
create, and discover their potential we developed a series of wood based 
mentor-led workshops that were innovative and fun. 

The workshops were a simple 
wood based project- a 
wooden box- that could be 
completed in approximately 3 
classes. 

The series ran better than 
anticipated. The wooden box 
was very appropriate for this 
group to work and learn 
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together and from each other. The many benefits and opportunities of this 
project were reinforced throughout, for both student and teacher learning.  

An important part of the curriculum of our mentoring program is learning 
how to build a trusting relationship between mentor and mentee. The 
bonding between mentors and their mentees was clear when the LPHS 
students initiated and put together holiday surprise bags and wrote letters 
from Santa to their mentees.  

At our first workshop together, we observed one of our 
mentors as she made a significant connection with a 
mentee who was a bit overwhelmed in the new 
environment.  Taking her hand in hers, she emphasized, 
sharing some of her own struggles in school and how 
she overcame them. Within a very short time she had 
her mentee smiling, laughing and sanding wood.   

One very high spirited REACH 
mentee taught “Mr. Hiotis”  a thing or two when she 
strongly suggested if he had a “black sharpie” it 
would be better for him to mark spots on the wood 
with that instead of pencil, so that she’d know 
“better” where to nail.  This “brilliant” idea has been 
incorporated in future workshops.
 

Creating intentional collaboration for our team 

It was important to intentionally schedule collaboration time. First, our teaching 
responsibilities and schedules all differed. Coordinating days, times for 
workshops proved to be a challenge that we did not anticipate for and LPHS 
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student release time from other classes we foresaw as being a possible 
problem. 

Second, only two of us are located in the same building. Program locale was a 
barrier, making it difficult to connect for both our team members and the 
students who could use more time to build a strong mentoring relationship.  

Initially, our plan was for a group of LPHS mentors to travel to the REACH 
program to facilitate the workshops.  We decided it made more sense to have 
the elementary group come to LPHS as they had more flexibility in regards to 
time during workshop days. 

Transportation proved to be a challenge. We had planned for enough drivers, 
but laws now required a booster seat for travel for each of the REACH 
students.  This caused a rescheduling conflict the day a workshop which was 
hard on the students who looked forward to their mentorship time together. 

Lastly, the arrival of the Covid 19 pandemic.  This affected our final end year 
mentorship workshop and collaboration times. 

Ironically, our team had used intentional collaboration via FaceTime.  It was 
good to connect and receive immediate feedback from everyone. 
Using Zoom now we all agree would have worked a lot better. 

Lastly, through our collaboration we came to further appreciate each other in 
our differing roles and responsibilities to both our team and as teachers. Simrin 
Aulakh, our REACH teacher, for example, rarely takes time off from the 
classroom.  She is very committed to her students which involves building 
trusting adult relationships; thus it is very difficult for an unfamiliar teacher to 
come in and sub, even for a day.  We made a point of travelling to REACH a few 
times on our own throughout the year, so the students would become familiar 
with us.   
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Reinvestment 

Creating a learning environment using mentor-led workshops encourages 
students to be creative and innovative in their thinking and can empower 
and inspire them to take initiative and risks encouraging them to be 
lifelong learners. From our own observations and experiences we have 
seen: improved attitudes, enhanced academic motivation and 
achievement, improved social skills and behaviour, improved resiliency, 
strengthened peer and school relationships and increased sense of 
belonging in the school community. Mentorship also has helped to reach 
our learners with individual learning needs.  

We hope to have inspired other schools/
programs into developing student mentor 
programs and to form collaborative teams to 
work together on projects. 

Our plan of creating a sustainable mentoring 
program will continue in this fall.  How this will 
look in our changing world will involve further 
collaboration on innovative ideas on how to 

deliver wood based workshops while social distancing. 

We thank the LCEEQ community for this opportunity.


