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Introduction
THE CONTEMPORARY PRINCIPAL
Powerful social, economic and political forces of the past decade have
dramatically altered the expectations of our schools and the work of
those who lead them.
“Being an effective building manager used to be good
enough. For the past century principals were expected
to comply with district level edicts, address personnel issues, order supplies, balance program budgets,
keep hallways and playgrounds safe, put out fires that
threatened tranquil public relations, and make sure
that busing and meal services were operating
smoothly. Principals still need to do those things. But
now they must do more.” (Leadership for Student
Learning: Reinventing the Principalship (2000).Institute for Educational Leadership. p. 2)
Because research suggests they can play a powerful role in improving
teaching and learning, today’s principals are expected to be leaders of
learning. They must be steeped in curriculum and pedagogy and be able
to assess and develop teacher skills. They must generate and analyze
data for the purpose of guiding instructional and program decisions and
establishing and monitoring specific performance targets. They must
energize the entire school community around the goal of higher student
achievement, and all of this must be done in an environment of shared
decision-making and less unilateral authority on the principal’s part.
This volume provides 10 brief glimpses of leadership in action in Alberta
and BC secondary schools.

7
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METHODOLOGY
Principals in British Columbia and Alberta are recognized annually with
a nomination for the Garfield Weston Outstanding Principals Awards.
Five principals from each province were selected from a list of 20 nominees in each province.
All of the principals selected for this study are 2003 nominees from
publicly funded schools. Nine were selected from the categories where
schools demonstrated a significant increase in student performance
scores or whose students performed at higher than expected levels based
on the average income and education of their parents. The tenth was
drawn from schools with the best overall scores. Nominees from private schools were not considered as part of the sample.
Two researchers, one from British Columbia and one from Alberta,
conducted interviews for principals in their home province. All ten
principals were interviewed between June-August of 2004 and the tapes
were transcribed into profiles and validated by the principals. Those
are presented here in alphabetical order by province. A concluding discussion analyzing common themes, values and practices identified by
these outstanding principals, comparing the findings with current research on standards for principal leadership, was written by the authors.
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Literature Review
NEW ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
“Over the past 10-20 years, the job responsibilities
of the principalship have dramatically changed and
multiplied. No longer is the principal just the building and staff manager. Today’s principal must be a
legal expert, health and social services coordinator,
fundraiser, public relations consultant, parental involvement expert, and security officer, who is technologically savvy, diplomatic, with top-notch managerial skills, whose most important duty is the implementation of instructional programs, curricula, pedagogical practice, and assessment models. Principals,
as instructional leaders, must tackle tough curriculum standards, serve an increasingly diverse student
population, shoulder responsibilities that once were
addressed at home and or in the community, and face
possible termination if their schools don’t show instant results.” (NAESP, 2001)
Schools are undergoing profound changes as a result of rapid societal
change and systemic educational reforms designed to prepare all students for success in the knowledge economy. This transformation demands new leadership which Fullan (2003, p. 48) argues is “not only
the key to school improvement but also to system improvement.”

The Principal and Student Achievement
“Almost every single study of school effectiveness has
shown both primary and secondary leadership to be
a key factor.” (Sammons, 1999)
There is plenty of evidence to affirm that good principals make a very
great difference. Many studies across different countries have found
evidence of the crucial role that principals can play in improving teaching and learning (Brighouse & Woods, 1999; Bryk et al., 1998; Day et

The job of the
principal is to
enhance the
capacity of
people in the
organization
connected to a
coherent set
of goals
(Elmore,2000).
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al., 2000; Donaldson, 2001; Elmore, 2000; Henchey, 2001; Leithwood,
2000; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Newmann, King & Young, 2000;
Teske & Schneider, 1999). These researchers and others found that when
in-school conditions and processes were held constant, leadership variables had a significant effect on changes in teachers, programs, instruction, and student outcomes. Gonzalez et al. (2002) identified over 60
pertinent studies including theoretical and field research of the principal’s
impact on student achievement. Fullan (2003) cites improvements in
93 schools in the Toronto District School Board’s Early Literacy Project
and in the UK’s national literacy and numeracy initiative as illustrations of the importance of the principal in successful translation and
implementation of mandated curricular strategies. Teddlie & Reynold’s
compendium of international large-scale research on school effectiveness and improvement suggests that leadership is now “centrally synonymous with school effectiveness” (2000, pp. 141-144).

NEW JOB DESCRIPTION
Based on this knowledge it is no longer sufficient for principals to manage personnel, physical plant and budget. Two central assumptions
form the basis for the new work of the principal: that teaching and learning are the school’s fundamental mission and that their improvement is
never complete (Leithwood and Duke, 1998). The modern principal
must serve as a leader for heightened student learning. Hill (in Tucker
& Codding [eds], 2002) finds international consensus that this will require new roles, capabilities and knowledge in three distinct domains:
leading and managing change, motivating and managing people, and
designing and aligning systems, processes and resources to produce
learning gains.
The following common elements of the contemporary job description
have been identified by the International Confederation of Principals
(Flockton, 2001, p.3) who examined the principal’s work in many different countries:
¾ To accept the fundamental responsibility for the quality of the learning which forms the educational foundation for all the young people
in their community.
¾ To develop, nurture and maintain excellent relationships with the
students, staff, parent community and other providers within the
wider school context.
¾ To be accountable for the quality and effectiveness of the teaching
and learning programs in the school.
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¾ To create and maintain a learning environment that values the academic, vocational, spiritual and broad developmental needs of all
their students, and to integrate these characteristics in a holistic way.
¾ To maintain a positively oriented and physically safe learning environment, which encourages and values the contribution of all people
who work, teach and learn within it.
¾ To be a role model for the profession of school leadership.
¾ To use effective processes to establish strategic directions and set
realistic goals for their organizations.
In these can be found the significant responsibility now vested in the
principal. Five of the seven tasks relate directly to the quality of teaching and learning, one provides the strategic oversight to accomplish the
other goals, and one ensures the sustainability of powerful leadership.

LEADING AND MANAGING
Numerous attempts have been made to make sense of the multiple roles
and responsibilities of the contemporary principalship and the symbiotic relationship of leadership and management. Management is the
organizing of roles, tasks, processes and functions that facilitate high
productivity. Leadership is needed for problems that do not have easy
answers (Fullan, 2001a). The historical tensions between leadership
and management roles are likely to persist (Beck & Murphy, 1992).
Recent studies (e.g., Cooley & Shen, 2003; Portin & Shen, 1998;
Leithwood & Menzies, 1998) point to the tendency of managerial responsibilities to overshadow the leadership role of the principal. In their
review of 83 research papers on school-based management, Leithwood
and Menzies (1998b) noted an increase of managerial over leadership
functions across the sample. Tucker & Codding (2002, p.5) conclude
that “one person can no longer do all that needs to be done. It is best to
talk about the ‘principalship’, a function carried out by two or more
people that involves providing the leadership the school now needs as
well as the management needed to organize and administer the school
at the top level.”
Complex and intertwined, some of the more prominent features of leadership and management found in the literature are summarized below.

Characteristics of Effective Leadership
An international review of large-scale studies (Reynolds and Teddlie,
2000, p. 141) cites firm and purposeful as the first requirement of effective leadership, noted in Rutter (1979), Teddlie & Stringfield (1993),

11
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Sammons (1997), Hopkins (1994), Stoll & Fink (1994), Murphy & Louis
(1994) Louis & Miles (1992) and Levine and Lezotte (1990). These all
demonstrate elements of principal mission, vision, interpreting rapid
change to staff, and building organizations characterized by simultaneous top-down and bottom-up dynamics. The second characteristic
found was the participative approach to change processes seen in Rutter
(1979), Sammons (1997) and Teddlie & Stringfield (1993). The third
attribute noted in large scale studies is instructional leadership (Murphy,
1990) and described more fully later. The fourth common characteristic
was the attention to quality teaching demonstrated in frequent and personal monitoring of staff performance (Brookover, 1979; Teddlie,
1989a); and the proactive selection and replacement of staff (Austin &
Holowenzak, 1985; Wimpelberg,1987; Stringfield & Teddlie, 1987,
1988, 1993; and Bridges, 1988;). Effective leaders in foregoing studies
also evidenced an academic orientation as in emphasizing academic
goals and processes which maximize learning time and holding high
expectations along with use of monitoring and evaluation systems.
Fullan (2001a) views the five essential components of effective leadership as moral purpose (acting to make a positive difference), understanding the change process, building relationships, creating and sharing new knowledge, and coherence-making in the face of constant
change. The principal must “cause greater capacity in the organization
to get better results” (p.65) through exercising the instructional leadership needed to bring about a collective mobilization for pupil progress.
Hill (in Tucker & Codding [eds], 2002), summarizes the international
consensus on the roles, capabilities and knowledge required of the principal leaders as having three domains: leading and managing change,
motivating and managing people, and designing and aligning systems,
processes and resources.

Instructional Leadership
“The job of administrative leaders is primarily about
enhancing the skills and knowledge of the people in
the organization, creating a common culture of expectations around the use of these skills and knowledge, holding the various pieces of the organization
together in a productive relationship with each other,
and holding individuals accountable for their contributions to the collective result.” (Elmore, 2000).
Leadership is the guidance and direction of instructional improvement
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(Elmore, 2000, p.13), and learning must underpin every aspect of contemporary school leadership (Stoll, 2000). Instructional leaders must
possess an in-depth knowledge of curriculum, standards and assessment, instructional practice and planning, conditions that contribute to
higher expectations and a culture of student engagement, know how to
organize the school for improved learning and support teachers with
continuous opportunities for growth and development (Bottoms, 2001).
Organizing quality professional development to support improved
achievement entails a shift from workshops to the workplace, creating
on-site opportunities for teacher learning and dialogue about instructional practices related to specific learning outcomes (DuFour, 2001).
Instructional leaders also have a responsibility to identify their less effective teachers and put in place appropriate development and monitoring programs (McGaw, 2000). A number of writers have argued that
the instructional leadership expectation is unrealistic, and that the principal may not be the most qualified person to take on the role (Duffie,
1991; Fullan, 2001b; and Cranston, 2000).

Distributive Leadership
“Even the best principals cannot single-handedly
transform a school.” (Leading to Learn, National
Staff Development Council, 2000, p. 6)
Perhaps the most significant trend in the literature related to school
leadership in recent years has been toward the development of collaborative cultures, based upon a philosophy of professional interdependence championed by Judith Little (1982) and further advanced by Fullan
and Hargreaves (1991) and others. The distributive leadership theory
suggests leadership is not the sole purview of the administrator. As a
collaborative leader, the principal convenes coalitions of individuals,
organizations and institutional resources to accomplish targeted objectives to improve educational outcomes (Rubin, 2002). The job of the
principal is to enhance the capacity of people in the organization connected to a coherent set of goals (Elmore, 2000), and Fullan (2001a)
suggests the quality of instructional leadership may ultimately be gauged
by the degree of intrinsic commitment it generates in others. Barth (1990)
noted increased specialization supports the need for teachers to exercise leadership in their field of expertise, and that principals must assist
them to acquire necessary leadership skills. Leithwood (1998) describes
this function as the management of empowerment. A summary of the
recent research on empowering teachers is provided by Smylie, Conley
and Marks (2002). Mendez-Morse (1992), for example, found the pres-
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ence of a skilled principal who fosters a sense of shared responsibility
for learning and delegates authority to teachers is a key factor in the
success of effective urban schools, and Silns and Mulford (2002) report
student outcomes are more likely to improve when leadership sources
are broadly-based and teachers empowered. Although there are many
different models of distributive leadership, its central premise is that
the quantity of leadership in a school matters and it is multiplied through
shared responsibility. There are important links between distributive
leadership and staff capacity building, site-based action research on
teaching and learning, and sustainability of improvement (Trail, 2000;
Cuttance, 2001; Fullan, 2001b; Stoll and Fink, 1996; and many others).
However, seeing that decisions are made is necessary but not sufficient,
and distributive leadership techniques require the principal to monitor
implementation of those decisions, provide frequent feedback, and occasionally direct supervision (Leithwood, 1998).

Leadership Styles
The complexity of school management and the many relationships within
it demand a high level of emotional intelligence in the school leader.
Goleman’s (2000) extensive research on leadership styles in the corporate sector and their relationship to organizational climate and performance offers important insights. Of six leadership styles identified, four
positively affected climate and two (the coercive and pacesetting leader)
were associated with negative influences. Versatility and a range of styles
are advantageous, as is the ability to recognize which style is most effective in which relationship and at which stage of school development
(Fullan, 2001a). Bennett (2000) predicts the essential abilities for future school leaders will include forming or changing the school culture
where it is negative, building strategic alliances among external community resources, exercising moral leadership for social responsibility,
and developing multiple forms of intelligence to harness the will of
diverse partners. Attributes needed to accomplish these challenges are
passion and vision, personal values, inner strength and courage, and
conflict resolution skills.

New Management Skills
Although the current literature reflects greater emphasis on leadership,
a body of work also addresses the new management skills required of
the principal. The new management literature on creating a productive
school culture yields five common administrative functions. These include the management of mission, competition, accountability, empow-
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erment and organizational culture (Leithwood, 1998). Sound management practices are fundamental to attracting, allocating, and aligning
all forms of resources to support the instructional goals of the school,
and in understanding the resource implications of instructional strategies adopted. This skill set includes expertise in project-based accounting, marketing, operations, information management systems, entrepreneurship, organizational development, human resources, and strategic planning (Wentzell, 1994). Caldwell (1996) emphasizes the need
for leaders to be able to formulate strategic intentions in a turbulent
environment. To these management attributes Gurr (1999) adds an understanding of work teams, pastoral care, and cyber policy. Principals
are also expected to assume executive functions formerly carried out
by the superintendent in ensuring that teachers, parents, students and
community participate in the development of a broad range of policies
and procedures and in being responsible for their monitoring and adjusting (Leithwood, 1998). Fullan urges a bold recasting of the principal as “Chief Operating Officer in transforming schools and school systems” (2003, p.28).

Unique Challenges of the Role
“You are the principal, the person who is being asked
to produce great improvements in student achievement. You cannot select your staff. You cannot fire
anyone who is already on your staff. You cannot
award or withhold a bonus from anyone. Seniority
rights for teachers mean that overnight you can lose
people you have made an enormous investment in
and replaced by people who couldn’t care less about
your agenda. You may have little control over the
instructional materials being used. Someone else
controls the training agenda. Someone else controls
all but a small amount of how your budget is spent.”
(Tucker and Codding., 2002, p.6)
The typical principal experiences intense accountability pressures while
possessing limited authority to act unilaterally. Because the system has
yet to devise a system of collective responsibility to support the move
to shared school decision-making, principals are held accountable for
virtually everything that happens in their schools (Leithwood, 1998).
Tucker and Codding, who recently prepared an international status report on leading and managing schools in an era of accountability, conclude that the expectations of principals are “unreasonable” for the
conditions under which they operate and that no other sector “expects

15
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move to
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decisionmaking,
principals are
held
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for
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(Leithwood,
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its executives to function successfully without the authority to get the job
done” (2002, p.7). They observe that:
“Principals, unlike leaders in other organizations,
work in settings where the following conditions prevail:
¾ Organizational goals are constantly shifting, and
often competing.
¾ Many of the most important goals are difficult to
measure.
¾ The core technology involves motivating captive
participants [students] to produce results for
which the principal will be held responsible.
¾ Principals must supervise a staff with abnormally
high levels of autonomy (p. 257).”
Principals must work effectively with mandated school councils, whose
members rotate frequently and often lack training for the responsibilities they must fulfill. Collins (1996) amplifies the complex dynamics
of the Canadian principal’s relationship with the school council, noting
that in some council structures, the principal may not have a vote in
decisions and may have to implement decisions with which he/she does
not agree.
They are expected to work effectively with increasingly diverse and
vocal stakeholders. They “must deal with significant educational reform, political realities, economic restraints, an increasingly litigious
environment, and turbulent social pressures… [and] intense demands
for accountability for success. Meeting these conflicting demands requires many interactions with all those who have an interest in
schools...[which] produce internal and external conflicts that require
significant abilities to manage and lead” (The Future of School Leadership in Connecticut, 2000, p. 1). Day et al. (2000) study of schools in
challenging circumstances recognized one leadership task as constantly
managing unpredictable conflict and dissent encountered daily in the
school setting. According to Wildy and Louden (2000), principals in
restructuring Australian schools are attempting to balance three important tensions: the need to provide strong yet shared leadership, the need
to provide efficient yet democratic decisions, and the need to comply
with government policy while also generating local commitment to those
policies. Similar tensions have been experienced by Canadian school
administrators, particularly in Ontario and BC, where teacher federations have exerted significant resistance to system changes.
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On a daily basis, principals are required to interact with a broad range
of community and social agencies on behalf of students in their school.
While the literature suggests schools that build external partnerships
are more successful in engaging community support for learning and
making the curriculum more relevant for their students, the protocols
and legal requirements (such as the regulations regarding Freedom of
Information and Protection of Privacy, or parent field trip volunteers)
have become increasingly restrictive and time-consuming to navigate.
Principals may not close their doors to the larger system, and must constantly scan the local, state, and even national and international horizon
to “be aware of key developments in the bigger picture” (Fullan, 2003,
p. 60). They must also find time to stay abreast of the burgeoning volume of emerging education research worldwide related to best practice.
The unique position of school administrators in Catholic systems is
worthy of recognition as they bear an additional responsibility, that of
upholding Catholic values in their school community. They must find a
way to balance three mandates: that of instructional leader, school
manager, and a leader in the Catholic faith community in the school.
Responsibility for the continuous progress and development of students
and staff is demanding and takes a large personal toll on the principal.
The average reported workweek ranges between 62 hours (US, NASSP,
2001), 60 hours (New Zealand, Wylie, 1997), 59 hours (Victoria, Australia, 1997) and 55 hours (BC, 1997). The increased workload can be
attributed to a wide range of factors including societal changes and pressures, more diverse and challenging student populations, accountability and reporting requirements, and the necessity to share authority. Role
overload, role ambiguity, and role conflict now characterize the job
(Cranston & Ehrich, 2002), yet on an hourly basis, principals earn less
than many of the teachers they supervise.
The international literature suggests that the ubiquity of change, complexity of the role, level of remuneration, status of the profession, legal
constraints, and impact on family life are now seen as negative features
of the principalship (Caldwell, 2002). With new responsibilities layered on top of traditional ones, the escalating stress manifests itself
emotionally, cognitively and physically (Whan & Thomas, 1996). The
impacts have been captured in principal surveys in many jurisdictions.
A survey of 100,000 US principals (Barth, 1990) indicated the top reasons for leaving the job were excessive time demands (56%), stress
(52%), and heavy workload (51%) The National Association of Secondary School Principals (2001), cites time (70%) and paperwork (69%)
were the greatest sources of dissatisfaction, with 28% reporting burn-

“School leadership practices have the
strongest
(positive and
negative)
direct and
indirect influences on
organizational
learning.”
(Leithwood,
1998).
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out. Insufficient compensation in relation to responsibilities was reported by 60% of National Association of Elementary Principals surveyed (Educational Research Service, 1998). The Ontario Principals
Council survey (Williams, 2001) listed five dissatisfiers: the adequacy
of time to plan for provincially mandated changes, number of curriculum changes, adequacy of time to work with students, amount of staff
support, and amount of time the job requires.
With this review as a backdrop, we will not turn our focus to the ten
case studies describing authentic real life examples of leadership in
action.
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Profiles of Principals - Alberta
DON CAMERON
Blessed Sacrament School
Wainwright, AB

Sparking Change
How Tragedy Strengthened a Small Rural
School
Blessed Sacrament School, where Don Cameron served as principal, is
located in the community of Wainwright, Alberta. Wainright has a population between four and five thousand people and its major industries
include oil, gas and both dairy and beef farming, and the military base
nearby. The 420 students at Blessed Sacrament School largely come
from homes with average income and little cultural diversity. The atmosphere in this ECS to Grade 12 school is friendly.

School Setting
The building is new as a result of a fire that destroyed the old facility a
few years ago. Overcoming the adversity of the displacement after the
fire is one of the factors identified by Principal Cameron as having
contributed to the increase in student achievement at the school.

19
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The fire started as a small fire on the roof during a renovation which the
construction workers thought they had put it out, but the wind fanned
the fire and it burst into flames. Within ten minutes the school was
evacuated and the entire school, except for the gym, burned to the ground.
“Let me tell you…I believe in doing fire drills!” said Principal Cameron.
One had been conducted just before the fire and people had realized
that the trucks related to the construction were blocking the designated
meeting spots for some classes. It was a well-timed practice that allowed the school to consider alternatives which they used on the day of
the fire.
There were a number of serious consequences as a result of the fire.
The school was forced to operate out of portables for about two and a
half years. For some parents this inconvenience was enough to send
their children to the public school in town and elementary enrollment
declined significantly. Junior and senior high students did not leave
because they wanted to stay together. Principal Cameron believes that
they wanted to prove a point and that some of their marks increased
because they were determined to ensure the survival of their school.
While there was consideration given to combining Blessed Sacrament
students with Wainwright High School, the public high school, the students did not support this idea. Cameron is convinced that some of the
students matured quickly as a result of the fire experience. “We were
no longer talking to kids. We were talking to adults,” he explains.
The strong relationships amongst the students contributed to the successful evacuation of the school during the fire, with high school students helping younger students. The school has a program of ‘class
pairings’ all the way through so the students get to know each other.
Principal Cameron believes that one of the advantages of a K-12 setting is that relationships can be built across grade levels.
[S]tudents
matured
quickly as a
result of the
fire experience. “We
were no longer
talking to kids.
We were talking to adults.”

The parents of Blessed Sacrament students are very supportive of the
school and activities and they help wherever possible. They’re interested in the education that their child is receiving and in the Catholic
nature of the school. The school council occasionally puts on a potluck dinner for staff. When the school was moving back into the new
building after having been in the portables, the parental support and
organization made the transition easier. The school council was involved to an even greater extent during the reconstruction in helping
displaced teachers and students maintain contact with each other from
their different locations.
Parents and teachers at Blessed Sacrament have an expectation that
every high school student will complete the requirements for their di-
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ploma and failure is not an option. Twelve years ago, less than 50% of
the students in Grade 12 received their diplomas but now this number
is between 90 and 100%. Parents and teachers want the students to
succeed as well as have a good time and participate in school activities
while they are going to school. As a community the parents expect that
the school will have sports teams, debate teams, ski trips and many
other activities to engage students in the life of the school.
The composition of the teaching staff is varied, both in terms of demographics and expertise. There are staff members who are very qualified
in the areas that they are teaching and who have a wealth of experience.
There are also less experienced teachers who make up in enthusiasm
what they lack in expertise. Most members of the staff live in town or
on the outskirts or nearby farms. Some of the teachers were graduates
of Blessed Sacrament themselves, and have returned as teachers. Although there are some from out of province, most teachers are Albertans.
Principal Cameron describes the school culture as familial and caring.
“You always feel welcome here,” he says. “People look after each other
and care about each other and what’s going to happen.” The educational philosophy includes a respect for wonder and a learning environment that encourages experiential approaches. The teaching methodology engages the student in the learning process.

Administrative Leadership
Cameron grew up in Nova Scotia in a little farming and fishing town
called Marbu on Cape Breton Island . He completed high school there
and then attended Dalhousie University where he received an undergraduate degree in science with a major in Chemistry. His original plan
was to return to university after a few years of teaching to earn a Masters and Doctorate in Chemistry. However, the jobs that he held in the
field of science were less than dynamic and did not involve any travel.
He later attended St. Frances Xavier and earned an Education Degree.
He never really looked back after that as he enjoyed the classroom and
working with young people and he eventually returned to St. Frances
Xavier to complete his Masters in Education.
Despite a discouraging setback in his first teaching experience in Newfoundland, where the superintendent absconded with the funds leaving
the staff unpaid, he persisted in his new career, teaching in Provost,
Alberta and then in Yellowknife for 8 years. It was from there that he
did his Masters before returning to Provost as principal. He gained
international experience teaching in Lahr, Germany before coming to
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Wainwright as vice-principal at Blessed Sacrament. Two weeks into
the school year he was asked to take over as principal and he held this
position for 12 years. Presently, he is principal at large in the district,
working with AISI projects in different schools to increase results in
the maths and sciences.
Principal Cameron’s leadership style is supportive and emphasizes the
development of positive relationships built on trust and honesty. He
tells stories that demonstrate the importance of connecting with the students. He likes to be in control, in a collaborative way, and he is not
afraid to walk into the fire and stand up for his principles.
His office is full of toys, as it is his view students learn when they are
interested in what you are doing. Students relax, even when the situation is tense, and they begin to talk once they have had time to ‘play’
with some of the toys he keeps in his office. Principal Cameron strongly
believes in honesty and he can forgive almost anything as long as students provide truthful explanations for their discretions. By creating an
environment and relationships built on trust is key for Cameron. Any
problems in the classroom can be solved in creative ways and according to Principal Cameron, an approach to education that makes it fun
and interesting may prevent problems before they arise.
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Principal Cameron emphasizes academic goals and processes and integrates the use of assessment data to guide instructional decisions. In
order to improve the standardized test results in the school, he performed a complete analysis of the diploma exam results and asked that
teachers do the same. The staff were required to identify two areas for
improvement to concentrate on every year. “Twelve years ago one of
the concepts was graphing, and this required an understanding by the
Grade 3 teachers of how the graphs would be used in Grade 12 and the
Grade 12 teachers to know what was presented in Grade 3.” Cameron
reports that this ‘whole school’ approach contributed to improved results.
Another adjustment that Cameron has made at Blessed Sacrament that
has contributed to better results is assignment of the more experienced
teachers from the junior high to teach the general program courses in
Grade 10. Previously the inexperienced, younger staff were assigned
to courses such as Math 14, 24 or Science 14, 24. Grades jumped significantly when Principal Cameron made this adjustment. His emphasis on ensuring that all students graduate has also improved both the
academic and the non-academic course performances.
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Proactive selection and replacement of staff has also contributed to
Cameron’s success during his leadership. Principal Cameron admits
that making staff changes was not easy “because they were all good
people who were not good teachers.” His action, however, resulted in
common emphasis on teaching students not subjects through ensuring
that the new hires were focused on students. Principal Cameron also
made efforts to hire staff that not only had expertise in a given field, but
could also teach. Without that, tension and problems can arise in the
school and make it difficult for staff. The present staff is now relatively
stable although, for a period there were 7 or so new teachers each year.
Principal Cameron emphasizes the importance of staff development
and training in providing quality instruction. He submits every teacher’s
name for marking of the junior high and diploma exams and also encourages them to participate in item writing for provincial exams and
to take the opportunity to work with Alberta Learning when presented.
Teachers receive funding to attend one professional development conference per year and are expected to participate in district wide professional development activities. Principal Cameron would lead by example because his teaching assignment included Physics 30, so he would
mark exams for Alberta Learning in January, June and August.

Conclusion
Although Principal Cameron had various administration team structures over the years to help with the decision making and the implementation of new programs, he admits that he liked to be in control.
His work in the school resulted in improved test scores and he believes
this is largely a result of setting expectations that every Grade 12 student will graduate. For the most part this has been achieved. Although
the school was victim to a tragic fire that altered its learning community significantly for a period of time, Cameron expresses his belief
that the experience has strengthened the school community in many
ways and has lead to an increased focus on the academic life of the
school.
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GARY FISHER
Holy Family CyberHigh Virtual School
High Prairie, AB

Learning Anywhere
The Story of a Tight-Knit Virtual School
Gary Fisher is the principal of Holy Family CyberHigh School. The
physical presence of the school is in High Prairie, Alberta but the virtual school extends as far as England, South Africa, Rwanda, the United
States and right across Canada. The school houses learners from aboriginal reserves in the North to cities like Edmonton and Calgary. The
majority come from the agricultural communities like Pincher Creek
and Manning. This virtual environment is becoming an option rather
than an alternative and more and more, it is considered part of the mainstream. 192 students in Grades 7-12 make up the school’s population.

School Setting
The school community is a very caring, faith-filled community. Being a
Catholic school means that the Catholic principles are reflected in the
culture.
Although parental support varies, every student must have a ‘key parent’. A key parent receives copies of all assignments that the student
sends in, helps supervise tests, and in cases where they feel it is necessary, will encourage students to contact teachers. Key parents have
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responsibilities with respect to their child’s education but the degree to
which they support the student varies greatly, like it would in a traditional school.
Teachers and parents expect students to have self-discipline and be selfmotivated and highly organized. The educational philosophy of this
virtual school is based on encouraging students to be risk-takers and to
become a community of learners, students and teachers alike. Principal
Fisher explains, “We are all learning. It is the nature of the environment; it is changing so fast you really have to continue to push yourself”. There are things that happen in the virtual classrooms that require the students to ask questions for clarification. A Grade 8 student
in High Prairie was conversing with a fellow student in South Africa
who was talking about being a minority. The Alberta student said: “I
don’t understand…I have seen your picture and you are white.” The
South African student replied “No, I am from South Africa”. This dialogue requires students to take risks, to reach out and to respond to each
other in this way to build understanding.
Aside from the broad distances represented by the student enrollment it
is surprisingly similar to a geographically-bounded school community.
Teachers get together for retreats in Wetaskawin and in Grande Prairie.
The team from High Prairie will travel, as will the other teachers, to
meet so that they can put a face to the name behind the keyboard. The
teaching staff all have 6 years or more of experience. They range in age
from 29 to 53 and live in Nanaimo, Edmonton, Peace River and Wembley
in rural Manitoba. The teachers are supported by the staff of three in
the High Prairie office. The school and its staff take what works in a
traditional school and adapt it to their virtual environment so as not
penalize the students because they choose to participate in virtual learning. Virtual Career and Technology Studies (CTS) courses are offered
and Virtual Science Fairs are organized.
The student/teacher ratio in the school is kept below 18:1. Teachers
receive teaching assignments, like in a traditional school, and participate in a TA (Teacher Advisor) system. Each teacher receives between
12 and 13 students, depending on the enrollment of the school at the
time, and becomes the direct liaison with the family. The school staff
communicate with families. Principal Fisher explains, “Our feeling is
that if you can build a strong relationship with the child and the parents,
our ability to be successful increases dramatically. Even though we are
living in a virtual environment, forming relationships is important.”
The goal is to build relationships with families, and one strategy that is
used is home visits. “I have done more home visits as a principal work-
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ing in this environment than I did working in small communities. I have
driven from here to Athabasca, three hours, to spend an hour with a
family. They really appreciate that concern, that care that we give.”
Students and teachers meet four or five times a year at gatherings called
‘call-backs’. In March this year, students and teachers that had never
met in person gathered at a bowling alley. Teachers are nervous because they have never met the students and the students are nervous
because they have never met their instructors. “As soon as they came
together, people were hugging each other because a relationship had
built on-line.”

Administrative Leadership
Principal Fisher has a BA in Political Science and an education after
degree. He worked as a teacher for 7 years, then as a principal of a
Traditional school for 7 years before being chosen to serve as principal
of Holy Family CyberHigh 6 years ago. He has focused his Professional Development around the principles of leadership but has no formal administrative training.
While serving as principal in another school he explains, “I invited the
first principal of CyberHigh to have work stations in our school. Our
students were one of the first to get involved from a traditional school
environment. My own son was one of them. It was a small school and
we wanted to give some kids a chance to do enrichment programs or
remediation and felt this was an avenue that could help them.” The
principal of Holy Family CyberHigh came in to McLennan and set up
two workstations and Principal Fisher started tinkering and watching
what was going on, and getting involved with cyber learning. In the
spring of that year, the former principal of CyberHigh took on another
assignment and the position became available. Principal Fisher was
asked if he would like to take it on and he jumped at the chance for a
new challenge. He finds that the work is exciting. He enjoys this new
challenge, breaking new ground and trying to really make a difference.
His desire is to provide virtual support for every school. There are
students in three schools, two high schools and one junior high, which
receive support from CyberHigh. These schools can’t offer programs
because they are smaller. Schools need equipment. They provide it.
“We are here to help,” confesses Principal Fisher.
Although students may attend the school for four months or six years,
there is an understanding amongst staff that the time will be used to
help them feel better about themselves and about their education so that
when they return to a traditional school they can easily move back into
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the mainstream with confidence. Some students come to Holy Family
CyberHigh School because both the student and their previous school
need a break and then many students make a successful transition back.
The program at CyberHigh is demanding and students find out that it is
not easy and they have to work just as hard to be successful in a virtual
school as they would in a ‘normal’ setting.
As a leader, Principal Fisher keeps his staff informed. He reports spending most of his time listening and believes that listening is very important, as his staff often have good ideas that simply need his support. He
is passionate about the school and the welfare of its students. He explains, “Sometimes, I may question staff and say, ‘Have you tried everything? Have you done a home visit? Is there more we can do to help
this matter?’” He doesn’t like to give up with any student and continues to look for the winning formula that might help a student succeed.
He expects students and teachers to be open in this unique environment
so that a positive learning environment can be established online.
Principal Fisher expects that teachers will call students and parents and
that they will be open to receiving the contact. Parents and students
may not be used to this more positive interaction with staff. One parent
remarked, “This is the first time ever that I got a call where I was not
getting into trouble for something my children did.” Students and teachers alike are expected to keep trying and to keep looking for ways to
make the student successful. This open communication has proven
effective.
At CyberHigh explicit measures are used to improve the academic performance of students. First, the achievement test results and diploma
exam results are examined to determine what areas are in need of attention. Because it is a small school, the English Language Arts teacher
teaches most of the English courses throughout the high school and
was able to shift his focus to address concerns starting in Grade 10.
Similarly, in the junior high, problems and discrepancies can be dealt
with at all grade levels. The collaboration between the junior and senior high has also contributed to the improvement in test scores. Teachers
share resources, strategies and problems and one of the staff members
reported experiencing a greater degree of collaboration with this staff
than any other.
Obstacles and challenges in improving student achievement include a
high student turnover. Because there are students who may not stay
enrolled for long, teachers have to develop ways to determine their
abilities immediately when they arrive so that time is not wasted with
formal assessments or waiting for Cumulative Record Files. This prob-
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lem can be exacerbated by parents or students who are afraid to fully
disclose the reason that the student has decided to transfer to the school.
Parents fail to mention, for example, that their child is receiving psychiatric help. They may have had experiences with other schools where
information was used to place the student in unfavorable situations so
they are understandably reluctant to divulge the full circumstance. Parents are often unaware of the impact that their failure to report may
have on the child’s progress. Teachers make decisions based on what
they know, and lack of information may lead to an unwise decision
related to the student’s learning. This leads to frustration for Principal
Fisher and his staff.
Parents may also resist becoming involved which can be an obstacle.
Some parents abdicate responsibility for the education of their child to
the school. Some just do not understand how important their support is
to their child. Teachers at CyberHigh end up coaching parents on how
to motivate their child, or how to help them in other ways.
It is difficult for staff to hide in a virtual school. They are exposed.
Everything they do is public. Lessons are available to students, teaching peers, and the parents. Principal Fisher reports that this is very empowering for a teacher.
Staff relationships in this virtual building are, in many ways, closer
than usual. The collaboration that takes place when people do physically get together is evidence of that closeness and perhaps even the
cause of the camaraderie. At staff retreats they are there for three days
and they eat, sleep, and spend the whole time together. The work time
is intense because of the need to accomplish as much as possible in the
short time frame. The social time is also intense in those gatherings as
staff get to know each other and build the learning community which
they must then work to maintain online until they meet again.
Discipline is not a major issue. Principal Fisher reports that he has never
had to break up a fight in cyber space. Rules at CyberHigh are similar
to rules in any high school and are based on respect for other people’s
right to learn. “You can’t put anybody down and you can’t use any
symbols for foul language.” There are public areas of the school that
are monitored by the staff and also by the students who will admit to
transgressions and apologize if they make a mistake. “They are respectful in that way,” he says. There is an over riding sense of cooperation
rather than competition which adds to the sense of community and the
strength of relationships formed online. Principal Fisher explains, “You
really have to reach out, you have to reach out differently. I was invited
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to go to a young guy’s Bar Mitzvah this weekend. I don’t know how I am
going to make it but that is the type of thing that happens.”
Although CyberHigh is a Catholic School, Principal Fisher reports that
a minority of the students are from Catholic families. This mix of religious philosophies, beliefs and practices historically has led to disagreement and even war. The principal takes a more inclusive approach:
“We have a spiritual life club where that debate can
take place. We monitor it because we don’t want the
arguing. It is a good idea that both children and parents learn more about other people’s faith. We all have
to work together. We don’t, as a Catholic school, back
down, everyone has to take religion class. If anybody
phones, I don’t lie. I say we have a very strong religion program, spiritually based. We won’t back down
from who we are. We will accept you for who you are
so long as you accept us for who we are. Give us an
opportunity to explain. We teach the teachings of our
church in different areas to Catholics and to nonCatholics so people can understand what we do and
why.”
Four years ago, the test scores at CyberHigh were lower than the district average. It became apparent that something had to be done, so the
senior high staff talked frankly about the frustrations and roadblocks
that they felt were in their way. Together they reflected on what could
be done to rectify the situation. The students were making a conscious
choice to enter the school and the teachers’ challenge was whether to
keep them there or to give them the skills to get back to a traditional
setting. The challenge was to provide learning so that they could also
be successful on the exams.
The staff has remained the same over the past 6 years. When hiring,
Principal Fisher looks for teachers who can connect with students and
who can foster relationships that will lead to successful learning. Candidates are asked to provide sample virtual lessons which are assessed
on creativity and the variety of tasks that are introduced. The process
allows Fisher to assess teachers’ willingness to challenge themselves,
as well as the students, to go beyond what they already know. “How do
you engage a child who is 3000 kilometers away and is working on this
lesson at 10:00 PM at night? We are continually searching for answers,”
he explains. New staff members also need to adjust to the 24-hour
nature of this school. Teachers are online between 8:30 AM – 4:00 PM
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as required by Alberta Learning’s outline of instructional hours. Although teachers must be available and online during these hours, the
cyber setting of the school provides some flexibility. There is likely
always a teacher working, other than the quiet hours between 4 and 6 in
the morning. It is not unlikely for staff to be working at 1 or 2 in the
morning.
Professional development is a very high priority at CyberHigh. The
management team creates the outline of the Three Year Plan that is
submitted to Alberta Learning and the staff then review and approve
the document. The divisional plan is mirrored in the school plan. Teachers attend conferences and participate in professional development at
staff meetings. The school division has started a center for differentiated learning. “One of our teachers gave a three day session on Flash.
He took the time to learn it himself and share with others.” Teachers
also participate in test item writing with Alberta Learning as well as
diploma exam marking.

Conclusion
Principal Fisher feels that what is important for school leadership is
vision and passion. Principal Fisher describes his work as exciting.
“People say, ‘Well, how do you feel not working with people?’ And I
say, ‘I work with people…I have more individual contact now with
students than I do in the traditional school environment. I also have
more one on one time with staff in this environment.’” Fisher believes
it is the attitude that you take that will affect the result.
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EDWARD HAMEL
Delburne Centralized School
Red Deer, AB

Expectations for Success
How Goal Setting Brightened the Future in
a Small Farming Community
Delburne Centralized School is a K-12 school located in the rural community of Delburne in Central Alberta. Delburne has a population of
approximately 700, but serves a surrounding farming population of about
2200 people. About 80 per cent of the students who attend Delburne
Centralized School are bused into the school from the surrounding area.
The town has a variety of businesses and the larger centre of Red Deer
is 25 minutes drive away. Agriculture and petroleum are the main industries and have provided a stable economy for the area. Edward
Hamel retired last year after a very successful term as principal of
Delburne School.

School Setting
Delburne Centralized School is a modern updated school consisting of
students from kindergarten to grade 12. In the latest modernization, new
main office complexes, a student gathering area, six new classrooms
and a modern 2 station gymnasium was added to the existing structure.
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This school is now home to 500 students and a full complement of staff.
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The school has strong support from the business community and from
parents. One of the factors Mr. Hamel identifies as contributing to this
support is a weekly school newsletter distributed by students to the
local businesses. Keeping the community informed is key according to
Mr. Hamel. Although the farming community has been negatively impacted by the recent developments in the beef industry, the community
still manages to raise up to $60,000 annually to support the school. As
an expression of appreciation for their contribution, the school hosted a
‘volunteer tea’ at the end of last year and one hundred and sixty-five
people were invited to attend.
Soon after his appointment to Delburne Mr. Hamel identified a prevailing expectation that students at the school were going to be farmers. The
students used this attitude as an excuse for not having to know all that
was being taught to them. Mr. Hamel set out to change the expectations
that everyone had for the students:
“There is nothing wrong with being a farmer. If that
is what you choose to do after you go to post-secondary training of some sort, that is fantastic. But you
have to be ready to go to post-secondary training. I
would offer students a High School Diploma, anytime they wanted it. I would take out a piece of tissue
and write out their diploma and say ‘What I am giving you right now is as valuable as your diploma
really is for you. All your diploma is an invitation to
continue to another source of training. That is all a
High School Diploma is worth right now.’”
Once the teaching staff bought into the concept and understood the value
of sending these children from a farming community to post-secondary
education, they were very supportive of Mr. Hamel’s initiative. They
realized that it would provide a foundation for additional farming related activities such as doing the books or running the computerized
equipment. The second initiative was to debunk the myth that the nonacademic stream was easy and not necessarily important. The school
was supportive of the farming industry and optional programs at the
school were geared to the modern farm with courses of interest to many
of the students who planned a future in farming.
The intent was to provide all students with the understanding that they
are able to attend any post-secondary educational institution. The new
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philosophy was promoted to General Diploma students who were now
expected to earn their marks the same way the Advanced Diploma students did. The staff worked to make courses in the general stream just
as important as those in the Advanced Diploma. Higher expectations
were set in place to ensure these students were prepared for entrance
into post-secondary institutions that provided further instruction in
courses directly related to the farming and ranching industries. It became particularly important to make sure that students in the General
Diploma stream earned their marks, because the post secondary institutions these students would attend used these scores as entrance criteria.
Putting more emphasis on those courses helped improve overall results
for the school.
The school had defined expectations for students, one of which was to
become involved in extra-curricular activities. As a result, the extracurricular program at Delburne was strong with 93.7% of the students
from Grade 4-12 involved. Students at Delburne Centralized School
were expected to have pride in their school while at home or when
away on school trips. The school also emphasized learning about how
to study and how to get ahead. The school culture changed under
Hamel’s leadership to foster the adage “We are small town but we can
do anything we want to do.”
Delburne has 28 staff members, about 14 of them from Delburne and
14 who commute from other communities like Red Deer, Three Hills,
or Stettler. The retirement of a number of teachers gave Mr. Hamel the
opportunity to hire new teachers and is proud of the calibre of staff he
was able to recruit, as these were staff members who could contribute
at many levels. He is also proud of the fact that none of his staff have
transferred out.
Mr. Hamel expected teachers to be experts in their fields and encouraged them to participate in professional development to maintain that
expertise. The high school staff marked diploma exams and junior high
staff were involved in writing the new math curriculum. A computer
specialist was involved in the computer area, and intermediate teachers
were involved in district literacy programs.
Teacher specialization and maintaining expertise was especially important at the senior high level where it was easy for the students to
drive to neighboring cities to complete their diploma program at high
schools who had other experts. In addition to ensuring that Delburne
has its’ own subject experts, another feature used to “sell” staying at
Delburne to students and the community was that Delburne students had
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conditions that were more conducive for success. The smaller classes
and the caring staff were two pieces of that perspective that made it
true.
Setting goals was an important aspect at Delburne. The extraordinary
goals were created by staff for students. Posting the goals throughout
the school allowed little room for confusion about what was expected.
EXTRA-ORDINARY GOALS FOR DELBURNE
CENTRALIZED SCHOOL
We the staff of Delburne Centralized School are committed
to the following extra-ordinary goals to enable us to enhance
learning opportunities for students, staff and parents in the
communities we serve.
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾

0% vandalism allowed in and around our school
90% of all students to be at or above grade level
98% attendance expected for each student in this school
Teachers to maintain positive contacts with parents
80% of all students to be involved in an extra-curricular
activity in the school
EXPECTATIONS FOR STUDENTS
Students are expected to compete their daily assignments
Students are expected to study for tests
OUR MOTTO
Only our best effort is enough effort

Principal Hamel believed that students could be successful if they worked
toward the extraordinary goals that had been defined.
“Everybody knew what was expected. From attendance to participation in the school, support in the
school and reporting vandalism if something happened. The expectations were clearly established.
Everyone knew how much homework you were to do
and that it would guarantee you success.”

Administrative Leadership
Principal Hamel attended St. Mary’s High School in Calgary, which he
describes as a great high school and reports enjoying his own high school
experience. As a young teacher Hamel worked with some wonderful
principals who inspired him. He first became a principal at St. Michael’s
School in Pincher Creek. Then he was selected to be principal in a
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Band-controlled school on a reserve where he increased the enrollment
of the school from 150 students to 450 students. “I had kids on a reserve
writing Diploma exams in chemistry and physics and doing really quite
well.” In this same school, at the elementary level, they were able to
raise attendance to 96% during Mr. Hamel’s term as principal. He is
understandably proud of the gains he made on the reserve and the opportunities he created for those members of the Peigan Nation.
In describing his leadership style, Mr. Hamel says, “I decide how I
want my school to be and gather influential peers around me. We hash
this out, we discuss it, and we all get on the same page.” His influential
peers included his key teachers and vice-principals. Once they were on
board, it became their job to sell the changes to the rest of the staff.
Selling ideas and concepts is important to successful implementation of
change initiatives. When asked how others might describe his leadership style, Mr. Hamel admitted that although one third of the staff would
support him wholeheartedly and one third would approve of him as a
leader, that there was another third of his staff that resisted change because these initiatives demanded more from staff members than just showing up.
Mr. Hamel enjoys a challenge and likes to be successful. He explains,
“It is not as if Delburne had all of the smart kids all of a sudden, they
have always been there, they are all over this province. Somebody just
has to make it cool to be smart, make it cool to be part of a school.” Mr.
Hamel set goals for his students and provided them with a vision of
walking into a university, walking into a college, being successful, having played on a team sport and having developed friendships. He wanted
100% of his students to be successful and to finish high school. That
expectation, he suggests, was key to the improvements that occurred at
the school.
Communication with teachers and parents and positive calls home was
also very influential in changing the atmosphere and attitude in the
school. Teachers phoned home and explained to parents that the students were doing a good job in school. “That has to be helpful,” says
Mr. Hamel. Each teacher was asked to be the best that they could be and
to keep abreast of developments in the subject area or areas that they
were teaching.
The biggest challenge for Mr. Hamel while serving as Principal of
Delburne School, was ‘selling’ the need for good marks in the General
Diploma program. Students at first didn’t understand that eventually
they would need to attend a post-secondary institution and that those
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institutions had a limited number of spaces in the programs that may be
of interest to rural Albertans. The reality of farm life these days is that
someone in the family would have to go and earn a living in order to
keep the farm going. If they wanted to attend SAIT (Southern Alberta
Institute of Technology) or NAIT (Northern Alberta Institute of Technology) then they had to do well on the diploma exams. “When the
marks came in, we used to call people into the gymnasium, show everyone the scores and celebrate our success. I would have a little chart
made up to show provincial averages and when the provincial averages
were 92 and we got 100, it doesn’t take very long for kids to start to say,
‘this is a pretty good school’”.
Mr. Hamel reports that the staff was initially very concerned with some
of the goals, expectations and innovative thinking he brought to Delburne
School. The staff were at first reluctant to accept the Extraordinary
Goals and buy into the vision for the kind of school that Mr. Hamel
wanted to develop. Teachers were concerned about setting goals that
were unattainable and risking failure in such a public way. Mr. Hamel,
however, knew from his successful experience in the Reserve School
that it could work. Mr. Hamel believed that if you were going to have
high expectations, you had to have mechanisms in place to help students
achieve those expectations. You needed strategies to put students back
on the rails when they fell off. This meant that teachers had to go beyond removing students from class to finding a way to make each student successful.
Another obstacle identified by Mr. Hamel was the perception amongst
students that good athletes were excused from the real work in the classroom. Being a good athlete was not enough for Mr. Hamel. Being a
good athlete came with the responsibility to be good at everything from
Mr. Hamel’s perspective.
Mr. Hamel’s expectations created other challenges that took some time
to overcome. Families often needed the students to work on the farm
evenings and weekends, taking them away from the homework that could
make them more successful. Mr. Hamel worked with parents to find
other ways to give the students time for homework. He also encouraged
them to give their children the opportunity at least to be accepted into a
post-secondary institution, even if they never actually did go. Parents
accepted that closing that door for their children at this stage would not
be wise. Mr. Hamel also implemented a new policy that required students to stay for one hour after school when they skipped a class. Parents were not happy as they would have to drive long distances to retrieve these students who traveled by bus. Students and parents together
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got the message that time in class is important and the class-skipping
problem subsided.
Relationships were another key factor at the school, relationships built
on expectations and accountability. Ten-minute morning meetings of the
whole staff fostered internal relationships through information sharing.
The schools’ relationship with the community was vital as well. Those
relationships translated into the athletic excellence, the music excellence, the reduction in suspensions, the reduced need for discipline and
the commitment to complete high school at a level that would allow
students to gain access to post-secondary education that Delburne School
enjoyed. Mr. Hamel’s relationships with parents, teachers and students
gained credibility from the fact that he taught entrepreneurship in Grade
7, 8 and 9 helping them realize that farmers are also entrepreneurs.

Conclusion
For Mr. Hamel, leadership is about vision. In summarizing his leadership, Mr. Hamel returns to the importance of the goals that were set and
posted by the staff and published in the community. “We would go over
these goals regularly. Often during staff meetings something would be
brought up related to the goal and at the beginning of every September,
we would sit down and say, ‘This is what we have. What changes do
you want to make?’” The focus on the goals worked to improve the
attitudes and perceptions of the community, the parents, the teachers and
the students. Principal Hamel emphasizes, “You are developing good
work habits, respect for your community, if you look at those goals carefully. I am pretty proud of those.”
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JOHANNA JUERGENSEN
Vauxhall Junior Senior High School
Vauxhall, AB

Turning the Ship Around
Transforming Culture Through Accountability
Johanna Juergensen is principal of Vauxhall Junior Senior High School
in Vauxhall, Alberta. Input from her staff is important to Principal
Juergensen. As evidence, and as preparation for the interview, she used
the questions provided by the researcher to conduct a Professional Development session with her staff. She confesses that her thoughts upon
receiving the questions were, “Oh, wow. Look at these questions. Let’s
talk about them. Let’s see what everyone else is thinking rather than
just what I’m thinking because in the end it matters more what they’re
all thinking than what I’m thinking, so let’s think together.” She worked
with her staff and used their responses and her own to respond to the
interview questions.

School Setting
Vauxhall is a small town in southern Alberta where the main industry is
farming and socioeconomic indicators put the population in the low to
medium range. The cost of living is lower than in nearby Calgary.
Occasionally, there is a newcomer but most people are long-time third
generation residents. It was the first area in Alberta in the 30’s that
brought in irrigation for farming which made a tremendous impact on
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the community’s vegetable farming industry. Potatoes are an important
crop, as are sugar beets and other root crops and vegetables. Farmers
are progressive because of the availability of water provided by the
network of canals in the area that bring water to the fields. There is also
some oil activity in the area and two food processing plants.
The school enjoys what Principal Juergensen describes as ‘hands-off
parental support’. She explains, “There’s a huge trust factor in the community and that is nice and very humbling, at times. It sends us the
message, ‘we know what you’ve done, we like what you’re doing, and
we trust you’.” When parents are involved it is in a positive supportive
way. She admits that when she started in the position seven years ago it
wasn’t like that. Conversations with parents were conflictual or negative. She and her staff have been able to turn that around and now at the
annual fundraiser, with a population of only 240 students in the building, they are able to raise approximately $18,000 in one evening. Parents are willing to come forth with financial support at this dinner, silent auction and live auction that supports the schools extracurricular
programs and graduation. Staff, students and parents, provide entertainment and assistance to make the evening a success.
The school has an amazing mix of talent; strong academics, athletics
and arts. Although there are programs which offer students opportunity, the staff take little credit for the inherent skill or talent that allows
students to excel in these areas. The students participate in performances and Juergensen boasts, “They’re just amazing, and the other
thing that’s amazing is that they’re willing to do it. Not only can they
perform, but every time we call on them they volunteer to do it.” The
community generously donates items to auctions. They are social events
for the community which have been going on for nine years now and
which always sell out. “People just come and visit and enjoy each
other.
Juergensen and her staff agree that teachers and parents have high expectations for students in the school. Every single staff member expects every single child to achieve. If that’s not happening, then they
step in and figure out why. The attitude in the school toward the students is “you’re going to pass and if you need help with that, we’ll
figure it out…whatever system works for you”. “You are allowed to
choose failure as an option…but it’s not going to be your first option,
you’ll have to try pretty darn hard to fail!” What works varies from
student to student and the expectation in terms of achievement at the
school is that all of them will succeed. Parents’ expectations vary and
some are just happy that their children are attending school. There is no

Every single
staff member
expects every
single child to
achieve.
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question that at Vauxhall Junior Senior High everyone is expected to
finish Grade 12. That’s a given, not an option.
The teaching staff has changed significantly since Principal Juergensen
started. It is a fairly young staff of 15 professionals at the present time,
and Juergensen is close to the middle in terms of age, with only four
staff members over 40. Over the past seven years the school has been
hiring and Juergensen admits that “it’s always nice when you can tailor
your own staff and match people to your needs”. She explains that
there are subject specialists but it has been more important to find teachers who treat the students as human beings and not just academic achievers. She looks for enthusiasm for student learning and a genuine concern for students. It is that concern that motivates teachers to teach
students in any field.
She describes the staff as keen and ambitious. They volunteer for field
testing and item writing and marking provincial exams and they take
advantage of the opportunities to become involved at the provincial
level. They know that Principal Juergensen will support them. Staff
are expected to review their results, understand them, and then isolate
both students’and their own weaknesses and strengths.
Whether it is
shop or the
yearbook,
drama or
student council, the staff
work with
students to
identify something that they
feel they belong to, a
place where
they can
shine.

The school culture is described by Principal Juergensen and her staff as
being very family oriented, with a strong religious component and work
ethic. As there are five or six different churches in the community and
only one junior/senior high school, the public school works to blend
together the different religious affiliations. Other groups also intermingle at the school. Strong athletes will mix together with the drama
and music students, for example. The encouragement for integration
comes from the commitment of the school to give every student an
opportunity to find something that they are good at. Whether it is shop
or the yearbook, drama or student council, the staff work with students
to identify something that they feel they belong to, a place where they
can shine. “A lot of our kids have a place that they think is theirs in the
school, but they don’t shun each other. It all blends together well.” Principal Juergensen explains further that coming from the rural community means that students spend many years sharing the same school
bus, classrooms, social contacts and family activities. “You see them
on the bus, you see them at the grocery store, you see them in
church…You interact and your families interact.” The school is an
extension of that rural culture.
Students range in age from eleven to eighteen. Some families are concerned about the scope of the school. “There are these big kids and
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they’re just worried about trouble but, you know, the biggest threat to
eleven year-olds is the other eleven year-olds,” says Juergensen. She
goes on to explain that the eighteen year-olds do not discriminate on
the basis of age, rather they are either ambivalent or protective of the
younger students. In terms of expectations for student behavior, students know what the expectations are and can predict the consequences.
“They know when they’ve messed up. They know what’s going to
happen to them.” They also know that after a transgression has been
dealt with, life goes on. There are high expectations in terms of performance in the classroom and students are expected to be nice to one
another. That is probably most often what students will hear from Principal Juergensen when she is walking through the hallway, “Be nice to
each other”.
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Regardless of
each student’s
ability, they
have to be
successful.

Students are proud of their school and understand the importance of
contributing to the school and representing the school when they are on
field trips or at tournaments. Although the students are involved in
many road trips and activities out side of the school, reports from other
schools or venues are very complimentary with regard to their ability to
be nice to each other and to others.
The educational philosophy that guides the teaching and learning at
Vauxhall centers around success, however it may be defined for individual students. Regardless of each student’s ability, they have to be
successful. Students with severe learning disabilities can be successful
even if that means performing at a Grade 3 level. “Obviously for most
kids it’s much higher than that”, says Principal Juergensen, “but if they’re
more successful in Math 14 as opposed to pure math, then that’s where
they need to be and that’s where they are going to experience success.”
With 25 staff and only 240 students, the school’s care and aware attitude makes it difficult for anyone to slip through the cracks. This individualized approach contributes to the success of the school.
Students also feel safe at the school. “And learning aside, how can you
realize who you are and go and be whatever you want to be when you
don’t feel safe?” Principal Juergensen believes that students need a
sense of safety but they also need a sense of caring. Relationships are
the key and she is convinced that a student or group of students who do
not feel cared for will not perform to the best of their ability. She understands that caring is the absolute core of teaching. It can be as simple
as having students understand that “somebody cares if I don’t show
up.”

[C]aring is the
absolute core
of teaching.
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Administrative Leadership
Principal Juergensen began her education at the University of Alberta,
receiving a Bachelor of Education with a major in Business and a minor in German. When she completed that degree she planned to teach
for two years to get her Alberta certification and then return to attend
law school. “Everything was pretty much in place. But I went into
teaching and something unexpected happened…I really liked it! I loved
it! So, one year turned into two years and, yeah, I never did make it
back to law school.”
Her career began in the Fort Vermillion School Division where she established a German program and managed the Business Education program. Fort Vermillion was a geographically and culturally isolated
Mennonite community. For Juergensen, it was like being in a time
warp traveling back fifty years. When she was eight years old she and
her family moved from Germany to Canada where her father managed
a cattle ranch in northern British Columbia in a Mennonite community.
The Mennonite children taught her English and then her first teaching
job, when she was twenty-two, brought her back to a Mennonite community to teach them German. She had intended to stay only a year but
stayed longer. After four years of full-time teaching she became viceprincipal at twenty-six. “It was really interesting ‘because it was a very
male-dominated culture out there and it had all kinds of challenges.”

[S]he is a role
model every
single day and
accepts the
fact that
people are
watching and
assessing her
commitment
and consistency.

The promotion to vice-principal clinched her career in teaching and she
enrolled at the University of Victoria in a Master’s Program. After four
years of being a vice-principal, she was selected for the principalship at
Vauxhall and came to the Horizon School Division which is 15 hours
from where she had been working in the north. This year is her seventh
year and she has completed an MBA in Educational Administration
through Royal Roads University. In the future, Principal Juergensen
would like to pursue opportunities in system administration or consulting in schools or the corporate sector.
Principal Juergensen describes herself as a strong leader who doesn’t
leave things to chance. She believes that when a person accepts the
position of principal there are certain responsibilities that come with it.
She explains, “If you slack off and you don’t have those tough conversations, you’re negligent in your role and I don’t think that that’s fair to
the system.” Although she is aware that there are school systems that
are experimenting with the idea of not having principals in schools and
some of them have found success, her experience is that the staff and
the students appreciate having a leader. That leader can be called the
anchor for the school or the “mother” of the school depending on the

PRINCIP
AL POR
TRAITS 2
PRINCIPAL
PORTRAITS

43

frame that is used. She explains, “At the end of the day, whatever happens within our building with the kids and the staff, I’m the one who is
accountable.”
When asked what factors and leadership practices she would identify
as having contributed to her success, Principal Juergensen defined a
willingness to work. She explains that she is a role model every single
day and she accepts the fact that people are watching her and assessing
her commitment and consistency. She describes the first two to three
years as ‘horrible’. She was thirty at the time and her internal fortitude
saw her through a bad time that more experienced principals may have
known would end. She believes that principals need the fortitude because the principalship is a test of endurance.
“It’s not a one-shot deal. You have to look after yourself and you have to be there for the long-run. And
some days are long and some are not so long. And it
doesn’t matter if you’re having a long day and then
an eight o’clock meeting. For those people, it’s the
first time that they’re seeing you and they don’t care
what happened at eight o’clock in the morning. You
have to accept the fact that you’re a public person
and people will make judgment accordingly.”
Along with fortitude, principals need to surround themselves with
ouststanding people. A strong vice-principal and a strong secretary have
made the difference for Principal Juergensen. She has been able to hire
staff and build a strong team who contribute to the school in many
ways. The challenge is to keep the team motivated and not to allow
anyone to become complacent.
“My biggest fear is always getting stuck and becoming complacent. As soon as you stop going forward,
you’re going backwards. I don’t think there is any
middle ground.”
Because the staff have the greatest influence on students it is important
to keep teachers inspired and to choose those who are excellent and self
motivating.
The explicit measures for improving academic performance included a
change in staff and a change in culture. Previously, the culture in the
school was toxic. The biggest adjustment that staff had to make was to
realize that they were now being held accountable. “Before, you could
do whatever you wanted, deliver whatever results and you weren’t called

The biggest
adjustment
that staff had
to make was
to realize that
they were now
being held
accountable.
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on it. So, I stepped in and started calling people on it.” Principal
Juergensen admits that is was an uncomfortable adjustment, but a necessary one. The negative attitude towards students changed. The students need to feel welcomed and valued, first of all. They also need to
know that they’re capable learners. There were no explicit expectations around attending classes. Principal Juergensen’s attitude was different. Her reaction to students in the hallways during class time was,
“This is not a place where you come and hang out. You actually have to
do something when you get here. And you’re not allowed to wander the
hallways for hours on end. That’s not enough. You need to be here, and
enrolled in a certain number of credits per year.” Changes were made
to the timetable so that students could be enrolled in more classes.
The introduction of a strong classroom support system was another factor
that contributed to the improvement in test scores for the students. Staff
provide assistance to the students that need it. There is a network of
classroom support systems headed up by a classroom support teacher.
He meets with Principal Juergensen regularly so that she is aware of the
students’ performance. She reviews all reports and if there are students
in trouble she will ask for an interim report from the teacher. This
constant monitoring results in success for everyone. At the end of the
year, no one fails or finds themselves in the position of having to repeat
a grade. The assistants are part of the fabric of the school. Their roles
and responsibilities are different from that of the teachers and the standards to which each is held accountable may be different, but everyone
has a role and respects other’s roles. Principal Juergensen reports that
the relationships among staff in the school are ‘pretty friendly’. There
are different personalities on staff but they enjoy free time together and
they respect each others’ work.
The students are described affectionately. “They’re really great. They
mess up from time to time, but that’s because they’re kids and we go
on…”. Relationships between parents and staff are positive with mutual support for a common goal, to have all students finish Grade 12
and to have all students do well. “We want them to like the school, to
feel safe, to achieve, to explore…” Finishing Grade 12 is a starting
point; a means to an end at Vauxhall and there is a common understanding that it is a must. Students spend time in their Grade 12 year planning for next year. Horizon School Division has an individual on staff
who helps rural schools provide post-secondary and career planning.
The school also has an educational counselor who assists with career
planning for post-secondary transitions. Students know that this is an
important stepping stone, and they also have something to look forward to, which mitigates, if not eliminates, the fear of moving out of
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the comfort zone of Vauxhall School into the real world beyond.

Conclusion
Principal Juergensen believes that a principal’s work is never done. The
school is always a work in progress and the challenge of being in a
certain position for a long time is not to become complacent. Keeping
herself and her staff motivated and to try new things is a challenge. She
sees the teachers as smart and busy people who don’t want to do something just for the sake of doing it. New initiatives need to have relevance. She also sees them as caring individuals who always work to
deliver the best. The same could be said for Principal Juergensen.

[A] principal’s
work is never
done. The
school is
always a
work in
progress and
the challenge
of being in a
certain position for a long
time is not to
become complacent.
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EMILIE KEANE
École Secondaire Sainte Marguerite d’Youville
St. Albert, AB

Teaming for Success
Collaborating for Achievement in a Bilingual School
Emilie Keane was the principal at École Secondaire Sainte Marguerite
d’Youville in St. Albert, Alberta. The school is named after the patron
saint, Marguerite D’Youville, founder of the Sisters of Charity, later
known as the Grey Nuns in Montreal, and dedicated to the poor on the
street. The Sisters of Charity and the Grey Nuns were very heavily
involved in education. The school was named for her because it was
French immersion and Sister Marguerite’s role when she came from
Montreal was to support and promote the development of the French.

School Setting
St. Albert is an affluent community. Parents, for the most part, are professional, business and upper working class and so the students come
from families that support them educationally and who provide for them
well. The families support and reinforce the values that are important
in schools. They, for the most part, seek a high level, quality education
for their children and are heavily involved with the school system to
ensure and support that quality. These parents expect their children to
continue beyond high school and expectations of the school are high as
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they want their children to have the preparation needed for post-secondary. Many of the students do go on, with some choosing the academic
route at large or smaller universities and some choosing a vocational
trade. One of the important reasons that parents choose Sainte Marguerite d’Youville as a secondary school for their children is because of the
opportunities and extra advantages offered to those having a bilingual
education and the ability to communicate in two languages.
Teachers, too, have high expectations for students who choose the French
immersion program and who learn a second language and work at developing the skills that will help them to become fluent. They have an
expectation that those students will be academically able to handle a
bilingual program and possess the desire to work hard. Students do a
fair bit of homework and, on average, are required to do more than is
expected from students in other schools. As they are completing two
language arts programs, there is extra work assigned, and because they
are working in a second language it may take some a little longer to do
the work.
Approximately ninety-six percent of the students at the school come
from Anglophone families. As French is not the first language spoken
at home for many students, the school is required to supply the academic support needed for the programs. Parents are expected to ensure
that students have a homework schedule and a place to do homework.
If a child is having difficulty, parents are expected to communicate with
the school. The school is solely responsible for making sure that everything is there academically for students to succeed. The bilingual aspect brings increased responsibility for the school and it is more difficult for parents to help with homework when they are not French speaking themselves. For this reason it is important that the teachers have a
Franco-Albertan base and be native speakers, as it might be the only
time that these students encounter a native speaker here in Alberta.
Principal Keane has considered hiring Francophone teachers from
Montreal, Quebec, or Ontario, but has found that they have not been
taught how to teach French as a Second Language. The expectations at
this school are different and sometimes they forget to teach not only the
content but also the language. She states, “Our teachers from Alberta
trained at the Faculte have that knowledge, that experience and that
expertise.” The school’s highest rate of success comes from those teachers who are trained to teach French as a Second Language.
Parents have very high expectations that their children will graduate
and leave the school fully bilingual. They don’t want that at the expense of their first language, so it is of prime importance to ensure that
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test scores and capabilities developed in the students in the English
language are at par or superior to the provincial averages for native
speakers of English. “It is not unusual for forty percent or more of our
students to achieve excellence on the English Language Arts provincial
diploma exam because of the work that we do with our students.” Principal Keane and her staff are committed to ensuring that one hundred
percent of the Grade 9 students are achieving the acceptable standard
on the Provincial Achievement Tests because, as she says, “you cannot
teach a second language at the expense of the first.”
The French Immersion Program at École Secondaire Sainte Marguerite
d’Youville is renowned throughout the province. It is solid and stable
and it has been growing in an area where many other divisions’ enrolment numbers have been declining.

[S]he likes to
hire teachers
who are subject specialists because
she believes
that is where
the highest
level of effectiveness and
confidence
are found.

There are twenty-four teachers in this Grade 7-12 school. The teacher
composition is a combination of senior and new staff who work very
collaboratively by department and grade level. Most are Albertans who
have been trained through the Faculte St. Jean at the University of Alberta
and therefore their expertise is not just in a subject area and in teaching
French as a second language. “My preference is to hire Franco-Albertans
because they understand the western culture and the need for bilingual
education.” Principal Keane says that she likes to hire teachers who are
subject specialists because she believes that is where the highest level
of effectiveness and confidence are found. “You need a solid knowledge base,” she says. As well, she looks for teachers who have effective teaching skills: “With a knowledge base accompanied with teaching ability, we have successful teachers.”
The school staff are very dedicated; they work hard to make sure that
all students learn. At the first sign of problems, they phone parents to
consider options together. Options such as: Would they benefit from a
peer tutor? What about working with the other teachers that teach the
same students? What about working with the counselor? “We have
regular meetings to look at students who are having difficulty and try
and put a plan of action in place to provide some intervention as quickly
as we can,” explains Principal Keane. The school has more than its
share of gifted students and although the school has few students who
are special needs as identified by Alberta Learning, the school staff
work together to ensure that none fall through the cracks.
The teachers are very actively involved with program and professional
development. Being close to Alberta Learning makes it convenient for
staff to be involved in item writing, program development and marking
of standardized tests. Principal Keane echoes what other principals
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have said, “That’s an amazing professional development activity which
they bring back and share with others as well.”
Teachers collaborate departmentally, “The English Language Arts,
Grades 7 through 9, even 7 through 12 work together.” These teachers
review provincial tests, diploma exam results, achievement of students
on assignments in Math and Science and then plan together how they
could improve instruction. Assessment drives instruction in the school
and Principal Keane explains, “in our school we worked right from the
time we moved into our new location in a new building, 12 years ago
now, to ensure that was the case.”
Principal Keane describes the school culture in one word…family. It is
cohesive and comfortable. The staff works hard at making the school
comfortable for everyone and, as well, senior students have accepted
the role of older brother, or sister, and protector for the younger students. “We have seen it at different public events where some other big
kid wants to beat around one of our Grade 7’s and a big kid comes to
their defense automatically,” she explains. Parents and students often
comment on the safe and caring environment in the school. Some of
the students have struggled with French immersion and probably would
have been better going to an English school, as it would have been
easier for them, but they have chosen to stay because of the safe and
caring environment. These students feel that they get the support they
need and the academic encouragement to continue. Principal Keane
identifies the other important element of the school culture as the academic focus. There is a striving on the part of the staff and students to
reach a higher level of excellence. Parents, too, share the expectations
for high academic achievement.
The motto of the school community is dignity, respect and service.
Principal Keane explains, “We are a Catholic school. As a Catholic
school, we integrate, through everything that we do, the whole notion
of the values that go with the Catholic teaching, the way we treat one
another.” The discipline policy of the code of conduct is based on the
premise that everyone is worthy to be treated with dignity and respect
at all times. When there is problem between students or a problem
between a student and teacher, generally there is a problem with either
the level of dignity or respect shown to one another by one or both
parties. So, with the administration, the parties reflect on what might
have gone wrong and then come to a working agreement to improve the
dignity and respect.
The service part of the motto is important because the research on safe
and caring schools has very clearly demonstrated that when students are
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of service to other people, they don’t want to hurt others. École Marguerite D’Youville has integrated this idea of service into the entire
school program of religious studies. “At the junior high level, all of our
students do twenty-five hours of community service and at the high
school, fifty hours. That is considerable but what it does is create and
develop within students, the ability to understand that people need the
help of others,” says Principal Keane. The service component brings
awareness to the students and they look around to see how they can
help those around them.
The educational philosophy that guides the teaching is one of reflective
practice. Focusing on academics, helping students become bilingual
and on continuous improvement in that area requires reflection. When
the results of past exams arrive, staff review the exams with “a fine
toothcomb”. Questions are asked about what was done well, how it
could be done better, and whether or not there is a small area that requires focus. Consideration is given to the program of study and the
curriculum. Principal Keane provides an example of the kinds of reflective questions that are asked….“Could we have taught this particular strand of that curriculum in a different way that would have been
more successful for the kids, especially when you are learning a second
language at the same time?”

When the
results of
past exams
arrive, staff
review the
exams with
“a fine
toothcomb.”

The whole notion of problem solving, critical thinking and being able
to find new ways to solve problems is integral to the entire program of
study at Sainte Marguerite D’Youville. Evidence of this can be found
in the way that problems with a new math textbook were approached.
With the new math program at the Junior High level, the textbook that
was available was not ideal for use in an immersion program. The
teachers looked at the content of that book and worked collaboratively
with other French Immersion schools to find ways to help students learn
because it was the only textbook that was translated but required the
students to be very strong language users. The reality is that there is a
broad spectrum of learners and language users in the classroom. The
teachers had to learn to differentiate instruction and this differentiation
became the focus of the staff.

Administrative Leadership
Keane is in her twentieth year with the school division. She was a stayat-home mom who entered university when she was thirty to become a
teacher. Her background was special education at the time, and although she is a Francophone Albertan, she was not able to do her special education degree at the Faculte St. Jean. She completed her four
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year degree at the University of Alberta. “I had better things to do with
my time than stay in school forever. I was so excited to start teaching,”
she recalls with enthusiasm. She was hired at Father Jan as a special
education teacher in her first year of teaching, assigned to work with
gifted students. She later completed a Masters program while continuing as a teacher. She became an administrator thirteen years ago, first
at Father Jan at the elementary level, then on to St. Marguerite
D’Youville, at the Grades 7-12 level, as vice-principal. She was viceprincipal for six years and then became principal and remained in that
position for four years. She now serves in the district office as division
principal.
Keane’s combination of leadership ability, bilingualism and experience
in French immersion contributed to her suitability for the position at
Sainte Marguerite D’Youville. She describes her leadership style as a
collaborative approach - a shared leadership. At the school there is a
leadership team, an advisory council of staff members, who are selected
to represent subject areas because of their experience and capability.
There are also opportunities for self-selection to the council. The leadership team works as an advisory council to the administration team in
developing the staff meetings and areas for professional development.
For example when the school decided to try student-led conferencing,
the administration leadership team did the research and piloted it. It
was then recommended to the staff and it was well accepted.
Schools are continuously changing and when issues arise, the leadership team becomes a sounding board for the principal. The staff appreciates the leadership team because they are able to approach them with
problems they would rather not bring to the school administration.
Although Principal Keane had an open door policy and remained available long hours before and after school, it was important for her to have
the council to vet those issues that members of the staff were reluctant
to take directly to her. The advisory council was a group of eight; five
were teachers that were approached by Principal Keane. She then announced that there was space for three more and interested teachers
should make their intention known. Often, there were more volunteers
than seats. “The staff advisory council is absolutely critical in terms of
communication and having everybody feel they had a voice and access
to having their goals heard. That is important to me as an administrator,” she states.
Principal Keane expects that students’ behavior is respectful and conducive to learning. They are expected to model Catholic values in this
Catholic school. Her goal is to have a friendly atmosphere, and she
models the expected behaviour by saying “good morning” to visitors in
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the school and “How are you?”, “Can I help you?” These social skills
are often taught indirectly in other settings but Principal Keane believes
that it is important to teach those skills directly. She believes that it is
also important to create an environment where students understand that
they are there to learn. The entire school is there for learning. All of the
time that staff and students are there, the focus must be on creating a
culture that supports learning.
Principal Keane expects that teachers will do their part as well. She
requires them to come to classes prepared and provide lesson plans and
unit plans at the beginning of the year. She and the vice-principal walk
through classrooms on a daily basis making sure that, over the course
of the week, they had visited every classroom, gaining a good sense of
what was happening in the school and the classroom. “The great thrill
of the biology students was to invite me to their dissecting lesson, because they knew that they would gross me out.”

[I]t is important to create
an environment where
students understand that
they are there
to learn…the
focus must be
on creating a
culture that
supports
learning.

The school has always achieved excellent results on both the provincial
achievement and diploma exams. Those results actually continue to
improve as teachers become more expert at analyzing the results and
applying their findings directly to their instruction. What helped teachers to improve their instruction was helping the students become more
actively involved with their own learning. Staff began teaching
metacognitive skills and strategies. “How are you as a learner? How
do you learn? What is your learning style? What makes you effective?”
Having students reflect on their own learning made a difference. Student conferencing, where students, parents and teachers explore progress
on a regular basis gave students more responsibility for their own learning and the program of studies that they were expected to achieve by
year end. Students would report, “I’m doing very well here, but not
here, and that’s why, and this is how I can improve, and my teacher is
going to help me.” Students understood the rubrics used in assessment
and could explain them. The ultimate results of better learning and
higher levels of achievement on standardized tests began as a result of
this move to student-led conferencing and a focus on learning styles.
The credit for the increase is shared because it was very much a collaborative effort. To have an effective school requires an effective teaching staff who understands the whole teaching-learning process and it
also takes leadership to ensure that.
Principal Keane suggests that her leadership role was principally, one
of coaching. She worked to help staff understand how to effectively
examine their assessment results, how to analyze all of the data, and
how to make sound decisions in terms of where and how to guide in-
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struction. She also assisted staff to understand the role of the standardized provincial tests, and how to integrate their own assessment of unit
and master exams. Her key contribution as a leader is that she hired
good staff. When she was asked what had contributed to the success of
the school she answered, “Certainly the hiring practices and looking
for the expertise. It’s hard not to be successful if you’ve hired people
who want to teach, who love kids, and who have a good, solid, base in
what they’re going to teach.” She believes that teachers can continually improve their knowledge base, but there is an innate ability to teach
kids successfully that she looks for so that she can build on those skills.
Add the selection of skilled staff to the collaboration time that is scheduled for departments and teaching teams on professional development
days, you have a formula for continuous improvement.
Regular meetings of staff members are held where the agenda is the
achievement of students. For students not achieving to par (60% or
higher) staff involve the parents. They are invited by letter to a conference which includes the school counselor. The principal was involved
in other ways as well. “When I proofed report cards, I used to sit by the
phone and make phone calls while I was reading, and congratulate the
kids. That was a big thing to push them to continue to work hard to
improve themselves,” she explains.
Another initiative of Principal Keane was to hiring a teacher assistant,
whose sole job was to help those students who had difficulty in completing homework on a regular basis. This person provided after school
supervision and/or assistance to students to organize their binders and
complete homework. She identifies this supervised study hall as having been very effective. A peer-tutoring program was also introduced.
Students learn well from other students. Peer-tutors are matched by the
counselor to the student needing assistance. Tutors are chosen for their
ability to effectively teach others and must be an honors student in the
subject they are tutoring. A contract is developed between the student,
parent and peer-tutor and the peer-tutor is paid $5 per hour for their
assistance. The counselor is careful to match junior high boys with
senior high boys because they wouldn’t be comfortable with a girl.
Often, he matches them based on the geographical location of their
homes, so that if they didn’t want to stay after school to do peer-tutoring, that they can work at home. Principal Keane underlines the importance of placing key people in important roles and she identifies an
“amazing counselor” as a key part of the success at this school. “It’s all
about people,” she adds.
Keane identifies one of the obstacles to success for the school as the

Regular meetings of staff
members are
held where
the agenda is
the achievement of students.
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misperception that special needs students do not enroll in French immersion programs. In reality, in French immersion, especially today,
there is a broad spectrum of learners in classrooms. Differentiating
instruction to meet the needs of all of learners is a challenge. She suggests that it is challenging to help teachers recognize the need to differentiate and to coach them to the level where they can comfortably and
easily apply different approaches effectively. Societal needs play a role.
Principal Keane describes the reality of schools today as changing all
the time. “Kids are coming to school with bigger and more problems
than we used to have. About 30-40% of our students come from singlefamily, broken family or blended family homes and that brings all different kinds of issues.” St. Albert is a professional community where
both parents work long days and many students go home to an empty
house or are told to wait outside until the parents come home. These
students may be in the school for a couple of hours after school, waiting
for a ride home. It isn’t after school care because these are adolescents,
but in order to keep students safe, the staff must keep them busy after
school. “Our school is open to kids. We never put them out the door
and there are many kids there ‘til six o’clock at night.”

When [students] are
happy and
comfortable
and safe, then
their ability to
learn and
absorb is
improved and
academic
achievement
improves.

Relationships are the key. Principal Keane says that the relationships at
the school have always been positive. Parents in French immersion
depend on the teachers to communicate openly and the staff depend on
the parents to communicate with them. There’s a very strong and vibrant relationship between parents, staff and the administrators. These
strong relationships contribute to the sense of family that you find at
Marguerite d’Youville which nurtures students’ well-being. When they
are happy and comfortable and safe, then their ability to learn and absorb is improved and academic achievement improves.

Conclusion
Principal Keane admits that she loves being a principal. “I just thoroughly enjoyed working with the kids and staff. And I enjoy the work.
Becoming a teacher was the best thing I ever did. In terms of vocation,
it’s been very, very fulfilling for me.” A rigorous program combined
with high expectations and caring, integrated use of assessment data,
and careful selection of staff are key to her success.
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Profiles of Principals – British Columbia
BOB COWDEN
École Secondaire John Peterson
Kamloops, BC

Building on Bilingualism
Creating Academic Success in a Medium
Sized School
Principal Bob Cowden used the theme of bilingualism to build a very
successful program, both academically and culturally, at École
Secondaire John Peterson. This was a deliberate and carefully thoughtout strategy to take advantage of an inherent design feature rather than
a result of principal action.
The following profile provides a retrospective portrait because, as of
the 2004 school year, École Secondaire John Peterson was closed and
its students incorporated into another secondary school.

School Setting
John Peterson was a dual track school in Kamloops, with 50% French
Immersion students and 50% community school students. The immersion students came to the school from programs that began in Kindergarten in schools all over the city. The school also drew students from

55

56

PRINCIP
AL POR
TRAITS 2
PRINCIPAL
PORTRAITS

5 local elementary schools located in the city of Kamloops.
The standard of work and quality of the French Immersion students was
exceptional. They were committed and had individual goals focused on
higher education. Within the community the French Immersion program
was seen as a succussful program. Many of the parents of the French
Immersion students were professionals and included doctors, lawyers
and business people. These students helped set the tone and the theme of
the school - education as a means of personal growth and development.
Combining the feeder school students and parents from the city core with
the French Immersion students and parents meant that very high standards could be set for all. As a result, the students set high personal and
academic achievement goals. The power of expectations carried over to
these students and because the standard of work of the immersion students was exceptionally high, the community students also showed very
good academic results.
The Parent Advisory Committee represented only one group amongst
parents active in the school. The PAC was active in educational issues
but attendance at most meetings was low unless there was an important
educational issue. There was ample parental support for work with students, especially for student trips and other activities. There was a large
turnout for athletic events and curriculum issues received a lot of support. The Parent Grad Committee was very strong and essentially assumed responsibility for planning and implementing all of the graduation events aside from the actual ceremony.
Because of the mix of students the principal was able to use the theme of
bilingualism to build the staff. Staff selection was the responsibility of
the principal, which was an unusual practice for the district at the time,
giving him the ability to use French Immersion as a staffing criterion as
opposed to other schools that had to deal more with district staff norms
and practices.
The mean age of the teaching staff at École Secondaire John Peterson
was 35, which is not common in today’s secondary school world. The
teachers were keen, enthusiastic, and appreciative staff members. They
were very involved in both curricular and extra-curricular activities and
consequently the school was at the forefront in the district in all domains.
The school’s situation resembled that of schools in the early 70’s that, as
a result of the growth, employed many young staff members. This was an
ideal situation in which to build a school program.
The age of the staff provided additional benefits. There were computer
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enthusiasts who were up-to-date on the latest technology aids in teaching. With the young staff to do the coaching, the school had an exceptional athletics program. The Fine Arts program was very good, particularly in music and drama and every second year the school put on a
major musical production. The quality of the production was professional -staging, sound and lighting, and competed with professional productions in the city. The productions had sellout performances in the
local theatre. These productions integrated all the arts – drama, music,
graphic art, and were a total staff and student effort.
The teaching staff was well-balanced in gender as well as age. Older
teachers mentored the younger ones and there was strong bonding within
gender groups. This was an exceptionally strong staff who supported
one another. The school had total staff commitment and saw a lot of
benefit from their energy.
There was a high degree of teaching specialization. Teachers were
recruited to the school, via the district, from across the country, in particular from Manitoba, Quebec, and New Brunswick because of the
bilingual nature of those provinces. These specialist teachers were the
key element in school development. In the view of the principal, if you
wanted to strengthen the academic program you had to have teachers in
the specialist areas, the main university teaching areas, covered well.
He needed generalists as well, but primarily focused on specialists to
provide curricular leadership.
The department coordinators provided their specialized curricular leadership in the school as well as to the district and the province. They
served on provincial curriculum committees and were involved in marking provincial examinations, which brings great benefit to the school.

Administrative Leadership
Cowden grew up on Vancouver Island, and received his Bachelor of
Education Degree in Special Education from the University of Victoria.
His wife is also a teacher. They came to Kamloops as new teachers and
they have both been in the district for their entire careers. Bob completed his Masters in Education at Gonzaga University, an excellent,
practical, focused program of study.
He was an elementary school vice-principal and then principal of a
segregated Special Education school. He held a vice-principalship in a
large high school and a principalship in a smaller rural school.
He realized that his strengths lay in school-based leadership. He was in

[I]f you
wanted to
strengthen
the academic
program you
had to have
teachers in
the specialist
areas, the
main university teaching
areas, covered well.
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volved in the district’s Leadership Program run by the Department of Educational Administration in the Faculty of Education at UBC.
Cowden pays attention to provincial issues and sees himself as a loyal servant of the district, the board and the province. He is aware of responsibilities in the district, because of the impact that district decisions have on the
school program.

His leadership
style is very
collaborative
and he believes administrators
should listen.

His leadership style is very collaborative and he believes administrators should
listen. He believes in the strength of the staff team and has an advisory
board of department heads. He is confident that the staff would say that “he
gives them the opportunity to make decisions and to implement programs.
A shared belief amongst the staff was that they could create high achievement by setting high expectations. All of the teaching strategies reflected
these very high standards. The staff was also committed to learning teaching
strategies. There was also a closeness between students and staff in a professional and respectful way.
With an enrolment of 600, the staff and students truly believed that they
were one big family. The principal tried to make the workplace comfortable
for both students and staff. Staff cooperation and mutual support was
also notable.

“[H]e gives
(staff) the opportunity to make
decisions and to
implement programs.

There were many trips and educational opportunities for students. They
were immersed in leadership opportunities and the school had a very strong
leadership class. They had abandoned the student council model and instead employed the leadership class model for school activities. The Yearbook, for example, became a credit activity as part of the leadership class
program. The school staff believed that the days of volunteerism for that
sort of activity were gone. One important motivator for students was a
graphic display. “We started a ‘Wall of Fame’ with photos of graduates
who had gone on to achievement. It became a big motivator very quickly”.

Conclusion
This school’s success is an illustration of the power of expectations. These
expectations were developed out of a sense of special mission and responsibility amongst the school staff which arose out of the bilingual design of the
school. The power of expectations was applied equally to all students,
creating a high-achievement environment.
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HOBERLY HOVE
NorKam Secondary School
Kamloops, BC

Succeeding With Diversity
Leadership in a Large Urban Secondary
School
This profile illustrates some particular administrative challenges inherent in an urban school with a diverse student population, but lacking
any other distinctive design feature around which to develop a program. Principal Hoberly Hove was recognized as Distinguished Principal of the Year by the Canadian Association of Principals in 2001 for
his work in NorKam Secondary School.

School Setting
Norkam Secondary School is located in the city of Kamloops in a subdivision close to the airport which, for the casual visitor, is mainly notable for light industry and small businesses. At one time NorKam
Secondary School had a student population of 1100. The school now
has about 960 students, a shrinkage that all of the district schools have
experienced. The most striking feature of NorKam is its multicultural
nature.
This part of the city has drawn successive waves of immigrants: East
Indians since World War 1; Japanese internees; Italians after World War
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2; and now a sizable First Nations population. NorKam currently enrolls approximately 150 First Nations students, partly because the school
has shown success with these students. The school has drawn students
from as far away as Bella Coola and other First Nations towns and
villages. For some of these students NorKam is bigger than their home
village and adjustment issues are apparent.
The school also now receives three busloads of students per day from a
middle-class subdivision. This has positively changed the dynamics of
the school. Adding to the mix, NorKam has been the only semestered
school in the district and consequently receives dropouts from other
schools. These are often ‘problem’ students, for example those trying
to earn credits in courses they did not complete. Over the years NorKam
has “picked up everyone’s castoffs”. Even in larger urban centres
throughout B.C., there are likely few student populations more ethnically or academically diverse.
As NorKam has a pattern of receiving a wide variety of students, Principal Hove explains that their greatest challenge and achievement, is to
develop and maintain a welcoming culture. The principal finds it a
nice school to work in; in fact, this experienced administrator says: “it
is the best school I have been in”.
The school culture is, by design and necessity, a welcoming one. It is
not cliquey and therefore students new to the school do not take a long
time to make friends and feel comfortable in the environment. The
staff puts a lot of effort into nurturing and recognizing the multicultural
element in the school. They host a variety of events which recognize
the range of cultures with the intent to improve relationships. Hove
believes that these efforts make a difference: “students tend to get along.”
The school has a cafeteria where students can ‘hang out’ at lunch. When
Hove first came to NorKam, the cafeteria was in disrepair. It has now
been upgraded to a career technical program centre which is part of a
college program. People from the community come in to the school for
a good hot lunch. The cafeteria has added a valuable and important
element to the culture in making the school more obviously a part of
the community.
The school grounds have also been upgraded to include benches for
students. “They like to get into groups and talk so, with the parent group’s
support, we put benches out so they can have a place to sit outside.”
The district Alternative School, located across the parking lot from
NorKam, has a computer-generated curriculum designed so that stu-
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dents are able to work from home. As NorKam students attending
the program have a tendency to ‘hang around’ rather than go home to
complete their studies, NorKam is creating a program for students
with serious behavioral issues. This program will staff a teacher
with special training that will aim to help these students get caught
up academically and meld them back into the regular system rather
than sending them to the Alternative School. Although it will take
longer for a student to graduate from this program, the principal would
rather see a student graduate than give up. Knowing that young people
without education or training can be costly to society, his philosophy
is to “keep them here until they graduate”.
Students arrive at NorKam in Grade 8, and about 65% stay right
through to graduation. The remainder of the student population is
transient, in part because the school serves an area with a large proportion of rental accommodation and families on social assistance.
This is not a factor over which the school has any control. The high
turnover of students makes the welcoming culture even more important.
The principal describes the relationships with parents as good but
the school has to be ready to ‘reach out’ to establish and maintain
these relationships. For example, the staff may have to go the homes
of the new students whose parents often feel uncomfortable in the
school setting. This is especially true of the First Nations students.
The school’s First Nations Support Workers often visit these parents
who are afraid of the school because of their experience with residential schools. Norkam tried to further strengthen the relationship
with the local First Nations community by helping to organize an
Honouring Our Youth Pow-Wow weekend for several years. The
principal believes that this effort has had a positive impact and the
school district is now working on a proposal to hire First Nations
teachers. The school district’s First Nations Educational Council,
made up of the chiefs and Board representatives, helps with decisions on how to spend funds that the district and school receive for
First Nations students.
There are other ethnic groups characterized by parents who simply
want their children to do better in school than they did. These parents are not typically involved in the school as they too are reluctant
to visit. Despite this, they are very supportive, with some parents
coaching school teams and former students from these families returning as coaches. The support of these community members as
coaches for school teams is particularly important at NorKam be-

[T]he school
has to be
ready to ‘reach
out’ to establish and maintain these
(parent) relationships.
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cause of the aging staff that is not keen to coach.
Norkam reaches out to parents of the Sikh community in other ways to
build relationships. For example, the principal went to the Sikh temple
and spoke about the importance of their children in the school, particularly their involvement in athletics. The school has had several Sikh
teachers who have served as mentors and role models for students.
Principal Hove stresses the importance of having multicultural teachers when you have a multicultural school.
The school has a Parent Advisory Council (PAC) structure in place for
which the parents show a lot of support although attendance is low.
Apart from the executive, about 4-20 parents show up for meetings.
The school also has in place the newly-mandated School Planning Council and is required to have an annual school improvement plan instead
of the accreditation that was formerly required every 6 years. The principal regards this new system as a significant improvement because the
school is now planning for progress every year and involving the parents in the development of this plan.
The school has not been known in the district as a high achieving school,
although it was never very far behind the leaders. Academic expectations amongst parents of NorKam students vary greatly. Some parents
regard just graduating as a huge accomplishment, and each year the
school has students who are the first high school graduates in their
family’s history. At the same time other parents have very high expectations and students in the school are competing for Premier’s Excellence Awards.
The challenge for the school is getting students and parents to recognize individual ability levels. The school strives to help the parents see
what their children are capable of as there are always parents who have
unreasonable expectations. The principal indicated that often the unhappiest students that the school has to deal with are those who are not
meeting the expectations their parents have set for them.
The school has a mixed staff. Generally it is an aging population but
with some younger teachers now being added: 25% are in their 30’s,
another 25% are in their 40’s, and the remaining in their 50’s. A handful of the present staff have been teaching at NorKam for their entire
career. This year two more of the tenured staff will retire and the principal believes that the influx of new, younger teachers will have a positive impact on the school environment and learning climate.
The school staff is caring and highly motivated. Teachers take unsuc-
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cessful students into classrooms and turn them around. The principal keeps
reminding staff that they are the ones responsible for student success.
“What happens in the classroom is what counts; not much education is
happening in my office most of the time.” The school has had very positive effects on individual students: “I have that saying on the wall – ‘Students don’t care about how much you know until they know how much
you care’.” He recalls with pride the student who was drug-addicted
when she came to NorKam who eventually graduated as valedictorian.
NorKam has a strong emphasis on technology. Teachers are taking attendance in the classroom via technology and one classroom is equipped
with two-way video-conferencing. The school has just started offering
courses for remote communities which helps build enrolment. With only
8 students wanting to take English Literature 12 they could not offer the
course in the school but students can now take it online. Similarly, with
only 15 students wanting to enroll in French 12 they created an online
video class with an out-of-town group.
“I expect teachers to do the job – I work hard to get
the tools for teachers like computers – the whole school
is wired now.”

Administrative Leadership
Hoberly Hove grew up on a farm in Grand Forks, and did hard physical
work from a young age. He attended UBC and studied History and English Literature. His marriage to an aspiring teacher changed his career
aspirations. As a ‘teacher couple’ they taught throughout B.C. spending
3 years in Dawson Creek and one year in Kamloops teaching before
moving to Vancouver so that the principal could take up a position at
Simon Fraser University (SFU) and his wife could start her Masters.
Hove spent 7 years at SFU as a Faculty Associate and then as Coordinator of the off-campus Professional Development Programs (teacher training). In this position he was able to see classrooms all over the province:
Cranbrook, Penticton, Kelowna, Vernon, Prince George, Fort St. John,
Dawson Creek, Kitimat, Prince Rupert, as well as Kamloops. During
his tenure at SFU he had the opportunity to work with faculty members,
and “got a perspective on education that probably could not have been
gained in any other way.”
The principal finds it difficult to describe his leadership style:
“I am not very structured in that regard – a lot of
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time leadership is about relationships; it is like
teaching. You have to trust people. Leadership is
sometimes acts of kindness. It sounds kind of oldfashioned. I kind of understand the union point - if
it is not in the contract, don’t do it - but that is
dehumanizing. As a leader I try to respond to the
person.”
“[A] lot of
time leadership is about
relationships…”

He likes to be visible in the school and spend a lot of time directly with
students. At the beginning of the day he likes to have the administrative team out in classrooms. He believes that his leadership is innovative, flexible, and seeks to reduce tension and solve problems. A lot of
leadership is reactive, and he explains that much of his leadership activity is of a kind that teachers would not notice:
“You set your goals when you can. I’m not out there
trying to take a lot of credit. I want to help them do
their jobs and I would just as soon they get the credit.
A lot of times, with really good classroom teachers,
things are going well and they don’t know what you
are doing. A lot of what I do is negotiating in the
Board Offices for the school; the teachers wouldn’t
know about that. I started a fund for scholarships
here; my dream was that we could help students go
to university. We didn’t have a scholarship for the
top science student; now we do. The teachers
wouldn’t really notice that.”
He acknowledges that one cannot “lead from the middle of the pack”,
but believes that one needs to see leadership as a service. “You have to
support teachers, and that is more and more difficult in today’s climate.” His view is that teacher politics has not been a particular problem in Kamloops but is becoming worse all over the province: “You
see young teachers go to the staff representative rather than to the principal these days.”
Principal Hove’s vice-principal, who was retiring, nominated him for
the BC Principal’s Leadership Award and the BCPVPA also nominated
him for Canadian Distinguished Principal of the Year award in 2001.
He was recipient of both of these awards:
“I was embarrassed about that. I said to my staff it
is not me; it is what you are doing. I bring something to the role, but the most important thing about
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leadership is to care about the people you are working around and help them be better. You also have to
have a thick skin and a sense of humour.”
One of the first steps that the principal took in his tenure at NorKam
was strengthening the graduation requirements. When he arrived, students could participate in the spring commencement ceremonies even
if they weren’t going to graduate until the following semester. He
changed that: “I said if you want to go through the ceremony (and the
whole social side is very important) you have to graduate. You shape
up or you wait a year.” Furthermore, he went through the most recent
student marks and removed anyone failing from the graduation list.
This had a positive impact on the academic climate of the school. Teachers implemented tutorials for students partially as a result of this change.
“Through the efforts of staff”, the principal explains, “we have been
the only school in this area on an upward trend in results.”
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He has initiated a number of programs to improve the academic performance of students at the school. A professor from the University of
British Columbia was enlisted to assist the school in designing a developmental reading course for students who are several years behind
grade level in reading. He has also tried hard to improve programs for
more talented students and an active Gifted and Talented Committee is
presently working on program development in that area. A work-study
experience program for students who are not as academically inclined
is supported by many small businessmen in and around the community
who graduated from the school.
They also have academic programs like Calculus 12, and the size of
the honour roll has increased over the years: “We have an evening for
the parents of honour roll students. Such things are intended to raise
the academic profile and focus in the school.”
The principal has high expectations of his staff and pays careful attention to their assignments. The present focus on accountability in education creates a spotlight on continuous improvement and student
achievement. This environment does create more stress for teachers,
and principals need to assign staff according to their strengths in an
effort to maximize student progress. Principal Hove explains that sometimes this can be done by moving people around:
“Some teachers don’t get results - you move them
and get someone who can teach. For some the best
you can do is get them to be competent. You get

[P]rincipals
need to assign
staff according to their
strengths in
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some teachers now who come in the union context;
they just do what they have to do. They are never
really going to like kids much.”
The principal believes schools should be purposeful, should focus on
academic achievement, however, they must also have a sense of fun:
“Schools should be fun – they are a community, a
big extended family. That is not a very academic statement but that is how human beings need to interact,
in a belonging, caring environment. We built these
big factory schools about 100 years ago so it is a
struggle to do that. You really have to put a lot of
effort into that; there are those students you see on
the margins that you really have to reach out to.”
“My leadership class started a campaign to raise
$1000 for cancer research. Then we had two students killed in a crosswalk so they wanted my hair as
part of the fund-raiser. So I said if you want my hair
you need another $2000 so we can make a bursary
in the names of the 2 students. So they did and they
had a ceremony in the gym where they cut off all my
hair. It was a big event and they brought in the media and so on.”

Conclusion
In many ways Hoberly Hove is a classic secondary school principal of
a particular era in B.C. education. His experiences at the Faculty of
Education at Simon Fraser University in the 1970’s shaped his approaches. It is not surprising that he feels so comfortable at NorKam
School; the school and the administrator seem an ideal match. It says a
great deal about the credo of the administrator that within months of
the end of a long career in the public school system he was willing to be
shorn by students in the school gymnasium.
He will be greatly missed on his retirement this spring.
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NANCY MACDONALD
Gulf Islands Secondary School
Salt Spring Island, BC

A Place Apart
Building a Program for a Unique
Community
Gulf Islands Secondary School is a successful school in a community
that consists of many people who have made a choice to live in the
somewhat isolated environment of Salt Spring Island. Nancy Macdonald
has served as vice-principal and principal of Gulf Islands Secondary
for ten years and is a long-time resident of Salt Spring.

School Setting
Salt Spring lsland and its neighboring Gulf lslands which send students
to the school contain a broad social range. There are long-standing
farming families, more recent arrivals, and a new generation of ‘back
to the land’ people. Many residents came to the southern Gulf lslands
as adults in a deliberate choice largely unconstrained by employment
prospects or financial benefits. Recently the island has attracted affluent early retirees from other parts of Canada and the U.S. with older
children, who have come to the island particularly to change their
lifestyle. Residents also include those involved in local services such
as B.C. Ferries, or the thriving arts community.
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The islanders are unusual, however, in the sense that they are very socially conscious, with strong but varying views about education. Intense
community discussions are often noted in the local paper and community
meetings rarely reach consensus. Such passionate individual values and
opinions result in parents that feel very strongly about education and have
very high expectations. The arts have become particularly important to
islanders in recent years, but academic achievement remains at the forefront as people are aware of its power to shape the careers of students.
Some parents are interested in alternative education and there are currently both private and public alternative education programs operating
on the Island. A large number of parents home-school their children and
the district even runs a home schooling program to support them. As a
result, many students enter secondary school with a home-schooling background.
Community support for Gulf Islands Secondary School improved significantly after the principal introduced some major organizational
changes. The full block system was implemented which requires students to be in class all day, replacing spare periods with supervised study
classes. This system reduced vandalism, smoking and violence and, in
general, every aspect of student behavior improved. Eliminating the Grade
11 and 12 spares prevented students from wandering around town during
school hours and the staff saw a large improvement in community attitudes towards the school.
This new full block system also positively impacted the school environment and student attitudes. The students seemed to be more interested in
school resulting in wanting to spend more time there. There was a large
increase in students staying for elective programs after school hours. Some
students who commuted by water taxi even started boarding on the island in order to participate in sports and other activities.
Attendance improved with the implementation of the new program, but
is still not as high as other areas with better access to the school. School
staff have made efforts to improve attendance by trying to get parents to
plan vacations outside school days which has also helped.
After graduation, a slightly higher than average percentage of students
continue on to some form of post-secondary education. Gulf Islands
Secondary has emphasized trades training to further encourage the transition to college. Some students attend Malaspina College or Camosun
College because of proximity, but many graduates attend post-secondary
schools right across Canada. Many value the ‘island life’ and an increasing number of graduates use their professional training to return to live
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on the islands.
In recent years there has also been a significant improvement in relationships with the Parent Advisory Committee and School Council. Ten years
ago the parents were typically unimpressed with the school. The full
block system was the largest contributor to this turn-around and the school
now has strong, stable parent leadership. Parents support the school and,
in general, feel this is a place in which good things are happening. A
combination of positive events in recent years including a strong Parent
Advisory Committee chair have altered the focus of parents from complaining to supporting.
Little crises band community people together. The year that Nancy
Macdonald began her career in the school they had a cash crunch, but the
community got together to solve the problem.
Macdonald describes the school staff as a great group who are “happy
with the teaching environment”. She had the opportunity to hire many
new staff due to retirements and was responsible for selecting about half
of the present 34 staff members. This allowed her to reorganize the timetable. She was able include in the postings phrases such as “evidence of
exemplary teaching required”. This made a huge difference and she persisted despite the union pressures. It used to be difficult to attract teachers to the school because most felt that it was too far away but they now
receive many applications. The principal believes that because they now
have a beautiful building and a good reputation, the school is more appealing.
When Macdonald first arrived, the school had some weak areas including
mathematics and music. There were teachers teaching math courses without the proper training and background. As a result of hiring teachers
with the appropriate skills, mathematics results improved. The school
now has very strong programs in mathematics, music, dance, drama, and
English. They have an award winning jazz band in a music program that
started from scratch five years ago.
The academic focus of the school is also positive. Students opt in to the
difficult courses and there is presently an 80% enrolment in English 12,
up from 65% in past years. That enrolment shift is more meaningful to
the principal than test scores as she feels it says more about the academic
climate in the school. “The students want to enroll in these courses now
even if they don’t get a great mark.”
Several steps have been taken to boost a declining school enrolment. The
district implemented an international program several years ago, empha-
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sizing student safety as it is one of the most important factors for the
international school ‘shoppers’. The school also started a new performing arts program because of the prominent arts community on the island.
The program had an initial enrolment of 30 students, which is very large
in light of the declining enrolments.

Administrative Leadership
Macdonald came to the islands in 1983 as a French Immersion teacher.
She was trained as a secondary teacher, completing an MA in French at
UBC before taking her teacher training. She began teaching on the island at Salt Spring Elementary School as a Grade 6 teacher and remained
there for about 6 years. She transferred to a secondary school French
Immersion program in 1990 and in 1991 became part-time vice-principal. She then transferred to Gulf Island Secondary School in 1994 as
vice-principal and French lmmersion teacher.
Macdonald has had no formal training in administration, although she
has taken advantage of many professional development opportunities.
She has essentially learned ‘on the job’ and looks forward to coming
into the school every day because of the diverse challenges. In particular, she likes the direct contact with students and teachers. She spends
time in the classrooms and works in the cafeteria at lunchtimes to maximize contact with students.
She still teaches in the Career and Personal Planning program in order to
get to know a wide range of students. The staff at the school have developed the Career and Personal Planning program into a more positive
version to improve a program that is widely disliked amongst students
and teachers in the province. All the school administrators are involved
in the program because it helps them to get to know students.
The principal believes in ‘management while walking around’. She
spends a lot of time in hallways and classrooms and, by doing so, becomes aware of any problems. Finding and dealing with problems rather
than avoiding them is, in her opinion, the role of principal and she believes that all principals should be held accountable for this.
The teachers feel that the principal is accessible and approachable if
they wish to come in and talk. They believe that she addresses problems
and they show appreciation for this and understand that it is her
role to hold people accountable. On one occasion, she ended up in arbitration over a teacher problem, but despite this, has found that people
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appreciate that you face problems and that parents also notice it. The
principal does, however, feel that it is important to choose which issues
to address and she will not spend time on things that will not affect
student achievement:
“There are some things you just can’t tackle. We
spent a lot of time on issues such as the dress code
for students. Our Student Council did a great job on
it, including information on the Constitution and student rights. But after all that consideration we concluded that nothing could really be changed. We
ended up back with our original policy. People just
became more aware of expectations.”
Macdonald prefers to focus her attention on instructional quality, and
she makes supporting a really strong instructional program her priority.
She has noticed that some principals tend to stray from that priority
while dealing with other more management related issues.

[I]t is important to
choose which
issues to
address and
she will not
spend time on
things that
will not affect
student
achievement.

The more she can help the teachers who need a little bit of support,
those who could have major problems later, the better. One important
element of her leadership is making sure that the goals the staff have for
improvement are being met, via instructional supervision. The principal has done a lot of work on that part of her job. She believes the old
model hasn’t been working – so they are working on a model focusing
on student behavior – watching what students are learning rather than
what teachers are doing.
They have a professional growth model for instructional supervision as
well, which focuses on annual improvement. Teacher supervision is
important to Macdonald, as are curricular assessments and helping teachers with instructional issues. She believes in the power of encouragement and provides does lots of teacher supervision and support, while
ensuring the staff celebrate achievements
Macdonald considers staff meetings a particularly important leadership
opportunity:
“With e-mail you don’t need to use meetings for announcements. It is important that teachers feel our
staff meeting time is well spent. We use it for things
like student updates (in confidence), who is having
trouble, or underachieving. The VP and the counselors lead these sessions. We also celebrate things in

[S]he makes
supporting a
really strong
instructional
program her
priority.
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staff meetings – we sing happy birthday and we always have food – I believe in sharing food to set tone.”

She believes
that people
need to talk
problems
through, even
when no defined solution
emerges.

Staff meetings address school goals, collegiality, instructional coherence and consistency within departments. Teachers talk about what
they are doing and their curricular focus. They review and share classroom practices and the principal keeps the focus on instruction rather
than on budgets or management topics. While the discussion time is
used for the intended purpose, occasional banter keeps the meetings
enjoyable. The principal usually chairs the meetings but sometimes
they bring in a facilitator. Although there are not always outcomes
from some sessions, the discussion itself is valuable. She believes that
people need to talk problems through, even when no defined solution
emerges.
Another staff goal is to improve the performance of underachieving
students – all of them, even those getting good grades but capable of
better. They use staff meeting time, led by the vice-principal or by
counselors, to identify groups that are not meeting potential and develop a strategy. Strategies range from homework club to regular contact with parents or possibly a new classroom approach.
Staff are also focused on the goal of applied skills for students. They
are currently developing more trades training opportunities, such as the
chef training program in the cafeteria taught in conjunction with the
chef training program at Malaspina College.
The educational philosophy that shapes the culture and guides teaching
and learning in this school is described as “safe, supportive, and strong
on relationships” among students and staff. These strong relationships
extend to the parent community who also feel welcome in the school.
A recent parent satisfaction survey shows that parents generally feel
postively about the school.
The school underwent accreditations in 1996 and 2002. The 1996 accreditation report was described as a very difficult one with a very positive one following in 2002. The positive relationships in the school
were noted as a huge improvement in the most recent accreditation
report, lending to an environment that supports achievement. The accreditation was a very useful process, as the staff members who were in
the school in 1996 were able to tell the others how much things had
improved. Also, an external assessor who had been there for the 1996
accreditation gave staff positive feedback about the changes and obvious improvements in the school.
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All of the changes described played a part in this transformation. The
school environment has contributed to higher achievement which, in
turn, reinforced the new relationships and programs at the school.
The main obstacles to school improvement have been finding time for
teacher planning and collaboration. Class size constraints in the former
union contract hurt the school, and dealing with such issues also takes
time. Diverse viewpoints on union issues are sometimes an obstacle
but the local union is not antagonistic. Teachers say this is a great place
to work.
The schools’ financial situation has been has been adversely affected
by declining enrolments. The staff are looking at a four-day work week
next year to try and save money as the change in the government funding formula negatively impacted the school.

Conclusion
This profile illustrates the impact that a new principal, even one without formal administrative training but with strong academic qualifications and a broad teaching background, can have on a school. The
contrast between the two external accreditations provides good evidence
of school growth and development.
There is little question that the school has benefited from the very strong
leadership of Nancy Macdonald, which has built a committed and successful staff and an outstanding educational program in this demanding
unique community.
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ALLAN MACLEOD
Frances Kelsey Secondary School
Mill Bay, BC

Success Through Innovation
Creating a Self-Directed Student Learning
Program
Frances Kelsey Secondary is a relatively new school which opened in
1995 under the leadership of Principal Allan MacLeod. Appointed two
years before the school opened, Allan directed the development of the
schools architecture and educational programs. In a time of declining
enrolments, he was honored to accept this very rare opportunity to be a
part of creating a new institution. Because of this, this successful school
is very much his institution.

School Setting
Frances Kelsey Secondary School is located in the community of Mill
Bay, about 40 minutes North of Victoria. The schools’ architecture is
characterized by steel, concrete and brick on the exterior with a two
story, modern, open plan on the interior. The interior boasts vaulted
ceilings, courtyards, spacious hallways, recessed lockers and large open
learning labs . The construction of the school was completed in February 1995.
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The most unique feature of the school is the self-directed curriculum
delivery model. Because of the innovative nature of this program, an
early decision was made to make this school elective for students. Hence,
students come to Frances Kelsey from all areas of the district, and others from the vicinity of the school go to other, more traditional, schools.
“We have twenty busses bringing students from hither and yon. They
come from Duncan, Chemainus, Lake Cowichan – all over the Cowichan
Valley.” In all, the school enrols 200 students from outside the community catchment area, nearly 20% of the student population. The school
had 650 students when it first opened and now has an enrolment of
1200.
The school welcomes an increasingly diverse population and as a consequence the parent community is diverse. Almost 50% of the students
come from single-parent homes or homes with blended families. Family incomes vary widely as parents range from unemployed to professionals. The average education level is in line with provincial norms.
The Parent Advisory Council receives a lot of support, although only
15-30 parents attend monthly meetings. When an issue arises, however, the PAC is able to quickly mobilize its network, which relies very
heavily on e-mail communication. A Board decision to shuffle the
school’s administrators drew about 400 parents to protest this proposed
move and the plan was abandoned.
The principal used a collaborative approach with parents prior to the
school opening, soliciting their input. The resulting planning committee report indicated that parents wanted a caring school where students
feel successful and do well in academics, fine arts and technology.
As Principal Designate MacLeod was involved in the early decision to
develop the school as a self-directed learning institution. It is now part
of the Canadian Coalition of Self-Directed Learning Schools, originating with Bishop Carroll Secondary School in Calgary. Serving on the
building committee, MacLeod was able to strategically design all the
spaces required for this innovative program: seminar rooms; teacher
preparation areas, a common science lab and large study areas.
The staffing process is an important aspect of the establishment of a
school with a new and unique curriculum model. As district Director
of Personnel, MacLeod had significant input into the hiring decisions
for the new school. He again used a collaborative approach, seeking
out teacher specialist groups for advice. This gave him the opportunity
to discuss the school’s philosophy and create a mindset for working in
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the new school. He was able to hire staff in advance, providing time for
in-service, including retreats. He and early staff appointees researched
self-directed learning, particularly learning guides, a key component of
such a program.
While staffing was done according to the seniority and posting provisions of the contract, it was assisted by a clause stating that teacher
candidates “must have compatibility to the program.” In this way staff
are essentially self-selected to work in the program, while the principal
may reject an applicant who is unsuited for the very different teaching
role in the school. Of the current staff, fewer than 50% were there
when the school opened. Retirements and growth have accounted for
almost all these staffing changes.
The self-directed learning system is rare, although it is a Canadian invention. A credit course usually consists of twenty Learning Guides,
each containing information, instruction, assignments and projects. To
complete a course, students must complete all twenty Learning Guides
and can only pick up the next package when one is complete. A semester template is included as a guideline and students are generally expected to complete a course within the semester in which they enroll;
however, many take less time and some take more.

“We don’t give
up on kids.
We believe in
redemption.”

A Learning Guide has a number of generic features. An introduction
gives a brief overview followed by the learning outcomes, method of
assessment and learning resources needed. All the learning experiences
are incorporated in the guides including seminars, research and field
trips, even though some are done independently and others require group
work. To ensure that teachers acknowledge all variations of learning
styles in the packages, students complete a Learning Styles Inventory
and have the opportunity to evaluate every Learning Guide they complete. The Guides are constantly being improved as a result.
To enhance the learning environment and ensure student success, four
Learning Centre teachers were appointed to provide assistance to all
students who need extra help. The school prides itself on persistence:
“We don’t give up on kids. We believe in redemption.”
He explains that to be successful in this system, students have to ask
questions and take responsibility for their learning. When the school
opened, “students and parents were baffled”:
“In the first year one student said: ‘I always used to
be a good math student until I got into this system;
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its terrible. Let me tell you what happened to me
today. I needed some help with a math question and I
went up to the teacher and there were several students
in front of me so I waited for 2 or 3 minutes. I still
didn’t get an answer so I went back and I figured it out
myself.’ Then she stopped. I said ‘Would you repeat
that?’ She said ‘I figured it out on my own.’ I said
‘You just learned a really big lesson’.”
Another example that the principal recalls to illustrate the unique nature
of the learning environment is the teacher approaching students while
they were working and offering assistance. A student’s reply was “I am
working. If I need help I will come and ask you for it.”
The school maintains high academic standards and the term “no credit is
given until the work is done” is well understood. Students who do not
complete a course by the end of June, pick up where they left off upon
return the following September. For some, course completion can take
as little as two or three weeks. Typically students complete courses within
a semester, with the exception of a few programs such as Physical Education and Band that are not semestered.
Students must complete a minimum of 52 credits in Grades 11 and 12 to
graduate; but many complete additional credits out of interest. Students
are encouraged to pursue personal interests and can negotiate an activity
external to the school ahead of time which will earn learning guide credit.
The school not only offers a full range of academic courses, but a wide
range of more specialized courses to ensure that student interests can be
accommodated internally. The technology program includes computer
sciences, film, animation and computer graphics as well as offering units
in rocketry, electronics and aerodynamics. A small broadcast studio is
also being built.
A common problem in all self-paced learning schools is hall-wandering.
The principal describes his interpretation of this problem at Frances
Kelsey:
“The question is “Why are they out in the hall and not
in the classroom?” Some students are legitimately
moving from one area to another. For others it’s relief
from stress to walk around. For some it is ‘I just finished my science course’. For some it’s avoidance.
The identification of the reason for the wandering, or
for the avoidance, is the issue we have to address.”

[T]he term
“no credit is
given until the
work is done”
is well understood.
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Administrative Leadership
Principal Macleod has been teaching in the Cowichan Valley for fortytwo years. He was just twenty years old when he received his BA from
Victoria College (now the University of Victoria) with English and psychology majors and several science courses. His plan to study medicine at McGill changed when he accompanied a friend to Duncan and
filled out teacher application forms, almost by accident. He started
teaching at a junior secondary school in Duncan, and shortly became a
counsellor. He moved rapidly around the system and has been a viceprincipal and principal in many elementary and secondary schools.

He works to
get people to
buy into the
vision of the
school to
create a
sense of
ownership and
a belief that
“collectively
we can move
mountains.”

The principal believes in leading from behind, and says that in order to
be a good model you have to have strong beliefs and values of your
own. He takes the participatory approach and taps into the expertise of
the people he is working with. “The administration of this school is
very much a shared administration. In fact, the operation of the school
is very much a shared operation.” He works to get people to buy into
the vision of the school to create a sense of ownership and a belief that
“collectively we can move mountains.”
He encourages innovation and freedom but within that freedom there
must be a willingness to participate in the shared vision and in shared
decision-making. With respect to innovation, “The task is to be quietly
persuasive. Good ideas don’t need a lot of selling.” He believes in
presenting an idea, then nurturing it, partly by being a good listener.
The principal encourages teachers to work collaboratively. The teacher
preparation rooms further encourage and facilitate this type of environment and the result is a much higher level of communication about
instructional issues than in ordinary schools.
He provides opportunity for professional development to improve practice. He empowers staff to submit proposals for the use of in-school
professional development funds of about $20,000 annually. Proposals
may range from creating new learning guides to developing an entirely
new program such as Native Studies. Most professional development
activities are thus generated by the staff and done in-house, to serve the
needs of the self-directed learning system. While some professional
development involves participation in district and specialist association activities to broaden horizons, MacLeod feels the best professional
development is done in the school using a school specific question such
as, “How are we going to improve our practice with respect to ‘x’?”
Involving teachers in decisions and taking the collaborative approach
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allows the school to address the main obstacles to school and student
success. With a self-directed learning model the challenge is always to
expand the learning environment so that more students can find success and he admits that they do have “some problems with learning
strategies that we are working on.”
He believes in empowerment and delegation of authority. He allows
staff members to take leadership roles in areas where they have expertise. He presents them with challenges and has confidence that they
can accept the challenges. His experience is that when teachers see that
by changing their practice they can get rewards for their students and
themselves, they become risk-takers. He states that teachers have to
accept responsibility; however, as their leader, “I have to take the ultimate responsibility.”
In guiding and directing instructional improvement, he aims to assign
teachers according to their strengths. With staff members who have
had difficulties, he reinforces the things they can do well. He works
hard to find something positive in every teacher.
In describing his personal administrative style he says, “I am a walkabout
principal. It is important to be very visible to staff and students and
stop and talk, to get to know concerns and problems.” It is his belief
that information sharing is essential to ensure teachers remain informed
about what is happening.
He describes the Student Advisor System as the most important element in school culture. “We realized when the program of self-directed
learning was implemented, that the advisor system was a critical component.” All teachers, except the career counselor and the two viceprincipals, are assigned an advisee group. Every student is assigned to
a teacher advisor, and normally the student remains with that advisor
for the four years he or she is in the school. The teacher advisors meet
with the students each day for a 15-minute check-in period in the morning, again at lunchtime and at the end of the school day. In addition,
there is a one hour forty minute advisor period during the week which
also serves to deliver portions of the Career and Personal Planning Program. Student Advisory sessions are also used to check student plans
for the following week and, with groups of about 18-22 students teachers are able to meet with each student individually. The groups incorporate international students after their first year, as well as special needs
students.
Each teacher has two preparation periods for advising work. Students

79

MacLeod
feels the
best professional development is
done in the
school using
a school
specific
question
such as
“How are we
going to
improve our
practice with
respect to
‘x’?”

PRINCIP
AL POR
TRAITS 2
PRINCIPAL
PORTRAITS

80

who require more support than the teacher is able to provide are sent to
counsellors and other helpers. The main strategy, however, remains to
build support into the learning environment, while ensuring individual
students take responsibility for their learning.
The self-directed model is beneficial for students when they enter the
workforce or attend post-secondary education. “Employers say they
The main can pick out a Kelsey student immediately - they are self-starters. They
strategy, don’t sit around waiting to be told what to do, but they are also quick to
however,
ask when they don’t understand what to do.”

remains to
build support
into the learning environment, while
ensuring
individual
students take
responsibility
for their learning.

The principal believes that the relationships in the school are exemplary as a result of the structure. “You can’t be an advisor for several
years and not know the students well. I have had some of my advisees
for four years.” Advisors also nurture relationships with parents and
this is a crucial component of such a model.
The principal says that the most important word to describe the school
culture is “respect”. “Respect for each other, for adults, teacher respect
for students, and respect for the learning enterprise. This is vital.” The
school is not cliquey and students of all types fill many roles within the
school community, instead of being identified as “jocks, geeks, nerds.”
For example, the last musical production had lead parts played by a
hockey player and a soccer player. Programs that allow students to
learn while making a contribution include a peer-counselling program,
in which 80 students are involved, and a leadership program. There is
also a group called Students Against Violence Everywhere (SAVE) that
helps the school promote a notion of wellness through the absence of
racism, violence, bullying.

Conclusion
Few administrators can claim as much credit for a school program as
Allan MacLeod can claim for Frances Kelsey Secondary School. He
was involved in the conception of the school, the construction, choosing and planning the innovative instructional program, leading the professional staff and creating the staff and student culture. He is proud of
the school’s innovative and very successful self-directed learning program; the early choice of this innovative model gave him the foundation on which to build and sustain a very strong professional culture of
success.
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WALT OSELLAME
Boundary Central School
Midway, BC

Whatever it Takes
A Small Rural High School
Boundary Central Secondary School is one of the smallest full-service
high schools in British Columbia. The principal, Walt Osellame, and
the school are unique in many ways.

School Setting
Boundary Central is a regional school serving a large rural population
that stretches from Greenwood in the east, west almost to Osoyoos, and
then from the US border to Big White Ski Resort in the south to north.
Because of the size of the region, 90% of the students ride the bus to
school every day from small rural communities or isolated farms. This
rural setting has an effect on the school. For example, on a regular
school day at 3:35 pm, after the busses leave, there are only about 1015 students remaining in the school.
The school population was 270 students at one time but enrolment has
now declined to 210. Most of this decline is viewed as a result of the
province’s economic state and its impact on the region. The region has
experienced shrinking population and declining employment opportunities. The lumber mill is the largest employer, providing approximately
250-300 jobs, followed by the School District as the second largest
single employer.
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The small community nature is advantageous to the school in providing
a tremendous level of cooperation, inclusiveness and support. Despite
the diversity in the backgrounds of students and their families, the community seems quite socially homogeneous. There are parents in the
professions; doctors, foresters, teachers, RCMP officers, who blend in
to the general community. A number of the staff, including the principal,
also have their own children attending the school.
The school rarely has to ask parents for assistance. When a school
dance is held, 12-15 parents attend to help the staff supervise and as a
result, the dances are fun and the students are well-behaved. While
many other schools in the province have moved away from school dances
due to behavior problems; at Boundary Central there has not been a
suspension for 6 years arising out of a dance.
Christmas Concerts have to run 2 or 3 nights because of the level of
interest, with 300-500 parents attending. When support for an activity
is requested, it is not unusual for 50-100 parents to respond. It is also
evident that most parents also show their support by reading the school
newsletters to keep informed.
Boundary Central parents care about their children, believe in what the
school is doing, and feel like part of the school. A recent parent survey
showed that parents are very supportive of the school and like what it is
doing. The principal indicated, “I know I’m lucky to have this magnitude of parent support; that is why I have chosen to stay here this long”.
This support extends beyond parents to the community. RCMP officers often come to the school at lunchtime to eat lunch in the cafeteria
and mingle with the students and will also do presentations when asked.
The school utilizes many professions such as public health nurses who
provide health services in the school.
The high level of community integration helps to make Boundary Central School unique. Parents support any student in the school, unlike
some environments where you have more social distance. This school
ensure fairness amongst students and parents and community are very
supportive in helping the less affluent students. “Whatever needs to
get done in the way of assistance gets done. If the school says ‘we need
help’, the community makes sure it gets it.”
Parental expectations for students and the school are high in all domains; physical, social, and academic. Parents expect that their kids
will be safe at school, well looked after and actively learning. They
want their children to grow up to have a good life after school, and they
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understand the connection between school success and quality of life.
Parents expect their children to become good global citizens and welleducated people who establish careers and develop them by becoming
effective life-long learners.
About 80% of the students continue on to post-secondary education,
while some stay and learn their parents’ business locally. The principal
states: “We go the extra mile to make sure our kids go on somewhere.”
While few students stay in the region because of the limited career opportunities, they do come back to visit. The night before the interview
the principal had met with 4 former students who had returned to the
community to visit.
The school has very little staff turnover, with typically only 1 or 2 teachers
leaving each year. The staff is well-balanced with 10 female and 7
male teachers, ranging in age from 20’s to early 50’s. Some have been
teaching in the school for their entire career but have had the flexibility
to change their programs and teach in different areas during this time.
Some experienced teachers have taught elsewhere; for some of the newer
teachers, this is their first school.
Hiring of staff is done by a committee of 6 to 8 people, which typically
includes the administration, teachers, parents, the district superintendent, and sometimes students. The school seeks teachers who can fill
very specific positions and all hiring decisions require committee consensus. This hiring practice has been very successful.
The staff is highly committed and collaborative. They like to work and
plan together and they spend extra time at the school, often coming
early in the morning and staying late. The students and parents appreciate the staff commitment and because of this commitment, the school
has an active professional development program for staff. The professional development schedule provides teachers with 2 weeks for spring
break, allowing the staff a week in August for planning the upcoming
school year.
There is a student and staff accountability program in place. Any student at Boundary Central can tell you where he is with respect to academic progress at any time. Teachers routinely phone parents at home
to discuss any problems. This personal contact is interactive and teachers can learn much more from parents than using written notes. The
primary purpose of the calls is to ensure that there are no surprises for
parents or students at report card time. Administrators consistently
monitor teacher communications, as they want to be certain that parents are kept well-informed.

The school
seeks teachers who can
fill very specific positions
and all hiring
decisions
must be a
committee
consensus.
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Any student
at Boundary
Central can
tell you
where he is
with respect
to academic
progress at
any time.

As a result of the combined efforts of staff, administration, and community, the last two accreditations have been outstanding with the school
receiving an accreditation rating of 6; a significant increase from the
previous 0 rating. In the new district review process last year, which
replaced the former accreditation process, the school received excellent ratings from students, parents and evaluators. Student results in
provincial exams have been very good and the school has recently ranked
as high as 7’th in the provincial standings.
Because of the flexibility and capabilities of the staff, Boundary Central Secondary is able to offer everything to students that they need to
continue on to university or college. All the academic areas are taught,
despite the small size of the school. The school and the district are very
technologically advanced, having been networked for years and boasting a two to one student to computer ratio.
The school’s career preparation program is very important to the school
and the community. The most recent external audit of that program
was carried out by three individuals from the Ministry of Education, all
of whom were former school and district administrators. They spent a
day and half evaluating the program and reported that it was second to
none in the province. Osellame believes that it is probably one of the
best programs ever developed in the school.
The high level of staff commitment also allows the school to offer a
wide range of co-curricular and extra-curricular activities for the students. After-school activities include dance, fitness classes, drama,
homework club, soccer, and volleyball, basketball, weight training, fire
supression and a variety of other school and community based activities. Most recently, the school started a wrestling program, largely intended for students who might prefer an activity which is more individual as opposed to team dependent. Because of this range of activities, almost all students are involved in something extra-curricular. The
principal encourages and receives involvement and participation from
teachers to support these programs. The teachers do virtually all of the
coaching. They are also very involved, outside their school activities,
in community events or coaching minor hockey, community ball and
community soccer.

Administrative Leadership
Osellame completed his teacher training program at Simon Fraser University, and later earned his Master’s Degree in Administration at
Gonzaga University. He taught in the high school in Nelson, and served
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as an administrator in two other interior schools prior to being appointed
principal at Boundary Central Secondary in 1988.
Before becoming a teacher, Osellame was a Wildland Firefighter and
Protection Officer for the Ministry of Forests in BC. He continues in
that role and is also the Fire Chief for the community of Midway. He
was 26 before he started teaching, and believes that it is very important
to have a different job before University or between degrees. As he
says:
“I am not just an Educator – I used to fight fires,
and log and fall trees; people see me in a different
way. They know when that fire alarm goes, I am off.
The students know that as well…and they see the different roles that someone can play”.
He believes that his life experience is extremely important in developing relationships with students and in helping them to relate learning to
real life situations:
“I tell them why they need to know about Mathematics, or Science or English and so on. Many
times students will question ‘why do I need this?’
In many cases I have been there; I can tell them”.
The principal is committed to a collaborative and caring administrative
style. He leads by example, spending the majority of his time in the
school day out and about in classrooms and noting achievements. The
school has ‘acknowledgement assemblies’ where the administrators and
staff give out certificates for achievement and effort which are also noted
in the newsletters. The whole tone of the staff in dealing with student
work is focused on positive reinforcement; “it is amazing what it does.”
The principal considers himself an active administrator, starting his day
in the school at 6:30 AM and, on a good day, getting home at 6 PM. On
some days he gets home as late as 9-11 PM. He coaches and teaches
and believes it is important that he makes the effort to be involved in as
much as possible.
He does not usually get much of a summer holiday. Last summer he
worked at school for all of July, had 4 days off, and was seconded to the
Office of the Fire Commissioner for 30 days as the Planning Sector
Chief because of the forest fires. He conventionally only takes a week
or two of summer vacation because “If you want effectiveness you have
to spend the time; it is not going to happen by itself”.

He believes
that his life
experience is
extremely
important in
developing
relationships
with students
and in helping
them to relate learning
to real life
situations.
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The philosophy in the school is essentially what the principal brought
here: “Whatever It Takes”. In all domains - academic achievement,
school spirit, student behaviour, and working with parents and community - the staff will do what it takes for success, to have a safe and ‘welloiled’ school. A good example of this concerns the bus system. When
the principal came to the school the bus schedule was a very significant
obstacle to the kind of participatory environment he desired:
“When I began as principal in 1988 a lot of the
students wanted to participate in extra/co-curricular activity. It was very difficult for them; they
couldn’t get rides because they lived so far away.
Eventually we were able to secure 2 busses to serve
as student activity busses – one goes east, one west.
After their regular runs, two of the busses return at
6:00 PM to pick up the students who remain for any
of the activities they are involved in. With this in
place we developed activity days on Tuesdays and
Thursdays to allow the students to participate in
sports and social events, and do assignments and
projects in the school under teacher direction. The
teachers are awesome; most of them are all here
until 6 PM on activity days. Some students don’t
get home until close to 8 pm at night on these days.”
This change in the bus system provided the opportunity to participate,
which forms part of the foundation for the existing school culture. The
culture is also premised on courtesy and respect:
“Everybody knows what courtesy and respect are,
so the fewer rules the better”. The school has one
question: ‘Is that courteous, respectful’? If not you
don’t do it.”
Community members and other visitors to the school describe the tone
of the school as polite and respectful: “I have had people say it is an
absolute delight to come into this school because everyone is so polite
and pleasant.”
With regard to achievement, the culture focuses on enabling students:
“We want them to learn to motivate themselves”. The school makes
sure everything is done in a collaborative way; no decisions are made
without a collective process involving parents, teachers, and students.
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The principal believes that in a small school you have the opportunity to
hold students accountable for their learning simply because you don’t
have to contend with the large number of students. The school is now
attracting some students from larger centres who have had difficulty in
larger schools. These students have been successful at Boundary Central likely because the school is more like a family than any school the
principal has known.

Conclusion
With respect to leadership the most important thing, in the mind of the
principal, is caring. He recalls with pride that in the Student Yearbook
the students commented “the person who cares most about our welfare
is the principal”. Because of this commitment on the part of the principal, the caring, familial aspect is the most important feature of this school.
However, this is not an end in itself; it forms the basis for a very strong
and accountable educational program, which helps students to achieve
astonishingly good test scores for a small rural high school.
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Discussion
The principal profiles presented provide insight into what works in schools where achievement is high or improving despite challenging circumstances. These high school leaders
share common strategies for success that are used to govern the school, build a strong
school climate and organize and monitor the instructional program. Meeting the Standard
organizes these elements according to the “Six Standards for What Principals Should Know
and Be Able to Do” 1 . The final section of the analysis, Emerging Themes highlights the
compelling themes emerging from the principal profiles.

MEETING THE STANDARD
The standards and strategies, outlined below in Figure 1.1, were developed to assist elementary principals in understanding what it takes to build a successful, effective school.
I would argue that those same standards and strategies, as evidenced in the profiles of the
ten secondary principals in this study, can also be applied to their work.
Figure 1.1 Six Standards for What Principals Should Know and be Able to Do
STANDARD ONE: Lead schools in a way that places students and adult learning at the centre.
Strategies:
 Create and foster a community of learners
 Embody learner-centered leadership
 Seek leadership contributions from multiple sources
 Tie the daily operations of the schoolhouse to school and students learning goals.
STANDARD TWO: Set high expectations and standards for the academic and social development
of all students and the performance of adults.
Strategies:
 Articulate a clear vision that reflects the beliefs, values and commitments of the school community
 Ensure that all students have adequate and appropriate opportunities to meet high standards
 Develop a school culture that is flexible, collaborative, innovative and supportive of efforts to
improve achievement of all students
STANDARD THREE: Demand content and instruction that ensure students achievement of
agreed upon academic standards.
Strategies:
 Hire and retain high quality teachers and hold them responsible for the students learning
 Monitor alignment of curriculum with standards, school goals and assessments
 Observe classroom practices to ensure that all students are meaningfully engaged in active learning
 Provide up to date technology and instructional materials
 Review and analyze student work to determine whether students are being taught to standard

Published in the National Association of Elementary School Principals’ (2002) guide for quality
schools.
1
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Figure 1.1 cont.d
STANDARD FOUR: Create a culture of continuous learning for adults tied to student learning and
other school goals.
Strategies:
 Provide time for reflection as an important part of improving practice
 Invest in teacher learning
 Connect professional development to school learning goals
 Provide opportunities for teachers to work, plan and think together
 Recognize the need to continually improve principals’ own professional practice
STANDARD FIVE: Use multiple sources of data as diagnostic tools to assess, identify and apply
instructional improvement.
Strategies:
 Consider a variety of data sources to measure performance
 Analyze data using a variety of strategies
 Use data as tool to identify barriers to success, design strategies for improvement and plan daily
instruction
 Benchmark successful schools with similar demographics to identify strategies for improving student
achievement
 Create a school environment that is comfortable using data
STANDARD SIX: Actively engage the community to create shared responsibility for student and
school success.
Strategies:
 Engage the community to build greater ownership for the work of the school
 Share leadership and decision-making
 Encourage parents to become meaningfully involved in the school and in their own children’s learning
 Ensure that students and families are connected to the health, human and social services they need to
stay focused on learning

Linking the Profiles to the Standards and Strategies
Lead by Placing Student and Adult Learning at the Centre
Principal Walt Osellame fostered a community of learners, encouraged learner-centered leadership, sought leadership contributions from multiple sources and tied the daily operations
of the schoolhouse to its learning goals. Nancy Macdonald implemented a ‘full block system’ that replaced spare periods with supervised study halls. This focus on learning worked
to improve attendance and the community’s perception of the school as a place of learning.
Hoberly Hove brought together a diverse population and focused attention on learning. His
‘stick to it’ attitude helped immigrant children stay in school long enough to finish. Principal Keane and her staff provide structural support for the students at Ecole Secondaire St.
Marguerite d’Youville where the language of instruction is not the language they use at
home.
As the chief learning officer at Holy Family, Gary Fisher is always demonstrating his willingness to learn, especially when it comes to computer programs that his students may be
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more familiar with than he is. At Vauxhall success is defined by learning and growth. Principal Juergensen is a learner, having just completed a Masters program herself. She models
learning for the students and her staff and asks for the same kind of commitment to learning.
Set High Expectations and Standards
Walt Osellame articulated his vision of success for all students and provides opportunities
for students to meet the high standards with his “What ever it takes” attitude. The ExtraOrdinary Goals of Delburne Centralized School stipulate that 90% of all students will be at
or above grade level. Allan MacLeod worked to develop a school culture that would be
flexible, collaborative, innovative and supportive of efforts to improve achievement of all
students. Principal Macdonald shared her vision of a serious place for learning with the
community as her means to ensure quality educational opportunities for the students at
Gulf Island.
Emilie Keane’s vision of diverse learners having all of their needs met provides evidence
of a school culture geared to appropriate learning experiences. Individual attention and
concern is also at the base of the CyberHigh program, where Gary Fisher ensures individual
students and families are served by a caring staff that shares a clear vision of success for
all. Principal Don Cameron’s school culture is collaborative and innovative and ingenuous
against all odds. Principal Juergensen is committed to the success of each student and
teacher and shares that mission in a deliberate way with the school community.
Demand Content and Instruction that Ensure Students’ Achievement
Walt Osellame’s teachers are held responsible to parents and students with a schedule of
phone conversations to keep parents informed and an active professional development
program. He hires and retains high quality teachers and holds them responsible for their
students’ learning. At Kelsey, teachers are held to account not only for the full range of
academic courses but also for a wide range of more specialized courses. Teachers are
encouraged to change practices that are not working for students. By hiring teachers with
specific strengths, Nancy Madonald has helped Gulf Islands Secondary improve its academic climate and its results, with an enrolment shift to the more demanding academic
courses.
Principal Hoberly Hove held high expectations of teachers and students alike. He encouraged teachers to teach each student and reminded them that they are responsible for the
learning. Principal Keane and her administrative team routinely visited classrooms to see
what was happening for students. Using the proverbial ‘fine toothcomb’, the staff at Sainte
Marguerite d’Youville analyze test results for clues for improving instruction. Teachers
who work in the virtual environment of Holy Family CyberHigh meet a different set of
standards for self motivation and monitoring because of the distances between them and
the school and the students.
Blueprinting action plans from test results helped Blessed Sacrament improve their test
scores. Principal Cameron spent time in classrooms and hallways so that he knew what
was going on in the school. He hired subject specialists with a special talent that they
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would be willing to share with the students. He taught model lessons to show teachers
engaging and entertaining ways to help students learn. Principal Juergensen went to great
lengths to ensure her students were taking the right courses. She led her staff in reviewing
provincial exam results and making adjustments as necessary to meet the standards. Her
presence was felt in the school as she observed classroom practices to ensure that all students were meaningfully engaged in active learning.
Create a Culture of Continuous Learning for Adults
The configuration of the teacher preparation rooms at Kelsey promotes and facilitates teacher
interaction. Allan Macleod encourages professional development for teachers and invites
staff to submit further proposals for training in new areas. Nancy Macdonald encourages
and supports professional growth plans for her teachers. At École Secondaire Saintee Marguerite d’Youville, Principal Emilie Keane encourages program subject specialists to collaborate by department to ensure that all grade levels receive the instruction they will need
to be successful in Grade 12. Teachers are involved with test item writing with Alberta
Learning as well as exam marking. The staff retreats organized by Principal Gary Fisher
provide powerful opportunities for reflection and learning together.
Principal Don Cameron’s staff chooses two growth areas to concentrate on every year. Staff
work together to identify ways that each of them can improve the delivery of instruction
around a certain theme. This whole school approach focuses the attention, conversation
and thinking of teachers toward improved practice. Principal Johanna Juergensen finds that
holding teachers to account for results provides motivation for them to think about what
works in classrooms. Staff meetings are used as a time for reflection on instruction and
ways to engage students.
Connecting professional development to school learning goals is easier when the goals
have been as clearly articulated as they are at Delburne. Although Edward Hamel’s staff
were reluctant at first, they began to see the importance of taking opportunities to work, plan
and think together so that they could meet the shared goals of the school.
Use Multiple Sources of Data
At Boundary School, data is used as a tool to identify barriers to success, design strategies
for improvement and plan daily instruction. In a self-directed learning environment such as
Kelsey, Allan Macleod believes it is important to know everything that is going on and what
impact it is having on learning. Learning credit evaluations are used as diagnostic measures
of progress. Nancy Macdonald uses staff meetings as an opportunity to bring teachers up to
date on students who may need extra help. Data was used in a deliberate way to foster
improvements.
Measures of success at Saint Marguerite d’Youville include the number of students who
understand and can explain their own learning style and what that means to them. Diagnostic tools such as exams and assignments are reviewed and displayed and checked for quality
against rubrics. Principal Gary Fisher’s staff analyze conversations and test and lesson
results carefully for indications of confusion or a need for further assistance. Student and
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parent satisfaction surveys provide Don Cameron additional data for measuring the success of the school program at Blessed Sacrament.
The number of students in the hallway during class can be a measure that needs to be
considered when trying to turn the attitude toward learning around. Principal Juergensen’s
focus on attendance created an improved attitude towards learning at Vauxhall. Principal
Hamel tracks his graduates because his long-term measure of success is what happens
after they complete high school.
Actively Engage the Community
Principal Walt Osellame experiences a high level of parental support and support from his
small community. Leadership and decision-making are shared, parents are encouraged to
become meaningfully involved in the school and in their own children’s learning and the
school ensures that students and families are connected to the health, human and social
services they need to stay focused on learning.
From the beginning, the Frances Kelsey school was a collaborative effort with the community under Principal Allan Macleod. This new and innovative approach needed the
consent and support of the community in order for it to be successful. Principal Macdonald’s
term has resulted in an improved relationship with the community through significant
changes in approach. At Peterson, the inner city core population benefited from the commitment and values of the bilingual program and the community supported teachers with
their expectation of more from everyone. The strength of the French Immersion community carried Bob Cowden’s school to success. Community pow-wow’s and a principal
who speaks at the Sikh temple are two of the measures of community involvement at
Hoberly Hove’s multi-cultural school. Principal Edward Hamel ensured that a well-informed public became the best supporter of the school’s program.
The sense of family is the key to shared responsibility at Holy Family, according to Principal Gary Fisher. The distances between staff and students create a need for greater levels
of parent involvement and the school has interpreted the importance of the parent role in
such a way as to commit themselves to the whole family and not just to the student. Principal Don Cameron strives to share responsibility for success of students with members of
the parish and the school community. Connecting with the community was essential when
the school faced tragedy and rebuilt. Under Principal Johanna Juergensen, the social events
at the school involve the whole community and as a result the community supports the
school through talent nights and fundraisers. The community has also learned about their
role in the success of students and the necessity of holding them to account for their actions if they are to be successful.
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EMERGING THEMES
The analysis began with several expectations: that some common general themes within principal priorities and practices would emerge, that other themes would be limited to a few
schools, and that some inter-provincial differences would become obvious.

The General Themes
In stating the general themes, I have tried to use inclusive language – that is to state the
themes in a way that incorporates principal statements without altering the core conceptions.
There are five general themes that are essentially goals for these principals. They are also
co-dependent; they coexist or cannot exist. These themes are:
•
•
•
•
•

changing the school; by
instilling high expectations for student achievement; and
gaining high levels of parental and community support for school goals and activi
ties; and
developing a caring school culture; and
establishing high levels of teacher commitment to the school goals, particularly academic goals.

Some principals report teacher resistance to the first three principal goals; thus, the recruitment, development, and student engagement sub-themes within the principal efforts to
strengthen staff commitment are essential steps to achieving other principal goals. Without
staff commitment there cannot be high expectations of students, or a caring culture or community support. But also, staff commitment is hard to maintain in the face of parental and
student apathy and high expectations for student achievement are very dependent upon family support.
The first theme of school change and improvement is so engrained in the profiles as to be an
unspoken assumption of most of the principals. They typically do not speak of themselves
as agents of change, but all their statements about their goals and activities describe attempts
to change existing school cultures. Johanna Juergensen comments on this:
“My biggest fear is always getting stuck and becoming complacent. As
soon as you stop going forward you are going backwards”.
She believes that ‘the school is always a work in progress’. Most of these principals, like
Bob Cowden, simply assume this is their job. He speaks of his carefully recruited young
staff as providing the ‘ideal situation in which to build a school program’. These principals
have accepted the proposition that school improvement is their life’s work; this in itself
makes them unique people. Most professionals in every field accept what is, and work
within the field as they find it.
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The second, third, fourth and fifth themes are then the ways in which these principals go
about their life’s work. They all want their schools to have high expectations; community
support; a caring culture; and staff commitment. Each of these principal goals contains
strategies for goal attainment that are more school-specific. In what follows I will describe
the principal goals, and the strategies for attaining them, using typical and illustrative comments within the profiles (direct quotes are indicated “thus”; indirect ‘thus’).
High Expectations for Students
The principals address this theme in three main but closely related ways:
•
•
•

emphasizing the importance of student grades and graduation for the future;
promoting career prospects for students which involve the need for post-secondary
training and development; and
raising student expectations for careers beyond the opportunities which exist within
the immediate school community.

With respect to the first of these, for example, Johanna Juergensen says that ‘every single
staff member expects every single child to achieve’. At that school, ‘finishing Grade 12 is
a starting point’; students spend time in Grade 12 planning for next year. In Wainwright,
Don Cameron insists “failure is not an option”; the graduation rate has risen from 50% to
90%+. In Red Deer, Edward Hamel helped students develop ‘the understanding that they
are able to attend any post-secondary institution.’
Emilie Keane notes that both parents and teachers have high expectations for ‘students who
choose the French Immersion program’. Similarly, Bob Cowden, administering a school
that included an immersion stream, claims that the Immersion students ‘were committed to
education and had individual goals focused on higher education’, and that these expectations carried over to the other students sharing the school.
For Nancy Macdonald, high expectations for student achievement and for careers emerge
directly from community values. For the parents of her students, ‘academic achievement
remains at the forefront [of expectations] as people are aware of its power to shape the
careers of students.’
Career expectations are also vital in Midway but here expectations are stated even more
broadly: Principal Osellame says the parents of his students ‘understand the connection
between school success and quality of life. Parents expect their children to become good
global citizens and well-educated people who establish careers.’ Responding to these broad
expectations, the school developed a career preparation program that has been rated by
Ministry assessors as ‘one of the best in the Province.’
Community Support
This theme is also addressed by principals in several ways:
•

through ambitious communication programs,
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•
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reaching out to both parents and other community members, and
by creating multiple opportunities for parents and others to visit the school and partici
pate in its activities.

The motto of this strategy might well be The school in the community; the community in the
school. For example Hoberley Hove redeveloped a disused cafeteria by installing a college
Food Preparation program. This cafeteria now serves meals to the community, and ‘has added
a valuable and important element to the culture in making the school more obviously part of
the community.’
Walt Osellame uses school newsletters that are read and responded to. In this very small
community he is able to run school dances because 12-15 parents show up to help supervise.
The school’s ‘Christmas concerts have to run 2 or 3 nights because of the level of interest with
300-500 parents attending.’ Parent surveys show very strong approval of the school’s activities. Edward Hamel believes that his weekly school newsletter ‘distributed by students to the
local businesses’ is a key factor in community support for the school.
But communication programs alone cannot ensure support. The school must be seen as responsive to community concerns. Nancy Macdonald reports that ‘community support increased
significantly after the principal introduced some major organizational changes. The full block
system was implemented which requires students to be in class all day, replacing spare periods
with supervised study classes.’ Students no longer wander the streets of the small town during
school hours.
A Culture of Caring
This theme is addressed in two main ways. First, a safe environment is provided in which the
school family takes care of its members. The metaphor of ‘school as family’ is widely used by
these principals. Hoberley Hove speaks of his school as “a community, a big extended family.” Don Cameron describes his school culture as ‘familial and caring’.
Second, the kind of ‘caring culture’ most principals have in mind is a commitment by teachers
to facilitate learning through positive modeling and attention to individual student needs. For
example, Emilie Keane believes that some of her French Immersion students would have had
an easier experience in a school with an English program, but ‘they have chosen to stay because of the safe and caring environment. These students feel they get the support they need
and the academic encouragement to continue.’ The caring environment in her mind is associated with academic support. Holy Family Cyber High uses a teacher-advisor system in which
teachers are responsible for the progress of a small group of ‘advisees’. For Principal Gary
Fisher “even though we are living in a virtual environment, forming relationships is important”. He also does home visits.
Hoberley Hove has a staff that prides itself on ‘turning around’ previously unsuccessful students. He recalls a ‘student who was drug-addicted when she came . . . and graduated as
valedictorian’. Similarly, Edward Hamel believed that ‘if you were going to have high expec-
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tations, you had to have mechanisms in place to help students achieve those expectations.
You needed strategies to put students back on the rails when they fall off.’
Many of these schools exemplify this kind of caring by adding Learning Assistance Teachers
to their staffs to provide specialist help to underachieving students. For example, the SelfDirected Learning program established by Allan Macleod required support for students. In
addition to the Teacher Advisor system that is a component of self-directed learning, four
Learning Centre teachers were appointed. The school prides itself on persistence with
unsuccessful students: “We don’t give up on kids; we believe in redemption.”
Staff Commitment
This theme or goal is addressed in two main ways. All of the principals emphasize recruitment and most have had an opportunity (usually because of retirements) to re-staff the
school with teachers who meet specific criteria. All emphasize the importance of professional development for teachers, and most equate that professional development with academic programs such as curriculum redevelopment and testing, either at school level to
identify program weaknesses, or at district or provincial level to encourage staff familiarity
with provincial goals and standards. There is also a strong emphasis on engagement with
students within staff development.
Each of these principals recruits teachers with specific criteria in mind. Emilie Keane
recruits teachers who are both subject specialists and skilled teachers. Nancy Macdonald,
who was able to hire about half of her staff, included in her position postings “evidence of
exemplary teaching required” and she was able to strengthen academic areas such as Mathematics by hiring subject specialists.
When setting up his very specialized ‘self-directed learning system’, Allan Macleod was
able to use the unusual nature of the program to recruit; his postings ‘stated that teacher
candidates “must have compatibility to the program.”’ Similarly, Bob Cowden, because of
the special needs of the immersion program, was able to hire teachers from across the
country. Gary Fisher also uses the special nature of the virtual school program to recruit
selectively; teacher candidates are asked ‘to provide sample virtual lessons which are assessed on creativity’.
Walt Osellame uses a broad-based committee, which includes parents and sometimes students, for staff hiring and all hiring decisions must be unanimous. The result of this process, and of a strong professional development drive, is a very cohesive and collaborative
staff that has helped the school to obtain very successful accreditations. ‘The high level of
staff commitment also allows the school to offer a wide range of co-curricular and extracurricular activities for students.’
All of the principals emphasized the importance of professional development for their carefully recruited staffs. Although this professional development activity almost always involves in-school work, many also emphasized external activities. For example, Bob Cowden
notes that his carefully recruited specialist teachers provided curricular leadership beyond
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the school, in the district and the province, serving on provincial curriculum committees and
marking provincial examinations. Edward Hamel ‘is proud of the caliber of staff he was able
to recruit.’ He encouraged them to engage in provincial curricular activities to maintain expertise. Similarly, Gary Fisher encourages his teachers to participate in exam marking and
test item writing with Alberta Learning.
For Nancy Macdonald, professional development is linked to instructional supervision. She
has developed a professional growth model which she uses with curricular assessment and
extensive support for individuals encountering difficulties. Many others use assessment to
focus improvement efforts. For example, Emilie Keane notes that ‘assessment drives instruction in the school’. Don Cameron ‘uses assessment data to guide instructional decisions’. Gary Fisher notes that test and exam results are carefully scrutinized to guide instructional changes.
However recruited and developed, the common denominator in all of these school staffs is
commitment to student learning. Emilie Keane says her school staff is ‘very dedicated; they
work very hard to make sure all students learn.’ Bob Cowden speaks of the ‘shared belief
amongst the staff . . . that they could create high achievement by setting high standards.’
At Vauxhall, teachers are encouraged to engage with students in ways that go beyond, but
also facilitate instruction. Johanna Juergensen says that this can be fairly simple – students
can learn that “somebody cares if I don’t show up”. Gary Fisher pushes the teachers to reach
out in his virtual school: “Have you tried everything? Have you done a home visit?”
All these principals model the kind of commitment they desire from their teachers. Walt
Osellame works very long hours in the school: “if you want effectiveness you have to spend
the time; it is not going to happen by itself.” Johanna Juergensen says it most simply: ‘the
principalship is a test of endurance’.

Summary
The expectation that some common general themes within principal priorities and practices
would emerge has certainly been fulfilled. However, the expectations that some other themes
would be limited to a few schools, and that some inter-provincial differences would become
obvious, have not been fulfilled. The principals of these schools, whether located in B.C. or
Alberta, share goals and strategies to a remarkable extent. All strive for school improvement,
set high expectations for students, emphasize the need to earn community support, create
caring and familial cultures, and pursue these goals by recruiting and developing teachers
who are committed to engagement with students. The virtual high school is very similar to the
other schools with respect to these principal goals and strategies.
Many of the principals commented that they embarked upon entirely different careers at university, and fell into teaching and then into school administration almost by accident. Hoberley
Hove started life on a farm and studied History and Literature at UBC. His marriage to an
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aspiring teacher changed his career aspirations. Walt Osellame was a provincial firefighter
for years, and still serves as Fire Chief in his small community. Allan Macleod set out to
become a physician. Johanna Juergensen intended to go to law school. Don Cameron
intended to get a Doctorate in Chemistry after teaching for a few years. The citizens of
Alberta and British Columbia are fortunate that these talented people changed their career
directions, and committed themselves to the improvement of our schools.
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Appendix
Interview Structure for Principals
Describe the SES of the students.
Describe the kinds and levels of parental support in this school.
What expectations do teachers and parents have for student success?
Describe the composition of the teaching staff.
Describe the school culture.
What is the educational philosophy that guides teaching and learning in this school?
Describe your own background and training. How did you come to be at this school?
Describe your leadership. How would others describe your leadership? What is important about
leadership in schools?
What expectations do you have for students and teachers?
What is your understanding of how you were chosen as a nominee for the Garfield Weston
Foundation award?
What factors and leadership practices would you identify as having contributed to your success?
What explicit measures did you take to improve the academic performance of students at this
school?
What have been the biggest obstacles and challenges in improving student achievement?
How would you describe the relationships in the building? Among staff members? Between
students and staff? Between parents and staff? How are these relationships important to the
success of the students?
How do you work with others to identify and achieve common goals?
Describe:
Staffing. Hiring practices. Staff turnover.
Administration teams, Departments, etc.
Professional Development
Data-Driven Planning and Accountability Frameworks
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