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Introduction

Inspiring Hope
As an educator my attention has been captured by the plight of increasing
numbers of children and youth who are in circumstances that place them
at risk of educational failure, particularly in inner-city communities. The
quality of life in these communities is jeopardized by poverty, lack of
employment opportunities, poor health care, crime, fragmented services
and despair—but this is only one side of the story. The other side of the
story is that there are schools like Lawrence Heights which are rich in
culture, energy, talent and other resources that promote excellence in
learning. These resources can further the capacity of individuals to over-
come adversity and develop the ability to persevere in school in spite of
their circumstances.

Influences such as teachers’ actions and expectations, effective in-
struction and curriculum, schoolwide policies and school climate play key
roles in improving student learning, motivation and attitudes toward school.
The staff at Lawrence Heights believe there should be no excuses, only
improvements. Whatever our disagreements about education may be, there is
one expectation we all share; education should improve one’s chances of
leading a good life.

In 1746 French philosopher Denis Diderot said, “only passions, great
passions, can elevate the soul to great things. I have a passion for the work
we do and those I lead.” I am enormously proud to be an educator. It is
this passion for my work and for pursuing student achievement that has
inspired me to write this book. This book was written during the 1999–
2000 school year at Lawrence Heights Middle School.

Navigating the turbulent waters of educational change takes passion,
purpose and vision. It takes people who place the interests of students
before all others and who work with other staff to promote workable solutions.
The staff at Lawrence Heights are willing to provide the level of commitment,
dedication and energy needed to keep the students on the road to success.

As the principal of Lawrence Heights my approach is simple: put
together the best people, support them and give them every opportunity



10 / On Time! On Task! On a Mission!

to do their best work. The best way to do this is equally simple: put together
programs and policies that create a culture of excellence. That ideal culture has
been a determinant part of the way we do business.

As we undertake our journey to excellence, a number of values inform
and guide our reactions to people and events. We place the interests of our
children first and foremost; above all, regardless of cost and personal
inconvenience, we maintain absolute integrity in the performance of our
duties, insisting on excellence and diligence from ourselves and our
students with no exceptions or excuses. This is understood to mean that
we have high expectations and superior standards for everyone; we permit
individuals to grow professionally, promoting a system of accountability
that gives staff the tools they need to be successful in their efforts with
their students.

Over the course of my teaching career, my mentors have always empha-
sized the importance of documenting. I can effectively plan and learn from
thinking critically, analyzing, questioning and discussing my daily experi-
ences, thoughts, actions and ideas by jotting them down. Chapters three to five
are exerpts from my day-to-day documentation. As a principal I have tried to
make documentation a part of the school’s organizational culture and have
made daybooks mandatory and in some instances a part of staff performance
objectives. Getting started on the road to meaningful documentation may seem
to be overwhelming, but it only hurts the first time. Once you have gotten over
the initial hurdle and have established a regular routine, it becomes easy.

This book was hard to write. It was hard to live through not knowing at
times whether we were doing the right thing at Lawrence Heights. The book
may initially seem discouraging, but ultimately I hope readers will see the
resilient and transcendent qualities of the students and efforts of the staff. This
book is not about social despair, but about hope.

Hope is what drives improvement. Improving schools and, ultimately, our
students’ performance is the best hope for the future. To make the necessary
changes, we have to re-build the foundations of our educational system. We
need to start by inspiring hope such that our students believe they will get the
education they need to succeed; our teachers find they are supported in the
classroom and recognized for their performance; and parents find that they can
be involved in a system that will prepare their children for the future.

In my professional experience every child I have ever seen in kinder-
garten came to school enthusiastic and willing to learn. They absorb
knowledge like a sponge, but for far too many something goes wrong. For
each additional year these children stay in school, they fall further be-
hind, not because they cannot learn, but because the system somehow
failed to prepare them to learn. How is it that in a few short years children
diminish in thought, behaviour, acceptance, self-esteem, test scores and
interpersonal skills? How does this happen?

In my research for this book, I visited middle schools and elementary
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schools. As I looked across the schoolyards, I saw the innocent faces of
children filled with hope and a desire to learn. They had little under-
standing of what their futures would be. At the same time, many students
and schools are succeeding. On a visit to our feeder schools, I saw once
again the stimulating and challenging environments that the principals,
the staff and the community have created for the students. They write
grant proposals and have fundraising events to get money for computers,
supplies and nutrition programs, all in an effort to meet the needs of their
students.

Schools as a Unit of Change
The staff at Lawrence Heights are becoming increasingly aware that it is
no longer enough to educate some of our children. Our society is chang-
ing, our demographics are changing, and so too, must our educational
beliefs and practice change. The prime purpose of education is the devel-
opment of the human intellect in all its dimensions (social, cultural,
moral, emotional and physical). Education is the means by which a nation
prepares those who will work to sustain it. Therefore schools have a role,
along with parents, other social agencies and the wider community, in
shaping values, attitudes and responsible behaviours. But they must not
and cannot be expected to meet this challenge alone.

Creating schools that bring out the best in each and every child is
what we as parents, teachers, administrators and members of the commu-
nity want. We want to ensure that an educational foundation is in place to
provide all children the opportunity to acquire the skills, values and
knowledge they need to be productive, responsible members of society.
However, we are faced with competing and sometimes conflicting needs.
We encourage and teach our children to preserve what we value of our
past, to respond to the demands of the present, and to be well prepared for
the future.

What we are seeing in Ontario is a well intentioned but conceptually
shallow effort to improve our schools. The current effort to improve the
quality and standards of education through testing is no novelty, evidence
being the 1994 Royal Commission On Learning. We have been there
before. Successful efforts at school reform entail a substantially deeper
analysis of schools and their relationships to communities and teachers
than has thus far been undertaken in Ontario.

If the larger society and the government talk only about tests and stand-
ards and do not talk about the ways that teachers, principals, students and
communities can work together to improve student achievement, nothing is
going to happen. Our change efforts need to go beyond the school if we are
going to make significant improvements to what goes on within it.

Thus far our change priorities fail to develop what Daniel Goleman
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Table 1: The Five Components of Emotional Intelligence at Work

Definition Hallmarks
Self Awareness -the ability to recognize and understand -self confidence

  your moods, emotions and drives, -realistic self-assessment
  as well as their effects on others -self-deprecating sense

  of humour

Self Regulation -the ability to control or redirect -trustworthiness, integrity
  disruptive impulses and moods -comfort with ambiguity
-the propensity to suspend -openness to change
  judgement—to think before acting

Motivation -a passion to work for reasons that go -strong drive to achieve
  beyond money or status -optimism, even in the
-a propensity to pursue goals with   face of failure
  energy and persistence -organizational

  committment

Empathy -the ability to understand the -expertise in building
 emotional make-up of other people   and retaining talent
-skill in treating people according to -cross cultural sensitivity
 their emotional reactions -service to clients and

  customers

Social Skill -proficiency in managing relationships -effectiveness in leading
  and building networks   change
-an ability to find common ground -persuasiveness
  and build support -expertise in building and

  leading teams

Source: Goleman 1997

(1997) calls the “emotional intelligence” of students and teachers. Emotional
intelligence is the capacity to create positive outcomes in our relationships
with others and ourselves. Educating for emotional intelligence is not just for
students anymore. School leaders must also develop the social competencies
needed to achieve complex goals. The most critical competencies required for
effective leadership include self-awareness and self-control, motivation and
persistence, empathy and the ability to form mutually satisfying relationships
(see Table 1). As educational leaders we can cultivate these vital traits through
well designed training programs that actually add value to students’ classroom
learning and teachers’ professional learning.

Administrators are individuals who make decisions about the amount of
support change efforts receive. The amount of support we give to innovations
and opportunities for our leaders can be the reason for their success or failure.
Given this influential role, we must have an understanding of the change



Introduction / 13

process and its implications. Michael Fullan, a recognized authority on the
subject of educational change, contends that change is a process and not an
event, and that the school is still the unit of change. This suggests that while
the school is the central and primary focus, it is surrounded by outside forces
that have an impact on the school.

One such outside force is competition. As parents are given more choices
for their children’s education, schools are facing this factor usually associated
with the business world. It seems that in order to survive, schools must adopt a
market driven philosophy that requires them to see students, parents and the
community, and anyone else who comes into contact with the school, as
customers. Successful businesses know that appropriate attitudes, behaviour
and communication are integral to providing good customer service.

To gain control over the school’s environment we must change our stance
towards it. Fullan and Hargreaves (1998) cite several reasons why schools
need to connect more effectively with the wider world beyond them:

• Schools cannot shut their gates and leave the outside world on
the doorstep.

• More diversity demands greater flexibility.
• The technology juggernaut is breaking down the walls of school-

ing.
• Schools are one of the last hopes for rescuing and reinventing

community.
• Teachers can do with more help and so can parents and com-

munities.
• Education is essential for democracy.
• Market competition, parental choice and individual self-man-

agement are redefining how schools relate to their wider envi-
ronments.

• Schools can no longer be indifferent to what kinds of living and
working await their students when they move into the adult
world.

• The pressures of today’s complex environments are relentless,
and contradictory; and our existing structures are exhausted.
(Fullan and Hargreaves 1998: 6)

As our schools become more and more permeable, we need to con-
sider how to connect our internal struggles with the wider community and how
to bring the community into the school to pursue our various struggles with us.
To effectively facilitate this process we must also go deeper into the heart of
teaching to rediscover the passion and purpose that makes teaching and
learning exciting.

The book, What’s Worth Fighting For Out There? (Fullan and Hargreaves
1998) is a must read for all educators involved in change processes. It
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devotes full chapters to guidelines for action for teachers, principals and
governments. It is filled with insights that will help school educators take
responsibility for reform. I have used the book as a compass in my
leadership development and strongly recommend it to the Lawrence Heights
staff.

Fullan and Hargreaves talk about how teachers can work together for
positive change, how they can collaborate with others outside the classroom to
improve what goes on within it, and how principals can support their teachers
to make this happen. They offer six guidelines to further help educational
leaders achieve success.

First, respect those you want to silence—learn from your oppo-
nents and mobilize people to tackle tough problems. Second,
move toward the danger in forming new alliances—work with,
rather than against, such external factors as the community and
policy makers. Third, manage emotionally as well as rationally—
pay attention to emotional health and put a high priority on re-
culturing, as well as restructuring. Fourth, fight for lost causes—
understand the power of hope as a resource for strength and
change. Fifth, steer clear of false certainty, and sixth base risk on
security. (Fullan and Hargreaves 1998: 10)

They leave the reader with a clear message about responsibilities and
actions that should be taken and supported by educators.




