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For my three children






Author’s Note

THROUGHOUT THE BOOK I WILL take you through a year in my life as a principal. I have taken the liberty to pull teachers, students, and families from a wide range of experiences, and have meshed characters together and changed names and details to protect people’s privacy. Some timelines have also been adjusted. But all of the stories are real, as are all of the decisions I made. Some I am proud of and others I would do differently if I could now.






Introduction

IT’S A TUESDAY IN FEBRUARY, 2:45 P.M. Forty-five minutes left until the bell and I am stepping through slushy puddles in my high heels down the junior hallway. Boots are strewn all over the floor and student paintings decorate the walls. A few are hanging by one last piece of sticky tape. I absentmindedly try to tack them back to the wall, but they fall despite my efforts. I decide that isn’t my problem right now.

I’ve had a call from room 4 to come and deal with Olivia, who is refusing to do any work and has rejected all requests to leave the classroom and come to the office. Peter, her teacher, has a heart of gold, but it has been like this all month and he is fed up. I open the door and sure enough, there is Olivia, her red hair a mess of tangles. She is wearing the same orange polyester skirt and green sweatshirt she wears every day. On her feet are high-top running shoes, laces undone. For grade 6, Olivia is a big girl, as tall as me and already developed. Room 4 is our class for learning-disabled students. Olivia has a diagnosed learning disability but also a whole host of other issues. No one can quite get a handle on her behaviours: anxiety, ADHD, autism? There is no diagnosis but right now that doesn’t matter. Peter needs support. I go over to Olivia’s desk and whisper, “Hey, Olivia, why don’t you come to my office for a bit? You can colour.”

“Lalalalalalala,” she singsongs loudly.

I close my eyes briefly and take a breath. I do not want a confrontation this late in the day. My feet hurt; I might be getting too old for high heels, but I am not ready to admit defeat. I haven’t eaten lunch. I don’t think I’ve been to the bathroom since morning announcements. Due to frigid February winds, we have had three days of indoor recesses and nerves are frayed. There is a staff meeting tonight and although I’m tempted to cancel, I won’t.

“Olivia, you need to come to my office. The day is almost done. It’s almost home time.”

“Fine!” And she rushes out the door and down the hall. Battle averted. I hope she is really headed towards my office. As I make my way down the hall, an announcement is made: “Mrs. Phillips, line one.” Why do I only get calls when I am as far from my office as I can be? Just then my vice-principal, Adam, passes me at a clip, sopping wet.

“What’s going on?” I ask, not breaking stride.

“Toilet in the boys’ washroom is spurting water everywhere and Vince [the custodian] stepped out for coffee.”

“Okay. Glad you’ve got it.” And I smile. This is definitely not my problem. On my way back to my office to check on Olivia, there is another page for a phone call on line one, which means it must be Max, my superintendent, calling. My secretary, Joan, wouldn’t have bothered to announce the call twice if it weren’t. Sawyer, a grade 5 student, stops me and asks if we can play backgammon today.

“Sorry, kiddo, I know it is our day, but it will have to be another day.” He frowns and stomps back to class. Sawyer needs some TLC and we play backgammon at the end of the day on Tuesdays. I hope this cancellation of our time together won’t cause another outburst before the end of the day.

Close to my office now I see Kim, an educational assistant, following Myles down the hall. Myles, a kindergarten student with some anger management issues, is barreling away from her. We share a look of exasperation and camaraderie—Kim’s got this. I get to my office and Joan says Max called.

“Wants you to call him back ASAP. I tried paging you twice, but I can see you were busy.” And she glances towards my office with a knowing look. I gather Olivia has made it and I sneak a peek in. She is sitting at the table colouring. I let her be for the time being and take a moment to visit the washroom.

Some days I wonder—I chose this job? I could have stayed a teacher. I loved teaching. Why did I want to become a principal? Today I can’t really remember. There are no plans when you are a principal. I remember the excitement of my first day as a vice-principal.

I was ready. My pencils were sharpened. I had new pink high heels and a suit—something I would never have worn as a grade 1 teacher. I was nervous but trying to hide it. Everyone around me seemed to have something important to do, while I had no idea what I was going to do all day. So I sat there at my desk, waiting. Nothing happened. I left my office and started wandering around. I walked into the staff room and the conversation stopped. I smiled awkwardly and reintroduced myself but there was silence. Whatever the topic of conversation had been, it quickly changed to the weather. I walked down the hall and a classroom door shut at the sound of my heels on the floor. The next classroom door was open and I entered. A hush fell over the room and all thirty pairs of eyes, teacher’s and students’, turned to stare at me. I smiled and left. I wasn’t one of the gang anymore. I went back to my clean desk and sharpened pencils and wondered, now what? Since the age of five, for thirty-six years, my life had been organized into forty-minute blocks of time with clear objectives and tasks, whether I was the student or the teacher. I was in uncharted territory. I was scared.

By ten thirty I had figured it out. I didn’t have to do anything. The job came to me in a never-ending flow of problems. Kids were sent to the office for misbehaving. Teachers’ timetables didn’t work and two classes ended up in the same English class for period 3. Parents were calling that their kids were unhappy about their class placement. The secretary wanted to know how we were going to spend the fundraising money. Human Resources called to ask about the teacher opening. The janitor came by to explain why the toilets weren’t working and that I’d need to make an announcement that the boys’ downstairs washroom was closed. The maintenance guy wanted to know where to plant the new tree! He made me traipse about the yard in my new heels. This was leadership? This is what I had signed up for?

The job of principal is complex and multifaceted. You take the courses about transformational versus transactional leadership and then you are called to the kindergarten room to deal with the kid who has had a rather disastrous accident, having not made it to the washroom in time, and you can’t believe the mess. It’s in between his toes! You take the courses about how to inspire teachers and then you are called to the muddy playground in November on the day that you only have heels and no boots because Shelly has got herself stuck in the mud of the soccer field and can’t get out. You have read all the legislation on policies and procedures, but no one mentioned that you would have mittens drying on the heater in your office because you worked in a disadvantaged area and doled out mittens every recess.

Principals are responsible for the safety of up to 2,000 students in some larger high schools, although most elementary principals have 300–700 students. That’s still a lot. It’s also a principal’s responsibility to ensure that the teachers are doing their jobs correctly and that the students are learning. The building is your responsibility. The budget is your responsibility. Responding to parents is your job. Just maintaining discipline in some schools can take two or three hours a day. Increasingly, interacting with outside agencies around student mental health is your job. Fundraising is your job. It is overwhelming at times. Principals typically work sixty-hour weeks. There is a high rate of burnout in the job. No day, no hour, no minute is the same. There is nothing more important than ensuring that the school experience for kids is exactly what they need to succeed. And I love it. Well, most days.

I head back to my office and it is now close to 3:30 p.m. I escort Olivia back to class, now that she’s calmed down some, but a tantrum ensues when we arrive. I don’t even know what happened. All of a sudden she is throwing books and overturning tables. Peter is able to get the rest of the kids out of the room quickly (we’ve done this before) and I back into a corner and let Olivia have the tantrum. I quickly call the office and ask Adam to call her mom and say that she can’t go home on the bus. Olivia overhears and takes up the tantrum in earnest now. She isn’t any danger to herself or me, so I do not instigate a restraint procedure. Hopefully she will tire herself out in a few minutes.

It’s been a hard few days for her and she uses every bit of energy just trying to cope with a school system that can’t meet her needs. She’s a bright girl but the learning disabilities make mathematics and writing difficult. Socially, she can’t make friends even though she wants them desperately. Her parents are worried as well but trying to access mental health supports is time consuming and the system works at a snail’s pace. Olivia has been struggling for six years at school and we haven’t made a difference yet. I don’t know what to do.

Adam, now sporting a dry but slightly too small sweatshirt from the lost and found, shows up to take over watching Olivia, who is now huddled in a corner crying, but she doesn’t want anyone near her. He will wait with her while I get to the staff meeting. It’s been a day. Adam, bless his heart, says he remembered to grab donuts for the meeting this morning before everything fell to pieces.

Rushing into my office, Joan tells me Joey called. Joey is my fifteen-year-old son—tall, good-looking, charismatic, and into skateboarding and loud music. He is going to be a rock star, he says. I suggest a Plan B in case that doesn’t work out. Joey could also be the poster child for the “Disengaged Boy in High School.” I glance at my cell phone and see that there have been six missed calls from Joey and two texts. I sigh. Is there a problem at home? I am the recently divorced mom of three teenagers.

I look at the first text:


MOM!!! Where are you? Can we have pizza for supper tonight?



I smile. I get that text almost every day from Joey. The second one says:


Frankie didn’t get out of bed today. Just warning you.



Unfortunately, that one is not surprising, either. My eldest daughter, Frankie—eighteen, beautiful, smart, and musically talented—suffers from depression and anxiety. She has been spiraling down again lately. My heart clenches; I close my eyes for a few seconds, and breathe. Pizza is sounding like a good idea to me, too. I text Joey back quickly and then send a short encouraging text to Frankie. Lily, my middle child, has swim practice tonight and my ex is driving her there. I don’t worry about her so much. Lily is the president of her school council, colour-codes her school agenda, and makes the honour roll. She and Frankie are close but so very different these days.

I put on my unflappable smile and walk into the library for the staff meeting. The teachers saunter in and grab a donut. They look as tired as I feel. I’d love to say, “Go home. We will postpone this meeting until next week.” But in a highly unionized environment I am only allowed one seventy-five-minute staff meeting per month and it must be on this Tuesday. My time with the teachers is important and precious. We have learning to do, too.



This book is about my experiences as a principal: the good times, the bad times, the frustrations, and the joys. I was a classroom teacher for seventeen years and then a school administrator for fifteen years. I was an elementary school principal in three different schools in southern Ontario and I learned on the job, mostly by making mistakes! Despite the courses you take to become a principal, you learn as you go. There is no grace period or easing in. Within my first fifteen minutes of being a principal, starting mid-year in January, my vice-principal walked in and said, “So, boss, a parent just called and said that one of our educational assistants gave a student a pornographic website address to look at over the Christmas break. What do you want to do?” I didn’t know. I closed my door and called a mentor. As it turns out, the name of a porn site and the name of a multiplication practice site differed by one letter and the problem was resolved. It was trial by fire.

It is also my story as a parent, because my two lives intertwine. As a parent of three children, I also experienced the school system from the outside looking in. Both Frankie and Joey have learning disabilities. Frankie suffered from mental health issues from grade 8 through her early twenties. We refer to it now as eight years in the dark ages. Navigating the school system and the mental health system was a challenge. I like to think that my personal experiences helped me to be more empathetic to the parents who faced similar problems. We were all doing the best we could.

A principal’s job is about keeping everyone in the building safe, happy, and learning. That sounds simple enough, but it isn’t. These are my stories as I learned to navigate the complexities of the education system. But it is also an intimate look at education: where it can excel, where it can flounder, and what we can perhaps do better. Our schools need to be places where the love of learning is at the core.






Fall






ONE First Day


I MET MYLES ON THE first day of school. Five years old and starting kindergarten, he was cute as a button. Tousled bleached-blond hair, still a bit of baby fat, and a winning smile. That is, until he opened his mouth and swore a blue streak.

The call to come immediately to the kindergarten room was at about 10 a.m. It is unusual to deal with student behaviour on the first day of school and I was expecting a homesick child. As I began the walk down the long corridor, new shoes lined up in neat rows and lunch bags on hooks, a little boy came barreling down the hallway.

“Fuck. Double fuck. This place is garbage.” Shoes were being kicked out of the way and lunch bags knocked off hooks. Anxious teachers were peering out of classroom doors and quietly shutting them.

I attempt to intercept.

“Hey. Are you having a bad day?” I ask. Myles runs past me and hides under a table at the other end of the hallway. At least we are closer to my office. I know the recess bell will ring in fifteen minutes and I want him in my office, door closed, by then. Thankful I have chosen a longer skirt this day, I sit down on the floor near but not too close to the table.

“My name is Mrs. Phillips. It looks like you are sad.” Tears and wailing and swearing were the response. “First days can be hard,” I continue. “I bet you miss your mom.”

“I hate this place. People are dumb here.”

“Hmm. School can be tricky.” I pause and the wailing turns to sniffles. “See over there? That’s my office. I have some books and toys in there. Do you want to come see? It’s quiet in there and there aren’t any other kids.” Myles glances and scowls. He looks at me, wondering if he should trust me. “It’s going to get noisy in the hallway in a few minutes. We could hang out in my office where it is quiet.” Myles considers this possibility and starts to scoot his bottom towards my office. I get up and hold out my hand. I wait in silence as Myles sizes up the situation. He scrambles to his feet and shuffles towards my office. He ignores my hand.

I keep a variety of toys on the table in my office. I have a wand that has sparkles and gel, and some fancy egg timers. There are fidget toys and squishy balls. I find that both kids and anxious parents will pick them up and calm themselves. Myles sits down and picks up the wand. I sit down and say nothing. There’s also a box of tissues, but it is my experience that young boys prefer their sleeves, so I don’t offer one.

I engage him in conversation about mundane things. Does he have any brothers or sisters? A younger brother and a baby sister. What did he have for breakfast? Cereal. What games does he like to play outside? Soccer. He mumbles his answers without making eye contact.

I don’t mention the swearing or the outburst. Early in my principal career a young kindergarten boy had been sent to my office for saying “motherfucker.” I had told him that if he kept saying bad words he would have to go home. His eyes lit up and I could see his mind working—if only he’d known how easy it was to go home! I learned quickly that that was not an appropriate response to an out-of-control five-year-old.

Outside my window I can hear the kids playing at recess. Myles looks out my window but doesn’t ask to go outside. He is content with the quiet. I offer him a snack and read him a story. He doesn’t engage with me but he doesn’t run away, either. The recess bell rings and the kids enter the building. Once I can hear that the hallway din has subsided I ask if he’d like to walk back down to his classroom and play there. He looks at me warily but agrees. This time he takes my hand and I walk him back to class. Sondra, his teacher, meets us at the door. Luckily Sondra is a very experienced kindergarten teacher and without batting an eye she welcomes him back as if nothing has happened. I thank my lucky stars for Sondra. Myles enters the room cautiously and heads towards the art centre, where he begins colouring. Sondra and I agree to touch base later and I let her know to call should things escalate again.

This pattern would continue on a daily basis for the first couple of months of school. He would enter the class and there would immediately be some sort of altercation: kicking, hitting, swearing, throwing. Every day was different and there didn’t seem to be any one thing that would set him off. Almost every morning, shortly after nine, a call would come in to the principal’s office from the kindergarten classroom. I’d answer and the directive was always the same: “Come and get Myles.”

The kindergarten room was as far from my office as you could be. I’d start the walk down only to meet Myles running down the hallway at full speed. Sometimes I could catch him. Some days I jumped out of his path and quietly followed him where he was heading. If I was lucky we’d end up in my office with the door closed. Other days we could end up in a standoff in the playground or with him hiding in a corner or under a table. For two months that was my morning routine, and Myles’s. Eventually he would calm down enough and return to class, where he usually settled down and enjoyed his day. Myles was a bright boy and was meeting all the kindergarten milestones, when he engaged in school. But he was so angry at the world and had no coping mechanisms.

Walking back down the hallway I heard wailing coming from a grade 1 classroom. The door was closed but I entered anyway. I bumped into Maggie, a teacher just two years from retirement but still totally present in her work, who was standing with her back to the door. She was calmly reading poems to the class while also trying to block a sobbing girl from leaving the room. I mouthed to Maggie, “What’s her name?” Maggie came to the end of her poem and whispered to me, “Ana. She’s a new Canadian and wants to go home, maybe. I think she thought recess time would be home time. She has been crying all morning, but it has escalated.” I said I would take over with Ana and she gratefully gathered the rest of the students on the carpet. Maggie had lots of experience dealing with unhappy first-day students and students with limited language skills. I doubt she would have called for help but since I dropped by, she gratefully left Ana to me.

I quietly stood with my back against the door as Ana sobbed next to me. Her pretty pink back-to-school dress was twisted and crumpled as she bunched and unbunched the bottom of it wiping her tears. Her straight black hair had been in two neat ponytails but they were now askew. Using a quiet voice, I tried to engage her, but to no avail. She either had very little English or was too emotionally wrought to communicate.

It wasn’t unusual for students in the early days of school to think recess was home time. Early in my teaching career I had taught grade 1 and I remembered how often I would have to say, “No, it is not home time yet.” Little kids adapt to new routines fairly quickly, but we have to remember that their ability to process time is limited. After five minutes I determined that we were making no progress. So I held out my hand and said, “Let’s call Mama.” She looked up and took my hand, the word “mama” registering and offering salvation. We walked to my office and called her mom.

Ana’s mom spoke little English but was able to understand the issue. I reassured her that Ana was fine, just homesick. Although Ana and her mom spoke on the phone in Spanish, Mom was unable to calm her down enough to stay. We agreed Mom would come and get her and we’d try again tomorrow.

We deal with many tears on the first day of school but usually they subside as the students become engaged in the activities. Our first course of action is to wait it out. But in Ana’s case it was better to cut our losses and regroup. As it was impossible to engage Ana in at least some conversation to distract her and the crying had been going on for over two hours, my instincts were that we could try again tomorrow. When Mom came to get her, I suggested she give Ana a photograph of herself and the family to carry in her backpack. The next few days with Ana continued to be tenuous but Maggie kept her busy and they posted the picture of her family on Ana’s desk. By the second week of school Ana was happy and participating and learning English.

Not all first-day hiccups are so quickly resolved. I settled down at my desk to call Myles’s mother. It was the first of what became almost daily phone calls. Tiffany, at twenty-three, was a single mother of three. Myles was the oldest. There was no solid father figure and Tiffany was coping with a part-time job, subsidized housing, and no family support. I later learned she had not completed high school.

“Hi, Tiffany? This is Kristin Phillips, principal at Myles’s school.”

“What’s he done?” Her voice was tired already.

“Myles was quite upset this morning and ran out of the room swearing. But he eventually came to my office and settled down. He’s back in class now and everything is fine. I just wanted you to know.”

“Yeah. He can get real angry. Someone probably bothered him. Do I have to come and get him?”

“No, no,” I assured her. “We’ll see how the rest of the day goes.”

Clearly, Tiffany wasn’t surprised there were problems. Already on the first day of school she sounded defeated. Myles had attended the Catholic school down the road for junior kindergarten and I made a mental note to give the principal there a call.

Tiffany hated it when I called her. She didn’t have any answers about what to do. On the worst days I’d ask her to come and get Myles but that didn’t solve anything. Other days, in frustration, she’d blame the school system. I understood that. None of us really knew what to do.

Sondra, Myles’s teacher, had a lot of tricks up her sleeve for dealing with 3–5-year-olds. But none of us had ever met anyone like Myles before. She tried stickers, rewards, timeouts—nothing seemed to work. Myles wanted to play with the other students but didn’t know how. He interrupted the play by grabbing toys he wanted, didn’t take turns, and lashed out when things didn’t go his way. Sondra was constantly running interference and calming down the other students, who were beginning to keep their distance from Myles. Already a few parents were beginning to ask questions as they dropped their kids off in the morning. By the second week of school, I had assigned Kim to Myles’s class and he was her main focus. Most days, however, the call still came at 9 a.m. and I would meet Myles in the hallway, now trailed by the educational assistant.

If you meet a kid on day one there is a good chance that kid is going to be a fixture in the principal’s office. Most kids have a good three-week honeymoon period in September. Myles didn’t.

There are also parents that you meet on the first day. It was a common practice to post the class lists before Labour Day so that kids and parents knew who their teacher was going to be on the first day of school. It makes the first day organization easier. Plus, as a parent I knew how agonizingly long Labour Day weekend could be for my own kids when they didn’t know who their teacher or classmates would be. In my first year of being a principal I had posted the list at 4 p.m. and skedaddled out of the school as quickly as possible. That backfired when on the first day of school a long line of unhappy parents met me outside my office. Since then I had changed my practice to publish them on Thursday so I could deal with as much of the unhappiness as possible before the long weekend.

Invariably, though, there would be a parent or two camped outside my office on the first day of school, nervous and crying child in tow. They had read the class list on Saturday and there was a problem: it was the wrong teacher, or the best friend was in a different class, or there was an archenemy in their class. Of course, the archenemy had been a best friend when we created the lists in June! Whatever the problem was didn’t matter; the parent had spent the entire weekend assuring their child that they would fix this problem on Tuesday morning. Into my office we would go—the protective parent, the crying child, and me. Pretending to be oblivious, I would ask how I could help and listen to the issues all the way through. On occasion I would ask the child to wait in the office, depending on what the parent started to tell me. I was always surprised by what some parents were willing to say in front of their kid.

The parent’s sole motivation is to make the crying stop, the unhappiness go away. It is a challenging navigation to help a parent see that rescuing their child from this situation is actually more harmful than good. I would begin by explaining that a change in classroom would not be possible. Making a change for one situation would open up the floodgates to an avalanche of parent requests, and I knew better. However, I would continue, this is an opportunity for your child to develop resilience by experiencing a challenging situation and learning that all would work out just fine. I would remind that parent that, of course, we, the grown-ups, faced this sort of thing on a regular basis in our adult lives—maybe when starting a new job, or a new course for ongoing education. If the child was there, I might remind them of a time when they were nervous to go to a birthday party, or summer camp, or swimming lessons. And through the sniveling, the child might remember that those things had turned out just fine. We would end the conversation with me visibly writing in my agenda to touch base with the student in two weeks to make sure things were going okay. This made both the parent and student feel there was still hope that I would change my mind. There was also a deadline to the perceived unhappiness. Almost without fail, when I checked in two weeks later, the kid could barely remember they’d been unhappy. On the very rare occasion when the classroom placement didn’t resolve, I would quietly make the change, admonishing the parent to keep quiet and emphasizing that this was a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence. Schools provide numerous opportunities for children to experience “cope-able” problems. My job was to help parents recognize these as opportunities, not as catastrophes.

After lunch, Mandy’s mom called. As we exchanged pleasantries I called up Mandy on my computer and discovered she was in grade 7 French Immersion. The issue: Mandy had not been chosen to be a bus monitor. All of Mandy’s older sisters had been bus monitors and Mandy was devastated.

I hated bus monitors. Actually, I hated buses. It was the board’s practice to assign older students to monitor the buses. In theory it was a great idea. Kids would get a bit of responsibility by ensuring that the younger kids had someone to go to if there was a problem on the bus. Bus monitors were not, theoretically, disciplinarians. That was the job of the bus driver.

Now, imagine being a bus driver. I can’t think of a more impossible job. Not only do you need to drive a bus during rush hour in all types of weather, but you have to monitor the kids’ behaviour. Bus drivers receive a quick one-day workshop to deal with the behaviour of sixty 5–13-year-olds. Kids get on that bus and it is often a free-for-all. And in any unsupervised setting, otherwise good kids can make poor decisions. Dealing with bus behaviour is the worst part of the job, since kids are very reluctant to tell the truth about what happens on the bus. Very early in the school year a bus hierarchy is established, and no one wants to be the snitch. As principal I used to invite my bus drivers in for coffee and a chat every few months and checked in with them regularly. I also had assigned seating on my buses, spreading out the older kids and behaviour problems, seating siblings together so that if they fought, the parents could figure it out, and putting the quietest kids at the back. But this solution worked only if the bus driver enforced the seating plan, and frequently the vice-principal or I would have to intervene.

My issue with bus monitors was that they often tended to add to the problems rather than help to solve them. They often took, with the bus driver’s blessing, control of the discipline and would call out kids on their behaviour, threatening to tell on them. It gave those students a lot of power in an already tenuous situation. I couldn’t dismiss having bus monitors, as it was a board initiative, but I could choose the bus monitors carefully and train them to be helpers, not tattlers. When the teachers and I had met in late August to choose the bus monitors, I had expressed my feelings and we had chosen students that we felt would not abuse their power. Mandy had not made the list and her mom wanted to make it better.

I didn’t know Mandy or her mom or her situation. This call was very similar to the meetings in the morning about parents wanting their children to move classes. It really was more about Mandy’s mom wanting her daughter to stop crying than anything else. With Mandy’s siblings, there had been status attached to being a bus monitor and Mandy, and her mom, felt slighted. I launched into the same spiel about how important it was for kids to learn to deal with disappointment. Of course, I empathized, it would be tough for Mandy given that her sisters had all been bus monitors, but sometimes life wasn’t fair. Mandy’s mom was tenacious and we did this dance for a good thirty minutes before I offered a compromise. I’d put Mandy’s name on a list in case one of the bus monitors didn’t work out, and I certainly could provide her with leadership opportunities as a kindergarten lunchroom helper. I could tell that her mom was not appeased but we ended the conversation cordially.

Most parents do not come into contact with the school principal very often. Some, like Tiffany, have almost daily contact because their kids experience a lot of difficulty at school. There are always a few like Mandy’s mom, who will call every time their child comes home unhappy. I always welcome those calls since I don’t ever want a kid to be unhappy at school. But often it is not about changing the situation—it is about supporting the parent. When parents overprotect their child from the disappointments and challenges that are necessary for growing up, children fail to develop resilience and coping strategies.

From my office I could hear the rustling that signaled kids were in the hallways. I glanced at the clock. It was 3:25. The bell would go off in five minutes and the first day would be over. Praying that no kindergarten students would get lost on their way to the buses, I headed down that hallway. There is nothing like the first day of school. The students were all abuzz talking with old and new friends and saying goodbye to teachers. A young girl in her bright pink first-day-of-school dress, with matching light-up pink runners, was hugging Maggie, her grade 1 teacher.

“I love you.”

Maggie smiled down at her and said, “Thank you. I like you too. See you tomorrow.” The relationships that are so key to academic achievement were beginning already. I continued down the hall greeting students and asking about their first day. Most of the kids had no idea who I was. For many students the principal is at best a shadowy figure in the distance. My goal would be to get to know most of their names and be present in the school, not just the office. I wouldn’t be able to converse meaningfully with the teachers if I didn’t know their students. But for today, it was smiles and hellos.

I spied Myles standing in line by the wall, getting ready for dismissal. His shirt was untucked, his shoes untied, and there was a bright yellow splotch in the middle of his shirt. Paint? Mustard? I thanked the stars that Myles lived close enough to walk and wouldn’t be riding the bus. There was a throng of anxious parents and strollers hovering outside the kindergarten doors, craning their necks to get a glimpse of their children. We often forget that the first day of school is momentous for parents as much as for kids. Myles was looking around, not smiling but not, thankfully, scowling. Sondra hovered nearby. We made eye contact and she smiled wearily. We would catch up after school and I would learn that Myles spent the day on the edge of tantrums but had held it together with careful and timely interventions by Sondra. Myles glanced up and saw me. I smiled warmly but he turned his head. I left it at that.

I made my way to the school entrance to supervise the buses and greet parents. As I was new to the school, there wasn’t as much interaction as there would be once everyone figured out who I was. As the last bus left at 3:40 p.m., Bryce, my new grade 6 teacher, sauntered out of the building, unencumbered by a briefcase or backpack. He greeted me with a winning smile. “Hey, Kristin. How was your day?”

“Great first day. You? Good group of kids?”

“Awesome,” he replied jauntily. “So cool.” And nonchalantly, he made his way to his car, done for the day. I could hear a bunch of boys calling out, “Hey, Mr. B! See you tomorrow!” Already Bryce had made some connections with his students. He was young and easygoing and would connect well with his grade 6 students.

I went back to my office. There was no lineup of teachers but I knew that as the school year progressed, that would change. I did a tour of the classrooms, checking in on the first day and listening to highlights and concerns. Sondra and I had a good chat and I assured her I’d be available for support with Myles if required; little did we know how much support that was going to be.

I sank into my office chair, exhausted, and began to check the fifty or so emails that had piled up throughout the day. The first day had gone reasonably well. The game had started and I was excited about the challenge of a new school. There were kids and parents to get to know but, more importantly, for me, there were the teachers. The teacher is the single most important factor in a school. Research has shown that with a good teacher, students can actually move ahead two years academically, not just one. With a poor teacher, a student’s academic growth stagnates and that can cause students to lose up to half a year. I needed to get a grasp on the teaching practices of the school and start the magic of teacher learning. That was the fun part. I packed my bag, gathered up my half-eaten lunch, and pulled out an apple to eat on the way home, realizing I was starving. I grabbed my gym bag but knew I wouldn’t be going today. I’d forgotten, like I did every year, how tiring the first day of school is. Netflix it would be. Tomorrow I’d go for sure.

On my way out I passed by Kate’s classroom. Kate was a new grade 3 teacher who had just got a teaching contract after five years of supply teaching. New teachers have to “do their time” supply teaching before getting a contract, which is a permanent placement. There are simply not enough jobs available for new teachers to land one right out of teachers’ college, unless, in Ontario, you speak French! New teachers tend to learn the job through supply teaching (covering for an absent teacher for a day or two), or, if lucky, with a long-term occasional (LTO) job that could last a few months. These are created when teachers take a leave of absence for any of a variety of reasons, the most common being maternity leave. In LTOs a new teacher can gain the experience of planning, teaching, and assessing over a longer period of time. But they are still not permanent positions and every year new teachers change their jobs, taking on a new grade at a new school.

Kate was hanging student work on the wall in the hallway. With a slight build and her curly hair cut short in a pixie cut, she didn’t look much older than some of our grade 8 girls. I stopped to admire the pictures and she told me about her day, minute by minute. I listened and remembered the excitement of my own first days as a teacher. Then I reminded her to go home. Tomorrow would be another day. I knew she’d be there until at least 7 p.m. I would have been.






TWO Meet the Teachers


BY THE THIRD WEEK OF september the weather was getting cooler and summer seemed a distant memory. Working in education is funny: it’s the only job I can think of where you get a “do-over” every year. The experts say that the hard start in September and hard stop in June adds to the stress of the job. But it also adds to the excitement. In September the walls are clean and empty. The floors have been polished over the summer. The staff fridge is void of moldy leftover sandwiches. There is a renewed sense of adventure as students and teachers form new relationships. I remember a grade 1 student, with pigtails and big eyes, telling me after her first day, “You are my favourite teacher ever.”

“Oh, yeah?” I responded. “Who was your teacher last year?”

“I don’t remember!” and she bounded off to the playground.

Schools have rules and routines. They have events and assemblies. There are procedures and protocols. But the heart of a school is its culture and the relationships it forms with students and families, and those among the staff members. September sets the stage for the relationships that will make or break the year.

As a principal, throughout the course of the year I will form relationships with many of the students, but mostly those, like Myles, who struggle to cope in the classroom. I will work closely with a few parents while only meeting many others with a handshake at concerts or open houses.

But the teachers in the school are the ones with whom I form the strongest bonds. In some ways they become my new class. A principal’s job isn’t limited to administration and ultimate disciplinarian (as many students may believe). It is my job as the instructional leader in the school to determine how we can do even better as educators and to move us there. It is my job to develop a passion for learning about teaching.

In England the principal is called the “head teacher.” I’ve always liked that title better than principal. It makes me feel like “one of the gang” still instead of some mysterious power figure hiding out in an air-conditioned office. Getting your teachers to accept you as one of them is another thing altogether. When I started as a principal I was blissfully, and tragically, it turns out, unaware of my position of power. After all, I was the same person that September that I had been the previous June, or so I thought. My new position became clear the first time I entered a music classroom as an administrator: every kid sat up straighter. I was in such awe of this new power that I immediately tried it out in five other classrooms. Sure enough, in every class the kids sat up straighter. Who knew?

That new power extends to the teachers. As a principal, I had to get used to the conversations in the staff room sometimes stopping when I entered. I learned early on that when I casually asked a teacher to pop by my office at the end of the day, it created anxiety and angst for that teacher for the whole day. And all I wanted was to let them know a parent had called. So I began going to teachers’ classrooms when I needed to talk to them, or prefacing a desire to chat later with “you’re not in trouble.”

There are many aspects to forming relationships between the principal and the teachers but part of it is being visible in classrooms. When I had first started this practice, a teacher called the union to ask if the principal was really allowed to come into classrooms whenever she wanted. The response is yes. If you ask most principals if they regularly get into classrooms, they will answer that there is simply no time, quickly followed by an acknowledgment that it is important to do so, but, you know, the job is just so busy. Early in my career my best intentions to visit classrooms had also been thwarted. Looking for a solution, and believing that one finds time to do the things in life that are important (I can say I am too busy to exercise or I can admit that I’d rather veg out in front of the TV), I’d begun a few years earlier to schedule time each week for these visits. So, I had blocked out in my agenda that I was going to pop into classrooms this morning.

Click-clacking in my heels, the sound of which has been known to worry students that I am coming to get them for some recess infraction or another, I started down the hallway, running shoes lined up outside classrooms. Kids’ colourful backpacks hanging half-open on the coat hooks. A lone running shoe in the middle of the hallway. A half-eaten bologna sandwich that didn’t quite make the wastebasket. A row of autumn-leaf tissue-paper art pieces hanging on the walls. Janet had posted her students’ bar graphs. I remembered last week the parade of students coming to my office to ask for my favourite ice cream, which toppings I preferred on pizza, and if I owned a pet—all of the information was now colourfully documented in the bar graphs.

Bryce’s door was open and I glanced inside. He was at his teacher desk and finished up sending a text before slipping his phone into his pocket and rising to greet me.

“Hey, Kristin,” he said, venturing over to the door. “Who do you want?” He assumed I was looking for a student.

“Oh, I’m just wandering about today. Kids are working on the Chromebooks, I see.”

“Yeah. They are doing an assignment about their worst day ever.”

“Great. Those will be interesting to read.”

“Yeah. My associate teacher when I was student teaching gave me his binder of activities. It’s all laid out. The whole year. It’s great.”

“Hmmm.” I wandered over and chatted with some students who explained to me that they had written their stories and were now typing them into the Chromebooks for their good copies.

Bryce was a new teacher. He’d been assigned to our school in the June hirings. Ministry of Education guidelines stated that new teachers will be placed according to seniority and qualifications. Although all the research states that the teacher in front of the kids is the single most important factor in academic achievement, principals’ hands are increasingly tied in who is assigned to their staff. Last June I had been informed by the board office that I would get two new teachers, Bryce and Kate, through this process. I didn’t interview them, so I didn’t know very much about their experiences. Sarah was also new to staff; I had hired her over the summer when a teacher had decided to resign and move to Laos. Through the process I had to interview the top three senior internal applicants. I was thrilled Sarah had been one of them, as she and I had worked at a school together previously. But of the three new staff members, I’d chosen only one.

Leaving Bryce’s room, I made a mental note about the cell phone. Would I address it with him or see if I noticed it again? He knew I’d seen it. By not saying anything I was perhaps giving tacit approval. On the other hand, I could let it go. Maybe it was an emergency and a one-time thing. I didn’t know him very well. These are some of the little decisions you make every day as a leader. There is no manual. I decided to let it go for now as I made my way down to the primary wing. Probably earlier in my career I would have felt the need to say something right away—I was the principal, after all! But I’d mellowed some. Anything that was going to be a problem would surface again. I’d seen Bryce out at recess earlier in the week playing basketball with the grade 6 boys. The kids liked him.

I continued through the classrooms, noticing a lot of teachers talking. In others there were students working independently on worksheets, with the teacher sitting at the desk or wandering about the classroom. Sarah came out of her classroom as I was peeking in.

“See that boy over by the wall with his hood pulled up?” She gestured across the room. A pudgy boy of about ten sat slouched in his seat, curled into himself. His desk was against the wall, which he leaned into, looking like he wanted to disappear. His black hoodie was pulled up over his head despite a no-hats rule at school. Sarah had wisely decided to ignore the rule.

“I do. What’s his story?”

“I don’t know but he has been like that all morning. Not talking. Sulking. Name’s Sawyer. All month he’s been quiet like this but he seems more withdrawn today. He’s new to the school and Maria, the special education teacher, doesn’t have any notes on him.” Sarah taught grade 5. She was a keen teacher with about eight years under her belt. There was a reason I’d wanted to hire her: I trusted her instincts. If she was concerned, there was probably a good reason for it.

“How about I join your math lesson and I will pay attention to him?”

I went in and joined a group of students at the table next to Sawyer’s. Sarah presented a problem she wanted the groups of students to work on and I entered into the work with my group, keeping one eye on Sawyer.

“I think we need to add here.”

“No. See, there are lots of groups. I think we can multiply.” The students at my table were talking and working their way through the math. Sawyer’s table was similarly involved but Sawyer was having none of it. His shoulders were scrunched up to his ears and he had pulled the hood of his sweatshirt down as far as it would go over his eyes. I glanced over and smiled but he wasn’t making eye contact with me or anyone else.

Sarah stopped the discussion after about fifteen minutes and students began to present their thinking, with Sarah recording it on the board. It was a lively discussion. Sawyer was still not participating but I noted that he was following the lesson. At one point when an incorrect solution was presented he seemed agitated but still did not put up his hand. Curious. Maybe he wasn’t so disengaged. He wasn’t causing any disruptions so I left, making a note to follow up later.

I popped into a kindergarten class to play blocks for a bit and then joined Kate’s class, which was involved in reading and writing activities. Kate, like Bryce, was a new contract teacher. Most of her previous occasional teacher work had been in the older grades; grade 3 was new to her. I could relate, as I had been a junior-intermediate teacher for years when my principal told me I was being transferred to grade 1. “Like with singing and printing?” I had asked. I was petrified that I would have to teach them to read! Changing grades is challenging and yet our system has our newest teachers doing it the most often. More experienced teachers tend to have first pick at the new jobs, and younger teachers who are often moving schools every few months get a lot of experience but never a chance to hone their skills in one grade for long.

Kate’s classroom was bright and cheerful. The bins of learning materials were colour coded and labeled. There were posters and student artwork adorning the walls. Children’s books were abundant and accessible. The classroom was a busy, busy place. I settled in with a group of students who were writing in their journals. Kate had a group of students reading with her. The others were occupied but off task. Managing a class of twenty eight-year-olds is not easy. I noted that Kate went over to redirect the boys at the listening centre and then the girls working with letter tiles on the carpet, but both groups shortly returned to off-task behaviour. The recess bell rang and Kate dismissed her students.

“I don’t know how to get them to stay on task when I am not working with them. The grade sixes I had last year were so much more independent,” Kate lamented as soon as the room was empty.

“Classroom management is tricky in grade three,” I replied. And it was. And I was happy Kate had recognized there was a problem. Classroom management is key to effective teaching. A teacher can have strong classroom management and still be ineffective but no one can be effective without classroom management. Countless studies have shed light on effective classroom management and its correlation with high student achievement.

“What would you like to be different?” I asked.

“I want the kids to do what they are supposed to without fooling around. I want to be able to work with a small group without constantly being disrupted. I want to stop nagging.”

I laughed. “That would be ideal. I think all teachers strive for that every day. The thing is, Kate, there is no perfect way to do it. All good teachers find the tricks that work for them to manage the class. You’re a good teacher. You will find yours. I have a book in my office about establishing routines that you might like. I will stick it in your mailbox.” I made sure to add, “Go grab a coffee and go to the bathroom before the break is over.”

I had taught for seventeen years before becoming a principal. Plus I’d taught many of the grades K–10, including French and special education. I found that I relied heavily on my own teaching experiences, both successful and challenging, in supporting the teachers in my school. I distinctly remember the challenges in the early years of managing the class. My response had always been to change the furniture around on Fridays of bad weeks! I was sure an environmental change would make all the difference. It didn’t. But over the first few years I learned what did work, which gave me some thoughts on how to help Kate. I could see that she worked hard and was reflective. She’d figure this out. She needed to know I believed she would.



The break ended and both Adam and I were busy dealing with the skirmishes that followed every recess in a large school. There had been some pushing and shoving over soccer and stolen cookies in the lunchroom. Three grade 8 girls had been discovered smoking behind the bushes at the far end of the playground and parents would need to be called. My secretary, Joan, needed to meet and discuss enrolment numbers and a parent committee met with me at noon to brainstorm fundraising options. At around 2 p.m. I realized I hadn’t had a break for lunch so I grabbed my yogurt and apple and collapsed in the extra chair in Adam’s office.

“Just getting to lunch?” he asked, also eating a sandwich at his desk.

“Busy day,” I agreed. “Plus I don’t feel all that welcome in the staff room sometimes.” As a teacher I’d always loved meeting my colleagues in the staff room to talk about the day and get to know everyone. School staff members were often quite close. As principal I was always aware that I didn’t quite fit in. Although most people don’t believe it since I appear very confident, I am actually quite shy socially. Adam was the opposite—he kibitzed easily with everyone. In fact, it was his job to keep me informed about sporting news so that I could make conversation with our custodian!

“I think we should both make an effort to try and get into the staff room more frequently,” Adam replied. “There’s real value in ‘being part of the gang,’ as you say. You’re good at being part of the gang when it comes to talking about teaching but you should get to know them all as people, too. And let them get to know you as a person, not just as a principal who knows a lot about teaching.” Adam looked at me warily, wondering how I would take this suggestion. He was right; I knew it. I was letting the busyness of the day be an excuse for avoiding the staff room. I also knew that Adam had lunch in the staff room frequently and he was being nice by suggesting we both do it. I sighed.

“I guess you’re right. Let’s try that one of us will eat in the staff room every day, barring an emergency, and you can remind me when it is my turn,” I conceded.

“Professional Development Day this Friday,” I said, changing the topic to something more comfortable to me. “On my walkaround this morning I noticed lots of teachers lecturing in front of the class for long periods of time, and worksheets.”

“I’ve noticed all that ‘teacher talk,’ too. Have you been in to watch Sarah teach? She’s spectacular. Maybe we could get her involved somehow with the junior teachers.”

“That’s an idea,” I said. “We could meet in grade groups and she could take the lead with the junior teachers. You and I could each work with a different division. I know you are more comfortable in grades seven and eight, but maybe this year you should work more with the primary team, particularly if you are going to apply for the principal’s pool in the spring.” Adam made a face but agreed. “I’d like to start the day with some thinking about how to move teaching practice into the twenty-first century. Except for the laptops, Chromebooks, and iPads, we could move our classrooms into 1950 and no one would bat an eye. I think we need to do some heavy thinking about critical thinking skills. It’s just a matter of how to ignite the passion. Do you want to see how Sarah would feel about some leadership at the meeting?”

Schools in Ontario, Canada, are good. Ontario consistently scores high on international assessments. But we are stagnating. Standard test scores in the province in reading, writing, and mathematics are not stellar, with 30–55 percent of students province-wide falling below the provincial standard. While most teachers I know value professional development, school systems do a notoriously bad job at changing and improving teaching practices. Most experts agree that the best professional development is job- and site-embedded, but that can be hard to achieve at the school level. Boards hire educational consultants who have tremendous curriculum and pedagogical knowledge. They do great work with teachers, but they will be the first to acknowledge that their influence is limited to teachers who are extremely self-motivated. At the end of my career, I moved to work at the system level in the board office. There I had the responsibility to improve teaching in all schools and worked with a group of consultants to do so. The consultants would frequently complain that their hands were tied in schools where the principal was not engaged in the learning. Consultants, belonging to the same union as teachers, cannot be evaluative. However, the principal can go into any classroom at any time. Principals who make time to get involved in the teaching at the classroom level know what teaching practices are happening. Theoretically, principals using assessment data, standardized test scores, and classroom observations are equipped to direct the professional learning at the school level. But it is a daunting task. Nothing about the courses you take to become a principal really provides the knowledge and skills to be the instructional leader. Yet the principal is the only person in the system with clout. Principals are the only people in the educational system who can enter classrooms at will and make evaluations. A principal—not a consultant, not a lead teacher, not the superintendent—has constant access to what is going on inside classrooms and the power to evaluate. If the principal does not take on this role, it doesn’t happen.

But the obstacles to making decisions that will impact professional development are many. As a new principal I was keen to get into classrooms and be visible. I wasn’t going to be like some of the principals I had worked for who stayed in the office. That is, until I found out that leaving the office could be a challenging obstacle itself. There would always be another phone call, a bunch of emails, a kid misbehaving, or a system-level meeting to attend. It is easy to get caught up in the administrivia. Also, while principals have been teachers, they may or may not be comfortable with current pedagogical practices. Perhaps as a teacher you spent all your years in grade 8 science and now you are expected to lead primary teachers to improve their reading program. Principals aren’t often hired for curriculum expertise, so that, too, needs to be learned on the job. Add in the union restrictions on how often and when you can meet with teachers, the revolving door of new teachers and maternity leaves (one year I had twelve teachers out on maternity leave!), and a lack of release time to support teacher learning, and being the instructional leader can be overwhelming. Within a unionized environment, all professional learning must be done during the school day, which requires supply teachers to come into the school while the teachers engage in the learning. This process is time consuming for all—administrators have to find the supply teachers and teachers have to plan the lessons for them. The only other time for professional learning was during the monthly staff meeting or during a Professional Development Day, when the students didn’t come to school.

Friday would be our first time to meet for professional learning—it was a Professional Development Day. I would have the morning to work with the teachers and they would have the afternoon to watch mandatory health and safety videos. I wanted to plan my two and a half hours so that they would meet our needs and provide a springboard for staff learning for the remainder of the year. It was Tuesday. Surely I could find some time between now and then to plan something brilliant!

On the drive home my head was buzzing. What were our greatest staff needs and how would I get the teachers excited about learning and trying new practices? Our school’s standardized testing data showed that we were about average in the board—but average meant only about half our students were reaching provincial benchmarks. That wasn’t good enough. Pulling into the garage, I realized I’d completely driven past the gym without even thinking about it. I wasn’t going back.

I opened the door to be assaulted by loud punk rock music and a dog that needed to be walked. “Hey, Mom. Is that you? Can we have pizza tonight? Can I get a drive to Chloe’s after supper? Can you take me to swim practice?” And the other part of my life was starting. With three teenagers and a dog at home, life was chaotic. The problems of school were quickly replaced by the demands of family life. I’d pick up the train of thought tomorrow on the drive to school. “Sure, let’s have pizza.”
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