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Message from ICP President
There is a short poem that has always intrigued me. Some sources 
attribute it to French poet and writer Guillaume Apollinaire, others to 
English poet Christopher Logue. It goes like this. 

“Come to the edge”, he said. “We can’t, we are afraid”, they 
responded. 
“Come to the edge”, he said. They said “We can’t, we will fall.” 
“Come to the edge!” 
They came. He pushed them. And they flew. 

It speaks to me about moving forward, away from one’s comfort zone, putting aside the fear 
of failure and attempting the things one thought impossible. I find it ironic that when we were 
able to make the choice whether to ‘come to the edge’ or not, many of us chose to stay in the 
comfort of the tried and tested practices that have worked for us for years.  

The pandemic, however, took the choice away from school leaders, who today have no choice 
but to lead on the edge, as the proverbial rug has been pulled out from underneath them. The 
result has been creative, innovative practices that are addressing the new challenges in 
Education. 

In this edition of the ICP Magazine, we carry on the theme introduced by Steve Munby in the 
second webinar of the year, ‘Leading on the Edge’. 

School leaders, like the Antarctic expedition leaders Ernest Shackleton and Rachael 
Robertson, are now required to lead on the edge, to take charge in unknown environments, 
which is described by some as ‘leadership laboratories that can result in truly effective, 
authentic leadership’, as it did in the case of these two expeditions. 

As they reflected on their experiences of ‘Leading on the 
Edge’ in this hostile environment, they penned down some of 
the things that they believed helped them to be successful. 
Amongst others, they mention: 

• Never lose sight of the ultimate goal, and focus energy on 
short-term objectives 

• Always look for ways to extend yourself 
• Be willing to take big risks 
• Minimize status differences and insist on courtesy and 

mutual respect 
• Find reasons to celebrate 
• Reinforce the team message 
• When spending all your time managing, don’t forget to 

lead 
• Take care of yourself. Maintain your stamina and let go of 

guilt 
• Never give up! 



School leaders have been leading on the edge 
since the beginning of 2020. I believe it is now 
time for reflection 
and celebration. I 
thank the people, who 
have so generously 
shared their journeys 
with the ICP family by 
allowing us to publish 
their stories in the ICP 
magazines and on the 
website.  

I am confident that 
every story or lesson 
shared serves as encouragement and builds the 
confidence of leaders on similar journeys. 

Generations to come will read about the 21st 
Century school leaders, who successfully 
rewrote the ‘playbook’ of school leadership to 
achieve success during a pandemic and will 
apply the lessons learnt to their contexts, which 
will possibly be somewhat different and more 
challenging. 

Our late president, Nelson Mandela 
said, “I learned that courage is not the 

absence of fear, but the triumph 
over it. The brave man is not the 
one who does not feel afraid, but 
he who conquers that fear.” 

So…be strong, remain positive 
and stay safe! 

Alta van Heerden 
ICP President

Generations to come 
will read about the 21st 
Century school leaders, 
who successfully 
rewrote the ‘playbook’ 
of school leadership



 

As human beings we are often pushed into choosing one side over another.  When I was 
growing up in England in the 1960s you were either a Beatles fan or a Rolling Stones fan. 
The recent USA presidential elections have shown that the USA is more divided than ever 
in terms of its strong support for or absolute dislike of Donald Trump.  

But I have been reading Barak Obama’s new book A Promised Land and one of the things 
that has come across really, really strongly in the book is his ability to manage the tension 
of duality; to see things from two different perspectives.   

I think there is something really important here.  If we are to be effective and sustainable 
leaders, then we need to be slow to condemn or dismiss groups of people who genuinely 
seem to have a different view from us. To be curious rather than oppositional towards 
those who may see things differently.  And to ask: ‘What’s really going on here?’  ‘I wonder 
why these colleagues have such a different view from me?’ ‘What can I learn from them?’ 

Of course, we need to have strong values and 
beliefs, of course we need to be committed to 
evidence-based approaches, but we also need 
to be able to walk in the other person’s shoes, 
to see things from their perspective, to 
combat intuitive bias.  To have an approach 
which, as Viviane Robinson says, is more 
about “truth-seeking” and less about “truth-
claiming”  

Four Paradoxes 

As leaders in education there are very real tensions that exist for us that we have to 
navigate.  Paradoxes in education where, for different reasons, we want both aspects but 
there appears to be a tension or indeed a conflict between them.  For example:  

1. Should we develop future school leaders by focusing on domain-specific 
leadership development (teaching and learning, curriculum design, whole-
school behaviour management) or by focusing on developing generic 
leadership skills (building trust, holding challenging conversations, leading 
meetings)?    

Leading on the Edge 
by Steve Munby

Professor Steve Munby is former CEO of the National College for School Leadership in 
England.  His latest book “Imperfect Leadership -a book for Leaders who know they don’t 
know it all” was published in 2019.

I wonder why these 
colleagues have such a 
different view from 
me?’ ‘What can I learn from 
them?



2. Should we give more autonomy to individual teachers in a school and to individual 
schools in an education system so that they can make their own decisions and use 
their own professional judgement or should we focus on ensuring consistency in what 
teachers and schools do, based on evidence of what has worked?   

3. Should we put all our trust in standardised tests because they are more reliable and 
less open to bias and keep teacher workload low or should we look to assess in a 
more valid, authentic and on-going way the wide range of learning and achievement 
that young people demonstrate?   

4. Should we focus on academic excellence and set a high bar for all or should we focus 
on equity and on trying to ensure that each child gets what they need? 

Let me say a little more about 
this fourth paradox.  In recent 
years there has been an 
increasing focus on academic 
e x c e l l e n c e a n d o n h i g h 
expectations.   Schools and 
districts and regions have been 
set targets for attainment.  
T h e r e h a s b e e n a 
determination by governments 
to attack complacency, to 
d e m a n d h i g h s t a n d a r d s .    
Those who have tried to use 
poverty as an excuse for low 
attainment have been called 
out for failing to believe in 
what children can achieve.  
Mediocre practice has been 
challenged.   It has been 
emphasised that it is very 

important for young people  have qualifications when they 
leave school – without them the road ahead is likely to be 
very challenging.   

But we are paying a high price for that focus on academic 
excellence.  Across the world in too many systems social 
mobility is stuck, and it is the disadvantaged and the 
marginalised that are losing out. 

The focus on market forces and on accountability has 
pushed comparison between schools to new limits.  In many 
systems the children who need the most support and who 
are the most vulnerable are becoming the least welcome in 
our schools, as they will bring down a school’s overall 
attainment score in standardised tests.   At the same time, 
too many young people are being disempowered and 
disenfranchised as a result of a narrow curriculum that has 
little connection with their reality.  Leaving school with 
qualifications is important but so is leaving school feeling 
positive about who you are and with a strong sense of self-
worth.   

“But we are paying a 
high price for that 
focus on academic 
excellence”



We should be wary of lowering our 
expectations.   It is important that all young 
people have access to powerful knowledge 
that their other, more privileged peers may 
take for granted.   We know that having high 
expectations and having great teaching that 
challenges and inspires and opens minds is 
crucial; and that children often respond to 
lower expectations from teachers by lowering 
their expectations of themselves. 

But we also know that people respond well to 
learning when they can see that their voice is 
heard, that their identity is recognised, when 
the learning has meaning, perceived value, 
usefulness and connectedness.   We know 
that it matters how a society recognises and 
celebrates identity, how we value community 
roots, how we find ways to recognise and 
celebrate a wide range of achievements.  A 
focus on equity is about accountability 

systems that incentivise inclusivity, that 
reward progress for each child, not just 
rewarding those who reach a set standard, 
that recognise the importance of student 
engagement and on-going learning, that 
incentivise partnership and collaboration 
between schools rather than the opposite.  

Leading on the Edge 

Thinking and leading our way through these 
paradoxes can be tough for school leaders.  
Holding the tension between important and 
apparently conflicting issues can sometimes 
feel lonely.   Sometimes it feels like walking 
along a narrow ridge looking down on both 

sides to the safe camps below.  Taking sides 
alienates as well as inspires and if as leaders 
we want to take most of our colleagues with 
us then we need to be wary of setting up 
camp on one side or the other.   

Being an open-minded leader who knows 
they don’t know it all is not about being a 
weak leader.  Far from it.   This is not about 
wishy-washy leadership or mediocre 
leadership.   It is about taking what is good 
and right from what appear to be opposing 
ideas and making something even better.    

Near where I live in Manchester there is a 
place called Alderley Edge.  As you 
approach you can go one of two ways – 
along the flat and into the woods or take the 
more challenging route to the edge.   

That’s a good image for the choices that 
face us as school leaders.  Do we head for 

t h e w o o d s a n d s i t 
comfortably in one of the 
camps su r rounded by 
people who agree with us 
but failing to include or 
engage others who don’t 
share our view and perhaps 
missing out on even better 
s t ra teg ies tha t wou ld 
improve our schools and 
improve our leadership?  Or 
do we choose to spend 
some time walking along 

the edge, even when it is 
uncomfortable, because we know that is 
where the really interesting and powerful 
decisions can be made. 

Let’s lead on the edge. 

Sometimes it feels like walking along a 
narrow ridge looking down on both sides to 
the safe camps below.  Taking sides alienates 
as well as inspires and if as leaders we want 
to take most of our colleagues with us then 
we need to be wary of setting up camp on 
one side or the other.   



5 Leadership Lessons from the world’s toughest workplace 

The Antarctic winter is harsh – temperatures hover around minus 35 degrees Celsius, constant 
blizzards, months of darkness, and you can’t 
get in or out of the place. Work becomes 
tedious and you know that nothing will change 
until the re-supply ship arrives, a distant nine 
months away. 

It sounds extreme. But the reality is every 
workplace has an Antarctic winter. Every 
business has a period of time where the work 
slows down and work is just work. In these 
times, more than ever, leaders must find ways to 
inspire their people and retain the best staff, ready for the inevitable up-swing. 

In Antarctica I used 5 tools to keep my team inspired, motivated and resilient through the 
long Antarctic winter. 

1) No Triangles – the practise of only having direct conversations built respect within my team 
and resulted in very high performance. We had a simple rule that went ‘I don’t speak to you 
about him, or you don’t speak to me about her.’ No Triangles, go direct to the source.   

It’s a powerful tool that reduces conflict and clarifies accountability.  

The practise of No Triangles also ensures your time is spent dealing with issues that matter. 
Those have the most impact on the organisation, not handling personal disputes that simply 
burn energy. 

2) Manage your Bacon Wars – A major dispute once threatened to shut down the station: 
Should the bacon be soft or crispy?  

A Forward by ICP President, Alta Van Heerden 

Rachael Robertson is a leader who chose to do what Steve Munby calls ‘walking along the 
edge, where the really interesting and powerful decisions can be made’. She has kindly agreed 
to share some of the lessons she learnt in Antarctica whilst ‘Leading on the Edge’.

"In these times, more than 
ever, leaders must find ways to 
inspire their people and retain 
the best staff, ready for the 
inevitable up-swing.

5 Leadership lessons from the world’s 
toughest workplace 
(Extract from the book: Leading on the Edge) 
By Rachael Robertson)



Every workplace has their Bacon Wars. They are seemingly small, irrelevant issues that 
grate on people but build up until they become distractions and affect productivity. It may 
be dirty coffee cups; people who are consistently late for meetings; people playing on 
phones while someone is presenting…they appear to be small offences but in reality they 
are usually a symptom of a deeper issue. 

Leaders must identify and probe their Bacon Wars. Find out what’s underneath and resolve 
it.  

For us, it turned out the Bacon War was a manifestation of something deep and important: 
respect between two teams.  

3) Shine through the crisis spotlight – every leader will encounter a difficult period when 
things get tough. It may be a financial crisis, a merger, a natural disaster, or a product 
recall. For me, it was a plane crash. The role of the leader remains the same, no matter what 
the challenge is: 

- Visibility: be seen about the place. It’s natural to want to bunker down and manage 
the detail but you need to be front and centre. It’s not enough to be leading, you 
need to be seen to be leading. 

- Verbal Palette: Choose your words with care: during the plane crash I spoke about a 
retrieval, not a rescue. I had ‘concerns’ but I wasn’t ‘worried’. Different words convey 
different messages.  

- Composure – make sure your body language mirrors your optimism. Be calm and 
poised. Carry yourself confidently and it will instil confidence in those around you. 

- Communicate – all the time. If you don’t send regular updates people will fill in the 
gaps themselves, and often these ‘gap fillers’ are worse than the reality. 

4) Find a reason to celebrate – recognise milestones and important moments. If you don’t 
have one readily apparent, then create one. In Antarctica we celebrated big events but also 
the smaller successes such as a month without a power blackout, significant scientific data 
collection or uninterrupted internet access with a fully functioning server. 

Usually it was just a notice on the whiteboard in the dining hall but it was important to find 
the time to stop and celebrate. Because these moments create momentum. They give a 
sense of progress, moving forward and getting closer to our outcomes. 

5) Respect trumps harmony – my expedition team was the most diverse team I’ve ever 
worked with.  I didn’t recruit them. I was handed them…. We were from vastly different 
backgrounds, a mix of professional skills including scientists, engineers, IT, trades, pilots 
and weather specialists. The only generalist role was mine: Station Leader.  

With such a mix of people it was impractical to think we’d all get along with each other all 
the time. The interpersonal pressure was intense and privacy was scarce. It would be 
unreasonable to expect total harmony, so I didn’t. Instead, we aimed for respect. Simple, 
professional courtesy and respect.  

I have grave concerns for any team that, explicitly or implicitly, strives just for harmony at 
the expense of productivity and respect.  It’s dangerous for several reasons: 
- poor behaviour continues – it just goes underground as people don’t report it because 

they don’t want to rock the harmony boat,  



- innovation is stifled as people won’t offer a different option, experience or counter 
view, 

- people turn a blind eye to safety, risk and mental health concerns – they walk past 
and don’t want to get involved. If the focus is on how wonderful and harmonious the 
team is people are reluctant to put up their hands and say “actually I’m not so 
wonderful right now.” 

We don’t all have to love each other, in fact we don’t even have to like each other, but we 
do need to treat each other with respect. Because respect trumps harmony, every time. 

Schools 

I recently asked a school principal if he could think of examples of behaviour that was 
seen as disrespectful by some members of staff but totally acceptable by others. The first 
example he thought of was yard duty.  

This requires that one teacher take the first half-hour shift, from 1.30 pm to 2.00 pm, 
when the next person on the roster takes over. But it didn’t always happen like that. 
Some second-shift staff were coming onto the yard at 2.05 or2.10, because at the start of 
their shift they were busy filling their drink bottle, collecting their high-vis vest and 
putting on their sunscreen, which meant they regularly appeared in the schoolyard a few 

Respect Trumps Harmony 
(Extract from the book: Respect Trumps Harmony) 
By Rachael Robertson)



minutes late. This was a source of 
increasing frustration for the first-shift 
staff because it significantly cut into their 
lunch break. In some cases, by the time 
they got back to the staffroom they had 
only 20 minutes before their first 
afternoon class.  

W e t a l k e d a b o u t 
whether this was an 
issue about ‘only a few 
minutes’, or something 
m o r e s i g n i f i c a n t — 
specifically, a lack of 
respect. The issue was 
raised at the next staff 
meeting and after much 
discussion it was agreed 
that if you are required 
on yard duty at two 
o’clock, then that is 
when you should be 
actually in the yard 
patrolling. 
 The most important part of this scenario 
was to raise the issue and discuss it in a 
professional and open manner, rather than 
to keep ignor ing i t , a l lowing the 
discontent to fester. Respect trumps 
harmony. 

No triangles in schools  

Governments have recently renewed 
efforts to address gender-based violence 
in schools through what is now referred to 
as respectful relationships education.  

This kind of education is included in the 
Australian Curriculum, but not all state 
and territory governments have been 
proactive in making it mandatory. 
Victoria’s 2016 Royal Commission in to 
Family Violence recommended respectful 
re la t ionsh ips educat ion be made 
mandatory in every school from prep to 
Year 12. The program is now being 
implemented in more than a thousand 
government, Catholic and independent 
schools in Victoria.  

Respectful relationships education seeks 
to prevent violence before it occurs. This 
is fostered through supporting schools to 
challenge and find alternatives to the rigid 
gender roles that underpin gender 
inequality and lead to violence against 

women.  

While the focus here is 
on gender and violence, 
my research shows that 
n o t r i a n g l e s c a n 
complement a respectful 
relationships program 
by providing a practical 
t o o l t o h e l p b u i l d 
respect. Schools that 
have implemented no 
triangles have reported 
its benefits: 

‘I use the strategy with 
students and staff as 
well as parents, because I 

want to encourage people to have the 
conversation directly and early.’  
‘I want to be able to provide students with 
tools they can use when communicating 
and managing relationships.’ 
 ‘I’m using it with my students (13- to 18-
year-olds), and I’m finding that they are 
more confident and want to be respectful.’  
One respondent, a head of department 
with 22 staff, noted, ‘Sometimes people 
can be worked up about a situation.  

In these circumstances I tell them to wait 
and be ready and calm before they have 
t h e c o n v e r s a t i o n s o t h e y d o n ’ t 
unintentionally escalate matters. I’ve had 
no direct feedback but I’m aware that 
unless there’s a major problem, people are 
generally able to deal with the issue 
themselves, which has freed up my time 
and energy.’  
Her next challenge, she reported, was to 
provide more training on active listening 
and coaching people about not becoming 
defensive. ‘It’s also about how the 
message is delivered,’ she added. 

"The most important 
part of this scenario was 
to raise the issue and 
d i s c u s s i t i n a 
professional and open 
manner, rather than to 
k e e p i g n o r i n g i t , 
allowing the discontent 
t o f e s t e r . R e s p e c t 
trumps harmony.



About Rachael 
Robertson (Professional 
Speakers Bureau 
International) 
BA (Deakin), Grad.Dip.M’ment 
(Melbourne), MBA (Melbourne) 

Rachael Robertson returned to Australia after 12 months in the Antarctic, where she 
successfully led 58th Australian national Antarctic Research Expedition to Davis Station. 
She was only the second female to ever lead a team at the Station and one of the 
youngest ever leaders. 

She managed a team of 18 people through the long, dark, Antarctic winter and through 
trial and error built a resilient and highly successful team based on the foundation that 
‘respect trumps harmony’. The most important rule was No Triangles – I don’t speak to 
you, about them. 

This leadership role is a truly unique experience. Antarctica in winter is totally inaccessible 
which means once the last ship leaves at the end of February, no one can leave the base 
under any circumstance (not even if you are dying), until the ship returns in November. 
It’s a 24 hour a day, every day of the year, leadership role. In any circumstance, this would 
be a tough role, but for a female in a male dominated environment, it was also a very 
challenging one. 

Prior to this Rachael held senior operational management roles for 16 years in a range of 
complex and challenging environments and now works in the field of leadership 
development sharing her experiences. 

Since returning to Australia, Rachael has completed her MBA and written a best-selling 
book, ‘Leading on the Edge’, based on her year in Antarctica. The book is currently under 
option for film/TV. 
She is an international keynote speaker and has presented at over 1,200 conferences 
around the world. Her latest book, Respect trumps Harmony, was released in April 2020. 

If you would like to purchase Rachael’s books or contact her, you can do so on https://
www.rachaelrobertson.com.au/author 

https://www.rachaelrobertson.com.au/author
https://www.rachaelrobertson.com.au/author


By Peter Kent 

One of the real pleasures of my role as ICP President-Elect has been the opportunity to get 
to know some of the groups that we work closely with. One of these groups is the Atlantic 
Rim Collaboratory, which brings together countries and systems from across the world in 
order to learn from one another and share 
effective practice. The group regularly 
holds ‘ThoughtMeets’ which provide an 
opportunity to learn from a range of 
thought leaders and from one another. 
Recent sessions have focused upon topics 
as diverse as equity, inclusion, wellbeing 
and democracy- all themes that are close 
to the heart of ICP. 

I was delighted to have the opportunity to 
contribute to a recent Arc ThoughtMeet which explored what teachers need in order to 
flourish. The session included short perspectives from teachers belonging to a wide range of 
different countries and a powerful keynote session from Lily Eskelsen Garcia, the former 
President of the largest education union in the USA. Whilst these contributions looked at the 
issue from the perspective of teachers, my brief was rather different. I was asked to draw on 
the expertise of the ICP network and to offer advice to the different systems represented on 
how they could help leaders to better support their teachers. Drawing on my Liverpudlian 
roots, I decided to call the session: With a Little Help From My Friends: Helping Leaders to 
Help their Teachers’. 

Coincidentally, Lily entitled her session ‘All You Need is Love’, so Beatles imagery abounded 
throughout the two hours of the ThoughtMeet. 

As well as asking for the views of several leaders within the ICP network, I also drew upon the 
ideas of pupils who were members of the teaching and learning group at my own school.  

The first set of suggestions I received related to resources, focusing firstly upon the 
importance of teacher supply: 

‘Government needs to focus more upon teacher recruitment & retention -especially in hard-
to-staff areas such as outback Australia’ (Australian Leader) 

Colleagues also highlighted the need to support teachers in the early stages of their 
development: 

“I was delighted to have the 
opportunity to contribute to a 
recent Arc ThoughtMeet which 
explored what teachers need in 
order to flourish”



‘We need to support new teachers- here Mentoring for Newly Qualified School Leaders is 
provided on a one on one basis for the first year of appointment by trained mentors and 
this has helped with teacher retention’ (Irish Leader) 

Professional development throughout a teacher’s career was also seen as important: 

‘We need access to high quality approved Leadership Courses for teachers/aspiring 
l e a d e r s a n d e x i s t i n g l e a d e r s t o e n h a n c e p r o f e s s i o n a l d e v e l o p m e n t 
opportunities’ (European Principal) 

Some of the most direct 
comments about the need to 
support teachers with the 
appropriate resources came 
from students: 

‘Governments should ensure 
that teachers are properly 
equipped with modern and 
innovative resources that 
reflect our current society. The 
p a n d e m i c h a s a l r e a d y 
highlighted the role of digital 
solutions in education’ (17-
Year-old Pupil) 

I also could not resist including this suggestion (I promise I did not put this idea into the 
head of the pupil concerned) which was then echoed by a Chinese colleague 

After Resourcing, the second major theme that emerged was Wellbeing. As one 
colleague commented: 



‘For school leaders the administrative workload is overwhelming.... the constant 
compliance issues...tick boxes, etc (South African leader) 

I was also very struck by this comment from an Australian colleague: 

‘Greater consideration is needed for leaders well-being…I was with a Principal the other 
day that said that she has not had an uninterrupted day while on holidays for 5 years – 
always things that has to be done, questions to answer, teachers to find’  

As well as Resourcing and Wellbeing, a final set of suggestions related to the policy 
decisions made by governments. One the central suggestions was that there needs to be 
greater consistency, so that teachers and leaders are aware of what they are aiming for 
and can work towards it over a period of time: 

Linked to this was a suggestion that policy makers needed to have greater trust in both 
teachers and leaders. The Pandemic has made this a necessity over the past 18 months 
and it would be a terrible shame if we want back to what existed before. Hence the 
advice was to: 

‘Trust the judgement of teachers and leaders rather than having to deal with excessive 
compliance/accountability’ (Australian leader) 

This in turn led on to a final very important suggestion, that for teachers and leaders to 
flourish we need greater equity in our systems. 

I particularly enjoyed the way in which Arc Chair, Professor Andy Hargreaves, picked up 
on the Beatles theme to produce a final summary which drew heavily upon song titles 
written by the Fab Four (including the need for there to be a ‘Revolution’ in our thinking 
about education).  

One of the things that struck Andy, and all of us involved in the ThoughtMeet, was the 
consistent message that what teachers need in order to flourish are fundamental 
elements such as trust, hope and love. As well as coming away from the meeting singing 
several of the Beatles greatest hits, I found myself reflecting that all of us in education are 
in the end motivated by these simple, but profound values and that they are often where 
we find our greatest fulfilment, whether we be a teacher or a leader.



Our school 
Situated in Thunder Bay, Valley Central Elementary School is a rural school of 220 students 
with a number of special needs students. 

Our students and our staff 
Most students are bused which creates parent engagement challenges and developing a 
sense of community. Teaching staff is mature, 11 years being the average length of tenure. 
Several teachers have over 20 years teaching experience.  

September 2020 re-opening  
Uncertainty was the only constant in the re-opening of schools last September due to 
numerous quick changes and shifts in health and safety guidelines. Tension and stress were 
at an all time high.   

The most significant challenge of my career was to maintain community trust and ensuring 
meaningful teaching and learning in a much-altered environment.  
   
Implementing the re-opening plan 
Student re-entry and space utilization were the first significant hurdles.  Well-planned 
structures and predictable procedures were key to allaying fears and creating time and 
space for teaching and learning to resume.   

Student movement on entry, at exit, and throughout the building as well as classroom lay-
outs were key issues. Collaborating in July with teachers and support staff mitigated 
ambiguity and provided structure to begin class set-up.   

Communicating with parents 
Managing the constant change required consistent, transparent communication and 
implementation procedures.  Staff and community received messaging from multiple 
sources, including the media, friends, and social media. I needed to be at the forefront of 
communications to ensure accurate and timely messaging.  

I scheduled two parent Zoom meetings in August to connect, address upcoming plans and 
changes, answer questions and address misinformation. We used our social media, email, 
and weekly update to inform parents about important timelines, including re-registration and 
school opening.  

Leading in a Pandemic 
Christy Radbourne



Building staff capacity 
Staff had concerns as well.  We resumed 
weekly staff meetings in August and 
planned an outdoor get-together to close 
out the previous year and begin the new.  
Personalizing the Ministry slide decks 
during the three days designated PD days 
was was critical to preventing overload.   

Teaching and learning 
Divisional groups shared the data collected 
in the months prior to the COVID closure 
to facilitate our September Literacy and 
Math planning blocks. Collectively we 
selected a focus on Literacy and Math to 
begin the work of maximizing teaching 
time.   

We explored the new Math curriculum 
through an expectation scavenger hunt 
which was fun and engaging.  We renewed 
our focus on outdoor education.   With a 
fully developed trail system and outdoor 
classroom, we could learn outside and 
alleviate some of the COVID realities in 
classrooms.  

Mental health and well-being 
Paying attention to mental health and well-
being was critical.  Acknowledging that 
everyone’s COVID experience was unique, 
validating concerns, addressing fears, and 
ensuring that the 
a p p r o p r i a t e 
s t r u c t u r e s w e r e 
planned and in place 
pr io r to open ing 
w e r e v i t a l t o 
mainta in ing s ta f f 
mental health and 
strengthening trust.   

Launching the re-
opening 
We created a special 
re-opening newsletter for parents that 
outlined all new procedures and held a 
Zoom meet ing for parents to ask 
questions.  We utilized email, Facebook, 

Twitter, and created videos of key changes 
in action to communicate with families.   

The first days back I focused on visiting 
classes, welcoming students, and outlining 
new procedures.  Staff and I met daily for a 
debriefing on new procedures and for 
feedback.  This time doubled as an 
opportunity to connect and even laugh too! 

Four weeks in and new procedures were 
running smoothly, meaningful teaching and 
learning were happening, and our familiar 
learning structures were evident and in use. 

I was back in classrooms noticing and 
communicating the great learning and 
engagement daily.  As a further reason to 
celebrate,  our outdoor space and learning 
was featured on  CBC!  Our vision and goals 
for teaching and learning in our school had 
not changed even though our environment 
had.   

Reflecting on the reopening, I realize the 
anx ie ty I exper ienced was due to 
uncertainty about safety protocols and 
procedures, and students’ well-being and 
learning.  My optimism came from re-
engaging, learning, and hoping for an end to 
the COVID chaos.  Each day we moved 
forward with students in the building – in 
classrooms, hallways, and outdoor learning 

spaces – filled once 
again with laughter, 
chatter, teaching 
and learning, our 
optimism grew.   

The second and 
third waves  
T h e n c a m e t h e 
second wave and 
t h e D e c e m b e r 
shutdown. This was 
followed soon after 

by the th i rd wave when our loca l 
community faced a COVID crisis that 
resulted in in shuttering our classrooms 
once more.   

Each day we moved forward 
with students in the building – 
in classrooms, hallways, and 
outdoor learning spaces – filled 
once again with laughter, 
chatter, teaching and learning, 
our optimism grew.  



A time to reflect and rediscover  
We revisited our ‘why’ and reconnected 
with our core beliefs about education, 
specifically the hope that educational 
equity offers for all students.  This 
reflection kept us hopeful, engaged, and 
committed to a bright future.   

Our deep-seated belief in equity was a 
root cause of stress and concern for staff.  
Covid harshly illuminated inequities that, 
though they existed before, were 
exacerbated by Covid.  These inequities 
included housing, parental support, 
technology, internet access, and financial 
and food security.    

Though staff were hyper-concerned about 
these widening gaps, I asked them to 
focus on building relationships and 
reconnecting.  A key leadership move for 
me was to both g ive and model 
‘permission’ for staff to explore new ways 
to engage and keep mental health and 
well-being a priority.  

Going off script 
To model this, I took my own detour from 
the mandated pathway to re-engaging 
with teaching and learning by rethinking 
our scheduled October PD day.  Though 
usually ours to plan, this day our district 
sent us a mandated script. I felt that our 
staff needed a mental health and well-
being boost first in order to complete the 
work. 

This meant going off script.  For the first 
half, staff and I participated in a forest 
therapy walk with registered community 
guides.  A guided meditation in a local 
forest, it emphasizes time, breath, and 
connection, with the natural environment 
and positive memories and feelings.  It 
concludes with a natural tea ceremony 
and gratitude recognition.   

I purchased boxed lunches and we 
returned to the school in the afternoon to 
engage with the mandated agenda.  The 
work we accomplished in the afternoon 
was some of the r ichest we had 

experienced as a staff.  We came away with 
practical and meaningful goals for our 
students.  Staff were vocal in their feedback 
about the forest therapy  experience: “the 
best PD I’ve ever experienced, I so 
desperately needed that, and that’s the 
most connected I’ve felt to my work and 
myself in years.” 
   
Reflecting on what matters most 
We thought about what really mattered – 
s tudents and the i r we l l -be ing , the 
development of the whole child, our 
relationships and connections, and our 
community.  The result?  Staff looked for 
ways to allow students to connect with 
themselves, each other, and nature. They 
saw our outdoor learning space as a place 
for re-engaging children’s wonder and 
relationships.   

Students had grown in our absence. We 
learned that they were far more resilient and 
had many different stories to share. When 
we focussed on students’ mental health and 
well-being, literacy and numeracy skills 
progressed at a much faster pace.  Giving 
myself and our staff permission to go “off 
script’ when needed was critically important 
to maintaining learning and supporting well-
being. 
  
As a school, we’ve tackled the known 
inequities on a case by case basis through 
community supports, communication, and 
encouraging off-script learning.  This has 
resulted in our students sharing everything 
from fiddlehead harvesting and recipes to 
baby chick hatching and animal husbandry.   

Above all we keep in mind the lessons we 
learned and from those lessons we maintain 
hope and optimism and know that we can 
tackle any challenges when we re-open 
once again. 



ICP Strategic Plan  
2022 - 2024

In preparation for Council later this year the ICP Executive 
are currently preparing a fresh draft of our strategic plan, 
mapping out our direction for the next three years.  

We would welcome thoughts and ideas from ICP 
members. We will use any feedback to shape the draft 
plan that will be considered by ICP Council.  

To help us do this, please consider the following three 
questions: 

• What is your association’s vision for ICP over the 
next three years? 

• Our view is that our three central aims should be 
communication, developing and supporting 
members and advocacy. 

Is there anything else that you feel should be a key focus for ICP? 
• How could you share within your networks the blogs and podcasts that ICP will be 

producing each week?  

Have you got a blog that you would like to share? 

Please send thoughts, ideas and comments to: 
Sheree Vertigan: admin@icponline.org



Minister for Education Norma Foley TD has launched a two-year action research project 
aimed at supporting small rural schools. 

The innovative project aims to encourage small schools to cluster together in local groups, 
enabling them to collaborate and identify common challenges and trial innovative 
solutions.  

This project is being developed by a working group of school management bodies and 
teachers’ unions with the Department for Education, as part of the programme of work of 
the Primary Education Forum (PEF). The PEF comprises all primary education partners, 
including parent representatives, working collaboratively with the Department of 
Education. 

Six project clusters of small schools will be formed, two in Galway, and one in each of 
Donegal, Kerry, Wicklow and Waterford, 
consisting of between three and five 
schools per cluster. The clusters will be 
supported by part-time local coordinators 
sponsored by the education partners, 
working with a national coordinator under 
the guidance of a steering group. As an 
integral part of the project an evaluation 
will take place and a final report, including 
ana lys i s o f sca lab i l i t y o f ac t ions 
undertaken, will be compiled.  

Minister Foley said: “All across the country, 
tremendous energy and local support is 
provided to our small schools. They are 
valued hugely in our communities, and 
play an important role in community life. This research project will harness some of that 
energy and will support schools to collaborate in clusters and identify possible solutions to 
some of the challenges they face.  

“Small schools’ leaders and school communities have themselves identified that there is 
huge potential for collaboration in finding workable solutions. Small schools themselves 
are best placed to know what might and might not work for them. It is not expected that 
all of the activities tried out will be immediately successful; the aim is to provide an 
opportunity over a two year period to experiment safely  

“The Programme for Government commits to continuing to recognise the importance of 
small schools to communities across Ireland and this innovation provides tangible support 
to that commitment.  

Irish Minister for Education Norma Foley launches  

Innovative Research Project to 
Support Small Schools in Rural Ireland

“Small schools’ leaders and 
school communities have 
themselves identified that there 
is huge potential for 
collaboration in finding 
workable solutions. Small 
schools themselves are best 
placed to know what might and 
might not work for them.



“I have no doubt that the schools participating across the six clusters in this project will 
provide valuable insights and ideas into supports that can be developed and replicated 
across small schools.” 

Some examples of innovative approaches that may be taken by school clusters in the 
action research project include: 

• Sharing teaching and learning of aspects of the curriculum, including exploring 
how ICT can link the cluster schools. 

• Closer collaboration between schools for the purposes of pupils sharing and 
experiencing common activities and or SEN provision. 

• Considering how best to support maintenance matters such as IT systems/services 
and assessing and sharing procurement and costs.  

• Exploring aspects of school leadership such as a number of schools under the 
management of one school principal, existing supports in the system for teaching 
principals and the empowerment of middle leadership teams across clusters. 

Note to editors: 

The project will be overseen and supported by a steering group including representatives of the 
Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO) Irish Primary Principals’ Network (IPPN) The General 
Synod Board of Education of the Church of Ireland Catholic Primary Schools Management 
Association (CPSMA) and the Department. 

Small schools are defined for statistical purposes as schools with four mainstream teachers or 
fewer. Schools meeting this definition constitute 44 per cent of all primary schools – around 1,360 
individual schools – and account for 14.2 per cent of all students. 

All of the activity in the two-year project will be driven by the participating schools, working 
together with their cluster coordinator. During this time, all existing scheduled staffing levels will 
be secured; for example, if enrolment levels fall, scheduled teaching post numbers in the schools 
involved will not be reduced.



Efficiency Doesn’t Change the World; 
Education Does  
ICP keynote speaker Richard Gerver shares his 
thoughts on global education 
By Richard Gerver

I am well aware that I am a lucky, lucky man, and my job means that I get to meet 
many amazing people. A few years ago, I met a man who has, quite literally, 
changed the world, and I have to confess that I was completely in awe.  

In Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, I had been attending a conference on education and new 
technology. There was a fantastic line-up of 
speakers and over 3,000 participants. It was 
a big deal, demonstrating just how seriously 
Saudi is taking the future of its education 
development.  

I always love listening to other speakers. I 
learn so much from their insights, wisdom 
and experiences and I was more than a little 
eager to hear the thoughts of this particular 
conference’s opening speaker. It was even more exciting when I found myself 
sitting next to him in the speaker’s room before the event began, and then to have 
time with him after the event at the airport and on our flight to London. 

Steve, as I like to call him, was the co-
founder of Apple – not Jobs, the other one, 
the one who actually designed the 
computer. Steve Wozniak is a relatively shy 
and unassuming man, a gentleman actually. 
He is a man who, unless you knew him, 
would pass you by in the street unnoticed, 
with no show of wealth or status, no 
bravado or pompous airs, just a normal guy 
who has happened to change the world. 

As a boy, he had two ambitions. One was to 
be an engineer like his father, because he 
knew that engineers can make the world a 

Steve, as I like to call him, 
was the co-founder of 
Apple – not Jobs, the other 
one, the one who actually 
designed the computer.

http://www.woz.org/,


better place. The other was to be a 
teacher – because, well … teachers too 
can make the world a better place. 

Of course, engineering won, and the 
rest, as they say, became history, but 
o n l y b e c a u s e o f t h e u n i q u e 
partnership that was born when Steve 
met Steve. What 
s t r u c k m e m o s t 
about Wozniak was 
his extraordinary 
g e n e r o s i t y a n d 
humanitarian spirit. 
I t was apparent 
from his earl iest 
days as an inventor 
that he knew he was 
on to something 
when he started 
messing with valves, 
diodes and soldering irons. He 
recognized that it was something that 
could lead to amazing things for his 
fellow man and woman, but he also 
knew that he wasn’t very good at 
understanding the social impact of his 
inventions. So, he would go to his local 
computer club and give away his ideas 
to people that he knew would find 
uses for them. He just wanted to make 
stuff that made life better. It was only 
when Jobs became properly involved 
that Apple was born, and a business 
created.  

Steve has always instinctively wanted 
to do good. I asked him what he did 
with his time now, and apart from still 
inventing, he said that he is in a very 
privileged place and was able to just 
try to do good. This included spending 
a number of years after leaving Apple 
working as a Grade 5 teacher in a 
state school near his home, thus 
fulfilling his second ambition. He loves 

teachers, saying that they are “special, 
special people.” He also believes that 
“it is less important what you teach 
and more important how you learn. 
Learning must be a personal journey.” 

The more I talked to Steve, the more I 
liked him and the more I thought 

about how much he 
demonstrates exactly 
what the future needs 
and what educators 
need to do to develop 
future educators. 

O n e o f t h e m o s t 
provocative things he 
said to me was that as 
Apple expanded and 
he and Jobs hired 
more and more people, 

they created a mantra, a promise for 
the kind of people they wanted. Like 
so many things that Apple creates, the 
mantra is so simple and elegant on the 
surface, but dig deeper and you can 
see the complexity of the challenge. 
“At Apple,” he said, “we will never 
employ anyone who needs managing.” 

I thought this was an interesting way 
of framing a conversation with our 
educators … how do we create those 
young people? Throughout my career, 
I have met so many enterprising, 
young entrepreneurs who have chosen 
to forgo the traditional routes of 
university and college to strike out on 
their own and create products that 
they believe can change the world.  

This applies to education as well. The 
more I see, the more I am convinced 
that standardised systems and routes 
of learning will increasingly hamper 
our children’s futures, and I have to say 

“So, he would go to his 
local computer club and 
give away his ideas to 
people that he knew 
would find uses for them. 
He just wanted to make 
stuff that made life 
better.”



that I have far more faith in the lived 
wisdom of people like Steve, than 
that of the limited rhetoric of our 
politicians. 

COVID-19 has underlined to us just 
how uncertain and fast-paced the 
world is becoming, and as a result, 
just how agile future generations are 
going to need to be. That means that we need to move away from a system and 
society that prepares people for seeking out and protecting certainty – promising 
fixed routes that lead to fixed outcomes – to one that helps our young people 
thrive under new conditions.  

At The World Economic Forum in Davos in 2018, others who are changing the 
world met to discuss the future of education. Their views echoed and amplified 
what Wozniak believes. The McKinsey Global Institute reported that its research 
suggested that robots could replace 800 million jobs by 2030, while the World 
Economic Forum suggests a “skills revolution” could open up a raft of new 
opportunities. 

Jack Ma, founder of the Chinese multinational ecommerce giant Alibaba Group, 
said “If we do not change the way we teach, 30 years from now, we’re going to be 
in trouble.” He suggested that, “the knowledge-based approach of 200 years ago 

would fail our kids, who would never be able 
to compete with machines. Children should 
be taught soft skills like independent 
thinking, values and team-work.” 

Perhaps the most provocative speaker was 
Minouche Shafik, Director of the London 
School of Economics, who said, in a session 
on Saving Economic Globalization from Itself, 

“Anything that is routine or repetitive will be automated.” She also highlighted the 
importance of “the soft skills, creative skills, research skills, the ability to find 
information, synthesise it, make something of it.” 

She went on to suggest that overhauling our education system will be essential to 
fixing the fractures in our societies and avoiding a tilt towards populism. “It’s no 
accident that the people who voted for populist parties around the world are 
people with by-and-large low levels of education. It’s not because they’re stupid; 
it’s because they’re smart. They’ve figured out this system will not be in their 
favour.” 

Fabiola Gianotti, a particle physicist and the Director General of CERN, the woman 
in charge of the Large Hadron Collider as well as other Big Science projects, said, 
“we need to break the cultural silos. Too often people put science and the 

“The more I see, the more I am 
convinced that standardised 

systems and routes of learning 
will increasingly hamper our 

children’s futures…”

“Anything that is routine 
or repetitive will be 
automated.” 
- Minouche Shafik

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages
https://www.weforum.org/
https://www.weforum.org/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/jack-ma-alibaba-education-reform#:~:text=Jack%2520Ma%252C%2520the%2520founder%2520of,fast%252C%2520but%2520education%2520is%2520not.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNlaM9D66is
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwinu5DlycfrAhWOTsAKHdaeAPIQFjAkegQIBRAB&url=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.nytimes.com%252F2018%252F03%252F07%252Fscience%252Ffabiola-gianotti-physics-cern.html&usg=AOvVaw0ez6BinrR07xbd-WTSvpYr


humanities, or science and the arts, in 
different silos. They are the highest 
expression of the curiosity and 
creativity of humanity. For me, I was a 
very curious child; I wanted to answer 
the big questions of how the universe 
works. My humanities and my music 
studies have contributed to what I am 
today as a scientist as much as my 
physics studies.” 

Then, there’s Barry Barish, the 2017 
Nobel Prize winning scientist, who I 
was lucky enough to interview in 
2018. He told me that when he was 
putting his research team together, 
he was looking for two very clear 
qualities. He wanted people with 
“rounded” experiences; in other 
words, not just scientists but people 
who also had the arts and humanities 
in their background because, in his 
words, “single discipline people can’t 
think expansively.” The second quality 
was that he only appointed people 
who had the ability to ask stupid 
questions. For me, that is one of the 
great catalyst questions we should all 
be asking to develop our students for 

the future. Do they leave us with the 
ability and confidence to ask stupid 
questions? 

Finally, I had the life defining honour 
of working with President Barack 
Obama, who is very clear that the 
future of education has to be 
different. During our discussions, he 
told me that during his tenure in The 
White House, the most significant 
lesson he had learned was that 
nearly all the problems that crossed 
his desk had not ultimately been 
technical by nature, but human.  

I would suggest that the same is 
true as we explore the future of 
education. We must not allow 
ourselves to be blinded by the 
technical, but start by asking far 
m o r e f u n d a m e n t a l , h u m a n 
questions. “What do we need our 
children to look like, as human 
beings, when they leave formal 
education?” 

In times of such extraordinary 
c h a l l e n g e a n d c h a n g e , a n d 

https://youtu.be/RAtE7FKpbaU
https://youtu.be/RAtE7FKpbaU
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/physics/2017/barish/facts/


 

especially as we come to terms with the COVID-19 pandemic, we must take 
time to look up and ensure that we are not just focusing on making education 
more efficient, but that we heed the advice and perspectives of people like 
Obama, Shafik and Wozniak who are working hard to make the world a better 
place, so that our students can pick up the baton and continue that legacy. We 
need to take a step back and find ways to connect the narratives between 
past, present and future.  

Maybe, we need to go back to the great old 
saying that it “takes a village to raise a 
child,” meaning we need to be more 
collegiate and collaborative as we explore 
the future of education. In my last book, 
Education A Manifesto for Change, I explore 
the idea of a lifelong journey, a legacy that 
perhaps we all need to contribute to.  

Emergence: Before birth, supporting young 
families so that they can create nurturing 
environments that best prepare and provide 
for children in the first phases of life and 
making the early links between the five phases 
described here. 

Education: We must focus on how we use 
formal education to ensure that our emerging 
young citizens are prepared for the world they 
are going to inherit. That their knowledge, skills, attributes and behaviours 
empower them and inspire them to head confidently into the next phase of life. 

Activism: As organizations, educators, employers and institutions, we must 
work together to ensure that our young people feel that they have a place and 
a purpose as emerging adult citizens in society, so that they feel they have an 
opportunity to make their mark. Moving on, we need to help them understand 
their growing responsibility as they move on to the next phase – leadership. 
Leadership: How do we ensure that the gained experience, vision and actions 
of their activism is not wasted and is instead used to take on leadership and 
responsibility for developing the phases further, and for evolving the narratives 
and sense of empowerment for the next generation?  

Legacy: How do we ensure that our elders continue to thrive, to be supported 
and most importantly continue to feel valued? How do we capture and use 
their wisdom to inform and educate future cohorts?  

https://www.amazon.ca/Education-Manifesto-Change-Richard-Gerver-ebook/dp/B07Q2K5PM3/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=education+a+manifesto+for+change&qid=1598951700&sr=8-1


There has never been a more pertinent time to take a pause from the endless 
pursuit of efficiency in education in order to interrogate the vision, the approach 
and the leadership that will define the future. The good news is that whilst 
efficiency will never provide the opportunities for a better, brighter tomorrow … 
education can!  

Who is Richard Gerver?

Richard Gerver is an award-winning speaker, bestselling author and world-renowned 
thinker. He began his career in education, transforming a Primary School into one of the 
most acclaimed learning environments in the world. He was celebrated by UNESCO and 
the UK Government for its incredible turnaround. 

Richard now uses his humour and style to deliver passionate, provocative and authentic 
speeches. He draws upon the first-hand experiences and unique insights garnered from 
frontline education  to explore the links between great leadership, human potential, 
change and innovation. 

The three core principles underpinning Richard's  philosophy are communication, 
empowerment and impact. His mantra is that systems and structures change nothing; 
people do.  

www.richardgerver.com 
Twitter @richardgerver 

Join us at our ICP 2022 Convention, Elevating Education Leaders July 25-28 in Toronto. 
Learn more about this upcoming event and Richard’s keynote presentation. Follow us in 
the Register as we profile more speakers and convention highlights.

http://www.richardgerver.com/
https://twitter.com/richardgerver
https://www.principals.ca/en/professional-learning/2022-icp-convention.aspx


In March 2020 the world was engulfed by the Corona virus, or COVID as it ended up being 
called. In South Africa, the Health Dept advised the State President to “lock down” the 
country for three weeks to flatten the curve of the 
infection. Well, here we are 18 months later still in the 
grip of this pandemic and still under some form of “lock 
down”. The initial so called hard lock down where 
everyone was restricted to their homes went way past 3 
weeks and in the end it lasted 35 days at level 5. 

In over 19 000 schools across South Africa, 9,7 million 
children qualify for free school meals each and every 
day.  Of this number it is estimated that 3 million are 
experiencing hunger at home due to low food security. 
So, with schools closing, Principals and teachers began to worry that children would be 
going hungry. Now the core business of school is to ensure teaching and learning takes 
place. The teachers and school leaders know how to deliver on this.  However, school 
principals were now thrust into this space of needing to lead on the edge of hunger for their 
pupils. This was a completely new challenge, which had to be addressed fast and innovatory 
as the whole landscape of the country was busy changing and the schools were given 3 days 
to close down. 

So how did our school principals step up 
to this challenge?  This varied from school 
to school and community to community. 
However, as an example of how school 
leaders did tackle this challenge I will 
relate my experience at Camps Bay High 
School.  Firstly, there was tremendous 
concern over the well being of our pupils 
who we knew were in homes with low or 
no food security. This was voiced by the 
staff, pupil leaders as well as the parents 
and SGB members. So, a group of staff 

and teachers got together and got moving, calling for food donations  or money. We were 
overcome by the generosity of our parents who were prepared to donate to make this work. 

Now to how this was practically implemented. Well, the initial plan was to send the pupils 
home with food parcels. It was clear that providing food for them would entail sharing the 
food with their families, and so food parcels were arranged. The size and weight  of the 
parcels made it impossible to provide food for more than 2 weeks, as the food needed to be 

Leading on the edge of hunger in 2020 
Dave de Korte - Common Good

In over 19 000 schools 
across South Africa,  
9,7 million children 
qualify for free school 
meals each and every 
day. 

Image from: https://theconversation.com/south-africa-faces-mass-hunger-if-efforts-to-offset-
impact-of-covid-19-are-eased-143143



taken home on public transport. To solve this problem,  schools then looked at getting the 
pupils to restock every 2 weeks.  

However, with the lock down , and fear of being in contact with people it became clear 
that we the school staff could not continue to make up the food parcels and so another 
plan was needed. The concept of food vouchers then was born, and so combination of 
vouchers and food parcels were issued all through the lockdown and school closure.  

Now at Camps bay High School, once the pupils returned to school, the need for food 
diminished and could be addressed on campus. This was not the case in all schools, and I 
know that at Boundary Primary school for 
example, the church group that chose to 
provide school families with food parcels 
have continued this practice up to today. 

A Principal in South Africa can’t think that 
their work will be restricted to teaching 
and learning and located only in the 
classroom. Principals and staff are called 
on to also take care of the psychological 
and social needs of the children in their schools. You never know when you might find 
yourself having to lead on the edge of a crisis. This space on the edge is where courageous 
leadership is needed. This is where the principal can make the  difference, with thoughtful 
action and care.

A Principal in South Africa can’t 
think that their work will be 
restricted to teaching and 
learning and located only in the 
classroom

For more information on Common Good, 
check out our website on 
https://www.commongood.org.za

https://www.commongood.org.za


If ever there was a 
p e r f e c t m o d e l f o r 
educators, it is Dr Judy 
Willis.  After 15 years as 
a neurologist in private 
practice, Judy picked 
u p h e r e d u c a t i o n 
credentials and took up 
teaching for 10 years.  
Here we have a teacher 
who not only has the 
knowledge of the brain, but has applied her 
knowledge in the classroom.   

Her motivation to become a teacher was 
driven by the endless stream of students 
being sent to her for an evaluation on the 
recommendation of the school.  Schools 
seem to have become fixated on identifying 
and pinpointing a problem in children.  
Teachers were concerned that three 
children had ADHD disorders, OCD, 
behavioural problems and oppositional 
defiance syndrome. Within a very short 
space of time, the referrals went up from 2 
evaluations a week to 10 a week.  This was a 
source of deep concern because although 

the number of referrals rose 
dramatically, the number with 
u n d e r l y i n g n e u r o l o g i c a l 
problems remained unchanged.  

Dr Willis decided to visit the 
schools that were referring 
students in large numbers.  As 
she walked into the classes she 
d i s c o v e r e d t h e p r o b l e m 
immediately.  Gone were the 

beans growing in cotton wool on the 
window sills.  The desks were no longer in 
collaborative groups, but in straight rows 
listening to a lecture from the teacher.  No 
student brainstorming pinned up on 
newsprint on the wall and no glitter on the 
floor.  School had become a classical 
preparation centre for University entrance.  
Worksheets were handed out and drill 
work was the order of the day. Learning 
had disappeared.  Boredom had replaced 
it.  When the brain is bored it operates in 
the same way as it would if it was in the 
fight, flight, freeze, finger (cussing, 
inappropr iate f inger s igns) mode.  
Processing drops to the survival brain - 

“ I [we] wake up with 
a new brain everyday 
and it is up to me to 
figure out what it is 
going to be.”   
Dr Judy Lewis

By Gavin Keller (Keller Education)



over the cortex, but it is stored in patterns 
based on relationships.  The new data 
provided must match with stored known 
data in order for encoding to take place.  If 
prior knowledge is not activated, then the 
new has nothing to cling to when it gets to 
the hippocampus - the gateway to the 
thinking brain (pre-frontal cortex) and is 
dumped in the recycle bin.  Activation of 
prior knowledge is key to all teaching and 
learning.  When you add a graphic 
organiser it is like giving the student a 
second brain.  Memory is enhanced and 
data is embedded.  When students are 
encouraged to draw on their previous 
knowledge and build up a graphic 
organiser, the brain files it in long term 
memory and can recall it when new 
information is provided. 

The brain is limitless.  It is the one organ in 
our body that is only limited by other 
people’s perception and our own belief.  
The old adage that we only use 10% of our 
brains is not true.  If the brain is used, it is 
not pruned.  The more we use it and 
receive positive feedback in a non-toxic 
environment - the more able we are. 

Every night while we sleep, the brain files 
what has occurred, refreshes, reboots, 
downloads the latest operating system 
and we wake up with a new brain.  Dr 
Judy Willis believes, that we decide when 
we wake up what it is going to be.  The 
options are limitless! 

that 80% of our brain designed to keep us 
alive.  It behaves automatically, and is often 
seen as be ing mind less , react ive , 
unconscious, fast and dirty.  These 
behaviours often cause students to be 
referred for neurological assessment.  And 
the problem is boredom  And the creator 
of the boredom is the school system.  

Interestingly, her own children had been 
taught by the teachers she visited - and 
they had experienced all the things she 
expected to see in the classrooms.  She 
quickly learnt that the curriculum demands 
on the teachers had forced them to shift 
the fun out of teaching to make space for 
the additional content. 

The impact was visible.  Students were 
now in states of deep stress that had the 
ab i l i t y to ch ron ica l l y change the 
functioning of the brain.  As a healer - she 
recognised where the demand for her 
expertise resided.  Not in the neurology 
practice - but in the classroom where the 
brain damage was taking place. 

After 10 years in the classroom she wrote 
six books and is now an international 
headline speaker at education conferences.  
She speaks sense.  Common sense and 
mind brain education science sense. 

Memory is something that fascinates her.  
Storage of memory is an interesting 
neurological reality.  Memory is stored all 

Keller Education provides both face to face and online 
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Oropi School in Western Bay of Plenty 
was established in 1899. Although 
compulsory schooling has seen endless 
changes since then, Oropi bears witness 
to the fact that not everything that runs 
deep in rural communities is open to 
change. 

A n d r e w K i n g i s 
proud to be leading 
his school of just 
over 350, most ly 
r u r a l l y b a s e d , 
youngste rs . “The 
school had a roll of 
just over 100 when I 
came here, but has 
rap id ly grown as 

dairy farms have converted to life-style 
blocks and horticulture has become the 
dominant industry,” Andrew said. 

Does this mean that the school is no 
longer a rural school? “Not at all,” says 
Andrew, “our families 
de l ibera te ly send 
their children to our 
school because we 
espouse the rural 
values they share.” 

These values include 
connecting to the 
natural environment, 
taking considered 
risks, exploring new 
i d e a s a n d b e i n g 
excited by learning 
because it is driven by the children’s 
individual inquiry. The school’s motto is 
‘Be all you can be’, and more recently the 
core values of ako, manaakitanga, 
rangat i ratanga, whanaungatanga, 
kaitiakitanga and whakairo have become 

priorities of the school. These aspirations 
are deeply linked to a rural mindset.  

“That’s why parents send their children 
to us,” says Andrew. “They want them to 
be connected to the real world they live 
in; to understand the history of the place, 
the potential and importance of the land 
and how to protect it for future 
generations; to question and seek 
answers; to be resilient and to extend 
themselves physically. The other draw 
card is the school’s popular ‘Garden to 
Table’ programme, which is linked to our 
core curriculum,” he explained. 

We visit the woodwork space, one of 
two fabricated sheds, where Andrew’s 
younger students are building simple, 
useful objects. 

“We call this ‘play-based’ learning,” said 
Andrew, “and start the day with these 
engaging activities. “Every child comes 

to school with their own 
wonderings, questions, 
passions, strengths and 
needs,” he says. 

T h e c h i l d r e n u s e t h e 
practical experiences, to 
explore their individual 
questions and use what 
they have learned, for 
example, in their writing 
class,” he explains. “It is 
what we call responsive, 

‘just in time’ learning which 
affords the children a strong sense of 
control.” 

Alongside the woodwork activities 
children also participate in water play, 
floating boats in the swimming pool for 

Rural Schools are Different 
Liz Hawes

“The core values of ako, 
manaakitanga, 
rangatiratanga, 
whanaungatanga, 
kaitiakitanga and 
whakairo have become 
priorities of the school.



example, and sculpting shapes in the 
spacious sandpit. 

This learning by doing is a purposeful, 
pedagogical choice for the children in 
their first three years. The approach links 
well to the early childhood curriculum 
and provides an easy transition into 
formal school learning. The children are 
well resourced, supported and given the 
time to explore their own questions, to 
experiment and to challenge their own ideas. Andrew explains that starting the day with 
action learning is motivating for the children and immediately gets them engaged. The 
teachers observe the children carefully, recognize a learning moment and respond so 
that no opportunity to extend the children’s thinking and learning is lost. “Once they are 

engaged, they can focus on their core curriculum 
activities,” he says. “Through this approach they 
master the dispositions for learning which link 
c o m f o r t a b l y w i t h t h e c u r r i c u l u m k e y 
competencies,” he explains. 

The school’s academic results clearly show the 
logic of Andrew’s pedagogical approach and 
Māori students achieve just as well as non-Māori 
children. “We see learning as a six-year project, 
and the children progress at their own pace. 
Formal assessment before that doesn’t 
necessarily tell the whole story of a child’s 
progress,” he said.  We take a holistic long-term 
approach, keeping the child at the centre,” he 
said. 

Oropi has become a more diverse school over time and this is well celebrated. “We have 
60 Māori children attending our school and are proud of our bilingual class which we 
established in 2018,” said Andrew. “Currently we have 28 students enrolled, who learn 
for 30 – 50% of the time in Te Reo.”  This, alongside prioritizing Māori values, has 
undoubtedly been a factor in lifting Māori student achievement. The school also hosts 13 
international students and has a small number of Asian students.  

“We offer Mandarin as a foreign language option,” says Andrew, “not just because we 
have a small number of Asian students, but because we recognize that knowledge of 
the Mandarin language could help our youngsters into a job in the future.  It is in line 
with our school’s Asian Awareness programme and reflects New Zealand’s increasingly 
multicultural society. Celebrating other cultures, learning about their history, cultural 
practices and language is one way we encourage our children to be inclusive and 
tolerant,” he said.  

“The children are well 
resourced, supported and given 

the time to explore their own 
questions, to experiment and to 

challenge their own ideas

“We see learning as a 
six-year project, and the 
children progress at 
their own pace. Formal 
assessment before that 
doesn’t necessarily tell 
the whole story of a 
child’s progress,” he 
said. 



At the lunch time break, we stroll the 
school’s expansive outdoor f ields, 
weaving our way through the fast-paced 
running and ball games. We observe 
those nimbly navigating the vertical 
ladder leading to the platform of the 
popular flying fox. An elevated, tunnel 
chute slide - a larger version of the kind 
you might see on the back of a concrete 
truck - occupies the attention of another 
g r o u p w h i l e r e g u l a r a d v e n t u r e 
playgrounds, climbing bars and sets of 
s w i n g s p r o v i d e f u r t h e r p h y s i c a l 
enjoyment.  

You’d be hard pressed to spot the child 
sitting quietly under a tree absorbed in a 
book. 

Star a t t ract ion for 
t o u g h p h y s i c a l 
challenge though, is the 
school ’s gul ly. This 
natural feature is a 
magnet for the thrill-
seekers.   
W i th i t s ex tens ive 
native plantings, board 
walk, bush tracks, rope 
swing, tyre-rolling ramp 
- which couples as a 
mud slide after enough 
rain - and trees to 
climb, it is the ‘Queen’ 
of adventure playgrounds. 

“Our children are outdoor kids,” says 
A n d r e w , “ a n d l o v e t o c h a l l e n g e 

themselves physically. That’s an 
important characteristic of who they 
are,” he said.   

Another star attraction of the school is 
the ‘Garden to Table’ concept, the 
brainchild of the Garden-to-Table Trust. 
It is a food education programme 
linked to the curriculum. Children learn 
about growing food, companion 
planting to attract bees, composting 
waste, recycling and storing water to 
feed the plants. They harvest the 
produce and turn it into delicious meals 
in the school’s outdoor kitchen. The 
final step is sharing their scrumptious 
efforts al fresco style under the 
expansive roof shelter adjoining the 

kitchen. On wet days they 
s h a r e t h e i r c o o k i n g 
e f f o r t s i n t h e i r 
classrooms. 

“This is a hugely popular 
part of our curriculum,” 
s a y s A n d r e w . “ T h e 
Garden-to-Table Trust 
p r o v i d e s w o n d e r f u l 
guidance and resources 
which are all linked to the 
c u r r i c u l u m a n d w e 
employ a coordinator and 
two teacher aides who 
are specifically trained in 

the programme. We also have local 
volunteers to help in the kitchen and 
assist with maintaining the gardens,” he 
said.  

“They learn about 
looking after the land, 
which in turn looks 
after them, seasons of 
food and recipes that 
fit the produce in the 
gardens at any given 
time.



Oropi school is fortunate that most of the vegetable plants and native plants are donated 
to the school by local nurseries. 

Most of the work is done by the children under supervision of volunteers and every week, 
every child will have a meal from the kitchen, which they have prepared themselves.  They 
learn about looking after the land, which in turn looks after them, seasons of food and 
recipes that fit the produce in the gardens at any given time. They grow a wide selection 
of herbs to flavour their dishes and they learn about growing food from seedlings to 
planting.   They learn about how worms help aerate the soil and how to make ‘compost 
stew’ to feed the plants until they are harvested. They also tend an orchard of fruit trees 
and make delicious fruit puddings. 

“The children also have classroom activities that link to the gardening and cooking,” says 
Andrew, “and the Garden-to-Table Trust provide resources to help with that too.  The 
children write poems and stories about making compost stew, for example, and record 
recipes to take home.”   



Oropi school is a pleasure to visit. The children are proud of their school, they are 
engaging, interested and unafraid to offer an opinion.  The staff and children operate as 
a big family, which is in large part attributable to Andrew’s astute leadership and his 
years of rural school experience. But he is acutely aware that not every rural school runs 
so smoothly. 

“Rural communities are quite different from 
urban,” says Andrew. “Historically they were 
very isolated and they all relied on each other to 
survive.” 

In the country, the local school and community 
hall have typically been the most valued 
community assets.  The community are proud of 
them and feel a strong sense of ownership. Rural 
families have gifted land, provided materials, 
built and maintained these facilities. They are 
heavily invested and emotionally enmeshed in 
them. Generations of family weddings, dances 
and fundraisers have been conducted in rural 
halls. They form the hub where locals gather, 
socialize, have some fun and ease their feelings 
of isolation.  Even if they are not the families who designed the hall or the school, the 
names of those who did will still be known and respected. There are threads of these 
sentiments in all rural communities.  

Self-reliance is another strong characteristic of rural folk. They are used to doing things 
for themselves. You can’t be waiting for a city tradesman to fix the leaking water pump 
or build a hay shed. That self-reliance has often extended to the local school so there is 
never a shortage of offers when the school needs its fence repaired, or the playing field 
needs levelling. The locals will call a working bee and the job is done. A plate or two of 
sandwiches and a few quiet beers in the hall and everyone goes home happy.  

These days, the ‘do-it-yourself’ approach can rub up against the demands of legislation, 
regulations and Ministry processes. Navigating these legislative requirements whilst 
maintaining strong relationships and the good will of the local community keeps many a 
rural principal awake at night. Less experienced principals, cutting their leadership teeth 
on a small rural school, are particularly vulnerable and can unwittingly come unstuck.  

“It takes an experienced principal to keep on-side with the rural community and be 
compliant with legislation,” says Andrew.  

Andrew has supported, coached and mentored other rural principals over the years and 
understands the diverse demands. “In rural communities, people don’t just feel 
‘ownership’ of their school, by extension, the principal is included too,” he says. “You are 
never off duty. There is an expectation that you will be actively involved in everything 
happening in the community, whether that is helping cut the four-wheel drive track for 
the annual community fun day or doing maintenance work at the local tennis courts. 
You have to be prepared to join in the rural lifestyle,” he said. 

Andrew realizes that many young principals don’t understand these relationships and 
expectations. He has seen too many potentially excellent principals fail because they 
were not well prepared for these special demands.  

“Rural principals don’t have access to the rural advisors who were there in the early 
days,” said Andrew. “Rural advisors were fantastic.  They had all led rural schools 

“Self-reliance is another 
strong characteristic of 
rural folk. They are used 
to doing things for 
themselves. You can’t be 
waiting for a city 
tradesman to fix the 
leaking water pump or 
build a hay shed.”



themselves and knew exactly what the 
pressures were and how to make the most 
of the good things about leading a school 
and living in a rural community,” he said. 
“They used to check in on rural principals, 
connect them with other 
r u r a l p r i n c i p a l s , 
encourage sharing of 
ideas and resources and 
facilitated access to 
PLD,” he said. “There are 
700 U1 – 3 schools in 
New Zealand, and many 
of these would be rural 
schools. That is not an 
insignificant number,” he 
said. 

The demise of the rural 
advisory service has left 
a gaping hole, especially in 
supporting rural principals’ wellbeing, 
overcoming isolation and helping them 
understand country life. 

Realising the pitfalls, and having a broad 
range of experience in both very small 
and much larger rural schools, Andrew 
decided to create a formal network to 
support his rural colleagues and this year 
formed the ‘NZ Rural Schools Leadership 
Association (NZRASLA).  The organisation 
aims to provide updates, regional and 
national platforms for discussions both 
on-line and face to face, opportunities for 
action research, PLD, mentoring and 
support for rural school leaders, by rural 
school leaders.   

 “PLD facilitators or contractors are not 
the only answer,” he says. “We need to 
identify rural principals with expertise and 
exper ience , because hear ing the 
experience of real principals is the best 
way to learn,” he said.  
In many ways, these are functions that a 
Rural Advisory would be providing. 
Andrew recognises that leading this 
organisation, whilst still running his own 
school, is no small undertaking and that 

ideally, he would be fully released with a 
team of rural advisors to do the role. 

The Ministry of Education has offered 
$180,000 over three years from the 

‘Network of Expertise 
Funding’.  
“Securing this Ministry 
funding is great,” says 
Andrew, “and it allows 
us to make a start on 
e s t a b l i s h i n g s o m e 
support systems for 
rural pr incipals . To 
provide meaningful 
advice and support to 
a l l rura l pr incipals , 
however, requires a lot 
more,” he says. 

Taking on this new 
responsibility for his colleagues is an extra 
job for Andrew who continues in his full-
time role as principal of his own Oropi 
School.  

“The progress I can make whilst still 
working as a full-time principal, is minimal,” 
he sighs. Yet he has a vision that, if fully 
resourced, would not only develop and 
support hundreds more rural principals, but 
help sustain a strong and successful 
principal workforce for the future. He has all 
the credentials and experience to lead a 
modern-day rural advisory team, now he 
just needs the good-will of the Ministry and 
the budget to make it work.     

“The demise of the rural 
advisory service has left a 
gaping hole, especially in 
supporting rural 
principals’ wellbeing, 
overcoming isolation and 
helping them understand 
country life.” 
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