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hope informs all that we do,2 an important
refocusing occurred over the past few years
with the question: “Is our work making any dif-
ference in the lives of our children in poverty?”
That discussion has led us to eliminate most
school fees, to make changes to our high
schools to ensure that struggling students get
the support they need to achieve, to extend
the day and year, and to work to give all stu-
dents the rich learning opportunities that are
too frequently reserved for ‘gifted and talented‘
students.

This discussion led, for example, to the develop-
ment of the Bright Futures program, fashioned
after the San Francisco-based 826 Valencia and
Pathways To Education, the program serving
Toronto’s Regent Park. Within 12 months Bright
Futures has grown to over 100 volunteers
tutoring 50 Grade 9 students in a storefront
facility in one of the toughest neighbourhoods
in Winnipeg. Last year every one of these stu-
dents stayed in school and gained credits; we
hope that this program will boost the division-
al graduation rate to 90 percent. It also led 
to the BEEP (Balanced Experiential Education 
Program) at Elwick Community School, serving
approximately 400 K-6 students. To assist stu-
dents to maintain their progress throughout
the year and provide them with the rich social
experiences that the middle class take for
granted, the program provides literacy and
numeracy learning with trips to museums,
farms, and arts events in the summer months,
at no cost to the parents.

In Seven Oaks our commitment to social justice
is more about stance than particular initiatives,
and this might be most obvious in our position
on the inclusion of special needs students.
Although we have, over the years, found ways
of talking about inclusion that makes it seem
like the happy natural state of affairs, in fact 
it is a constant struggle to fight the orthodox
and more commonly held view that segrega-
tion is the natural way of things. We have
struggled with those who argue for designated
special education classes, with parents who
don’t want a special needs child taking time
from their child, and with those who feel that,
if only we had programs for the gifted and tal-
ented, we wouldn’t lose ‘bright‘ kids to private
schools. We have also struggled to provide 
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We take ‘ethical leadership’ to be to about the
task of trying to “build and sustain an environ-
ment in which the work of education can take
place ethically”1 and we describe here some
elements of one Manitoba school division’s on-
going efforts to create and sustain such an
environment. In addition to a clear vision of
the purposes of public education grounded in
social justice, we inherited a culture in Seven
Oaks in which three principles have for some
time been central:

1. A culture of criticality – the building of an
environment of continuous inquiry, where
questioning and educational debate are 
an expected part of school life; 

2. An optimistic culture of action – the expec-
tation that inquiry and debate will be 
followed by action; that substantial and
sustained positive change is possible; and
that the effects of these actions need to 
be evaluated against the educational and
social justice ends they were designed to
support; and, stemming from both (1) 
and (2);

3. A culture of shared leadership – where,
while the school board and the superinten-
dent’s office play a vital role in setting a
tone and nurturing the culture, it is princi-
pals, teachers, students, parents, and sup-
port staff across the division who sustain
the culture and bring action to life. 

These principles are always close to the surface,
acting as a divisional ‘conscience‘. While they
took root through a number of developments
during the 1990s, including the forging of a
somewhat unique mission statement that we
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support to teachers to ensure that inclusion
means far more than ‘just being in the room‘. 

In Seven Oaks, we see ethical leadership as
working to make sure that Starratt’s ethic of
criticality will remain alive and well in our
effort to continually tear away at the systemic
inequalities embedded in our communities.
We recognize that thinking and practice need
to be continually revisited and open to chal-
lenge. We acknowledge that, on many occa-
sions, we miss the mark, and actions are not
aligned with mission. Ethical leadership is
above all a long term and fragile business. But
as superintendents, we are convinced that we
are called to live an aggressive activism that 
in the words of William Foster is opposed to 
“a sanitized and supposedly de-politicized
approach to governing schools . . . [and is
instead, one] . . . in which our work is to devel-
op, challenge, and liberate human souls”.3 I
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