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Introduction 

After growing up in a rural school division and now teaching in one for several years, it is the author’s opinion that the province of Manitoba and many of the academic elite in Canada’s Faculties of Education are not recognizing the uniqueness of educational leadership positions in rural areas, nor the subsequent lack of relevant training for those positions.  Two of the interviews in this qualitative study, as well as several text-based sources, referred to local division-based leadership programming under the title, “grow your own”.  This title symbolizes the goal of local leadership programming when it comes to producing educational administrators that are the right fit for specific schools and school divisions.
The purpose of this study was to illustrate that there are specific needs for identifying, training, and producing elite administrative candidates in the rural areas of Manitoba.  Right now there is a very scattered approach when it comes to communicating what credentials, training programs, and skill sets administrators should be working towards, although multiple institutions such as post-secondary schools, the Manitoba Teachers’ Society, and many individual school divisions appear willing to commit resources to the idea.  Current education leadership training standards and norms are heavily influenced by urban realities and can’t help but reflect the heavy status of urbanites as a majority of Manitobans.  That being said, it should not be acceptable to rural students and rural parents that the administrators of their schools (administrative positions that are arguably more demanding or at least more multifaceted than those of their urban counterparts) are not being given the necessary supports and framework with which to achieve their full potential.  Ultimately this study seeks to answer whether or not rural school divisions in Manitoba should invest in leadership training programs and positions that would focus on creating/building a pool of qualified administrative candidates.
In order to assess the need for “grow your own” programming in rural areas and to identify some current models that have experienced successful outcomes I interviewed the Chair of Graduate Studies at Brandon University - Jacqueline Kirk, veteran high school teacher Bill Bowley, Birtle Collegiate Principal Dana Corr, and Park West School Division Superintendent Tim Mendel.  Each of these individuals has a background that includes a wide variety of rural experiences from across Manitoba and the Canadian Prairies.  Each has interacted with several rural administrators in a wide variety of contexts and together they bring a wealth of knowledge to bear on the idea of “grow your own” leadership programming from different perspectives.  
My interview questions and research focus centred around establishing data points on topics such as determining what current “grow your own” programming there is in Manitoba, what various administrative stakeholders thought of current rural-led leadership programming (positive or negative), what costs were involved with “grow your own” initiatives, and ultimately if “grow your own” leadership programming was appropriate for rural Manitoba school divisions.  Because there is such a strong link between great leadership in schools and student outcomes it is important to consider any strategy that might be applied to helping match hard-to-fill administrative vacancies in rural schools with the best possible candidates.
Given the relatively small population of people affected by the focus of this study, it was not surprising to find a lack of literature and/or broad quantitative studies concerning rural “grow your own” programming.  More study in this area is certainly needed and more initiative to put forth innovative “grow your own” proposals would be a welcomed development in rural Manitoba education.  




Literature Review

In order to place my qualitative research within some academic context I viewed several peer-reviewed journal articles and other assorted texts associated with educational leadership in rural areas.  Due to the lack of quantitative and qualitative studies done within a Manitoban or rural Canadian context, I also included some literature that studied rural populations in the USA.  I believe that rural USA populations represent a valid data set when looking at the broader problems rural school administrators face and understanding what the implications are of “grow your own” leadership programs.
All of the articles that I viewed shared some common ground, including the need to recognize the unique situations rural administrators are in relative to their urban colleagues, the importance of mentorship and team building when creating an ideal administrative candidate, and the need for unique relationships between post-secondary institutions and rural “grow your own” programs.  Generally, the majority of the literature was quite supportive of the efforts of rural school divisions to build their own leadership programs, although there was some differentiation on how to specifically implement leadership programming, as well as what possible problems education systems are likely to encounter when they address the idea of rural school leadership programming.
It’s Just Different

While educational leadership is an important issue for all schools, it represents a particular challenge for those in rural settings.  The relative isolation from established networks of administrators and professional development opportunities, as well as from post-secondary education institutions has resulted in large gaps when it comes to the development of rural administrators (Versland p. 15).  With the effectiveness of school leadership being so vital to student learning outcomes, this issue needs to be viewed through a rural lens in order to be effectively addressed and not simply through a lens of general education.  Several of the authors I read agreed stating, 
“The Recruitment pool in rural settings is extremely small.  Many talented teachers are not interested in leadership positions that offer a modest pay raise and a not-so-modest increase in expectations, including training, workload, and accountability.  Recruiting outsiders is difficult and often unsuccessful […] Turnover rates among outsiders are typically high, especially among those who do not take the time to understand and learn to work within formal and informal local structures.” (Preparing Leaders for Rural Schools, p. 2)

“The public usually things of large urban schools when it considers reforms to the American education system.  But rural students account for a large and growing segment of the school-age population, and their needs have to often been overlooked in school improvement efforts.  Policymakers and the public must make rural education a priority, (Preparing Leaders for Rural Schools, p. 1).

“Rural education presents a fundamentally different strategic context than urban education.  Specifically rural school districts typically have fewer students and fewer administrators, spread across larger geographical than urban districts.” (Hite, Reynolds, Hite, p. 14).

“Although issues of recruitment and selection, in particular, impact many schools regardless of size or location, they may be especially problematic in rural communities where pools of applicants are small, or non-existent. Lack of mentoring, low salaries, geographic isolation and scarce resources make recruiting quality candidates extremely challenging. Additionally, the work in rural schools requires principals to hone several different skill sets and assume multiple responsibilities,” (Versland, p. 1-2).

Versland goes on to add,

“First, rural tax bases have been eroded due to depopulation; fewer taxpayers means less taxes collected which affects districts’ abilities to pay competitive salaries, provide current resources and maintain school facilities and technology infrastructures. Second, the workload and expectations of rural leader positions may also negatively influence leader recruitment. In larger districts, school leaders have access to other professionals who typically manage federal and state level programs, organize curricula, and design professional development for staff. Rural administrators are usually the only leaders in schools and may be the only leader in a district,” (Versland, p. 3).

One author noted that it is critical to understand that because rural areas frequently get lumped together we must be careful to understand the challenges unique to each case, saying,
“Not only are rural schools different from urban and suburban schools – they also differ markedly from one another.  Because each rural situation is unique, there can be no one-size-fits-all-approach to either rural education or the preparation of leaders for rural schools,” (Preparing Leaders for Rural Schools, p. 2).

The literature that the author has read strongly supported the anecdotal evidence that ge has experienced in regards to made-in-urban-environments solutions not really pertaining to rural life and rural education.
Team Building and Mentorship

Becoming a principal or taking on another administrative role in education is not simply about applying a pre-made set of skills to a new situation.  There is a need for ongoing support, experiential learning (sometimes from failure), and a constant exchange of ideas.  In urban areas there are often dozens, if not hundreds of administrators for new principals and/or superintendents to network with and learn from.  In rural areas this is certainly not the case because of obvious geographic reasons.  Consequently, school divisions should be more proactive when it comes to creating these administrative networks.
Much of the literature I read talked specifically about the need for mentors within the rural context new leaders would soon be experiencing (Young, p.10-18, Preparing Leaders for Rural Schools, p. 4).  One article that referred specifically to Manitoba stated, “School divisions should be encouraged to develop mentoring programs for their administrators that are both individually and team based,” (Young, p. 18).  The need to have someone(s) to initially learn from and that you can continue to “lean on” as your administrative career progresses, was cited by virtually every article I read, and seems to be logically sound.  Local mentors and current administrative leaders in a school division are the most ideally-placed people to help you as you enter that same framework and set of expectations.
One other benefit not initially considered when beginning this qualitative study was the idea of using local “grow your own” leadership programming to develop not only an individual as an administrator going forward, but also a leadership team that is comfortable with one another and can aid each other as they all continue within a school division, or even a broader geographical region (i.e. Southwestern Manitoba).  This strategy was clearly articulated below, 
“Thus the preparation of rural school leaders must shift from developing individuals to building and sustaining a leadership team.  This will help foster a climate for change throughout the school environment and can be accomplished through a grow-your-own strategy which identifies local leadership potential early on.  This strategy also creates a leadership pipeline and, by nurturing local talent, helps to meet the need for leaders who reflect the cultural identity of their schools.  In all cases, the presence of support structures and opportunities for networking are critical.  Explicit district and school board policies must acknowledge the value of ongoing leadership training and provide employees with the release time to pursue it,” (Preparing Leaders for Rural Schools, p. 2).

Note the specific reference to release time and policy requests.  This was the only place in the literature-based research where this was addressed, but it is an important consideration.
Because of its pertinence as a Manitoba-specific source it is necessary to comment on the following quote because of its clear support of the importance of team building in educational administration, but also because of the obvious disconnect our urban educational colleagues have with us in rural areas.  This excerpt is from a one-on-one interview of a retired urban-based school administrator.

“One participant indicated that principals in rural areas should get involved in professional organization at the provincial level in order to have conversations discussions with colleagues and to develop networks in order to have people bounce ideas off of and to avoid the feeling of loneliness.  All participants stressed the importance of teamwork,” (Young, p. 1).

The suggestion of having all rural educational leaders participate in provincially-based organizations sounds good in theory.  It would appear to meet the need for networking building and productive dialogue.  Unfortunately it shows ignorance about geographical realities and large group dynamics.  Provincially-organized bodies tend to meet in urban centres and are often too large to facilitate the small-group dynamic that leaders look to for productive networks.  The “grow your own” strategy addresses these concerns and instead advocates for small groups of educators to engage in training together as they have very similar goals, teaching conditions, and overall school experiences. 
Cooperation Amongst Institutions Boosts Overall Outcomes

The current approach to training future educational leaders is full of holes and mismatched programming.  It is this author’s opinion, as well as those of several former Manitoba administrators (Young, p. 14), that the Manitoba Teachers’ Society, local school divisions, and universities need to do a better job of synchronizing leadership credentials and training.  Right now several different types of credentials are competing for future leaders’ time, and it is not clear what the relationship is between a Master’s Degree in Education Administration and a principal’s certificate, or a year-long leadership training program in a school division.
The Institute for Educational Leadership articulates the frustration many potential leaders have with the current scattered framework when it comes to leadership programming,
“There is a serious disconnect between school leadership training provided in university programs and courses, and what happens in schools […] Survey after survey reveals that sitting principals are in agreement: their preparation programs have little if any bearing on the daily realities of their jobs.  Colleges and universities have a great deal to offer, but they must also be willing to listen and act in concert with schools and the community […]  In addition, new models of collaboration among school districts, universities, and educational support structures (such as educational service agencies) need to be developed at the regional level,” (Preparing Leaders for Rural Schools, p. 4).

Versland wrote extensively about a proposed model for rural areas that saw post-secondary institutions working as a hub (much as Brandon University does) for several outlying rural school division across a large radius (Versland, p.18-20).  If school divisions could coordinate “grow your own” programming with the academic “credentialization” that drives pay scales within Manitoba, it would present a much clearer path to leadership, and present an excellent opportunity to build the aforementioned authentic leadership networks that must administrators find so valuable.  Of course, this type of coordination would rely on post-secondary institutions being willing to compromise on much of their current programming, while working much closer with teachers and administrators who are in the field and not several years (decades?) removed from the modern classroom.
Literature vs Qualitative Interviews

Unsurprisingly, the literature broadly supported the general themes that emerged from the interviews I conducted.  Rural areas would be best served by rural solutions, and there is a specific need in our rural schools for rural-based leadership programs.  Some specific inquiries I was not able to find much information on were the costs involved with the “grow your own” model, as well as any major obstacles researchers had found when it came to implementing the model.  There was also very little quantitative research in regards to how to best identify rural school leaders and what characteristics were specifically desirable in rural education administrators as opposed to more generalized concepts.

Interviews

My interviews covered the aforementioned range of individuals who collectively have taught in many rural school divisions in a wide variety of positions.  I believe this gives them a high degree of credibility when speaking about the topic and gives the overall conclusions that were reached a high degree of credibility.  The interviews were conducted over the phone in two cases and in person in two cases.  The most obvious limitation of the qualitative study is the inherent problems with a small sample size on which I’m basing my findings.   
Overall, each of the four participants in my interviews recognized the considerable advantages to “grow your own” leadership programming in rural Manitoba school divisions.  That being said, each of the participants recognized different obstacles to overcome in regards to these initiatives, and emphasized different reasons for wanting to implement local leadership programming.
When asked, “In what ways do rural school divisions benefit from having leadership training programs in their schools?”  All four participants immediately pointed out that in their experience it was difficult to attract a large segment of the population to rural schools.  Mendel stated it was “difficult to attract urban people,” Corr commented that it was often, “difficult to find people dedicated to rural communities,” and Bowley said that, “there is often a real split between urban and rural people in Manitoba education.”
After establishing that rural Manitoba school divisions had unique challenges in attracting qualified candidates for administrative positions, each of the interviewees saw slightly different advantages to having a “grow your own” leadership framework within a rural school division.  Mendel commented that these types of leadership programs, “Develop informal leaders” throughout the school division in addition to producing candidates to take on more formal roles such as principal.  Kirk echoed this sentiment saying that there is, “real value in doing in-house training in that it leads to a foundation for discussions across the division […] everyone can choose to develop regardless of titles.”  Kirk believed there were some hard-to-define, but very real structural advantages to, “transforming the whole organization as opposed to sending one or two people out to one-off workshops.”
When asked specifically about hiring within the division relative to bring in leaders from outside the school division to fill administrative roles, Mendel and Kirk agreed that we often pass over qualified candidates within our own school division.  Mendel stated that, “We have a tendency to believe the Messiah comes from a different town,” as well as, “We don’t know the warts new people have, you only see what you want.”  Kirk expressed similar thoughts and said, “we often overlook that we have great people,” and, “we are narrow-minded about hiring from the outside because we are familiar with everyone’s personal flaws.”  She went on to add, “In rural areas we tend to believe that if we could get someone from Toronto that they must know more than we do.”   
Bowley and Corr stated that they believed there was real value to local familiarity  and leadership training at a local level.  Bowley went so far as to say, “Local knowledge is huge, community knowledge is a massive asset, just look at our school.”  This statement is in reference to the fact that at Birtle Collegiate, where Bowley works, students come from the main centre of Birtle, but also from Saint Lazare (a French-dominated background), and a few students from several local aboriginal reservations.   
Both Bowley and Corr also commented on the idea that in setting up “grow your own” programming school division had an excellent opportunity to mold the future leaders of their schools.  Bowley claimed that such leadership initiatives would allow current senior administration to, “groom new principals to their own priorities.  Corr similarly believed that, “leadership programs within the division can focus on training division beliefs and priorities.”  She added that local models, “Provide for succession planning, as well as creating a pool of qualified people prepared for positions of added responsibility.”
When it came to compare transitioning within a school division to transitioning between school divisions, Kirk and Corr saw significant advantages in maintaining stability.  Corr stated, “Training within a school division enjoy much more efficient transitions into their new positions than candidates coming from outside a school division,” while Kirk talked at length about this aspect of “grow your own” programming.  Kirk noted that she had substantial relevant expertise in that she had extensively studied the jump from principal to superintendent in rural Canada and looked at how administrators in those situations fared.  While qualifying her answer with the caveat that the promotion from teacher to principal wasn’t exactly the same as the situations she had studied, she agreed that the general principles and conclusions still applied.  She explained that, “I found that people with fewer transitions [staying within a familiar school division] faced fewer upheavals in both private and professional lives.”  Kirk went to emphasize that personal transition impacted professional lives far more than we often realize and cited numerous examples of first-hand accounts where education administrators had explain this reality to her.    
Negatives

Not all of the applicants agreed that the issue on whether to hire from within or from “the outside” was always an easy one.  Corr remarked that, “we can expand our perspective and strengthen our practice when people have a variety of experiences.  If we only ever hire from within, we don’t necessarily grow.”  Mendel appears to share these beliefs and said that, “if you get no new blood, groupthink can develop.”  He also was quick to point out that, he would not recommend first-time principals come from their own school as he witnessed many identity and staff-relationship issues that had resulted from these type of promotions.
Mendel and Kirk each talked about some very interesting “grow your own” type of initiatives that they had been a part of in rural areas before.  These programs operated as partnerships between several separate school divisions and as a result when administrative slots opened up they were often filled by an individual who was from outside the school division, but still quite familiar with the realities of rural life, and the overall leadership priorities of the division they were headed to.  These partnerships appear to hold a lot of promise and look to be an excellent solution to issues of fluctuating participation rates in many rural school divisions.  Mendel noted that he has been a superintendent in the Borderland School Divison where they had partnered with a nearby school division (Garden Valley) in order to reach the “critical mass” that allowed them to qualify for specific grants from the provincial government.  It also allowed the school divisions to pool resources and made for a larger network of future administrators to form.
Costs

While there are many programming options that school divisions in Manitoba and across Canada would like to implement, funding those initiatives to a point where they become viable is always an issue.  While the broad idea of “grown your own” localized leadership programming seemed to enjoy support amongst all four interviewees, it was interesting to note that the further one got from responsibility for a division’s budget, the less each individual appeared to place emphasis on the costs involved with implementing a program.
As a university professor, Kirk likely has the most theory-based perspective from which to view the costs.  She stated that, “the costs are somewhat minimal relative to the positives that come out of it.”  Kirk also pointed out that relative to other programming options in the workplace there was very little need to pay for facilities or instructors, with public schools having plenty of space and upper administration having the ability to provide most of the instruction.  All of the interviewees recognized that release time was likely the biggest potential expense, in addition to possible new funding for vice principal positions, and that travel costs might also be considerable in a large rural school division.
On the other end of the spectrum in the role of superintendent for the Park West School Division was Mendel.  He mentioned he felt it might be appropriate to split the costs involved in the program between the division and the individuals that would benefit from the programming.  The logical argument would be that if we assume the leadership program would act as a “pipeline” to promotions within the division, the individuals within the program would stand to benefit considerably.  Mendel was the only interviewee that provided a dollar estimate of what a “grown your own” program might cost, citing his experience as the former superintendent of the Borderland School Division.  In the aforementioned “grow your own” partnership that his school division was a part of, Mendel believed that each division provided roughly $10,000 and received “a small grant” from the provincial government.  Mendel believed that release time and vice principal costs could be substantial.
The only conclusion that can be drawn from the gradual elimination of the vice principal position from rural schools around Manitoba is that Mendel is correct in his assessment of “substantial” costs associated with vice principal positions.  Despite the fact that VP positions appear to be an endangered species, all four interviewees pointed out that a VP position can be very valuable in terms of building leadership skills.  Mendel hedged his support slightly by stating, “If enrollment justifies it [a vice principal position], it can be a good investment.  Kirk stated, “In a time when we have trouble finding leaders, giving people more experience makes their transition into the role of principal smoother and ultimately more successful.”  Corr shared these thoughts by saying that VP positions allowed for an “opportunity to learn without being the one entirely responsible.”  Bowley was unreserved in his praise for VP positions in rural schools saying that they, “helped get your feet wet in terms of school leadership,” as well as revealing that sharing admin duties between a principal and a vice principal allowed school leaders to bounce ideas off of each other in a way that would not be possible with anyone else on staff.   
Identifying “Grow Your Own” Candidates

While the author’s initial thoughts on possible goals in regards to identifying candidates for “grow your own” local leadership programming focused on filtering out non-ideal candidates in order to keep costs down, this appeared to be much less of a concern than initially believed.  Mendel stated that he was, “not interesting in cutting people out,” and believed it was best to go as “broad as possible” in order to build both formal and informal leaders within the school division.  He added he thought it would be more beneficial for school divisions to assess potential administrative candidates once they were in the program because, “people might surprise you.”  Kirk argued for a similar approach stating that she believed a purely volunteer-based system was the way to go, “although I would sometimes shoulder-tap people I thought would have the skills.”  She shared Mendel’s leadership insights about the world of education saying, “sometimes we as administrators/society aren’t the best decision makers when it comes to making principals,” and that, “leadership training is not principal prep, the idea is to create general leaders in the school.”  
Bowley and Corr offered many of the same sentiments and added a couple options for potential filters.  Corr felt it would benefit the school division to take a more active approach in recruiting future leaders (much like Kirk’s “shoulder-tapping” approach) stating, “As principals and senior admin see strong teacher leaders, they should be cultivating them for positions of added responsibility and future school leader roles.”  Bowley believed that taking the iniative to be an acting principal in within your school should be recognized and felt that you should have a minimum of five years of experience as a teacher before being admitted to a leadership program.
Mentorship as Part of “Grow Your Own”

When interviewees were asked, “Would you like to see mentorship programs pairing up leadership candidates with current administrators in your ideal leadership program?” a strong pattern emerged.  All four individuals expressed support for the idea that mentorship programs were positive strategies in building capacity for leadership.  Corr claimed that mentorship programming, “provides support to new leaders, creates culture of learning and support, outstanding experience under the right conditions,”   while Bowley used the analogy of student teaching to explain why a mentorship opportunity for future administrators was important.
All candidates were also in agreement that in order for a mentorship program to reach its full potential, attention must be given to making sure proper mentors were selected.  Corr noted that “finding compatible matches” might be difficult, while Mendel countered with the ideal that an, “intentional mixing of styles of principals in mentorships is good.”  “Grow your own” programming would allow for local knowledge of potential mentors and leadership candidates to facilitate a mentorship program to an optimal degree.
Recommendations for Rural Manitoba School Divisions
Based upon the interviews and the recent literature that has been produced in regards to “grow your own programming” in educational leadership, some conclusions are inescapable.  While other findings are quite likely true, it is more difficult to say with relative certainty that these other findings can be called definitive statements due to the lack of quantitative data and the inability to isolate variables in a scientific sense when it comes to social sciences such as education.	
Both the literary evidence and anecdotal evidence from the four participants in my study points strongly to the need for rural school administration to be recognized as a unique challenge within the broader world of educational leadership.  There is also strong evidence that “grow your own” programming is an effective strategy with which to address the general shortage of qualified and adequately-prepared administrative candidates in rural areas.  Indeed, it appears that in many cases researchers and administrative stakeholders prefer local candidates as opposed to candidates brought in “from the outside” if all else is close to being equal.
There was also broad support for the concepts of mentorship and local leadership network-building opportunities – both of which are easily implemented through a “grow your own” initiative.  Perhaps the best option for most rural Manitoba school division in regards to meeting these networking goals is the type of partnership discussed at length by Mendel and also referenced by Kirk.  These rural partnerships appear to offer several advantages over having each division “starting from scratch” and are likely a good balance between getting enough professionals to make for an efficient economy of scale, while at the same time maintaining plenty of local/rural control over content and priorities.
It is the author’s final opinion after reading the conclusions generated by the relevant literature, and interviewing several rural educational professionals that “grow your own” leadership programming is a worthy investment for all rural school divisions.  The current credential and training framework in place for aspiring educational leaders in Manitoba is very inefficient, often far removed from classroom realities, and influenced mainly be urban decision makers.  An ideal leadership framework should include strong coordination between all stakeholder groups such as school divisions, post-secondary institutions, and the Manitoba Teacher Society.  More of a balance needs to be struck in regards to school divisions training their future leaders/administrators versus forcing young leaders to foot the bill for a university-led training program or relying on one-off workshops to provide necessary administrative training.  Ultimately we come to the same conclusion that horticulturalists came to many years ago – the best way to get the top calibre outcomes is simply to take pride in growing your own. 
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