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A
s the world changes, 
sometimes long-
held systems and 
organizations need 
to change as well 

in order to keep up. For nearly 
twenty years, this was a problem 
facing the Windsor-Essex Catholic 
District School Board. But with 
director Paul Picard at its helm, 
the district has seen a remarkable 
turnaround that has allowed it to 
stop playing catch-up and start 
focusing on the future. All it took 
was the ability to see the school 
system through a fresh pair of 
eyes and a new approach.  

Taking the District From 
Deficit to Surplus 
“Historically, the Board had been in 
a non-surplus position or a deficit 
position for the better part of the 
last 20 years, and as enrollment 
declined, our ability to even manage 
a round balance was compromised 
even further,” says Picard. “Further 
exacerbating the problem was the 
fact that, based on the decline, 
we had a significant surplus of 
facilities – we just had way too 
many schools. When you put 
all those factors together, we 
reached a point where about 
four years ago we were in a 

deficit of approximately $10 
million. Just after that is when I 
took over this position.”  

That’s a tough situation to enter 
into, and Picard knew that some 
tough decisions had to be made in 
order to turn the school district’s 
situation around. “I brought 
forward a report to the Board of 
Trustees saying it’s absolutely 
unsustainable how we’re doing 
this, and that we have to make a 
significant amount of corporate 
decisions here to address those 
issues – understanding full well that 
it was going to mean reimaging 
programs, reimagining program 
delivery, corporate downsizing 
in terms of staffing, the closing 
and consolidation of facilities,” he 
says. “From budget development 
to auditing practices to variance 
reporting, we had to absolutely 
change everything. So what we 
did was we brought forth a cultural 
paradigm shift to go to very much a 
business model. What we’ve moved 
to is focused investment with 
measurable returns: if you are going 
to ask me to get approval from the 
Board of Trustees for programming 
of any type, I need to see the 
business plan, I need to know what 
you hope to achieve, I need to 
know how it benefits students, how 
it fits in the context of faith, and I 
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need to know what kind of return 
we’re going to get, either in context 
of altruism or a pure blunt measure 
of numbers. It’s highly unusual in 
public education, but it’s critical.”

 It may be highly unusual, but it’s 
working: for the first time in years, 
Windsor-Essex Catholic District 
School Board is operating not on 
a deficit but a significant surplus. 
That’s all money that can help 
Windsor-Essex Catholic School 
students grow and succeed. 

Understanding the School 
System From the Inside 
If it seems like Paul Picard has 

a preternatural understanding of 
what it took to rebuild the Windsor-
Essex Catholic District School 
Board it could be because he has 
been a part of it for nearly four 
decades. “I don’t think you could 
find a job within this organization 
that I have not done,” he says. 
“I started as a youngster cutting 
grass, then when I was a little 
older worked with custodial staff 
in cleaning schools, maintenance 
staff, teacher, vice principal, 
principal, program principal, head 
of facilities, superintendent of HR, 
and director of education.”  

Growing up within a business 
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can give you a unique perspective 
and be an invaluable asset. “I have 
an intimate understanding of every 
aspect of the organization, which is 
helpful on many levels,” says Picard. 
“Years ago, before there was even a 
board office, board meetings used 
to take place around my dining 
room table when my father was 
chair of the board. I understood 
the political realities from way back 
when. I was a union chief negotiator, 
and led strikes. I understand all 
aspects of the organization – and 
where I find that helpful is with all 
the superintendents, specialists, 
managers, and principals that 
have been critical components 
of this success. I can understand 
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“Tech is tech, it is a tool and it is 
the future – what we have to do is 
embrace it and teach people how 
to use the tool effectively to support 
learning,” says Picard, noting the 
importance of getting beyond the 
‘wow’ factor and finding the best 
ways to integrate technology 
in a way that’s seamless and 
useful. “What we have to do 
is teach students how to use 
technology, because essentially 
that’s the future. We grew up in a 
world of textbooks, but with the 
way knowledge is expanding so 
rapidly, textbooks are becoming 
obsolete. Most of our research 
now comes through some type of 
media, whether it’s a laptop or a 
tablet – it’s staggering, the speed 
at which it’s going.”  

This emphasis on the future has 
also led to the creation of “centres 
of excellence and innovation,” 
which aim to offer middle school 
and high school students an 
education in relevant subjects 
like robotics and aerospace 
engineering, which they can 
apply toward a bright Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Math 
(STEM) based future. “Students can 
go where we’re offering innovative 
and creative programs that they feel 
best suit their potential pathway 
and learning style,” says Picard. 
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their perspectives and help them 
synthesize that into a holistic 
approach to a big picture view.” 

Excellence in Innovation 
When Windsor-Essex Catholic 
District School Board made its 
commitment to change, the school 
board designated two areas 
where it refused to compromise: 
faith-based values, and student 
achievement. To further the 
progress of the latter, the district 
has embraced technology as the 
tool that it is to help its students 
achieve a more modern and 
effective education. 
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Innovation isn’t always easy, 
especially getting parents on board 
who grew up in a very different 
time of education. “This is where 
engaging the community is so 
important,” says Holland. “As we 
make these strides, what we see 
is parents struggling to rationalize 
this new form of learning. For 
example, when we moved from a 
traditional library toward one that 
children would use, there was an 
outcry as parents were very upset 
at our move away from a traditional 
book-bound library. But now our 
libraries are filled with children 
communicating back and forth. 

Children just eat this up, and it’s 
wonderful to see.” 

In short, it’s a valuable learning 
experience – not just for students, 
but for parents as well. “It’s 
very challenging, but it’s also a 
tremendous opportunity to educate 
parents who are struggling and 
explain how it works,” Holland 
continues. “These are measurable 
outcomes. When we can say to 
them, ‘here’s how we said we were 
going to do this, here’s how we 
did it, here are the results, and the 
results are wonderful and inspiring, 
that resistance becomes support. At 
the end of the day, it supports our 
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business plan which is not doing 
more with less, but using the dollar 
strategically to make sure the focus 
you have gets you to your goal.”

 
Moving Toward the Future 
The Windsor-Essex Catholic District 
School Board has come a long 
way in the last few years, but it 
still has a long way to go. Recent 
goals for the district include the 
building of an all-new school in 
the city’s core to better serve an 
in-need demographic, along with 
new school structures that will give 
middle school children exposure to 
high school activities and electives, 

helping them to transition more 
smoothly with less disruption to 
learning as they adjust. Continued 
changes are difficult, but Windsor- 
Essex Catholic is no stranger to 
thriving in difficult situations. 

“The strongest steel is forged 
in the hottest fire,” says Picard. 
“We’ve gone through some 
unbelievable challenges and 
we’ve had some very difficult 
conversations – we’re in the 
middle of one right now, as we’re 
in the middle of consolidating 
more schools, and there are some 
communities that are genuinely 
impacted by this. But what we 
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keep speaking to is: look what 
we’ve achieved together. Yes we’ll 
have to continue making difficult 
decisions. In a world very much 
globalized, there are not anywhere 
near the dollars that there were 
before, so we have to use every bit 
of our collective creativity. But we’re 
collectively beginning to realize: 
yes, this is what we have to do, 

and we’re irresponsible if we don’t. 
That’s what truly distinguishes 
us. We have an advantage on our 
side, hardened by really difficult 
decisions and our difficult history.” 

“It’s all about leadership and 
willing to lead in difficult times,” 
adds Holland. “It is not lost on me 
that these gains that have been 
made have happened under the 
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leadership of Picard. I think that 
has been a key factor in motivating 
everyone on this Board to work 
together to achieve these goals 
– having the right people at the 
right table at the right time, moving 
forward on a single vision. That’s 
what’s brought us here today.”
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