
With 1,300 students, Iroquois Ridge High School—or “The 
Ridge,” as it’s known locally—was founded as a community 
school, a model that recognizes that the school and larger 
community affect each other and should work together for 
mutually assured success.

The school opened 15 years ago and is located about 
a half hour’s drive from Toronto, in Oakville, Ontario. 
Despite being one of the most affluent municipalities 
in Canada, the city of 165,000 has its share of big-city 
problems, and these trickle down to life at The Ridge.

Goals and Challenges

Adolescent experimentation with drugs and alcohol are a 
perennial challenge for many high schools. At The Ridge, 
recent data showed a sharp increase in the use and abuse 
of alcohol, marijuana, and cocaine among students.

The Ridge, like many schools in 
Canada, had a police officer regularly 
stationed in the building, patrolling the 
halls with a drug-sniffing dog. But directly 
across the street from The Ridge’s campus 
is a pizza parlor that doubled as a popular 
student hangout and a hub for drug 
dealing. 

Parents knew of the problem, but their 
philosophies for the school dealing with it 
too often fell into one of two extremes: shrugging it off as 
“teens will be teens” or harshly punishing all students who 
used drugs or alcohol, no matter the circumstances. 

Even before participating in ASCD’s Healthy School 
Communities pilot program, The Ridge Principal 
Jacqueline Newton was well aware of the drug problem 
and had publicly acknowledged the taboo subject, which 
many affluent communities are loath to do. 

By completing ASCD’s Healthy School Report Card—an 
integral part of Healthy School Communities—Newton 
and the newly formed health and wellness team realized 
that they should be taking additional steps to reduce 
student risk-taking behavior. One key finding was that the 
school was not adequately involving parents and other 

community members in their efforts 
to tackle the problem. They needed a 
coordinated and collaborative school-
community effort. 

Plan of Action

Newton was swift to become engaged  
and delegate leadership roles to various 

health and wellness team members to devise solutions. 
Using a shared leadership model—and with support  
from ASCD—The Ridge was able to hire a full-time  
parent liaison, Sue Graham, who has two daughters at  
the school.

“You’re welcome in their schools at the younger ages. 
But as they get older, it’s tougher to get involved,” says 
Graham, who jumped at the chance to take a more active 
part. “You don’t feel like there’s a role for parents.” 

Graham expanded Tuesdays at Ten, a weekly parent 
information session, to include evening sessions to 
accommodate working parents and modified the format so 
that parents could also talk about the issues they face with 
their kids.
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 The health and wellness 
team, working closely with the 
public health nurse assigned to 
the school, brought in counselors 
from community health clinics to 
educate parents and teachers about 
drug use and train them to notice 
signs of addiction. Directly involving 
parents in the problem-solving 
process increased awareness and the 
sense of community connectedness.

The team also tapped law enforcement officers and local 
business leaders, particularly the owners of stores across 
from the school, to discuss strategies for handling drug 
dealing at the pizza parlor. The group discovered that the 
owner of the pizza parlor had tried repeatedly to eradicate 
the problem but had difficulty controlling the large groups 
of teenagers. Whenever he complained to the police, the 
dealers would vandalize his store in retribution. 

the Results

By gaining a holistic understanding of the factors 
contributing to the drug and alcohol problems, The Ridge 
took a leading role in cleaning up both the school and its 
community.

“What’s critical is that the systems we set up and 
relationships we built allow us to tackle problems much 
earlier now,” says Joanne Eliuk, a teacher and member of 
The Ridge’s health and wellness team. “We know all the 
elements now which contribute to the problems and how 
to address them.”

The health and wellness team bought foosball tables for 
the students to use in a common area at the high school, 
giving them an alternative afterschool hangout. Police 
officers stepped up their presence near the pizza parlor 
and provided the owner with additional security advice. 
Business owners in the same shopping center created an 
informal neighborhood watch. 

The parent engagement program has grown and thrived 
under Graham’s direction, and 120 parents regularly spend 
time in the school, helping build Web sites for teachers, 

leading students in yoga classes, 
and sharing other career skills. 
Parents have also gotten behind 
efforts to treat drug and alcohol 
problems using a restorative 
justice model. 

As part of this model, 
parents, teachers, and 
administrators have worked 

with local community health providers to 
become more adept at distinguishing between when 
students should be counseled for experimenting or more 
serious addiction problems. 

Instead of relying on the police or referring students to 
external resources, the school coordinates with Halton 
Alcohol, Drug and Gambling 
Assessment, Prevention and 
Treatment Services. Counselors 
are now available at the school 
to see students one-on-one to 
deal with problems related to 
substance abuse. Before this, 
students had to go to the next town over, 
which required transferring public buses 
three times, to see a qualified professional. 

looking Ahead

Building on its initiative to improve access to services for 
students, The Ridge’s cooperative Drug Issues Committee, 
which includes students, parents, teachers, health officials, 
and law enforcement professionals, has successfully 
lobbied the government to open a youth health clinic 
locally in September 2010. This will be the first of such 
community services ever offered in Oakville. 

The local businesses, especially the pizza parlor, 
are grateful to the school for helping them remove the 
drug dealers from their storefronts and have not seen a 
downturn in business, as some had anticipated. In fact, 
parents are more likely to support those stores now 
because they view them as partners in building a healthy 
community. 


