
Administering
a Successfui

AcademyProgram
An Interview With Principal Richard T, Orrison

f,ndre*, Academy enJoys the reputation of hav-

Aing high academic standards; a professional,
L L stable faculty: a carefully integrated curricu-
lar and co-curricular program; and a well-disciplined
student body. In 1985 the United States Department of
Education named the academy an exemplary private
school.

Part of the success of the school must be credited to
its principal of l4 years, Dr. Richard T. Orrison. During
his professional career he has been an elementary
teacher, a boys' dean, a principal of ajunior academy,
and for the I I years just prior to his present position,
dean of men on the La Siera campus of Loma Linda
University.

Describe Andrews Academy in terms of its physical
plant and its student enrollment when you became its
principal in 1972.

The school was in very crowded facilities. Its home
was Bell Hall in the center of the Andrews University
campus. The school's peak enrollment was shortly after
that,  in l9 '16,1think. We had about 375-380 students;
we currently have 301 .

Many facilities were shared with the university. And
the school program was based on facility availability
rather than on student needs and what proper curricu-
lum planning should have been.

How soon did you begin working on plansfor a new
building?

In the first year that I was here, a building committee
was set up and promotion began among the churches
and the conference and so forth. It took a long time for
the plans to develop, but the seeds were sown at that
time. Dr. Richard Hammill, then president of Andrews
University, took a major role in leading out in this. We
actually moved into our new building in 1978.

-

The entrance to the new building opens up into thc
Commons-a large carpeted area, containing tables
and chairs in one section and just space and a few
lounging chairs in another section. Has it lived up to
whnt was expected of it?

Very much so. Our early idea was that it would be the
social center ofthe school. and it has. in fact. turned out
to be just that. Daily lunches are served there. When
students do not have assigned classes, they are to be
located there. The variety of social occasions that take
place there is phenomenal. It is such a flexible facility. I
can hardly imagine administering a school without that
kind of area.

TelI me about the doors in your office. You have one
that opens into an outer ffice, and you have one that
opens to the Commons. Was that a deliberate design
choice?

Yes. I suppose for a couple of reasons; it has to do
with supervision and it has to do with availability.I l ike
to promote the idea among students that I operate my
office on an open-door policy. I tell them at the begin-
ning of each school year that if the door to the Com-
mons is open, that's a signal to them that they can come
in without any reservation.

One parent told me that thefirst time lw stepped into
this academy, hcfelt a very definite atmosphcre in this
school, and it was not an atmosphere that said, "We're

out to keep you in line." Yet thcre is a sense of order,
respect, and disciplinc. How do you develop and main-
tain this atmosphcre without the appearance of strict
control?

I suppose it has something to do with philosophy. I
deeply believe that with young people, the levels of
expectation ought to be clearly stated and presented in a
positive way, giving, as well as we can, reasons for
them. Then we ought to expect them to live up to them.
If they don't they have to be prepared to deal with the
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consequences. I feel it is very important not to hassle or
harangue or plead or beg or say, "I wish you would do
this." I believe in stating the guidelines and then expect-
ing people to follow through. And I think that young
people, in general, respond to that kind of plan.

I'm told that you are often in the hallways and
among thc students-a visible presence. What do you
lnpe to accomplish by this?

I'm sure that it may contribute to the organization of
the school. I suspect that it contributes to the control
that you spoke of earlier.

I was gone for a couple of weeks last fall and when I
came back, one of the fellows walked up to me and put
his arm around my shoulder and said, "I sure am glad
you're back. I feel more secure when you're here." I
don't think that he meant that anything was going to
happen to him, but that he felt the operation of the
school was secure.

Thinking now in terms of the school year, whnt
organizational plans or goals do you luve in place
before each ncw sclwol year begins?

I  se lec t  a  spec i f i c
theme for every school
year. That theme is then
used to focus program-
ming for the school year.

Dr. Orrlnn

It's a tremendous help. Every school year we have a
banner made that portrays that theme, and it is dis-
played throughout the school year.

The theme this year is "Andrews Academy-A Step
in the Right Direction." It has physical, spiritual, aca-
demic, and character implications. And it is amazing to
me that once the selection is made, the students have
insights into the theme that didn't even dawn on me
when it was selected. This kind of planning gives a
tremendous focus for the school year so that, in a
general way, it influences the school calendar and the
school actiYities.

We also seek to identify a professional goal for the
faculty, as well as an experiential goal for the students.
For instance, our goal this year is to be especially alert
to providing assistance for students who have academic
problems.

What do you take into consideration whe n you select
and scludule all the activities in your very full school
calendar?

They are all planned with a specific purpose in mind.
As a faculty we often remind ourselves that our motto is
not "more" but "better." Once a number of years ago I
made the statement to the faculty that we want to do
things "with style, with class, and with flourish." I didn't
really intend for it to be something that would go down
in the history ofthe school, but it has. Both students and
faculty will use that statement. Whatever we do, we
want to do the best job we possibly can and not just do
things for the sake of doing them.

How do you improve each activity as it recurs each
year?

Well, we're dedicated to continual evaluation. It was
a real reward to me to see this year's student association
build evaluation right into a part of their planning.

We have provided evaluation sheets with the forms
used by those who are planning activities. After the
activity is over, they fill out that sheet and it becomes a
part of the records of the school so that the next time
that activity is done, whoever is in charge of it can make
reference to that form and try to see what was prof,rtable
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States Department of Education,
representing Will iam Bennett, Sec-
retary of Education, was also pres-
ent to congratulate members of the
student body and faculty. Bowell
spoke highly of the involvement he
observed among Andrews Academy
parents:  "Schools 

l ike Andrews
Academy point to academic excel-
l ence .  You  dese rve  a  round  o f
applause for a job well done. You
have proved that excellent educa-
tion is worth reaching." Responding
for the academy Principal Orrison
said, "We shall continue to strive for
a program that wil l be considered
excellent in the divine eye. What has
been accomplished is a strong state-
ment about Seventh-day Adventist
educat ion." D

Orrison Interview
(Continued from page 9)

and what was unprofitable.
Then, there's a lot that I could say

about the personal interview that I
conduct each year with each of the
faculty. I don't want to overempha-
size it, but I feel that it really is a key
to the program here. One of the
things we talk about is what they
think the strengths and weaknesses
of Andrews Academy are. Their
ideas are worked up into a list that
we relate to during our postschool
week. Subcommittees of the faculty
are set up, and every one of those
weaknesses or improvement ideas is
considered by the faculty. Through
the years we've seen significant
forward steps taken through this
process.

You expect a lot of your teachers,
especially in these days offinancial
belt-tightening. Yet, teachcrs tell
me that faculty morale is quite
good. What do you see as a keyfac-
tor to keeping or developing a posi-
tive faculty morale?

I think trying to maintain an atmos-
phere ofopenness and trying to fol-
low a plan of making decisions
together .  Now, obviously ,  some-
times when we come to the end of
the l ine, the administrator has to
make the decision. If the faculty
think their voice has been heard. it
helps them to say, "Well, we did the
best  we could,  and I 'm wi l l ing to do
my part to see that it works."

When a teacher is not meeting
your expectetions, how do you han-
dle the situation?

Through personal interviews.

For your annual interview with
eoch faculty member, you require
each tofiII out a lengthy evaluution
questionnaire. What is accom-
plished by this process?

Lots ofthings. I referred to one of
them when discussing school evalu-
ation. In addition to that, the inter-
v i ew  cove rs  an  a rea  where  the
teacher and I identify personal pro-
fessional objectives for the next year.
Usual ly ,  and especia l ly  i f  the reach-
ers' programs are satisfactory, they
choose those objectives themselves.
But if l  see an area I feel they need to
improve, then I inject my feeling by
saying,  " l 'd  l ike th is  to be one of
your objectives for next year."

I think one of the greatest values
of  th is  p lan is  that  i t  prov ides an
opportunity for teachers, especially
those who may be too busy or too
reticent, to come talk with me for a
long period of t ime. They know that
for that period of t ime, they have my
undivided attention and any topic
that is important to them, as well as
those on the outl ine, can be covered.

Every principal must wrestle with

financial concerns. What are you
having to cut and what are you
doing to maintain a quality aca-
demic program?

This is probably the greatest chal-
lenge that we are faced with at the
present t ime. I have been so very

pleased with the selective curricu-
lum concept that has been operable
here. However,I fear it is in jeopardy.

WiIl you define that?

Yes. After the freshman year, stu-
dents may choose the courses they
can take within the guidelines of the
requirements of graduation. Obvi-
ously there has to be a l imit on the
selection available.

This has had a lot of psychologi-
cal value because students feel that
they are in charge of some aspect of
their education.

I think that f inancial pressures are
placing that concepr in jeopardy
right now. Three years ago when we
were really faced with financial con-
straints, we fbund it necessary to
reduce faculty and increase the in-
s t r u c t i o n a l  l o a d  o f  t h o s e  w h o
remained. I told the faculty that this
plan would operate for three years. lf
they would give me three years
u n d e r  t h e s e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  w e
would get through it or we would
change our plan. Well, we're coming
to the end of the three years, and
there is really no bright enrollment
increase on the horizon. We have
mainta ined our  enro l lment .  wi th
modest increases here and there. but
certainly nothing to crow about. The
prospects of an enrollment increase
in the future are just not there. So,
very regretfully, we are just now
enter ing in to ser ious d iscussions
about changing the plan.

How many Seventh-day Adventist
academy-aged students in this area
are attending public high school
and why? What do you think it
would take to get thcm into this
school?

That is a tremendously complex
si tuat ion.  I  don' t  know for  sure
exactly how many Adventists are in
public school, but I wouldn't be sur-
prised ifthere are 50 or so. In order
to make it possible for them to be
here, there would need to be addi-
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tional finances because many of
them are there for financial reasons.
Now, some are there for other rea-
sons. For some, it 's just a matter of
choice. Others may not have had
success in an Adventist school envi-
ronment. But the vast majority are
there for financial reasons.

What do you see as thc role of the
school in trying to maintain the
beliefs and the standards of the
church?

ple would say that because I do
invest a lot of time.

I think school people in general
have this challenge and I'm not
uncomfortable with it. I don't apol-
ogize for it. We do have an oppor-
tunity to come to the surface during
vacations. That isn't characteristic
of other professions. I think we ought
to take deep gulps of the outside
world during those times. Then we
can return once again to school and
submerge ourselves in it and do
everything we possibly can to con-
tribute to the success of the youth we
have the opportunity to work with.

Every quarter you teach a class in
American government and you super-
vise the development of a multime-
dia program that is produced by a
class which meets throughout the
school year. And every year you
conduct an education tour on a

four-year cycle, giving students the
possibility of visiting four diverse
historical sections of North Amer-
ica. You sometimes chaperone var-
ious off-campus retreats. You are
often at the school in the evenings
and on weekends. How do you main-
tsin this kind of involvement year
after year?

I think it is importanl to maintain
that kind of involvement. I say this
hesitantly because I don't want to
have an ounce of egotism, but I think
it is just an established fact that the
most important single element in
influencing a school and its program
is the principal. And if I am not there,
I cannot influence it.

What are the rewards of being an
academy principal?

Well, they are just so numerous,
it 's hard to l ist them. I get a lot of
satisfaction from seeing a program
work, from seeing a well-organized
system and all the elements fit into
place.

There is nothing more rewarding
than to see the successes of former
students and alumni and to have
them express thei r  appreciat ion.

It 'a a reward to see faculty enjoy
themselves and to have a par t  in
creating an environment where they
can teach. Not all schools enjoy that.
The last thing some teachers get to
do is to teach.

And it goes without saying that
our real reward wil l result from our
deep desi re to make investments
that have eternal returns. We really
look forward to that. tr

Well, i t 's a key. It cannot, and
should not take the place of the fam-
ily. It is a primary responsibil i ty, but
even more important is leading each
individual student to an acceptance
of Christ as his or her Saviour. These
things are primary in Adventist edu-
cation.

I'm told that you are a worka-
holic. Just how time-consumingand
thought-consuming is this job of
yours?

It really pervades my lit-e. lt is
a lways a chal lenge to keep my pro-
fess ional  l i fe  and my fami ly  l i fe  in
balance.  But  mr thoughts.  even when
I  am not  at  school  are of ten wi th
school .  tsut  I  don' t  know that  I  am a
workahol ic .  I  understand why peo-
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