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Abstract 
On April 15, 2008, six students (aged 16 years) and one teacher (aged 29 years) from a New Zea- 
land school lost their lives in a river canyoning tragedy. The present study investigated the school 
principal’s perspective of how he led his school through the tragedy, and the role of faith in the 
school’s coping. The school principal was interviewed two years after the event. The school’s 
Christian foundation was the fundamental source of strength and guidance for the principal, as 
well as for students, staff, teachers, and families in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy and in 
the two years following (i.e., to the time of the present study), the Christian culture of the school 
guiding decision-making. Support from outside the school (e.g. critical incident support; teaching 
support from other schools; social support from community agencies and civic leaders) also 
played an important role in assisting the school through the tragedy, particularly in the immediate 
aftermath of the event. Further studies are required that allow the voices of children, families and 
school staff to be heard regarding leadership strategies that impact on them through a disaster. 
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1. Background 
On April 15, 2008, six Year-12 students (aged 16 years) and one teacher (aged 29 years) from Elim Christian 
College (ECC) in Auckland, New Zealand, lost their lives in a river canyoning tragedy. The group was attending 
an outdoor education programme provided by an independent provider in a hilly, bush-clad region of the central 
North Island of New Zealand. The river rose rapidly after heavy rain, stranding the canyoning group on a ledge 
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above the water. An attempt to leave the ledge and exit the river before the river rose further resulted in multiple 
loss of life. The canyoning group comprised 10 people: eight students; one teacher; and an instructor employed 
by the outdoor education centre. Two students and the instructor survived the activity. There was considerable 
media coverage of the tragedy in the days immediately after the tragedy and at various times in the years since 
as enquiries and inquests were completed. 

The present study is part of a larger study investigating leadership of a New Zealand school responding to a 
tragedy. In the course of conducting the larger study, it was evident that the Christian foundation of the school 
was integral to guiding decisions and courses of action taken by the school from the moment news of the tragedy 
broke. The present study investigates the role of leadership and faith in a school’s coping with tragedy. 

Many studies have reported that following a traumatic event, people who have a religious faith experience 
lower levels of stress ... than those without a faith (e.g., Koenig, McCullough, & Larson, 2001; Laufer, 
Raz-Hamama, Levine, & Solomon, 2009). Meisenhelder (2002) proposes that decreased stress is a result of: 1) 
the comfort people experience as they turn to a higher being for love and a sense of meaning in particular events; 
2) collaboration and a reduced sense of isolation as they feel in touch with a higher being who can increase their 
strength and hope; 3) control regained over their own lives as they surrender control to a higher being; and 4) a 
connectedness with others as they share their pain and receive comfort and support from others in a shared 
community of faith. 

Similarly, Tix and Frazier (1998) suggest that social support from within the religious community is one of 
three broad pathways to religious coping in stressful situations, the other two pathways being the ability to cog- 
nitively restructure the event to give it meaning, and a sense of control that can be gained by trusting in God. 
Meisenhelder (2002) asserts that behaviours such as church attendance and prayer do not in themselves result in 
reduced stress or grief; what matters is the individual’s perception of God and the interpretation of the stressful 
event in the context of the individual’s faith. Bussell and Naus (2010) demonstrated that people with a faith in 
God were more likely to reframe a traumatic experience in positive terms. Tix and Frazier (1998) state that 
overall, studies demonstrate that religious coping provides a predictive component for adjustment to stressful 
events that “cannot be accounted for by other established predictors” (p. 420). 

In a study of leadership following a tragedy where the CEO and 49 other personnel from Wilhelmsen Lines 
(WL: a Norwegian shipping firm) died in an air crash in 1989, McCarthy, Connell, and Hall (2005) discuss four 
challenges facing the new company leader in the aftermath of the event: honouring the personal losses of col- 
leagues and families; honouring the culture of the organisation; identifying an effective management approach; 
and developing strategies for moving forward. In the early stages of WL coping with their losses, the leader of 
the organisation was attentive in sharing his personal values and beliefs with the employees, while encouraging 
people to share their own values and emotions. McCarthy et al. state that crucial roles of the leader following a 
corporate tragedy include: acting consistently on personal values; learning from mistakes; being alert to feed- 
back on leadership style; being directive where required; clearly communicating information or requests for in- 
formation; and, importantly, being adaptable in terms of strategies for problem solving. Similar elements of ef- 
fective leadership in a tragedy are discussed in a study of schools responding to crises (Cornell & Sheras, 1998). 
For instance, Cornell and Sheras state that successful school leaders require a clear understanding of how their 
school functions in terms of its “vision” or culture, and that leaders should have a well-developed understanding 
of the school’s culture, as this is the basis for critical decision-making. Cornell and Sheras go on to state that it is 
important school leaders provide clear information to the students, staff and families to avoid ambiguity, as well 
as leaders assisting in building a sense of security, understanding the grieving process, and providing for personal- 
guidance and support where required. 

The present study reports on the school principal, Mr. Murray Burton’s (MB), perspective of how he led his 
school through the tragedy, and how faith assisted him and his school in their coping with adversity. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participant 
The principal of the school was interviewed in his school office. The duration of the interview was two hours. 
MB was invited to talk about how he led the school from the time of the disaster-event through to the time of the 
interview (almost two years after the tragedy), and how the school was assisted in their coping with the event. 

At the time of the interview, MB had been principal of the school for seven years and was still in the position. 
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At the time of the tragedy (April 15, 2008), the school had a roll of 540 students from Years 1 - 13. In total, MB 
had been a teacher for 28 years, 21 of those as a principal, and at the time of the tragedy he was aged 50 years. 
MB had also undertaken various leadership roles in churches over a period of 25 years. 

2.2. The Interview 
There was no structured set of pre-determined interview-questions to work through in the first instance, as the 
researcher did not want to impose any questions or themes but, rather, wished to hear MB’s personal account of 
leadership from his own perspective. For two hours, MB, discussed his leadership of the school, and discussed 
the role of faith in coping with the tragedy. MB was open in his account of events, describing how he and his 
support team acted and reacted from their Christian foundation as the tragedy unfolded and through the follow- 
ing two years. MB discussed the many and varied issues the school faced, and the need for decisions that arose 
immediately and in the aftermath of the tragedy. 

2.3. Analysis and Analytical Procedure 
The recorded data were transcribed verbatim, and checked. There was no set of hypotheses or assumptions, as 
such assumptions may have missed out important aspects of the principal’s experience. Instead, an inductive 
approach was appropriate for the present study as this allowed themes to be firmly linked to the data, the data 
themselves driving the analysis. The data were analysed using thematic analysis, this approach allowing an es- 
sentialist or realist view of the data to report the experiences of the interviewee from a practical, personal, and 
faith-based perspective. 

The identified themes were investigated in relation to recent literature concerning religious faith and coping in 
adversarial or traumatic events, with findings considered in terms of their broader meanings and implications for 
coping with adversity. 

3. Results and Discussion 
To provide a coherent context for the material in this section, a brief chronological background of events is in- 
cluded where appropriate. 

3.1. Culture of the School: A Christian Tradition 
The school in the present study (ECC) is a state integrated school. In New Zealand, state integrated schools pro- 
vide education according to the government’s Ministry of Education guidelines, but education is delivered 
within the special character of the school, usually a particular religious tradition (Ministry of Education, 2010). 
ECC is founded on Christian beliefs and values, where Christian values are threaded through the school pro-
gramme, and guide the conductance of the school at all times. 

The news of the tragedy broke on television before the principal and school had had any confirmation of the 
event or of any deaths. Immediately following the television news at 6 pm, a number of students and parents 
from the school and wider community began to gather at the church chapel next to the school for prayer and so- 
cial support. Prayer and fellowship continued throughout that evening until after midnight. During the evening, 
the Police were in phone contact with the principal, but released information to him bit by bit. Although by mid- 
night the Police had given the school principal the names of all six students and the teacher who had lost their 
lives, the parents of those who had died were yet to be told by the Police (the required protocol in New Zealand). 
From the day following the tragedy, the chapel was opened from 7 am to 11 pm daily for several weeks for stu- 
dents, bereaved families, and others affected by the tragedy to visit at any time to pray, to leave messages or 
flowers, and to be supported by other people. During this time, rather than having forms of shrines in classrooms, 
the chapel represented a place of support and comfort for the students. The school allowed students to visit the 
chapel at any time they wished during the school day. In this way, the school allowed for individual students’ 
needs for grieving. 

In the days immediately following the tragedy, MB brought his school staff together three times a day to keep 
them fully informed about matters related to the tragedy, and to pray for God’s guidance and blessing. MB also 
recognised that in this difficult situation, staff were likely to need, and would benefit from, the increased social 
support from colleagues who shared their faith. 
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I think you have got to keep people fully informed. There was just tears and grief, but they all came 
gether .... Over a period of three to four months, I saw the staff grow because of the coming-together. You’ve got 
to draw people together, and it’s all about building around the core values of your culture. As a Christian 
school we are very used to praying together—to us that was important ... so I would always pray. 

Through the national and international publicity attracted by the event, offers of help to the school came in the 
form of, for example, prayers for the families, students, and school staff, as well as assistance with counselling, 
and practical assistance with the school’s operations (e.g., teaching support). The school also received support in 
the form of thousands of written expressions of sympathy, gifts and food. MB commented on how the Christian 
character of the school guided his decisions in terms of accepting the many and various offers of help from out- 
side the school. For example, messages required school approval before they were passed on to the families; 
some school supporters may have sent messages that, though well-meant, may not have been helpful to the 
families.  

Even though help is given, I think it’s the ability of you to handle that help. And I think that the help has to be 
in the context of what the school is all about [i.e., a Christian school]. 

A few weeks after the event, the school sent thousands of individually addressed messages of thanks to all 
identifiable supporters for their expressions of sympathy and for the support they offered, messages that also 
acknowledged the grief of the senders themselves. Thousands of messages went out thanking supporters, and the 
school principal signed all of the messages personally. 

3.2. Faith 
As at other times in school life, the Christian faith formed the foundation for the school’s operation and deci- 
sion-making in the tragedy, faith providing their fundamental source of support through the unique, prolonged, 
and mentally and emotionally demanding time. Prayer was an intrinsic aspect of coping. 

Our faith is around a relationship with Jesus who we believe to be God’s son. ... and we communicate 
through prayer. 

The school experienced the empathy and support of others who prayed with them and for them, and in the 
prayer there was a sharing of grief. 

I think also it is a way of helping others compassionately—to take them aside, and say, Can I pray for you? ... 
You understand where they come from. We ... all feel a bit better as a result of that. 

Prayer is an integral part of a Christian’s relationship with God, prayer providing an intimate connection with 
God in good times and in bad. Committed Christians believe there is power in prayer, and prayer is part of 
school life at ECC. 

I think that prayer does change things. I think it’s empathetic, and very comforting to know there is someone 
who would ... pray with you or over you, or read prayers together. It’s a way of bringing people together with a 
purpose. There is a sense of connection with each other as well [for] those who are devout Christians. 

When Christians come together, they can feel a special bond where they are linked by a shared faith in a God 
whom they believe will uphold them, whatever the circumstances. For instance, Christians are upheld by the re- 
assurance of biblical texts such as: “The Lord has promised that he will not leave us or desert us” (Holy Bible, 
Hebrews 13:5). The ECC school motto, For I know the plans I have for you ... plans for good and not for evil, to 
give you a future and a hope (Holy Bible, Jeremiah 29:11), is founded in the Biblical scriptures. In times of dis- 
tress, as well as in good times, Christians take comfort and strength from the bedrock of the scriptures. Religious 
faith not only guides the lives of Christians, but provides them with a sense of meaning (Meisenhelder, 2002; 
Tix & Frazier, 1998). 

The school principal felt personally supported by Christians around the country, and believed that God’s hand 
had guided his decisions in the first few days of the tragedy in particular. 

This might sound a bit strange, but I believed in those [first] three or four days, that the reason I was suc- 
cessful, if you could use that word, was because like-minded people were praying for us around the country. And 
everywhere I go, people say, Oh, we prayed for you ... so it was very, very tangible for us in that sense. It was 
very unifying. It was strengthening and assisting. In times of crisis like this, we are heavily relying on the fact 
that we can say, Lord, help. 

MB goes on to comment on how their faith sustained them throughout the tragedy and the time since. 
I’m ... pleased that when the chips are down, that’s when we don’t discard [that] which is important to us. ... 
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[When] we were really in a hole [with] this tragedy that we actually continued to be authentic in terms of going 
to God for help.  

The school compiled a DVD to record its own response in the early phase of the tragedy. The DVD contains 
footage from media coverage of the event, and also contains commentaries from senior students at ECC about 
how they were coping with their loss. Students frequently expressed confidence that God would uphold them in 
their grief, that prayer continued to be a source of comfort and support for them, and that their faith in God re- 
mained their strength. The commentaries by the students conveyed a deep conviction of the sustaining power of 
their faith. 

3.3. A Christian School Assembly the Morning after the Tragedy 
In respect of holding a school assembly the morning following the tragedy, a member of the New Zealand Min- 
istry of Education’s Traumatic Incident (TI) team (RP) who had come over to the school on the night of the 
tragedy, advised the principal against holding a school assembly the very next morning: RP feared the school 
would not be able to contain the expected widespread grief and emotion. MB considered RP’s advice, but be- 
lieved that an assembly at EEC was appropriate in this instance because assemblies were the forum for not only 
talking about school operational matters, but also for sharing Christian messages. It was their Christian faith that 
MB expected would be their strength and anchor in this testing and traumatic time.  

That’s why we had the assembly when RP said, don’t have the assembly. That’s why we didn’t have shrines in 
classrooms where other schools have had. So, you take the help, and you shape it, because you know your 
school. 

I did know that lots of schools were supplying their guidance counsellors, and coming straight to us. And, 
within our own Christian school we had pastors [and] teachers who were ... certainly empathetic to people. We 
use assemblies here to transmit our key messages ... and students know that they come to get the [Christian] 
message. So we were absolutely convinced that we wanted to have the assembly, so we said to RP, “We know the 
culture of our school.” And this is where a leader has to say at some point ... I have to make a decision based on 
what I know about my own organisation.  

At the assembly, students were all given the news of the tragedy together; they were told who had died and 
where the tragedy had occurred. The principal prayed with the students, and told students they did not need to 
leave the assembly hall until they felt ready to go back to their classrooms. Over the next two hours, the ECC 
counsellor and counsellors who had come to ECC from other schools talked with students, and EEC teachers 
talked and prayed with students until the last child left the assembly hall. 

I led from the front and then we opened it up. We told everyone: “No need to go. We’ve got counsellors here 
who are going to circulate around, we’ve got pastors, and we are just going to move around and talk to people, 
pray with people, [and] console people. As you feel fit, you can move off back to your classroom, and your 
teachers will be waiting.” And it was just an incredible process. It worked over a two-hour period until the last 
little one went.  

In this critical stage of students and staff coming together for the first time after the tragedy, MB and his sup- 
port team ensured that support was immediately available for all students and staff. Prayer was part of the sup- 
port, and consistent with the character of the school. 

3.4. Adversity and Potential for Growth: The Students 
Where people meet a challenge successfully, this helps them prepare for other difficulties they may encounter in 
their lives (O’Leary, 1998). MB stated that he believed the students who had been affected by the tragedy would 
likely experience some positive changes in their lives: 

My assumption is simply based on the fact that whether we like it or not, adversity is a necessary ingredient in 
the shaping of character. I think I’ve seen the fact that adversity can produce tremendous character.  

At ECC, students were provided with a great deal of on-going support to help them cope with the significant 
losses they experienced, and with the psychological demands of an extraordinary situation. Ongoing support in- 
cluded, for example: Christian grief-counselling; flexibility during school-time for individual expressions of 
grief; opportunities for reflections and tributes; continuing vigilance and support for students who were having 
difficulty coping; and assistance for families and grieving siblings to access grief counselling. MB expected the 
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support students received would assist them to grow from their exposure to such adversity. 
In that tragedy, the kids saw the awfulness of human life, the loss of human life. They saw dreams shattered. 

They saw families torn apart. They saw things happen that they cannot understand and they cannot explain, and 
they wish they could change. They saw a whole raft of human experience, and I maintain that if we have guided 
them correctly, and the nets have been around them, and [through] the times of compassion and of counselling, 
that they would have built a fresh sense of resilience and determination to live life to the full—knowing that life 
is never all about plain sailing. 

MB believed that adversity in people’s lives can build character. Together with the Christian support the stu- 
dents received, MB believed the students affected by the tragedy would grow and develop from the difficulty of 
their experience and the demands made of them as teenagers.  

Sometimes you just have to grit it out and come through the other end. It’s a whole oyster-pearl thing.... [You 
need] the agitation of the sand.  

While students were trying to understand the tragedy, and were seeing that “life is not all plain sailing,” the 
school provided Christian counselling and support for and around the students. In the course of counselling and 
support provided for the students, students received messages regarding Christian principles of love and for- 
giveness: 

Some people can come unstuck in their grief. … people who say I can’t forgive, or I can’t move on. I think ... 
there is a measure of forgiveness that you must apply to a situation—to a person—for your own healing to take 
place. 

I think that part of the holistic nature of our schools is really to say we are not churning out just academics, 
but we are hopefully producing people who can make a meaningful contribution … to a civil society. We may 
not hear … the results of that, and you may not be able to quantify [it], but it would be an interesting study to 
actually track these kids and see where they go—and whether any of that could be attributed back to the fact 
that they learnt some valuable lessons from [the tragedy they experienced in] 2008. 

Joshi and Lewin (2004) assert that resilient children seek out positive people. Within schools, resilience can 
be fostered by principals promoting a supportive and respectful environment through constructive, empathetic 
involvement with students and staff at an individual and collective level. MB provides evidence that appears to 
support the value and relevance of the constructive support the school provided for the senior students at ECC 
following the tragedy: 

I have to make a comment about the resilience of our current generation. …—these kids were so resilient. If 
you look at the Year-13s last year (they were the ones that were in the tragedy the year before), … apart from a 
couple of kids, they were as stable as they could be.  

Their results were down somewhat in external examinations, but not dramatically. They seemed to process 
and work with and work through the situation incredibly well.  

While assessing children’s mental health was not within the parameters of the present study, it appears that 
the school provided an environment of strong and on-going psychosocial support for the students. In the face of 
adversity, students had been enabled to learn that it is possible to keep going, to cope, and to move ahead.  

I pay tribute to that generation of kids. … I can’t get away from the fact that [our jobs] are to manage what it 
is. I don’t know whether it’s just managing relationships, or to continually inspire people that we have to keep 
on getting up and going again. And we can do this. The world’s history is littered with incredible people’s sto- 
ries—stories of people who have done that. 

3.5. Adversity and Potential for Growth: The Principal 
The principal believed he himself had grown from his involvement in the tragedy, having been extended into 
new domains of experience. Throughout his experience, MB encountered situations he had not encountered pre- 
viously (e.g., involvement with multiple funerals for school students and staff; courts of enquiry; police inquests; 
decisions about memorials). He said that as he responded to the tragedy, he understood not to assume or pre- 
sume anything. 

It’s been a learning curve for me, and part of my journey, and I’m determined to learn from it as well. Can we 
gain wisdom and insight and direction and purpose in this whole matter? 

MB acknowledged the essential assistance and support he gained from his team who acted to support him in 
the face of adversity. 
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4. Conclusion 
The Christian character of the school informed how the school responded to this tragedy. The school found its 
strength, guidance, and support in their belief that their God would uphold them through their grief. Prayer, faith, 
and support for one another were central to their response. Media coverage of the tragedy meant that the New 
Zealand public were aware of the tragedy, and literally thousands of people from across New Zealand, and from 
overseas, assisted the school through prayer, through their messages of condolence, and with offers of practical 
assistance. In the large number of media interviews involving the school principal, particularly in the first two or 
three weeks following the tragedy, the public observed Christian values and guidance at work as the principal 
responded openly to the many questions posed by journalists. The principal consistently demonstrated compas- 
sion for all involved in the tragedy including the staff at the outdoor centre, he provided information where 
possible, and he resisted attributing any blame. The conductance of the school’s dealing with the tragedy was an 
exemplar in school crisis response, management, and Christian leadership (see below for honours awarded the 
principal for his leadership). Evidence of the impact of media coverage involving the principal was such that in 
the year following the tragedy, the school was “inundated” with enrolment applications, and extra staff had to be 
employed to process the large volume of applications. 

In times of adversity, many people find strength to cope, and to support others. It appears from MB’s report of 
the Year 12 students’ examination results in the year following the tragedy, that almost all of the students who 
had lost peers in the tragedy had been able to cope and to move ahead. Following the tragedy, students had been 
given constant psychosocial support by their school as they worked through their extraordinary experience. MB 
expects that students of ECC will likely be strengthened in character and resilience through their experience of 
the tragedy and the considerable demands placed on them, demands far beyond those normally expected of 
young students. 

The principal and his support team themselves have also coped with loss and grief since the disaster. From the 
moment the news of the tragedy broke, and for the following two years in particular, demands continued to be 
made, to a greater or lesser extent, on the principal’s time and energy. The principal has supported students and 
staff in their grief, he has supported grieving families, and he has attended to the many, varied, and prolonged 
administrative and legal procedures related to the tragedy. In respect of his role in this tragedy, he reports that he 
has learnt and grown himself, and that he is determined to continue learning from this experience. 

Through the tragedy in 2008 that affected the lives of so many students, staff, and families of ECC, it is the 
school principal’s belief that he, his staff, the governance body of the school, the students, and families alike 
will be better prepared for other difficulties they may encounter in their lives in the future. The present study is 
limited to only the principal’s perspective of how the Christian foundation of ECC assisted the individuals im- 
pacted by this tragedy. The scope of the present study did not include investigating coping with the tragedy from 
the children’s perspective. 

Children are poorly represented in the coping and Post-Traumatic Growth (PTG) literature, and there is a need 
for future studies to investigate factors that enable (and that inhibit) coping and PTG in children. Importantly, it 
appears there are almost no studies to date that have asked the children themselves what was helpful, what was 
not helpful, and what they needed in the immediate aftermath of a tragedy, and in the time that follows. Such 
studies are necessary to help us understand traumatic experiences from the child’s perspective. Also, through 
longitudinal studies, it may be possible to measure the impact of Christian support following a tragedy to iden- 
tify significant factors that enable faith-based coping and growth in children. Such studies could have implica- 
tions for psychosocial support, as well as for suggesting therapeutic implications for assisting school children 
exposed to a traumatic event. 

5. Public and Peer Acknowledgement of the Principal’s Leadership through the  
Tragedy 

In August 2008 Murray Burton received the New Zealand Principal’s Federation Service with Distinction award 
“in recognition for his truly inspirational leadership through the Elim crisis” (Auckland Primary Principal’s As- 
sociation, 2008). 

In 2009, the year following the tragedy, North & South magazine, a pre-eminent New Zealand current affairs 
magazine, named Murray Burton as New Zealander of the year (see Wane, 2009). 

In April 2011, Murray Burton was awarded The New Zealand Order of Merit (MNZM) for services to the 
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community. The award recognises Mr. Burton’s management of his school and the local community following 
the tragedy. This honour, instituted by Royal Warrant in 1996, is awarded to people who have “rendered merito- 
rious service to the Crown and the nation or who have become distinguished by their eminence, talents, contri- 
butions, or other merits” (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2011). 
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