
Matthew Kirkham Interview with Co-chair Gary Kirkham 

 

Introduction:  

 

I found this interview with my dad eye opening and a unique opportunity to understand his 

views. I encourage everyone to interview or talk with your parents about their lives, hopefully you will 

find the experience as rewarding as mine. 

In this interview, I talk with my father, who is co-chair of the Board of Trustees at Sacred Heart 

Schools. I learned how he views SHS and his passion for the school. I am sure all SHS parents have 

interesting perspectives and stories about the school, which I encourage you to ask about. It reveals a 

lot about how our parents think about us as well.  

There are many constituents in a school beyond the students, including the Board, leadership, 

administration, faculty and staff, all of whom work very hard to ensure we get the best education 

possible.  The discussion with my father opened my eyes to the complexity of running a school and all 

the teams that collaborate to get it done. I encourage you to thank them for all their hard work on our 

behalf. 

 

Chair Interview:  

 

So where did you go to high school and what was it like?  

I went to high school in St. Catharines, Canada, which is about an hour from Toronto. St. 

Catharines is a very small town. I went to a large public high school with about 2,000 students, and I 

loved it. It was a great experience. I played a lot of sports and made a lot of friends.  

 

And where did you go to college and what was that like?  

I went to college in a town called Guelph, which was three hours from my home. I studied 

biology at the University of Guelph, while minoring in physics, which was a rewarding experience. I really 

loved the school.  

And after Guelph, I went directly to get my Master's. I did a Master's in Business Administration 

at the University of Windsor with a focus in finance, which set me up for a career in investment banking. 

So right after college, I got a job in Washington DC at the Canadian Embassy. I worked there for 

a while and then decided I wanted to go back to Canada and focus on finance. I ended up getting a job 

at a small merchant bank and worked there for several years. I then moved to Merrill Lynch, a large 

investment bank, and focused on technology companies. And shortly thereafter, given the pace of 

activity in technology investment banking, I moved to Palo Alto. 

 

Do you have a philosophy of education and if so, where did that develop?   

I feel like my philosophy on education has grown my whole life through my high school, my 

college experience, and then watching my children at middle school and high school at Sacred Heart. My 

philosophy has really three components. First, I think it's really important to educate the whole child, to 

have a very broad based education, and to be really focused on making the students very balanced, very 

wise, and to really love knowledge. Secondly, I believe strongly in community, and all the aspects of 



community through athletics, clubs, the arts, service, RSCJ, student government. Third, I believe you 

need really fantastic educators who are committed to their students and whose passion is to teach.  

 

What is your experience as a Sacred Heart parent and how has that changed through seeing your kids 

progress through the school?  

My experience as a SHS parent has been a very good, as has Sarah’s. As a parent at Sacred 

Heart, I've seen all of our children grow immensely in the school from the beginning of middle school. In 

sixth grade, when they started middle school, I thought the community and teachers were great. The 

curriculum was solid and my children really thrived on it. They built good friendships, they participated 

in athletics, they participated in the arts, and they received a broad based education, and I enjoyed 

watching them grow.  

When they got to high school, I was amazed how quickly they grew intellectually. As young men, 

they learned all the foundational elements of a good education and started to demonstrate real 

interests in certain areas. James, for example, started to really enjoy math and economics, and I see how 

that ultimately grew into a passion for that in college. Jack loved science, biology, chemistry, and math 

as well. And I saw how that started to form around a desire to go to medical school, and he is in pre-med 

now in college.  

With Matthew, I've seen how he too thrives in STEM around math and science. We're still seeing 

what he's going to focus on, but that growth intellectually and then finding themselves in terms of what 

their passions will be going forward, really was the most gratifying part of watching them in high school.  

 

How has your kids' development in high school inspired you to get involved with the school?  

So, as I watched my children develop at Sacred Heart, even in middle school, I started spending 

more and more time at the school. Watching them in sports and meeting with teachers, I began to 

realize what a special place Sacred Heart is and I really wanted to find ways to be involved and give back. 

 

As a result, how did you get involved?  

Well, from an involvement standpoint, I was certainly attending a lot of the parent discussions. 

All of the opportunities we had to learn from faculty about the school, I would be involved in. And then 

over time as the boys went to the school, I was involved in their sports teams a bit, and other helpful 

ways, especially around football. And then, I was asked if I had an interest in joining the Audit 

Committee, which is a really important functional committee at the school given its oversight of the 

financials of the school and its importance in managing the risks of the school. So I joined the Audit 

Committee, which gave me a lens into the management and governance of the school and I really 

enjoyed that.  

 After several years I was asked to be the chair of the audit committee so I then did so and 

presided over that for several years. I was then asked to be a trustee of the school and was honored to 

do so.  

 

Have you enjoyed being a trustee, and what are the main functions or roles of the trustees?  

The Board of Trustees of Sacred Heart is a very important role. It's the chief governing body of 

the school and its role is really very long term: to review the strategy of the school and develop 



elements of the school's strategy. It's also populated by the committee chairs of which there are five 

committees, and each committee has a very important functional role, overseeing part of the school.  

 

How did you progress from being a trustee to being the head chairman and why did they choose you? 

After being a trustee for several years and then contributing to the board, I was asked to take on 

the chairperson's role, and was honored to do so. And why me, I am not sure other than I am a strong 

believer in the mission and leadership of the school. 

 

What do you see as your role as co Chairman of the Board of Trustees?  

I believe there are many important roles including the following. The first is to oversee the long 

term strategy and sustainability of the school. The board itself is responsible for governing the school, 

but also making sure that the school is thoughtful about any issues along the way and the long term 

strategy of the school. Secondly, there are clearly issues that arise in any given year that need to be 

addressed. The board works closely with the school leadership to help in whatever way we can to 

navigate through those. And three, there are longer term issues for the board that are really important 

to the school's long term success; for example, attracting and retaining the top faculty for the school. 

 

How does the current recession have an impact on the school?  

Well the current recession impacts the school in several ways. The first is from a family 

perspective. The board and leadership of the school have always been very focused on financial support 

of our community and our families. In a recession, we would typically see more families in need and we 

would like to do whatever we can to support them.  

The second area is the school itself. This relates to the finances of the school and the financial 

stability of the school. We are blessed that our school has been managed financially very conservatively 

and that our school has significant reserves, and capital, to be able to weather a downturn in the 

economy. So I feel very comfortable with the financial stability of the school.  

 

Other than helping out the SHS community via your important opinions. Do you think you will get 

anything in return?    

It's such a wonderful school and I have learned and continue to learn a great deal. I've learned a 

lot from Rich Dioli and the leadership in terms of how they approach education and how they approach 

the administration of the school. I've learned a lot from the faculty as well, in terms of how they 

approach education, how they've pivoted and modified in this COVID environment to do the best job 

they can, and I've learned how passionate they are about educating. I'm in constant awe of the 

dedication they have to the students. I've also grown a lot through the wisdom of the RSCJ, who are also 

represented on our board. I find that whenever we are approaching a difficult time and need wise 

guidance on an issue, the RSCJ provides a lot of that wisdom. I'm very thankful for their guidance, their 

participation, and their involvement in the school. I also feel I am fortunate enough to be around so 

many dedicated people whose passion really is to educate the students of Sacred Heart.  

 

As you have evolved from a parent to the Co- chair. How has your philosophy changed?  



I think as a parent, you are so focused on your children and their experience at school. You 

advocate for them and you want to put them in the best position to succeed. As a parent, I think you 

really think of school from a student's perspective. During my experience at Sacred Heart, I was a parent 

and continue to be a parent, but as I've had more exposure to the governance of the school, the 

administration of the school, and the faculty of the School, I've come to realize that the most important 

thing for the board and really for the school, in addition to having really inspired and motivated 

students, is really the faculty. Although we have a beautiful campus, we have beautiful buildings, we 

have wonderful athletics and arts facilities, and resources, at the end of the day, it's the faculty who 

educate our students and build their character. And in my position now, I have a greater appreciation 

and admiration for the faculty, all they do and just how passionate they are about teaching each and 

every child. I admire how unique every child is and how they have to tailor that delivery for every child, 

which is a lot of work and an art in some ways.  

 

And tailoring back to the beginning of our conversation, why give all this effort and hard work to a 

school that is no longer attended by your kids?  

I sincerely believe in the mission of the school; I think it is such a special place. Whatever I can 

do to continue our success I am honored to do so. Secondly, I learn a lot through working with so many 

wise people from the leadership of Rich Dioli, the RSCJ, the faculty, the board and the students 

themselves. It's a lot of wonderful people to be surrounded by and I learn a great deal from them. And 

the third, my children had such an amazing experience at Sacred Heart which has set them up for 

success on so many levels: academic; friendships, community, whole child, faith and service, and that’s a 

pretty special way to start your life.  

 

 


