
Caroline Benning, Mother of Michael Benning, Academic Testimonial  

My son Michael has been involved with the Northern Alberta Xtreme for one year, during the 
2017-18 season after previously playing hockey in St. Albert.  

The big difference between the NAX academic structure and Michael’s previous schooling has 
been Paula Smith, the academic coordinator.  We did not have this kind of resource in the 
public-school system. It is unique that they employ an academic coordinator that works closely 
with each athlete to help facilitate academic success. Paula has been excellent. When Michael 
has had difficulties in a class, there has been good coordinated feedback from both Paula and 
the teachers. Paula is very caring and very firm.  I believe that this combination has earned her 
the respect of the athletes. She knows each athlete/student very well and goes out of her way 
to help them achieve their academic goals. From daily help with homework, to counselling 
about which courses to take, to just being a solid every day advocate for the athletes.  The 
coaches and Paula collaborate extremely well to make sure the boys have academic success. 

My main concern when Michael joined NAX was that he would miss classes and fall behind in 
his school work, but the program always brought an education liaison on the road with the 
team to ensure that the athletes did not fall behind on their academics. As well, designated 
study hall is incorporated within their hockey schedules to help facilitate academic success. I 
think having a teacher travel with them and having designated study hall prevented Michael 
from falling behind. 

The schedule and the way NAX approach schooling closely mimics how things are done at the 
College level:  practice during the week, attend classes, and play on the weekend.  It’s a 
vigorous schedule and I think the program does a great job of keeping their athletes on a strict 
schedule so that they stay organized and on top of their academics. The teachers at the school 
are very understanding of the vigorous schedule and will accommodate the athletes by 
rescheduling tests and extending deadlines. It was helpful to have a structured day where he 
could be home early, eat dinner, and have the rest of the evening to either do homework or 
something else. There has been a big improvement in Michael in that he makes his academics 
more of a priority than he has in the past.  Part of that is he has learned much better time 
management. 

The only thing I would say is that I would like the program to improve on their travel times. 
There were many weekends where they would return at 3:00 a.m. or later Monday morning. 
This is not conducive to proper learning on the Monday school day. I believe a big part of 
academic success for students is getting sufficient rest. 


