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A B S T R A C T 

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate teacher change and the 

leadership skills required to assist in the implementation of such change. The focus of 

the work was to examine curriculum development through an investigation of the 

"backward design" advocated by Wiggins and McTighe (1998) and to introduce action 

research projects into classrooms based on this design. The participants included eight 

teachers in my current school who met on a weekly basis to discuss their understandings 

and team action research projects. The participants also made themselves available for 

team interviews and responded individually to a final written survey. What emerged as 

the most critical element of teacher change was dialogue with colleagues. 

This study was also a personal journey. What was revealed to me were my own 

tensions that exist between epistemologies associated with modernism and those that fall 

beneath the postmodern umbrella. I was unaware at the beginning of the study of the 

impact that emotions and perceived "authorities" have on the actual role of teaching and 

have developed a new respect and understanding of what constitutes "knowledge", 

"voice" and "change". The role of the administrator emerged as one that has far more 

impact both positively and negatively than I had initially anticipated. I have come to 

realize that it is the administrator who is going to have to think differently about his or 

her role i f positive school change that encourages teacher dialogue, reflection on practice 

and collaboration is going to occur. Staff development and the staff development process 

also emerged as critical factors in school growth, change and renewal. 
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Chapter One 
1 

An Invitation To Dance 

When I was very young, I had dreams of becoming a dancer. As I grew older and 

that possibility began to recede into the realm of other childhood fantasies, my love 

for the art continued to thrive, as did my appreciation for music that accompanied the 

movement. I have often sat in a theatre, enthralled by the abilities of mere mortals to 

push themselves to the limits of their physical endurance in order to present flowing 

interpretations to music, and melodies, that at times have the capacity to lift souls to 

the heavens. I believe that I am still part of a dance, that we are all dancers in a 

movement that goes far beyond the single stage of a single theatre. Are we not, from 

the moment we are born, offered an invitation to join a dance, a dance of life that 

encompasses all individuals? How we involve ourselves in that dance and the extent 

to which we are involved depends on our experiences, abilities and individuality. We 

can sit back and allow the movement to swirl around us or we can leap in and seek to 

understand the meaning that is being conveyed, the interpretations of the stories being 

told. Some will enjoy the steps being demonstrated by others and attempt to copy 

them while more independent individuals will use those steps to explore new, 

undiscovered realms of movement. And then there are those who choose not to 

follow a sequence, but to allow the music to take them through a dance that has no 

beginning or end, no pre-planned path, that flows from one step to the next, 

stimulated only by the sound of the melodies. There is no right or wrong way to 

perform the dance. There will be as many variations as there are dancers, and oh, 

what a dance it is! 
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This is the story of two journeys that I have made this year within a dance that has 

encompassed my school. The first journey has been an intentional investigation of 

what is required to promote positive change in teachers in order to improve student 

learning, and the leadership skills that are required in order to promote such change. 

The second journey has been unintentional, and although it has paralleled the first 

journey, it went unnoticed for much of my research year, preferring to remain in the 

shadows, patiently waiting for its moment in the sun. Part of that second journey has 

involved developing the ability to write in a narrative style. I did not begin my work 

with any intention of presenting my research in a narrative' format but the journey 

itself became a story of change and development of leadership. It helped me 

recognize my own personal internal struggle between the pull of modernism, thinking 

that had influenced much of my academic life, and my growing fascination for 

postmodern understandings. What evolved within the work, as a result of this 

struggle, was a recognition of a similar tension that currently exists within my own 

school and, I would speculate, exists in many schools. The emergence of power, 

authority and control as critical factors in the change process was unexpected, as was 

the place of emotion (in particular "fear") within the daily world of teaching. This 

second unintentional journey has involved the development of an understanding of 

voice and its place within the change process. Simply put, what I discovered was that 

change does not occur within a single individual without the involvement of the voice 

of the other. 

Voice has been a critical issue for me from the beginning of this work. For two 

years, I have read a variety of books and articles on a broad array of topics, in order to 

better understand my beliefs about change within a school environment and my role 
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as an administrator within that environment. I have argued with authors whose only 

defense has been their written words, embraced others whose thoughts have mingled 

with my own to produce something quite different in the end, and have been 

confronted by thinking totally foreign to anything that I had previously considered. 

As I began to wend my way through the mounds of compiled notes and pondered 

where to begin, I realized that it was my voice I was searching for - my own voice 

that needed to emerge from the cacophony of opinions, thoughts and voices of others. 

What I did not realize in the beginning, however, was that my voice is a result of 

those other voices and whatever change I have experienced in the past, and will 

continue to experience in the future, others have been, and will be, responsible for 

allowing me to continue to grow and change in my own understandings. 

In my opening paragraph I used the metaphor of dance, knowing that metaphors 

tend to be problematic in that they can be difficult to sustain throughout a piece of 

writing. However, possibly due to my love of dance, I see a connection between 

dance, conversation and dialogue. To me, conversation is an informal exchange of 

understandings, tending to flow where topics of interest guide it, whose purpose 

might possibly be meaning-making but is often for the enjoyment of sharing the 

company of others. The dancer and audience tend to be involved in such a 

conversation. Dialogue, on the other hand, is more intentional where participants 

share personal understandings with the intent of making meaning. Some within an 

audience are knowledgeable of dance and will be viewing the performance from a 

more intentional perspective in order to develop understandings. The dancer's 

conversation with the audience is the result of previous conversations or dialogues 

with other dancers, teachers and audiences. Future performances will be based on 
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future conversations and dialogues with others. This is simply one pictorial 

representation for me of how conversation and dialogue are the dance and without 

conversation and dialogue there would not be a dance. Without conversation or 

dialogue between members of a community, there would not be change, growth, 

development or construction of knowledge. 

Before continuing with this story, I believe that it is important to discuss my 

struggle between modernism and postmodernism for what I have discovered as an 

educator is that I do not fit neatly into either mode of thought. There are aspects of 

modernism that I support and others with which I am no longer comfortable. Some 

postmodernist thinking is appealing while other arguments attempt to take me into 

places that I cannot as yet accept and perhaps may never do so. I find myself caught 

in an epistemological tug-of-war. What follows is not an attempt to support 

postmodernist thinking over modernist or vice versa but to demonstrate the tensions 

that exist for me in contemplating my personal position in regards to both. These 

tensions may never be resolved for me. 

A Tension Between Epistemologies 

Over the years, there have been numerous debates about what it means to learn, to 

know, and to become educated. Some theorists have believed that only propositions 

verified by the senses should be considered knowledge while others have maintained 

that the world is always interpreted through different lenses and that there is no 

independent criterion for deciding i f one lens is more valid than another. Some 

believe that knowledge is discovered which would mean that objectivity is a 
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necessary attribute to successful inquiry whereas others maintain that knowledge is 

created. In the first case, subjectivity and bias would be threats to the discovery of 

knowledge but in the second, objectivity would be considered "...a ruse to exclude 

the views of other individuals or groups" (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996, p.42). 

What follows is an effort on my part to highlight those aspects of some 

epistemologies that have influenced my thinking in regards to this research. 

The Pull Of Modernism 

In order to examine modern epistemologies, I have found Elgin's (1998) analysis 

to be of great interest. Perfect procedure epistemologies (Elgin, 1998) guarantee the 

permanent acceptability of the judgments they vindicate. They recognize an 

independent criterion for a correct outcome and method whose results are guaranteed 

to satisfy that criterion. The results are considered to be unimpeachable truths. If 

theory and practice are well-founded, the results will be acceptable. Facts are 

independent of anything we know or believe about them and the aim of enhancing 

knowledge is to learn those facts. To count as knowledge, beliefs must be highly 

credible and will be considered secure. This therefore allows for the incremental 

growth of knowledge. This description of perfect procedure epistemologies, as 

described by Elgin (1998), aptly relates to modernist beliefs regarding the acquisition 

of knowledge. 

Positivists, according to Usher (1996), hold the view that sense experience is the 

primary source and sanction for knowledge and are extremely doubtful of knowledge 

existing beyond that which can be immediately and objectively observed. Research 

within this school of thought involves the "...collection, analysis and presentation of 
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primary data in a rigorous, systematic and methodical way" (Usher, 1996, p. 10). 

Generalizations can be made from the data that go beyond a particular setting, making 

application and predictions possible. The researcher must be objective in that he or 

she is unbiased, is value neutral and has taken great pains to ensure that personal 

considerations do not intrude into the research process. The researcher's subjectivity 

has therefore been eliminated as a factor. 

Positivists, also according to Usher (1996), make very precise assumptions. The 

world itself is objective, existing independently of knowers - a world in which events 

are lawful and orderly. There is a clear separation between subjects and objects 

which also signifies a clear separation between facts and values. Different observers 

exposed to the same data will emerge with the same conclusions. Things do not just 

happen randomly and arbitrarily. This approach "...emphasizes determinacy (that 

there is a certain truth that can be known), rationality (that there can be no 

contradictory explanations...), impersonality (the more objective and less subjective 

the better) and prediction (that research is the making of knowledge claims in the 

form of generalizations from which predictions can be made and events and 

phenomena controlled)" (Usher, 1996, p. 13). 

To support a single epistemology such as this to the exclusion of others, one that 

advocates for objective, unbiased and value-free ways of knowing our world is 

indeed, problematic. As Usher (1996) argued, "...every ontology and epistemology 

is itself culturally specific, historically located and value-ridden" (p. 14). Positivists 

project the picture that research carried out in a 'scientific' way is essentially 

individualistic, by researchers who can detach themselves from the world they are 

researching. Kuhn would argue with this stance. In his definition of a paradigm, he 
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referred to "...the entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques shared by 

members of a given scientific community" (as cited in Usher, 1996, p. 15). When a 

paradigm shift or a new way of looking at the world occurs, the new paradigm 

replaces the old and what counts as objective reality changes with the change in 

paradigm. A paradigm shift is the result of the social sharing between researchers, 

not the work of one individual attempting to separate himself or herself from the rest 

of the world. If we accept the thought that when a shift occurs and what counts as 

objective reality changes, we can refute the empiricist claim that the world is orderly, 

lawful and predictable. 

It is within the domain of empirical research, which is unfortunately housed 

beneath the positivist umbrella that my tensions begin to surface. Hermeneutists and 

phenomenologists, according to my own conversations and readings, which will be 

discussed in the next section, openly reject work based on empirical research 

methods. Stotsky and Mall (1991) defined empirical research as that which "focuses 

on the collection, analysis, and interpretation of data that can be sensed or 

experienced in some way, either to answer research questions, to test hypotheses 

derived from theories, and/or to develop hypotheses or theories" (p. 125). Calfee and 

Chambliss (1991) discussed empirical research as a "systematic approach for 

answering certain types of questions...researchers seek to discover factors that 

influence human thought and behavior and to understand when and why these 

influences occur. This tradition plays a significant role in creating and validating 

social and psychological theories about how people think and act" (p. 159). My 

argument is this. Based on these definitions or descriptions of empirical research, are 

we not all involved in this form of research? When I examine my own work of the 
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past several years, I too have been involved in the collection, analysis and 

interpretation of data, testing my own hypotheses in order to form theories about 

human thought and behavior. However, as Calfee and Chambliss (1991) also stated, 

empirical research has often been "equated with quantitative methods, replete with 

statistics and experimentation and opposed to qualitative methods, to ethnography, 

and to naturalistic inquiry" (p. 159). I find this to be unfortunate and would argue that 

empirical research has been mislabelled. 

If we examine what constitutes naturalistic research, which includes such 

paradigms as qualitative, humanistic, phenomenological ' and hermeneutic, the 

characteristic features are that "no manipulation on the part of the inquirer is implied 

and...the inquirer imposes no a priori units on the outcome" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 

p.8). Although I find it difficult to believe that any research is completely devoid of 

inquirer manipulation or a priori prediction, the point that I am attempting to make is 

that I believe we are still doing scientific research as discussed by Berg (1989). He 

posited that despite the fact that different researchers may use different technologies 

or approaches, we are still doing science "provided that science is defined as a 

specific and systematic way of discovering and understanding how social realities 

arise, operate and impact on individuals and organizations of individuals" (Berg, 

1989, p.9). The issue is not whether the researcher is using a more positivistic 

paradigm or a more naturalistic approach. Different research questions call for 

different paradigms. As Calfee and Chambliss (1991) stated, " . . .a l l significant 

problems call for a mix of methods, and all require rigorous conceptualization and 

creative design" (p. 159). The important point for me is that the work respond to the 

question being asked, that it be rigorous, disciplined and true to the method of 
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research selected. If my understandings are accurate, I cannot reject empirical 

research as a positivistic research paradigm that should not be discussed in 

postmodern circles. Therein lies one of my tensions. What I do take umbrage with is 

the positivistic attitude that knowledge exists solely objectively, in the world outside 

the knower. 

Pragmatism within the modernist view was an empiricism that did not limit its 

search for knowledge to immediate sensations but argued that an idea could be 

considered knowledge i f the consequences of that idea were of benefit to the gaining 

of more knowledge or achieving a better society. The location of knowledge was not 

considered to be located in the subject or object but between the two. Early 

pragmatism was stamped with the positivist seal of approval in that the only truths 

were those that were universal in character. 

Peirce is considered to be the inventor of pragmatism (Cahoone, 1996), although 

Rorty argued that his only contribution to pragmatism was to give it a name (Rorty, 

1998). Peirce believed that the "action of thought is excited by the irritation of doubt, 

and ceases when belief is attained; so that the production of belief is the sole function 

of thought" (Cahoone, 1996, p. 145). The rationale that he used to arrive at this 

conclusion follows a linear, lock-step mode of thinking. Some elements such as 

sensations are present at every instant as long as they last, while others, such as 

thought are actions which have beginnings, middles and ends and is like "...a thread 

of melody running through the succession of our sensations" with a belief being the 

"...demi-cadence which closes a musical phrase in the symphony of our intellectual 

life" (Cahoone, 1996, p. 146). The essence of a belief is the establishment of a habit 

and different beliefs are distinguished by the different actions to which they give rise. 
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What a thing means is simply what habits it involves and how these habits cause us to 

act. Every purpose of an action is to produce some sensible result (Cahoone, 1996). 

From an early pragmatic perspective then, the purpose of thought was to 

eventually produce actions that would be of benefit to society or to the gaining of 

more knowledge. However, one gets the impression from Peirce's arguments that 

this individual thought process was irrelevant in that individual minds might begin at 

different points of debate but through the process of investigation, they would be 

carried by a force outside of themselves to one and the same conclusion. Peirce 

likened this to an operation of 'destiny'. After all, true opinion must be what all 

would come to because it would not change, so therefore the result of the 

investigation would not depend on how any individual actually thought. I have to 

now ask, what then, is the point of anything? If all we have to look forward to is 

discovering that which is already there to be uncovered, i f we are simply fulfilling a 

destiny, where is the challenge of living a life? What about voice? Individual voices 

are irrelevant as collectively we are all going to come to the same decision and truth 

at the conclusion of the discussion, as it has already been pre-ordained. I cannot help 

but visualize this massive undulating beast entitled 'society' with not a hint of the 

individual visible within its depths. 

Dewey (Dworkin, 1959) believed that through education, society could formulate 

its own purposes, organize its means and resources in order to shape itself and move 

in the direction that it chose. He felt that education was the business of all and it was 

in the interest of social progress that educators be provided with all resources required 

in order to achieve this purpose. Unfortunately, I believe that Dewey got quite 

carried away with this thinking when he stated, "I believe that in this way, the teacher 
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always is the prophet of the true God and the usherer in of the true kingdom of God" 

(Dworkin, 1959, p.32). I cannot speak for others but that is not a responsibility that I 

want to put on my own or anyone else's shoulders. However, despite this astounding 

description of the role of the teacher, a major focus for Dewey was to begin with the 

individual in order to work toward a common good. For Dewey, it was important for 

both men and women to build communities which contained resources that would be 

available to all individuals, in order for each individual to be provided with 

opportunities to develop his or her own unique capacities through the participation in 

political, social and cultural life. However, not only was this range of choice and 

option to be made available, but the community had to be one whose democratic 

character fostered intelligent choice, not simply choice. To Dewey, the only true 

education came through the stimulation of the child's abilities through the social 

situations in which he or she found himself or herself. The child's own instincts and 

capabilities were to furnish the material and provide the starting point for education. 

School was primarily a social institution and education was to represent present life 

and not be a preparation for future living. 

There appears to be a contradiction here, in that in true pragmatic tradition, the 

end result of education should be the future contributions of students as a result of the 

education received, toward the development of a common good. How could 

education therefore be focussed on present life as opposed to future life? I believe 

that what Dewey attempted to argue for was the idea that through a focus on the 

current experience of students, on the recognition that school life should grow 

gradually out of the home life placing the school in the position of a form or 

reflection of community life, students would learn the requirements for becoming a 
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member of the democratic community. The role of the teacher was to "...determine 

on the basis of larger experience and riper wisdom, how the discipline of life shall 

come to the school" (Dworkin, 1959, p.24). As a reflection of what the community in 

general perceived as individual development necessary for the continuation of that 

which was morally just and of value, teachers and students tended to have little or no 

voice. Although Dewey stated that teachers should determine how the discipline 

should come to the school, he was at odds with himself as to whether or not there 

should be a study of history and the past in order to understand the present or a 

complete divorce from the old knowledge in order to develop new ideas and 

knowledge (Dworkin, 1959). I tend to believe that the former won out in the end due 

to the grip that the sciences and the "scientific method" had on his thinking. Allow 

me to explain. 

Dewey argued that how people perceived human nature, how they lived and what 

they determined to be "good", changed over time and any reconstruction of moral 

experience had to reflect this change in thinking (Festenstein, 1977). He considered 

moral theory as a tool for addressing particular situations. It did not supply solutions 

but guided people into using their intelligence in order to resolve moral problems. A 

value judgment is a practical judgment which in turn is a judgment about what is to 

be done, the end-in-view being the goal determined on the basis of an examination of 

the concrete circumstances of the action. Practical deliberation is, therefore, a 

correction of our desires in light of our understanding of the consequences that might 

follow as a result of those actions. Our desires and interests exist in the context of our 

interactions with the environment and practical judgment is used in order to 

determine what to do in an incomplete situation. To resolve this incomplete or 
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problematic situation, a hypothesis is formed based on scientific inquiry in order for a 

solution to be objectively achieved. "Dewey's account of the ethical situation 

requires subjects to carefully investigate the circumstances of each situation, and 

attaches particular importance to the capacity to reason about, and imaginatively 

comprehend, the particular needs of each situation" (Festenstin, 1977, pp.48-49). 

Dewey encouraged this reflection but then advocated for a resolution to the 

investigation as one that involved inquiry based on the use of the scientific method. 

To me, Dewey was a man who desperately wanted to fly but found it difficult due to 

the fact that his feet were stuck in the mud. However, his impact on my thinking, 

regarding curriculum development with the experiences of students as the focus, has 

stayed with me long past my initial year of teacher training. 

It is my belief that with the emergence of structuralism/contextualism, came the 

emergence of voice. Contextualism permits individualism and subjectivism, and 

structuralism stresses collectivism and social interaction. Epistemologists in this 

cluster deny independent reality, or at least, the possibility of knowing it. Knowers 

are part of the totality of knowledge and so knowledge can never be independent of 

knowers. Knowledge is located in the process or dynamic of knowing, within inquiry 

itself. Knowing is more of a process than a product (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 

1996). Within this epistemological thinking, the statement that the creation of 

knowledge is valued as opposed to the discovery of knowledge, is akin to a door 

opening, allowing in fresh air. Knowledge is a constructive process of transacting 

with ideas either individually or within a social context. "Knowers construct 

knowledge and are constructed by knowledge" (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996, 

p.48). 
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Advocates of constructivism would state that we as individuals construct our own 

understanding of the world in which we live. Confrontation with discrepant data or 

perceptions forces us to either interpret what we see to conform to our present set of 

rules for explaining our world or generate a new set of rules that better accounts for 

what we perceive to be occurring (Brooks & Brooks, 1993). This discussion parallels 

quite nicely the explanation given by schema theorists, whose roots lie in cognitive 

psychology, for the individual processing of information. Rumelhart and Norman 

(1978) suggested that this processing occurs in three ways - accretion which is the 

daily accumulation of knowledge, fine tuning which requires actual changes being 

made to the categories we use for interpreting new information, and restructuring 

which occurs when new structures are devised for interpreting new knowledge and 

imposing new organization on already existing schemata. A prerequisite for 

restructuring, which the authors consider to be the most difficult of the three 

processes, is that there must be a backlog of experiences and memories on which to 

base the new structures. However, Dunne (1993) was quick to point out that although 

"epistemological schematization" did put a premium on experience, its critical 

concern was with scientific knowledge which "...led to a 'standardization of 

experience, to a preoccupation with methods (empirical methods) which attempt to 

guarantee through the objectivity of their approach, that these basic experiences can 

be repeated by anyone' "(Gadamer as cited by Dunne, 1993, p. 129). 

Learning is not the absorption of a myriad of facts or information to be 

memorized and parroted back to the teacher. "Learning is not discovering more, but 

interpreting through a different scheme or structure" (Fosnot as cited in Brooks & 

Brooks, 1993, p.5). To interpret through a different theme or structure helps learners 
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to internalize, reshape or transform new information. Transformation occurs through 

the creation of new understanding and that understanding deepens when new 

information prompts the emergence of cognitive structures that help us rethink our 

prior ideas. I was beginning to feel more comfortable with the role of the learner 

within the learning process. 

The Postmodern Dilemma 

Cahoone (1996) was not the only one to suggest that it is a mistake to seek out a 

single, essential meaning of postmodernism. The most that is possible is to develop 

an understanding of its causes and its basic essence as seen from a variety of 

perspectives. Within those perspectives will be my own and although on the surface 

it may appear to be a simplistic interpretation, I believe that there is more depth to it 

than a first glance may reveal. 

At some point in the 1960's, western society entered an era of post-

industrialization. It was marked by an unprecedented rise in living standards, the 

development of mass communication and a media culture in the advanced industrial 

countries. There was a "shrinking-of-the-globe" phenomena occurring as a result of 

international marketing, telecommunications and awareness of the existence of 

intercontinental missiles. There was an expansion of governmental bureaucracy to 

manage a growing welfare state and "...increasing technical and organizational 

control of social life by corporate institutions as well as government" (Cahoone, 

1996, p.269). Traditional and local cultures began to be replaced by the larger, 

universal appeal of television networks and instantaneous communications. As a 

result of social and geographical mobility, we began to see the dissolution of the 
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extended family. The postmodern world is fast, compressed, complex and uncertain, 

stated Hargreaves. "If the organizational metaphor of modernity is the 

compartmentalized egg-crate, then that of postmodernity is the moving mosaic" 

(Hargreaves, 1994, p.9). The compression of time and space is creating accelerated 

change but unfortunately at the school level, we are seeing this as mandated system 

change, decisions over which we have little say or control. 

Whereas modernism was marked by a power and control over materials, 

postmodernism is conspicuous for its production of and control over information. 

(Cahoone, 1996). It is this aspect that I believe is the main defining feature between 

the two eras. Until the introduction of advanced methods of communication and 

technology, it was a much simpler task for governments or those in authority to 

control individuals within their community or national borders. With the influx of 

more advanced communications, a global community began to evolve. Individuals of 

"like-minds" were in a position to share ideas, to converse, to dialogue. Those in 

authority began to be questioned and challenged by a more informed and aware 

public. The era of cover-ups, subversive activities and the hiding or altering of 

information was no longer possible or at the very least, accomplished with increased 

difficulty. Debates began to focus on what constitutes "truth", "facts", and 

"knowledge" as postmodernists began to question formerly secure foundations of 

knowledge and understanding. With this questioning came recognition of the radical 

instability of everything - a loss of certainty in what is known and in ways of 

knowing. 

There may be a legitimate difficulty in creating a definition of postmodernism but 

I do not believe that there should be any doubt as to what has caused it. People are 
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talking, communicating and learning in ways totally alien to those used in the era of 

modernism. They are interpreting information on their own without the assistance of 

"authorities" or "experts" and for many, including government officials, this is a 

frightening predicament. There is a sense of "chaos" seeping into our lives and an 

almost panic reaction being displayed on the part of officials in decision-making 

capacities. In education, a stronger emphasis is being placed on the results of 

standardized exams and issues of accountability that are forcing educators to even 

consider the legal ramifications of field trips. We are living in a world of insecurity 

and fear where everything appears to have been accelerated beyond our control. Can 

we as a society learn to live within this supposed period of chaos and insecurity? I 

believe that we are more than capable of doing so and had best learn how for there is 

no turning back the clock. "Postmodernism as a cultural moment...is best 

understood...as a temporary, reactionary 'blip' of irrationality in the greater, 

dialectical movement of History" (Bewes, 1997, p.6). I think not, Timothy. I believe 

that postmodernism is here to stay and we are going to have to learn to deal with it in 

the best possible way and to our advantage. However, there are cautions to consider. 

"Postmodernity...a desire to adjust 'the world as it should be' to the 'realities' of 

the world as it is... is above all cynical... but cynically destructive, the perpetrator of a 

sinister assault on cognitive, aesthetic and moral certainties...it has abandoned 

rationality, made truth claims redundant, and elevated appearance over depth, rhetoric 

or d ia l éc t i cas a dangerous rhetorical sophistry, a pervasive counter-enlightenment 

and relativistic drive to abandon ideas of truth and the possibility of social progress" 

(Bewes, 1997, pp. 3, 6, 26, 27, 31). 
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An initial reaction on the part of many postmodernists might be agreement with 

some of the statements and laughter and scorn directed toward others. Bewes, 

however, did point out some of the cautions that should be considered. I am not 

stating that I necessarily agree with him. He made dramatic generalizations about 

thinking that ranged from the conservative to the radical, with a multitude of 

variations in between. Postmodernism does deny the possibility of objective 

knowledge of the real world, a univocal meaning of words and texts, a recognition of 

pluralism and indeterminacy, and a rejection of truths and facts. Although Bewes 

presented what I would consider to be a distorted description of postmodernity, it is 

wise to acknowledge the cautions he discussed in forming one's own impressions of 

this era. I found his first statement to be of most interest. One senses a warning that 

to stop seeing the world as it should be, is to invite a cessation to social progress. He 

stated as much in the last sentence. One cannot accuse critical theorists or new 

pragmatists of not attempting to cope with issues of social progress but I do perceive 

it as a concern when examining the work of hermeneutists and phenomenologists. 

This emerges as yet another tension for me. 

Phenomenology is basically the study of objects and events as they appear in 

experience. To Husserl, it was "...the philosophical recapture of the source of all 

meaning and evidence in primary experience" (1996, p.226). Phenomenology has 

called into question the modern assumption of wholly determinable and objective 

reality. Our direct experience is subjective, relative to our own position or place in 

the midst of things. The purpose of phenomenology is not to seek to explain the 

world ".. .but to describe as closely as possible the way the world makes itself evident 

to awareness..." (Husserl, as cited in Abram, 1996, p.35). We are, therefore, dealing 
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with an epistemology that seeks to examine the world as it is, not to alter it in any 

way. Instead of criticizing it for lacking this particular intent, it should be accepted 

and commended for what it does bring to individual awareness. 

Hermeneutics has to do with understanding and interpretation, especially as 

related to language and text. According to Brunkhorst (1996), the chief maxim of 

hermeneutics claims that "to understand something means to understand how it 

became that thing" (p.85). In order to do so, we must closely examine the role of 

language in the act of interpretation and understanding. For hermeneutists, an 

individual encounters the world and everything in it through language as all 

understanding is linguistic and social in nature. The subject matter of hermeneutics is 

not the text but the interpretation of that text, and the interpretation of that text 

through language. Interpretation and language cannot be separated. Hermeneutics 

therefore looks at knowledge as that which is constructed within the linguistic 

interactions between human beings. 

Critical theorists, on the other hand, are intent on exposing those beliefs and 

practices that limit human freedom, justice and democracy. According to Usher 

(1996), neither empiricism nor hermeneutics are interested in research that changes 

the world within these areas. Critical theory achieves its purpose through the 

disclosure of ideologies that maintain the status quo by restricting access of some 

groups to the knowledge they require in order to raise consciousness and awareness 

of that which restricts them. By acting individually and collectively, the conditions of 

life may be changed. Once again, we discover a rejection of objective knowledge in 

that knowledge is socially constructed. Within this thinking, the intent is not to 

simply find out about the world but to change it in order to address issues of justice 
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and democracy. As Rasmussen (1996) pointed out, when properly located in an 

historical group, the world can be transformed. What attracts me to this thinking is 

the relationship between theory and practice - activity that can transform theory. 

There is "...nothing wrong with the theoretical attitude as long as it is united with its 

practical intent..." (Rasmussen, 1996, p.12). 

I support the hermeneutic stance on interpretation and understanding. However, I 

also believe that the understanding should move us forward into action - action that 

will improve or enhance the situation for those individuals involved. Within 

education, the action would move us toward improved instructional processes and 

more positive learning environments for both educators and students. I agree with the 

supportive relationship between theory and action as advocated in critical theory but 

also believe that the most critical aspect of the process is in the "knowledge" that is 

being acted upon. Whose knowledge is it and is it the best knowledge? To act on 

what is assumed to be the best knowledge without taking time to ensure that it is 

representative of those who will be affected is typical of current bureaucratic 

procedures. The dialogue and conversation as supported by hermeneutics must be in 

place in order for there to be a clear understanding of what knowledge is forming the 

base for the action. 

Rorty (1996) talked of the pragmatist desire for solidarity, a desire on the part of 

reflexive human beings to place their lives in a larger context in order to give sense to 

their lives. Pragmatists view truth as that which is good for us to believe. They see 

the gap between what is actually good and the possible better. "For the pragmatist... 

"knowledge" is, like "truth", simply a compliment paid to the beliefs which we think 

so well justified, that, for the moment, further justification is not needed" (Rorty, 
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1996, p.577). Rorty did not see human progress as something toward which we move 

that has been prepared for us in advance. It is, instead, the opening up of possibilities 

for human beings to do more interesting things and to become more interesting 

individuals. It is not a matter of defining such concepts as "truth", "rationality" or 

"philosophy" but deciding upon the self-image that society should have of itself. 

What matters in the end is our loyalty to other human beings, not whether or not we 

got it right (Rorty, 1998). 

Personal Tensions 

Many of us, and I include myself in that grouping, have experienced the tensions 

between modernism and postmodernism and I would maintain, as a result of my work 

in a variety of schools over the years, that education is still very much entrenched in 

the modernist mode of thought. What is meant by this comment is that in many 

current classrooms, the teacher is still considered to be the provider of knowledge 

with little to no input on the part of students. There are few opportunities for 

dialogue or development of deeper understandings on the part of students through 

conversations with the teacher or peers in order to question these developing 

understandings or to listen to the interpretations of others. Student construction of 

knowledge is not deemed a critical aspect of learning due to the perceived need on the 

part of teachers to cover prescribed content within a specific amount of time. This 

was evidenced in my research, which will be discussed in more detail in future 

chapters. Although there does not appear to be a consistent definition of either 

modernism or postmodernism, I would like to focus on the differences that have 
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evolved for me between the two, in relation to what constitutes knowledge and the 

place of voice. 

I spent my years as a student from grade one to my fourth year in a Bachelor of 

Education from which I graduated in 1969, working within the "controlling" 

epistemology of modernism - positivism. This thinking affected my schooling from 

grade one to the end of my undergraduate years. Knowledge was something to be 

learned from someone else as fact and my job was to memorize it as such. There was 

no room for my own creative thoughts on the subject nor was time set aside for 

discussion or questions with other students. The question was posed, resources were 

provided, the format for presentation given to all and the task of the student was to 

present a paper that the teacher wanted although no hint had been given beforehand 

by that teacher as to what it was that was required. If I guessed correctly, I was 

successful. University courses were presented in the same sterile manner and yet I 

did not find this method of delivery odd or out of place. It was the professor's role to 

provide the information and mine to absorb it in order to respond appropriately on 

exams. 

One feature of modernism, that impacted education, had its beginnings in the 

factories that had sprouted up throughout the civilized world. Goods were produced 

with less effort by breaking processes into small, simple steps, which progressed in a 

linear fashion to the production of a product at the end of the process. Economically, 

according to Hargreaves (1994), modernity was to promise efficiency, productivity 

and prosperity but over time, it also created workplaces and labor processes which 

separated management from workers and broke down tasks into "smaller and smaller 

measurable components, deskilling people's work and subjecting it to ever increasing 
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degrees of technical control" (Hargreaves, 1994, p.26). As I moved out into the 

school system as a teacher, this aspect of modernism was most prevalent. Curriculum 

was provided through discrete units of knowledge that progressed from one level to 

the next, based on the competency of the learner and the number of workbook pages 

completed. The student could not possibly move on to the next step or level without 

mastering the current level. Reading was taught phonetically, certain letters first that 

could be sounded and blended into simple words, continuing until the student had a 

dictionary repository of simple words and numerous sentence strips with which to 

make disjointed stories. The only books to be read were basal readers with their 

controlled vocabularies and writing activities consisted of filling in the blanks in 

workbooks. Only the voice of the administrator was to be heard in the area of 

management items and that conversation did not include the opinions or suggestions 

of staff members. Assessment practices consisted of evaluation through standardized 

quizzes, exams and system diagnostic tests. Printing and cursive writing activities, 

created by the teacher, were copied from the board and were the only forms of writing 

to be evaluated. This was the environment that I was raised in as a student and one 

that I continued to sanction as a teacher. 

Despite numerous arguments that may be made to negate the behaviorist stance, 

education and curriculum development have been, and continue to be, strongly 

affected by the beliefs of this epistemology. Before continuing, I would like to clarify 

my use of the term behaviorism. Gardner (1985) discussed the behaviorist as one 

who believed in the "supremacy and determining power of the environment" (p. l l ) . 

According to behaviorists, individuals do not act as they do as a result of their own 

thoughts, ideas or intentions. Instead, they are seen as "...passive reflectors of 
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various forces in the environment" (Gardner, 1985, p. 12). Therefore, learning as 

considered within this paradigm, was the shaping of behaviors through specific 

teaching practices and use of resources. Doll (1993) discussed closed systems in 

which exchanges take place but there are no transformations. Curriculum goals lie 

outside development and practice and are determined prior to, with little to no input 

on the part of the educator. Learning is therefore limited to what has previously 

existed or is already known. Not only has this thinking attempted to mechanize 

thought by emphasizing implementation of means over choice of ends, it has negated 

the real world of actual teaching practice. To move away from behaviorism is to 

loosen control over content and process and to provide opportunities for voice to be 

heard from parents, teachers and students. Such a move speaks against the ability to 

generalize from one context to the next and forces the recognition of individual 

learners for consideration in the learning process. Such was the environment that I 

entered when I returned to university in 1989. 

As I began to participate in the coursework at university, what I had perceived to 

be current thinking and understandings on my part were not up to the expectations of 

the professors. During my absence, thinking had evolved at the university to 

encompass a more balanced perspective. The greatest impediment to my own 

thinking for a time was to accept the fact that what was said by faculty members or 

digested from written text was not to be absorbed in the modernist sense as truth and 

knowledge. The ideas and dialogue shared in sessions held merit in the development 

of personal understandings. It was the development of my own understandings 

regarding collaborative environments, integrated curriculum, generative approaches, 

naturalistic research, response journals, portfolio assessment, narrative inquiry, 
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phenomenology and hermeneutics that had impact. Not only was voice being 

encouraged within the teaching processes to which I being introduced, the recognition 

of the importance of dialogue within learning was being promoted within the classes 

themselves. It was both exciting and overwhelming. 

Despite the thinking that I was introduced to in these graduate courses, I still had 

to return on a daily basis to the real world of education, which had only partially 

espoused the "new" thinking. Progress was being made in the schools to allow for 

more independent learning on the part of students. Personal student writing was 

being encouraged through journals and author's circles but,' although basal readers 

had been replaced by trade books, novel studies still tended to be guided by the 

teacher with each student on the same page. It was a time when the school system 

appeared to be committed to change but that commitment was only surface deep. 

Representatives attended conferences, picked up the latest jargon and novel ideas, 

decided that a certain concept or process was good for the system and brought it back 

with the intent of implementing it system wide. Workshops occurred on a volunteer 

attendance basis, the process was presented minus any depth or investigation on the 

part of the participants as to why it was considered to be a positive process, and the 

program was then expected to be implemented in all schools. Within months it was 

usually discarded and replaced with the next "latest and greatest". School systems 

were (and still are) experts at bringing in far too many innovations and mandating 

them into schools with little critical or in-depth investigations into why such a 

program will have a positive impact on student learning (Fullen, 1997). Teachers had 

little or no choice in what was being mandated. Leadership at this time was based on 
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emerging business models although appropriate in-roads into educational leadership 

were being made by people such as De Bruyn (1976). 

Schools, unfortunately, have moved forward very little. Teachers have become 

more aware of positive instructional practice and there is a great desire on the part of 

teachers I have worked with to implement a more interdisciplinary, integrated or 

generative approach to programs. Conflicts and tensions exist that thwart their 

attempts to take risks in these and other areas. Modernist views still exert tremendous 

control over the organization of the school, curriculum and practice and that control is 

perceived by teachers to come from several different, but influential, sites. This 

dilemma inadvertently became one focus for my work as I struggled to respond to the 

question of how to promote such an interpretive movement within the perceived 

boundaries of modernism. It was a difficult question in light of my own personal 

struggle between the two stances. 

I have come to believe that the days of adhering to one paradigm are gone. If we 

are to gain control of our lives, make sense of the new world in which we live and 

move society forward based on genuine understandings, then the development of a 

more hermeneutic perspective is important. Each of us comes from a differing 

background of experience, tradition and culture. We interpret and understand from 

different perspectives - and those interpretations and understandings are constantly in 

motion, constantly changing. To isolate oneself in phenomenology or behaviorism 

without considering aspects of critical theory, to examine the discussion of freedom 

in pragmatism without considering Sartre's impression of the same in his discussion 

of existentialism, is to abdicate one's responsibility for examining all sides of specific 

issues. Our minds must remain open to all points of view. How we interpret the 
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perceptions and understandings of others, how knowledge or truths are formed within 

a particular community based on those understandings, how that community is going 

to move forward into a situation that provides better opportunities for both the 

individual and the collective whole, should be approached with an understanding that 

humanity is unpredictable, each individual a unique creation. The term that comes to 

mind is "eclectic", not following any one epistemology but selecting and using what 

are considered to be the best elements from many. 

"What I do quarrel with is the effort to impose a 

single version of truth, to prescribe one church, and 

to proscribe all others. A l l methods and all forms of 

representation are partial, they limit as well as 

illuminate what through them we are able to 

experience." 

Elliot Eisner, 1988, p. 19 

Setting The Stage 

M y research actually began three years ago when I arrived at my current school. 

Let me return to that time in order to set the stage for what was to follow. 

I arrived at the school in August 1998. As this was my third school as a principal, 

I realized that a large part of my first year was going to be spent in developing 

relationships with staff, parents and students. It was important that I become familiar 

with the culture and traditions that already existed within the community and that any 

change made, be made within an environment of developing trust. 
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Our school sits at the north end of the city in a neighborhood that began as a 

young vibrant community, moved through the cycle to that of an older community 

with few children and is now seeing a resurgence of young parents with elementary 

age children. During its low population years, the school became home to children 

from urban communities developing on the outer edge of the city that did not possess 

schools. It still houses a declining enrolment of bused children but will see an 

increase of one hundred and fifty children in September 2001 from a second outlying 

district. At its peak, the school can accommodate five hundred children and that 

capacity will once again be reached next year. Most families' are from a middle to an 

upper socioeconomic population although there is an element of low socio-economic 

or high-need families. Diversity in ethnic backgrounds is growing which has resulted 

in the addition of an English as Second Language program. Although there is a 

diversity in learning needs, it is not a school where discipline or vandalism issues are 

a concern. 

The original building was constructed in 1964, with two sections being added at 

different times over the following years. It is one long hallway of single room 

classrooms, a gym, library and a computer lab. The one double classroom houses two 

grade six classes which are located at the end of the newest addition. The physical 

plan is not conducive to team teaching or multi-age programs although these 

programs exist despite the restraints of the building. What we have discovered is that 

boundaries exist in one's mind, not in the physical layout of the school plant. 

One of my first discoveries was that there was little evidence of team planning or 

opportunities for dialogue within a site-based decision-making process. Although I 

recognized tremendous individual teaching strength and understandings within the 
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classrooms, there was little sharing between teachers of those understandings and 

skills. A second area of concern lay with the parent council. Meetings consisted of 

fund-raising discussions and questions directed toward administration regarding 

management issues. The newsletter was put out to the community by the parent 

council and consisted mainly of parent issues with little to no news of school events 

except for dates of upcoming activities. My third concern lay with the students 

themselves. Although a healthy extra-curricular program was provided by staff 

members in the areas of sports and music, assemblies were few and students had little 

involvement in decision-making or leadership. 

During the 1998-99 school year, I made several changes to address each of these 

concerns. Staff meetings were altered from information receiving events to 

information sharing. A l l decisions that directly affected staff and students were made 

by staff and grade meetings were encouraged to occur once a month to discuss issues 

deemed important by the team. The staff was small enough that administrative 

councils were not necessary. A l l decisions could be made and issues discussed within 

the totality of the entire staff. Curriculum teams were also organized on a 

kindergarten to grade two, grade three and four, and grade five and six basis. Not 

only would this allow for monthly discussions between staff members, it was my 

hope that process ideas would also be shared. Although unexpected events interfered 

on occasion with these meetings, discussions began which led to team teaching and 

planning arrangements for September 1999. 

The parent council meetings became a format that first year for sharing 

information regarding school budget, assessment practices and program decisions. 

The purpose for such communication was to allow the parent community an 
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opportunity to become more informed about the school, to understand the reasons for 

particular decisions and to be included in the decision-making process. The newsletter 

was put back into the hands of the school with more of an emphasis on student news. 

Student leadership for grade five and six students began in the areas of school patrols, 

conflict management, technology, student-led assemblies, special days and intramural 

supervision in physical education. These groups were led by interested staff members 

who allowed the students, through regular group meetings, to make suggestions and 

implement ideas that arose through the discussions that ensued. 

During the 1999-2000 school year, an open-ended invitation was extended to 

parents to attend professional development days and although this initially 

intimidated staff, it soon became a natural course of events. Teachers developed a 

deeper appreciation of the needs of parents and parents in turn, developed a more 

informed understanding of the school, the barriers to some of their expectations and 

why learning and growth in students progressed as it did. Committees were formed 

to address areas such as budget, library, technology and guest presentations in the 

school. Each committee was comprised of both parent and teacher representatives 

who reported back to staff and parent council meetings respectively. The opportunity 

for misunderstandings to develop was decreasing as communication channels 

developed and grew between the two factions. 

The foundations for change had been established but the most important area for 

transformation had yet to be touched to any serious depth. Sessions had been held, 

provisions had been made for teachers to attend workshops and time for dialogue had 

been established. Unfortunately, I had yet to see a change in basic teaching and 

learning processes toward more collaborative learning environments that encouraged 
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student dialogue and interaction. It was occurring but in a very haphazard fashion. 

Out of a recognized need, a main focus for my research emerged but in order to 

understand what path to take in order to facilitate change, it was important to begin 

with an examination of my own understandings of knowledge, dialogue, voice, 

change, interdisciplinarity and learning. What did I need to be cognizant of in order 

to guide or facilitate others? 

The Critical "Other" 

I began with Gadamer (1997) who discussed horizons as'that which can be seen 

from particular vantage points which implies that individuals perceive from different 

horizons. Understanding of the world is gained from a particular point of view based 

on the individual's experiences of that world with others. Each experience has 

specific horizons of before and after, with a continuum of experiences located in that 

before and after, which forms a unified flow of experience. Therefore, a horizon is 

not rigid but is capable of moving and drawing the individual toward expanded or 

distant horizons (Gadamer, 1997). What, however, causes that movement toward 

more distant horizons? The ability of the individual to stand alone has been based on 

conversations with others and on the guidance, teachings and support of those others. 

Without those conversations, experiences within the dance would not have occurred 

and the individual would not have developed the ability to know differently. To be 

able to explain the world and make sense of it, we need to "understand the meanings 

that construct and are constructed by interactive human behavior" (Usher, 1996, 

p. 18). Our experiences, therefore, are based on conversations with others, on a 

combining of my experience with your experience - it becomes "our" experience. It 
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has always been "our" experience despite the fact the "our" encompasses others who 

have conversed with us prior to now. 

Conversation, then, is coming to an understanding. "What is constructed...is not 

the original. Similarly a hermeneutics that regarded understanding as reconstructing 

the original would be no more than handing on dead meaning" (Gadamer, 1997, 

p. 167). Through this process, we transpose ourselves, which means rising to higher 

universality or acquiring a horizon which looks beyond that which is close at hand. 

Within the conversation, the interpreter's horizon is being stretched beyond itself so 

that it is no longer similar to the horizon that was present at the beginning of the 

encounter. Through mutual questioning and answering, what emerges is a product 

that cannot be ascribed to either participant for it is always more than we could have 

envisaged (Dunne, 1993). Gadamer (1998) referred to fore-projection in that a person 

who is attempting to understand a text is always projecting. He/she initially projects 

a meaning for the text as a whole which is constantly revised as he/she moves through 

the text, with previous conceptions being replaced by more suitable ones. This 

constant process constitutes the movement of understanding and interpretation. 

Interpretation is always the articulation in language of what we have understood. 

Interpretation and understanding are not separate but belong together "in a peculiarly 

intimate unity" (Dunne, 1993, p. 142). 

Therefore, hermeneutics looks at knowledge as that which is constructed within 

the linguistic interactions between human beings. Cunningham and Fitzgerald 

(1996), in their discussion of poststructuralism, emphasized the fact that all 

knowledge within this epistemology is considered particular and local in that it is 

located in many sites. The key concept of poststructuralism is dissonance. "Every 
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person, idea, event or text is seen as the site of influences along the structures that 

connect the element with all others" (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996, p.49). 

Knowledge is social and cultural and does not exist outside the individuals and 

communities who know it. Lyotard (1996) discussed knowledge as not finding 

validity within itself but within humanity. It is no longer a subject but is in the 

service of the subject and has "no final legitimacy outside of serving the goals 

envisioned by the practical subject, the autonomous collectivity" (p. 488). 

To be able to support arguments presented by theorists such as Gadamer (1997), 

Usher (1996), Dunne (1993), Cunningham and Fitzgerald (1996) and Lyotard (1996) 

has taken much internal reflection and debate on my part. However, their thoughts 

support my growing realization that what had been absent from my own learning 

prior to 1989 and what is critical to the learning of others is the place of 'voice' in the 

process. It is through conversation that understanding and learning occur. It is 

important for individuals to be provided with opportunities for interpretations to be 

voiced and understood by others, while at the same time developing the skills of 

intentional listening in order to understand the interpretations being presented by 

those others. 

Within my research, dialogue and opportunities for dialogue emerged as one of 

the most vital elements for teacher change. This did not surprise me. I had entered 

the work believing that without dialogue, opportunities for teacher change would not 

occur on the level that I hoped for or envisioned. What did surprise me was that 

without consciously discussing the importance of dialogue, to teachers, it emerged as 

the most important element that they valued in our weekly meetings. What did not 

emerge until after the work had been completed was my own understanding of voice. 
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To be given an opportunity to express voice is critical within the process of 

developing understanding. Change, however, does not occur without the intentional 

listening to the voice of the other. It is the voice of others, spoken from their specific 

horizons that influence one's own horizons. What Gadamer (1997) had been 

advocating suddenly became more significant and meaningful. 

Each of us is, therefore, the result of previous conversations, current 

conversations and will be impacted by those to come. One might say that life is a 

constant conversation with the world and the others that influence our lives and, as a 

result, we are always developing understandings and constructing knowledge. We 

are constantly within a process of change. However, I believe that how we interpret 

that information raises the issue of uniqueness or individuality. 

The Uniqueness Of Each Individual 

Each individual brings to the conversation unique experiences and traditions that 

have resulted from his or her conversations with others. However, I also believe that 

there is a uniqueness to each of those same individuals that has to do with how they 

learn. Some learn more easily through the arts, while others see the world from a 

more mathematical perspective. Some need to learn by doing while others require 

visual stimulation. Some can grasp a more global picture of a problem and possible 

solutions while others find it necessary to work through a more sequential process. 

Why? Is it just a difference in prior experience, of culture and tradition, or is there 

more to this uniqueness in learning that needs to be addressed? I believe there is 

more. 
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As teachers, a recognition of that uniqueness is critical to establishing an 

environment that encourages learning for all. As administrators attempting to assist 

teachers in the process of change, it is of equal importance to recognize that same 

uniqueness, not only in the teachers with whom they are working, but also in 

themselves. I am a much more global thinker in my approach to solving problems but 

I have to respect the fact that some of my teachers tend to work through their own 

approach in a more linear, sequential manner. In the end, we compliment one 

another. 

As human beings, we share a common attribute critical to' understanding, and that 

is a brain. One dictionary definition (Urdang, Ed., 1968) defined the brain as "the 

part of the central nervous system enclosed in the cranium of man (and I assume 

woman) and other vertebrates, consisting of a soft, convoluted mass of grey and white 

matter and serving to control and coordinate the mental and physical actions" (p. 163). 

Mind, on the other hand, was defined in the same dictionary as "the agency or part in 

a human or other conscious being that reasons, understands, wills, perceives, 

experiences emotions, etc." (p. 849). I mention these two definitions as a result of a 

conversation held recently, in which the other in the conversation criticized the work 

of brain-learning theorists because the brain is a "thing". Are we not talking of the 

mind was the point raised. It was a valid point. However, for the sake of argument, I 

am interpreting brain-based learning theory as that within us that allows us to reason, 

to rationalize, to understand, to interpret, to perceive and to experience. 

There is another positive side to the work of empiricists that I would like to bring 

to light at this time. Although I still maintain that the educational work that I do with 

teachers and students in the areas of knowledge development, learning and 
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assessment needs to move away from the shadows of objective positivism, much of 

the theory that we use that assists us with understanding these critical areas is 

empirically based. This attitude links to my previous statements that the strengths of 

all epistemologies should be considered when assuming a postmodern stance as 

opposed to silencing many in the support of a few. It is important to understand 

where we have been, what has constituted the foundation of our thinking and beliefs, 

realizing that this foundation is providing support as we move forward into 

developing new thinking, knowledge and research paradigms. I make this claim in 

light of what cognitive psychology has provided educators in examining diversity in 

learners and meeting the challenge of such diversity in classrooms. I do not wish to 

present myself as an expert in the field of cognitive psychology as that would be 

erroneous. What I am attempting to do is recognize the contributions made by these 

researchers that have positively affected the thinking of educators in the work that 

they do with students. 

Gardner (1985) described this work as ".. .a contemporary, empirically based 

effort to answer long-standing epistemological questions" in relation to "...the nature 

of knowledge, its components, its sources, its development, and its deployment" 

(p.6). Honeck (1994) expanded upon this definition by stating that it is "...the study 

of perception, learning, memory, reasoning, decision-making, and the like" (p. xiv). 

Once again, we enter a field of thinking in which the advocates "do not speak with 

one voice" (Kendler, 1994, p.6). Honeck (1994) spoke of the existence of no singular 

paradigm but more of "...an undulating mass rather than a fixed target" (p.xiv). 

Kendler (1994) argued that although they (cognitive psychologists) "share a common 

orientation, they frequently disagree about important methodological and theoretical 
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issues" (p. 6). These statements do not surprise me. Humankind has been attempting 

to pursue the question of what constitutes thought processes and how they occur since 

the days of Aristotle and the answers still remain elusive. I believe that within their 

work, cognitive psychologists have raised more questions than answers but it is the 

answers and speculations that have affected educators in their professional 

relationships with students. How do individuals process information, retain 

information in memory, reason and problem-solve? What is the impact of experience 

on language and what is required of the brain in the reading and writing processes? 

The theory, speculations and suggested processes to enhance these capabilities that 

have derived from cognitive psychologists have impacted and are continuing to 

impact the practice of teaching. 

What I have come to appreciate in brain-based learning theory, as supported by 

Armstrong (1998), Wolfe and Brandt (1998), Lowery (1998), Abbott (1997), Poole 

(1997) and Jensen (1998), is that we are social creatures who need to collaborate with 

one another. As a result, "learning is enhanced when the environment provides them 

(the learners) with the opportunity to discuss their thinking out loud, to bounce their 

ideas off their peers, and to produce collaborative work" (Wolfe & Brandt, 1998, 

p . l l ) . 

My readings have informed me that there are several aspects of the brain/mind 

that are interesting to consider when examining an environment conducive to 

learning. Although individuals can handle many situations simultaneously, it is 

important to remain comfortably challenged in a non-threatening environment. 

Effective learning is dependent upon emotional energy but too much stimulation, or 

the wrong type of stimulation, can turn the challenge into a threat (Abbot, 1997). I 
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could not help but be reminded of my own schooling. In the modernist classroom of 

the 1950's and 60's it was common to have all students on the same page of the same 

text regardless of ability level, interest or learning strengths. For some students, the 

experience was boring to the point that they "tuned out". For some others, it was an 

acceptable method of learning with which they were able to cope, but for others, it 

was a dreaded daily event. Their levels of ability were either not meeting teacher 

expectations or their own personal method of learning was in direct opposition to this 

type of education. Most of these students tended to "tune out" as well. What was not 

being taken into consideration was that no two individuals are exactly alike and no 

environment, enriched or not, is going to satisfy or meet the needs of any two 

students for more than a certain period of time. What is therefore needed in a 

learning environment is a wide variety of choice in activities provided and in the 

strategies employed to engage learners. 

A second point that was never considered in the modernist classroom was that the 

mind is only capable of sustaining a high level of attention for a short period time. 

Jensen (1998) suggests that the length of time is quite possibly ten minutes or less. 

He provides three reasons as to why a demand for constant attention is 

counterproductive. First, much of what we learn cannot be processed consciously 

because it happens too fast. Second, meaning is always generated from within, and 

third, after each new learning experience we need time for learning to "imprint". 

Therefore, in order to create new meaning, time should be provided beyond the actual 

lesson to reflect, contemplate and share our thoughts with others. Mental and oral 

conversations go on beyond the initial incidents of exposure to ideas and issues. 

Small group discussions after new information is introduced provide students with 
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opportunities to share their interpretations and generate challenging questions. The 

place of dialogue in learning, and in the learning environment, is strongly supported 

in the work of brain-based learning theorists or cognitive psychologists. 

But what of intelligence? Does this phenomenon reside within the way the brain 

addresses experience and copes with the world around it or is it something beyond 

brain functioning? 

The Random House Dictionary defined intelligence as the "capacity for reasoning, 

understanding and for similar forms of mental activity" (Urdang, 1968, p.692). 

Checkley referred to intelligence as "the human ability to solve problems or to make 

something that is valued in one or more cultures" (Checkley, 1997, p.8). The mistake 

that was made for many years, and I would argue is still being made in some quarters, 

was assuming that there was only one profile of intelligence to be catered to in the 

classroom. That was the language-logic profile according to Checkley (1997). 

Gardner (1997) decided to explore the concept of intelligences and identified eight as 

of 1997, helping to forever change the notion that there was only one intelligence used 

in the learning process and in turn, only one way to learn. The eight identified are as 

follows: 

1. Linguistic intelligence - capacity to use language 

2. Logical-mathematical intelligence - understand the underlying principles of 

some causal system 

3. Spatial intelligence - ability to represent the spatial world internally in the 

mind 

4. Bodily kinesthetic intelligence - capacity to use your whole body or parts of 

your body 
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5. Musical intelligence - capacity to think in music, to be able to hear patterns, 

recognize them, remember them and perhaps manipulate them 

6. Interpersonal intelligence - understanding other people 

7. Intrapersonal intelligence - having an understanding of yourself 

8. Naturalist intelligence - human ability to discriminate among living things 

(plants, animals) as well as a sensitivity to other features of the natural world 

(clouds, rock formations) 

(Checkley, 1997, p. 12) 

The goal of linking multiple intelligences with curriculum processes that develop 

understanding allows for and promotes diversity of learning in the classroom. We 

know that students genuinely understand when they are able to demonstrate that 

particular understanding in a variety of ways or to connect that understanding to the 

solving of a problem in a new situation. By using multiple intelligences as entry 

points into content and by using those intelligences that seem most appropriate for 

communicating particular content, more opportunities are provided for hooking 

student interest and ability. 

Learning styles were contemplated by Jung in 1927. He noted "major differences 

in the way people perceived (sensation versus intuition), the way they made decisions 

(logical thinking versus imaginative feelings) and how active and reflective they were 

while interacting (extroversion versus introversion)" (Silver, Strong & Perini, 1997, 

p.22). Learning styles demonstrate how individuals process information across 

different disciplines, recognize the role of both cognitive and affective processes in 

learning and emphasize thought as an important component of learning. These are 
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considered to be strengths associated with learning styles. A limitation may be that 

there is a failure to recognize how learning styles can vary within different disciplines 

or content areas. 

Learning styles and multiple intelligences are quite different in several important 

ways. Where learning style theory has evolved from psychoanalysis, multiple 

intelligences theory has emerged from cognitive science. According to Silver et al. 

(1997), learning styles emphasize the way people think and feel as they are 

interacting with others or solving problems and are more concerned with differences 

in the process of learning. The theory of multiple intelligences on the other hand, is 

an effort to understand how cultures and disciplines shape human potential and centre 

on the content and products of learning. Learning styles theory gives psychological 

affect and individual personality central roles in understanding differences in 

learning, whereas multiple intelligences theory focuses on the content of learning and 

its relation to the disciplines but does not deal with the individualized process of 

learning. 

Despite these differences, Silver et al. (1997) found that the two theories are 

complimentary to one another. They claim that learning style theory generally 

undervalues context and is rather abstract without multiple intelligence theory. 

Multiple intelligence theory is unable to describe different processes of thought and 

feeling without learning styles theory. "Each theory responds to the weaknesses of 

the other: together, they form an integrated picture of intelligence and difference" 

(Silver et al., 1997, p.25). 

Each of the theories that have been discussed to date - multiple intelligences, 

learning styles and brain-based - are separate and distinct from one another but in the 
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environment of the classroom, they are all attempting to encourage educators to 

recognize the individuality of learners. They are endeavoring to promote processes 

within the learning environment that will accommodate different student strengths 

and intelligences. Recognition of how the brain processes information may result in 

more effective teaching and learning practices. 

"Each of these theories promotes diversity. None pretends to be a single 

panacea..." (Burke Guild, 1997, p.31). I believe that educators must have an 

understanding of a wide variety of learning theories in order to accommodate the 

diversity to be found within every classroom. If this makes One a modernist, then so 

be it. To cling to one theory is to deny understandings that will promote opportunities 

for student growth in ways not previously conceived. By considering information 

emerging from a wide variety of research that pertains to learning, opportunities for 

student growth and development become as diverse as the number of students 

interacting within that environment. Teachers are the last of the professionals who 

should find themselves pigeon-holed into one style of thinking, into one style of 

promoting learning. The more we can learn and understand about the process of 

learning itself, the more successful students will be in the classrooms. 

Whether one accepts this eclectic approach or clings stubbornly to one at the 

expense of the others, what is common to all is the partnering of the mind to 

emotions. This is one thread that runs through the heart of all learning theory and 

should be accepted as a critical element in the development of the human psyche. 
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The Emotional Tightrope 

Research in the field of emotions has revealed the interesting possibility that there 

are six expressions that may be cross-cultural and universal. These consist of joy 

(pleasure), fear, surprise, disgust, anger and sadness. Feelings, however, such as 

worry, anticipation, frustration, cynicism and optimism are quite different. These are 

culturally developed in response to circumstances that occur within the local 

environment (Jensen, 1998). Research into emotions has revealed a number of 

interesting thoughts that should be examined by educators, the concept of the 

universality of some emotions being important in considering the multi-cultural 

nature of our classrooms. It is important to understand that there will be some 

emotions that might prove contrary in nature to the interpretation that we have been 

familiar with in our own culture. What might cause worry for a child from Korea 

could be misunderstood as something else in our own culture. Understanding the 

causes of these different emotions should be an important task of the educator. 

What is critical for educators to also understand is the relationship of emotions to 

learning. As Jensen (1998) argued, mind and emotion cannot be separated. 

Emotions, thinking and learning are linked and it is emotion that drives attention and 

creates meaning. Within emotional intelligence research, it has been discovered that 

emotional pathways exist and there is a link between these pathways and the 

chemicals involved in emotions that are released by the brain, which affect everyday 

learning and memory. Emotions strongly affect student behaviour because they 

evidently create very distinct mindbody states. Emotions are both the contexts and 

values that we hold. "Making daily decisions based on emotions is not an exception; 
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it is the rule" (Jensen, 1998, p.78). " A l l emotions are, in essence, impulses to act, the 

instant plans for handling life that evolution has instilled in us" (Goleman, 1994, p.6). 

The implications for education are quite thought-provoking. If the preceding 

information is accurate, ignoring the role of emotions within instruction would be 

depriving the students and teachers of a necessary consideration within the learning 

and teaching process. Caine (as cited in Jensen, 1998) went so far as to state that 

"...when we ignore the emotional components of any subject we teach, we deprive 

students of meaningfulness..." (p.94). Not only must we consider the emotions of the 

student within the learning environment, it is also important to provide opportunities 

for the student to relate to the levels of emotion that might be brought forth through 

the content of the lesson. Why would a particular character react to a situation in a 

certain way? Why did he or she feel the way he or she did? How would the peoples 

of one particular race, culture or nation react to being overthrown by another? And so 

on. If a student cannot react emotionally to the content or relate to those involved 

within the topic of study, will meaningful learning occur? If emotions and meaning 

are linked as Jensen (1998) argued, then the answer would be no. 

In younger students, extremity in emotions can be easily observed as interfering 

with the process of learning. As the student matures, the five domains of emotion as 

identified by Salovey (as cited in Goleman, 1994, p.43) tend to become more 

controlled. Knowing one's emotions, managing one's emotions, motivating one's 

self, recognizing emotions in others and handling relationships are skills and talents 

that the vast majority of adults can contend with, although with varying degrees of 

sophistication and success. To ignore the development of these five domains in 

schools is to deny their importance to the process of learning and the making of 



45 

meaning. Students who can understand and control their emotions in order to 

encourage a positive condition for learning are said to be in a state of "flow" 

(Csikszentmihalyi as cited in Goleman, 1994). According to Csikszentmihalyi, being 

able to enter flow is emotional intelligence at its best. The ability to harness the 

emotions and to align them in a positive, energized manner with the task at hand 

should result in more effective learning. This links with an earlier discussion of the 

impact of stress and over-stimulation on the brain. A balance of stimulation, 

emotions and energy is conducive to a positive learning experience and should be 

considered by the educator at the same time that processes to meet student diversity 

are being selected for the learning experience. 

I believe that educators need to have an understanding of the theory behind how 

students and teachers learn and consider the role emotions play within that learning in 

order to accommodate the diversity to be found within every classroom. To cling to 

one theory is to deny understandings that will promote opportunities for student 

growth in ways not previously conceived. As Gadamer (1997) stated so eloquently, 

"it is still the case that an interpreter's task is not simply to repeat what one of the 

partners says in the discussion he is translating, but to express what is said in the way 

that seems most appropriate to him..." (p.308). It is the student, in this case, who is 

the interpreter and also the student who will express that interpretation in ways 

unique to himself or herself. By considering information emerging from a wide 

variety of research that pertains to learning, opportunities for student growth and 

development become as diverse as the number of students interacting within that 

environment. As an administrator, I also need to develop those understandings i f I 
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am to recognize the same diversity that exists within a teaching staff and promote 

opportunities for growth. 

The World As A Whole 

Several years ago, I was introduced to the thinking of Jardine (1990) in an article 

which began with "To Dwell With A Boundless Heart" in its title. The words 

"boundless heart" immediately captured my imagination and, as I moved deeper into 

the article, the pattern of my own dance was to be changed forever by the student 

discussion highlighted in the initial pages that focused on a single sheet of white 

paper. The conversation began with what could be written or painted on the surface 

of that paper, but as the focus shifted, the students began to make connections to other 

topics that related, some of which "seemed close to the paper, others distant, at the 

ends of long and tenuous trails of interconnection" (Jardine, 1990, p. 107). 

"Paradoxically put, then, every object is a unique center around which all others can 

be gathered; at the same time, that very object rests on the periphery of all others, 

proximal to some, distant to others" (Jardine, 1990, p. 108). 

By relating to this perspective of the interconnectedness of all things, I began to 

move toward a more integrated view of the world and a new, inner consideration of 

how curriculum is viewed within the schools. I began to read and to discuss this new 

thinking with others, both within university classes and at my school with colleagues. 

As a result of these conversations I was introduced to the belief that interdisciplinarity 

relates more to the way in which the mind perceives the environment and constructs 

meanings that are linked to the situations in which those meanings are used than does 

a more segmented discipline practice (Barab & Landa, 1997). I also discovered that 
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the definitions of interdisciplinarity are wide and varied (Smith & Johnson, 1994; 

Hope, 1995; Petrie as cited in Gavalek, Raphael, Biondo and Wang, 2000) but 

gradually my own understandings evolved. To me, a single discipline refers to the 

skills, concepts and content to be understood by the learner within a single branch of 

learning, such as mathematics, language arts, science and social studies. 

Multidisciplinary continues to recognize the boundaries around each discipline but 

combines several in order to investigate a topic. Interdisciplinary fades the 

boundaries among the disciplines in order to pursue the investigation of a topic, 

question or issue but continues to recognize the contributions' made from each of the 

disciplines. Integrated curriculum moves beyond interdisciplinary in that the 

boundaries are completely dissolved. It is the question that becomes important and 

the connections the learner can make between his or her own thinking and the world 

in which he or she lives. 

Therein lies the most important connection. It is the world, itself, and the 

conversations that we have with each other about it, that stimulates the development 

of knowledge and understanding. Although Jardine (1990) admitted that, at times, it 

is appropriate to put boundaries around subjects (he used the example of 

mathematics), "we cannot give it a boundary that could prevent it from intertwining 

with our lives and the life of the Earth" (p. 112). This, I believe, to be a critical 

consideration regardless of how disciplines or subjects are approached in schools. 

For example, in my opinion, a generative approach to the construction of knowledge 

can provide an even closer association between the student and the world in which he 

or she lives, regardless of what combination of disciplines is selected. Such an 

approach is derived from the ongoing life of the classroom and begins with student 
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interests, with these interests remaining at the centre of the inquiry. "As children and 

teachers pursue areas of interest, new curriculum is created collaboratively, learning 

becomes dynamic, and one avenue of interest leads to another" (Fisher & Cordeiro, 

1994, p.2). This is not an anything-goes effort but one where boundaries and 

directions are collaboratively agreed upon by teachers and students based on the work 

that goes on in the classroom. Within a generative curriculum, teachers draw on both 

the interest of the children (which includes their wants and needs), their own interests 

as teachers and the prescribed government curriculum. According to Fisher and 

Cordeiro (1994), it is through the intertwining of the three that curriculum is 

generated which allows for authentic learning on the part of both students and 

teachers. Assessment tools place the observation of students at the forefront and that 

observation includes talking with those students about the learning that they are 

encountering, the decisions they are making or have made and processes decided 

upon for the making of group decisions. Students become active in the assessment 

process itself, from designing the format of the reporting system, to portfolios of 

work, self-assessment and student-led interviews. Within a generative curriculum, 

both students and teachers direct its procedures and outcomes. 

Despite my growing interest in teaching processes that promoted 

interdisciplinarity and the support for such thinking (Hope, 1995; Rumelhart & 

Norman, 1978; Jensen, 1998; Gordon, Sheridan & Paul, 1998; Jardine, 1990) cautions 

and criticisms were also emerging. Does the combining or integrating of disciplines 

result in greater learning on the part of students? That it does is an erroneous claim 

on the part of too many educators, stated Shanahan (1997). It is claimed that such a 

process will provide students with a deeper grasp of the ideas that are studied and a 
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more thorough understanding of fewer concepts (Lipson, Valencia, Wixson & Peters, 

1993). Still others state that students will be able to apply their understandings to real 

problems and will find the integrated approach more meaningful, which will result in 

a deeper commitment to learning (Schmidt, Roehler, Caul, Buchman, Diamond, 

Solomon & Cianciolo, 1985). Based on the theory and research of how students 

learn, it would make sense to me that interdisciplinary or integrated programs would 

be more natural vehicles for enhancing and encouraging student development. 

However, as of 1997, Shanahan found few empirical studies that would support these 

types of claims and no study, in any field, with any age group, that presented a clear 

indication that deeper understanding and better learning occurred as a result of 

integration. Gavelek et al. (2000) too, found that empirical studies, based on 

interdisciplinary or integrated curriculum, where disciplinary boundaries are broken 

down in pursuit of a common problem, were rare. Therefore, they argue, "with no 

theoretical lens to guide research, policy and practice, it is impossible to determine 

the relationship among these different facets of integration" (Gavelek et al., 2000, 

p.594). 

I question the reasoning of both Shanahan (1997) and Gavelek et al. (2000) due to 

my evolving beliefs that the study of human behaviour requires a more naturalistic 

research approach. If we are going to attempt to evoke deeper understandings from 

our work with others, quantitative research processes are not always appropriate. I 

believe that by providing opportunities for interdisciplinary and integrated work, 

students develop an understanding that, to solve a problem, to respond to a question, 

to develop a topic, they are not restricted to learning within the boundaries of one 

discipline or subject. In order to resolve problems and issues that relate directly to the 
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real work in which they live, information from all disciplines should be used and 

connections made that can be applied to real, everyday situations. This was an 

understanding I had even when I began my research but questioned how it could be 

supported. The same question also arose with the grade six members of our research 

team in a discussion that focused on the dramatic improvement in student results on 

the June 2000 provincial achievement exams. The teachers attributed this success to 

their interdisciplinary program. They maintained that students had developed 

stronger thinking skills (by making necessary connections to other disciplines and by 

relating the resulting understandings to real life situations) than former students had 

had the opportunity to develop. It was a belief that prompted a move, on their part, 

into a more generative curriculum during the 2000-2001 school year. Time would tell 

i f our current group of grade six students would be equally impacted on the June 2001 

provincial exams, which would provide stronger support for the theory held by the 

teachers. Even i f this occurred, the question still remains as to whether or not other 

researchers would support the teachers' claims. Therein lies the tension between 

empiricist and naturalistic research. 

Elements Of Growth And Change 

What must be taken into consideration and understood in promoting opportunities 

for growth or change? I believed that we are in a constant state of change as we 

interact with the environment around us and with the others who live within that 

environment. However, three elements of change had emerged for me, as a result of 

my readings, that I believed to be important considerations i f positive change is to 
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occur. They included consideration of the individual, relationships of individuals and 

an understanding that change is a non-linear process. 

In his discussion of change, Gadamer (1997) referred to transformation and 

alteration. In an alteration, what is altered basically remains the same and is 

maintained as such, whereas that which is transformed becomes something else 

entirely and can never revert back to its original form. What had existed before, no 

longer exists. It is the self that is the process of change (Gallagher, 1992). It is the 

self that transforms and, as a result of this transformation, beliefs and values are 

permanently changed. In a similar discussion, Quinn (1996) talked of incremental 

change and deep change. Incremental change tends to be in the result of analysis and 

planning, which involves the implementation of specific steps in order to reach a 

desired goal. It tends to be limited in scope and is often reversible in that, i f the 

change does not work out, we can go back to what we were doing before. Deep 

change, on the other hand, requires new and different ways of thinking and behaving. 

It is major in scope and is irreversible, affecting the core beliefs and values of the 

individual. Schlechty (1997) discussed three types of change: procedural, techno

logical and structural and cultural. Procedural change contributes to altering the way 

a job is done but structural and cultural change, or what I would consider to be deep 

change, means changing the nature of the work, "reorienting its purpose and 

refocusing its intent" (Schlechty, 1997, p.205). He considered this form of change to 

be one that is uncommon as it challenges the roots and assumptions on which the 

organization is based. 

There are times in the educational day when all these forms of change are 

required. Alteration, incremental, procedural and techno-logical are the most 
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appropriate when considering management issues. There is nothing wrong with the 

consideration of implementing a new timetable, knowing that i f it does not meet the 

student needs, it will be removed. Management issues can afford to use these forms 

of change. The change, however, that is most needed in schools is related to the 

individual selves that occupy the spaces within those buildings. So it is unfortunate 

that, in most organizations and school systems, it is assumed that transformational, or 

deep change, will occur i f those "above" say it is to be so. Change does not occur 

using a top-down model. It begins with the individual. If we intend to change what 

is happening around us, then we must begin with ourselves. 

This is what I considered to be the most critical of the three aspects of change, 

and caused me the most concern during the beginning days of my research. I knew, 

in my heart, that by providing opportunities for dialogue, the possibility for personal 

change might emerge for all involved, but as a facilitator would I be capable of 

assisting that dialogue in moving beyond ordinary conversation, into the realm of 

sharing beliefs and values? If change in educational thinking was to begin with each 

of the selves involved in this research, then one of the leadership capacities to be 

considered was that of facilitating the necessary level of dialogue required for such a 

change to occur. This was my thinking during the initial stages of the research. 

However, at that time, I was unaware of the power of providing opportunities for 

dialogue. What I was also experiencing were the initial pangs of vulnerability. In the 

many lists I had read of the necessary capacities required in leaders in order for 

positive change to occur, not once was I introduced to the term vulnerability. We 

recognize within the change process that risk-taking is a critical capacity to be 

developed but it is not just the teachers who place themselves in vulnerable positions. 
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I discovered that, i f administrators are going to involve them"selves" in the necessary 

dialogue, feelings of vulnerability and exposure are going to have to be anticipated 

and dealt with on a personal basis. 

A second element that emerged as a critical factor for me in the change process is 

that of relationships. Gadamer (1997) stated "...human experience of the world is 

verbal in nature...every such world is of itself always open to every possible insight 

and home to every expansion of its own world picture, and is accordingly available to 

others" (p.447). It is as a result of our conversations with others that unique views of 

experience are shared and individual and collective experiences alter. Change does 

not occur in isolation - it is the result of interactions with others. It is only through 

our relationships with others that things are seen differently, that choices appear and 

actions are supported. As Gunter (1997) stated in her discussion of Chaos Theory, "I 

am not a single entity isolated in space but part of a turbulent living network in which 

I am both individual and social" (p.95). The presence of others, and the relationships 

between individuals, are critical elements in the learning process. Transformational, 

or deep change, occurs as a result of those sharings and interactions in all aspects of 

our lives, and I would maintain that some of the most profound changes have 

occurred in how those relationships have worked themselves out in the day-to-day 

experiences with one another. "Transformation means that something is suddenly 

and as a whole something else, that this other transformed thing that it has become is 

its true being, in comparison with which its earlier being is ni l" (Gadamer, 1997, 

p.111). In schools, however, there have been few concerted efforts to build 

relationships between teachers in order for such change to occur. A great deal of time 

is spent on how to enhance student learning with ideas and suggestions flowing down 
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from the "top", but little time provided for teachers to question their own beliefs, 

values and practices through the building of professional relationships with their 

colleagues. This concern, the building of relationships between teachers through 

dialogue, emerged as an important focus for this research. 

A third element that emerged for me was an acceptance that change is a non

linear process. It is comprised of a search for understanding from which we may 

emerge without an answer. It is an uncertain process that is constantly evolving and 

requires risks on the part of those involved. Quinn (1996) raised this point in his 

discussion of a transformational cycle that has four phases': initiation, uncertainty, 

transformation and routinization. An individual or group desires to change or 

improve, develops a vision and begins to take risks. Although I now prefer a more 

generative approach to group change, one that supports the constant reflection upon 

and improvement of practice in order to enhance student learning, there are aspects of 

Quinn's (1996) cycle that demonstrate important considerations. A move into the 

uncertainty phase results in experimentation and i f teachers are able to tolerate the 

discomfort and frustration associated with this phase (which is administratively 

supported), they will develop insights and move into a transformational phase. New 

theory or paradigms may emerge that will encourage action. "To remain healthy and 

vibrant, a system must continuously circulate through the transformational cycle" 

(Quinn, 1996, p. 168). There must be ongoing evaluation, reinvention and 

realignment of self and organization. Attitudes toward change must move away from 

the assumption that there is a beginning and an end to the process, a modernist 

assumption that those involved will move forward on a single path that stretches from 

A to B, and look more toward the more postmodern consideration of a hypothesis to 
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be investigated. We are not attempting to solve problems as such, but are looking at a 

"fluid inquiry into how to make education better day by day" (Joyce & Calhoun, 

1995, p.51). 

This was an aspect of change that was to affect my work in a most unexpected 

fashion. Prior to the beginning of the research process, I slipped automatically into a 

modernist mode of initially completing what I assumed would be the total 

compilation of all the readings I would require to support my work. This compilation 

of information was neatly summarized into four chapters from which I would move 

on into a description of the project itself. During the time that I was involved in this 

writing, the research was moving forward at the school, the results of which were 

beginning to affect my thinking. My involvement in the research process itself was 

raising issues of leadership that I had not previously considered. I found myself 

drawn to readings on generative curriculum, narrative writing and the place of 

emotions in learning that, although I had previously read, were assuming a more 

personal place in my work. I was experiencing the cyclical aspect of change. 

Evolving understandings in the research were forcing me to loop back on previously 

held understandings, resulting in questions, revision, and, in some cases, rejection. I 

was arguing that change was a non-linear process, my personal experiences were 

demonstrating that such was the case, and yet I was presenting my revelations in a 

linear, sequential and very modernist fashion. I was experiencing a parallel journey 

to the one that I thought I had been taking, and this unintentional journey was proving 

to be the most interesting. 
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My initial challenge, before the journey began, was to respond to the question of 

how I would examine the world in which I work in order to develop those deeper 

understandings. Hermeneutically-inspired action research provided the support. 

Hermeneutically-Inspired Action Research 

During the years between 1989 and 1999, my thinking had changed in regards to 

what constituted knowledge, learning and processes for change. My beliefs about 

action research and its place within a climate of investigation had also altered. In 

1987, Green suggested an action research plan that included seven phases; identifying 

an issue, interest or concern, seeking knowledge, planning an action, implementing 

the action, observing the action, reflecting on the observations and revising the plan. 

This was my first introduction to action research. On several occasions, always 

connected with university work, I used these seven phases to investigate learning 

within my own classrooms. In my recent readings, I have discovered other 

suggestions for research plans. Sagor (1992) proposed steps such as problem 

formulation, data collection, data analysis, reporting of results and action planning. 

Smyth (1989) suggested describing, informing, confronting and restructuring. A 

concern that I have had with such steps or phases is the linear process that seemed to 

have been suggested for such work. What I have discovered is that there is not a 

beginning or an end to each step, isolated from the others. This was an error in 

understanding that I had made in my previous work. I did not pause long enough to 
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notice that the different phases blended into one another and flowed together 

throughout the entire process. I was continuously reflecting on what was occurring. 

However, so intent was I on confining relevant information to each phase, I neglected 

to reflect on my own thinking as the work progressed. At the heart of my work was 

the process, not the students for whom I was responsible. If new understandings had 

emerged in relation to how students learned or to the individuality of each learner, I 

would not have been aware, so focused was I on fulfilling the purpose for each step or 

phase of the process. These failings were not the fault of Green's (1987) seven 

phases, but of my own understanding of the purpose of my work. It is not the process 

that is the focus, but the personal understandings that evolve for the teacher and the 

learning that occurs for the student. 

Having been drawn to hermeneutics, and having selected action research as the 

approach for my work at the outset, I questioned what it would look like i f a 

hermeneutic path were taken. My answer came from Smits (1997) who discussed 

this match in a most succinct manner, although at the time I had yet to "see" how I 

could share my journey with others. 

Smits (1997) initially examined hermeneutics and action research through a 

discussion based on comparisons. Hermeneutics is described primarily as a 

philosophical discipline having to do with questions of what enables interpretation 

and understanding. Action research also has to do with understanding that is oriented 

more to immediate application. Hermeneutics lives in a world of literary and 

philosophical texts and is guided by the question of how the interpretation of those 

texts can be applied to our broader understanding of what it means to be human. 

Action research lives in a world of human relationships in institutional and cultural 
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milieus and is bound to practical questions of responsibility, of the relationships 

between action and knowledge and of appropriate practices. I began to understand 

that i f the knowledge that is produced through action research is to be knowledge 

about one's self and one's relations to particular communities (Sumara & Carson, 

1997), then more attention must be placed on understanding and knowledge of our 

own "selves" and the relationship of those selves to the world and others who inhabit 

the world. 

It is within his own work that Smits (1997) encountered dissatisfaction with the 

moment of self-reflection in action research. Through his work with new teachers, he 

realized that one's self and identity do not grow out of self-reflection, but rather out 

of narrative possibility. "To begin to develop that identity, then, involves attending to 

multi-layered narratives, ones that also extend beyond the boundaries of the self that 

is narrowly conceived in the discourse of reflection" (Smits, 1997, p. 17). I found this 

observation to be most thoughtful. Self-reflection in action research has previously 

meant reflecting on the results, on the method used and the observations made. There 

was little, i f any, reflection on self and others, the relationships between or the 

understandings and meanings made. 

One of my understandings, which I found exciting as a result of this research, is 

that hermeneutics is not about the recovery of existing meaning but of the creation of 

new meaning. It begins in the everyday world in which we live and is directed 

toward a renewed contact with that world. Learning to do hermeneutic research is 

largely a matter of relearning to see (Montgomery-Whicher, 1997). This comment 

summarized my own experiences as I traveled through the research year. I began to 

see aspects of my relationships with staff from a different perspective, my role as an 
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administrator through startling new lenses and the research itself from an unexpected 

horizon. In the conversations held between participants and the researcher, the 

dialogical event itself alters individual interpretations and understandings, thereby 

creating new meaning for all participants. Although hermeneutically-inspired action 

research presents the possibility of creating and constructing narratives that enlarge 

upon a sense of self and an understanding of practice, I was not to appreciate this 

understanding until after the conclusion of my research. The dialogical element of 

interpretive inquiry is critical within the research structure of action research and one 

that has not been a common aspect of this form of research to date. I was one who 

opposed such research initially and attributed that opposition to the personal conflict I 

have experienced between modernist and postmodernist stances. However, I began to 

"see" (Montgomery-Whicher, 1997) what Smits (1997) meant when he wrote that one 

of the purposes of action research should be the understanding of the relationships of 

knowledge, experience and practice through the situations themselves, and through 

the involvement of situated lives. The hermeneutic idea of application according to 

Smits (1997) referred to the responsibility to bridge understanding of the familiar and 

the new. He continued by stating "...application is a moment in the process of 

understanding where we can show, through practice, that we understand better. 

Understanding therefore implies ethical choice and action" (Smits, 1997, p.20). I 

began to ask myself, i f we are to bridge what we know or assume to know, as 

teachers, with an understanding of the new in order to improve practice, have we not 

responded to the hermeneutic notion of application? 

One of the strongest criticisms against action research by advocates of 

hermeneutics would be within the area of methodology. Hermeneutics is wary of 
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method and technique as paths to understanding whereas hermeneutically-inspired 

action research suggests procedures and methods through a cycle of sometimes 

necessarily distinct moments of reconnaissance, planning, action and reflection 

(Smits, 1997). My modernist tendencies initially drew me to what I perceived to be 

an orderly sense of proceeding with research. What I was to discover was that these 

four moments loop back and cycle through the research like a constantly evolving 

matrix. Smits (1997) stated that understanding and knowledge will only evolve from 

the involvement of the researcher in the "doing", in a process of inquiry that directly 

involves the researcher. Action research as a lived practice requires not only an 

investigation of the phenomena, but must provide an account of how the researcher 

shapes the investigation, and is in turn shaped or affected by the investigation 

(Sumara & Carson, 1997). It is not the place of the researcher to stand outside the 

investigation, observing, explaining or analysing. The researcher is part of the 

experience, describing it as it actually occurs, in order to develop a deeper 

understanding of that particular human experience. I did not realize how critical this 

understanding was until I myself experienced the journey. 

I resonated with Smits' (1997) suggestion that rather than being oriented to and 

by methodological issues, in hermeneutic terms, action research may be oriented to 

questions of understanding that emerge from lived practice. The difficulties inherent 

in the lived practice of action research cannot be resolved by method alone but 

hermeneutics is particularly relevant to understanding those difficulties. What I 

learned in my journey was that the cycle of action research need not be looked upon 

as linear or two-dimensional but as multi-dimensional; a dynamic, recursive process 

that attempts to develop understanding and meaning of the topic being questioned. 
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With my journey into the world of hermeneutics and hermeneutically-inspired action 

research, I began to realize that "truth is not arrived at through the application of 

method, no matter how careful and exacting; and method, while appropriate within 

forms of inquiry can never guarantee truth or full knowledge of things" (Smits, 1997, 

p. 17). We are more concerned with the understandings that occur which goes well 

beyond method and encompasses both previous meanings and understandings and 

new understandings that emerge form the work. The purpose of the work should not 

only expand on a sense of the teacher and administrator as self, but expand on the 

understandings we, as educators, have of practice. It is hot linear but cyclical, 

constantly turning back on itself before moving forward once again. The hermeneutic 

idea of application refers to the bridging of familiar understandings with the new and 

it is the educator who is at the centre of this growth of understanding, not at the 

periphery looking in. 

In schools where teachers and administrators have reported significant changes in 

their practice, time has been provided for reflection on their work with colleagues. 

The collegiality that has developed as a result of these conversations has allowed for 

trust and risk-taking. Hamilton and Zaretsky (1997) talked of "professional 

communities of inquiry" which promote a shared responsibility for student learning 

and a teacher confidence in their own professional judgments and an understanding of 

how to act on those judgments. Within the same article, Newmann was quoted as 

stating that a professional community can be defined as "school staff members taking 

collective responsibility for achieving a shared educational purpose, and collaborating 

with one another to achieve that purpose" (Newmann, as cited in Hamilton & 

Zaretsky, 1997, p.44). By sharing their observations, actions, outcomes and further 
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plans with colleagues, educators tend to also redefine their role. In returning to the 

hermeneutic application of understanding, the bridging of the familiar with the new 

occurs in dialogue with others about ourselves, our practices, and how we would 

apply our understandings. Understanding "always involves something like applying 

the text to be understood to the interpreter's present situation" (Gadamer, 1997, 

p.308). As discussed previously, dialogue is critical to the development of 

understanding, to growth in learning and to change or transformation. Action 

research developed within a community of inquiry, focuses on instruction and 

learning which promotes continuous school improvement. Because it is teacher 

directed, it also promotes continuous staff development. This point was to have an 

impact on my thinking after I had moved forward into the research. 

When I began my current research, I was well aware of the need to develop a 

community of learners with the eight members of the staff who had volunteered to be 

part of the research. Although each teacher or team would be developing their own 

action research project, unique to the needs of their students, an important aspect to 

the entire endeavour would be the dialogue that occurred within the group. However, 

what I had begun to question was my ability to lead this form of discussion. In the 

past, I had assumed that the work I did with staff members was collaborative and that 

the basic needs of all teachers were being met through collaborative decision-making 

and discussion. I began to question this assumption. Had I been too focused on the 

goals (as I had originally done during my initial forays into action research), to notice 

whether or not the unique needs of staff members were being met? I was hoping that 

my research would provide insight. 
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It is important to note at this point that, although the actual research was confined 

to those teachers who had volunteered their time to the project, it was by no means a 

"closed-shop" approach. In my initial invitation, which outlined the purpose of the 

work and the commitment required on the part of those who chose to volunteer, I 

assured all staff members that a lack of involvement would not prove detrimental to 

their career development. A strong feeling of trust and support was evident 

throughout the year and at no time did a feeling of "we" and "they" develop. 

Participants shared their findings and projects freely with other staff members within 

team meetings and staff room discussions. Some of the non-participants were 

included in the research projects as a result of their involvement in team teaching 

processes. When I made the decision to use Understanding by Design (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 1998) with the research group, two teachers not involved asked that they 

also receive copies as a result of conversations that had prompted an interest on their 

parts. My own examination of leadership was not restricted to my relationships with 

the research participants but included all within our school community. As opposed 

to being an 'elite' membership, the research group acted as a catalyst for total school 

dialogue and professional growth. This will become evident at a later point in this 

work. 

It was important to me that, through action research, the participants would be 

able to examine what they did from deeper perspectives, and through collaboration 

and dialogue move forward with new thinking into processes that would promote 

positive student learning. As a member of that research team, I was hoping to 

become part of those conversations in order to examine the role of leadership. 

Experience has taught me that all too often, teachers will follow the philosophical 
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beliefs of an administrator in order to be recognized by that leader as a member of the 

"team". What environment did I need to help create with staff members that would 

encourage them to improve on practice that they sincerely believed in, that would 

encourage that dialogue to continue even after my departure from the school? How 

would I be able to reach all members of the staff, not just those who were already 

moving in that direction? These were important questions for me. A third question 

arose as I began to record my observations. How was I to present this work that 

would incorporate not only the stories of the participants, but my own story? I turned 

to narrative. 

Why Narrative? 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) described narrative as a study that "focuses on 

human experience...is a fundamental structure of human experience" and "has a 

holistic quality" (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p.2). It is life's narratives that are the 

context from which we construct meaning of school situations and those who occupy 

that space. I believe that, as researchers, we attempt to study the narratives of others 

in order to better understand their experiences. It is the account of those experiences 

that we attempt to relate. There is equality among the participants, it is a caring 

situation and there is a strong feeling of connectedness. I found this to be so in this 

research. Within narrative inquiry, it is the practitioner who first tells his or her story, 

but as researcher-practitioners we also become part of the process. "The two 

narratives of participant and researcher become, in part, a shared construction and 

reconstruction through inquiry" (Conelly & Clandinin, 1990, p.5). I sensed this had 

occurred in this work. I became very much a participant as I listened to others and 
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became affected by their stories and narratives to the point where my own thoughts 

and feelings were either altered or made visible. As Miller (1996) stated so well, ".. .1 

was constantly being affected and influenced by the other. I, in turn, affected and 

influenced them. I can only stand in awe of such experiences" (p.46). Alvermann 

(2000) stated that what is considered to be narrative inquiry varies widely amongst 

researchers. In her discussion of these different types of narrative considerations, she 

discussed "those that tell a story of how individuals understand their actions through 

oral and written accounts of historical episodes..." (Alvermann, 2000, p.124). I am 

interpreting "historical" as those episodes that have occurred in the participant's near 

or distant past. 

Prior to the recent drafts of this thesis, I had not been drawn to narrative. Part of 

my opposition had been based on my own experiential background, which had 

encouraged a concentration on quantitative approaches to research. As the writing 

progressed, however, I realized that what I was attempting to do was to present the 

story of what had occurred within a group of participants and the impact that 

experience had had on my approach to leadership within the school. Narrative grew 

in importance but as questions arose for me in regard to the use of such a mode, I 

found myself returning to the thoughts of others to assist me in finding some of the 

answers. 

One concern was to do with effectively representing the thinking and 

understandings of the participants and interpreting their messages as accurately as 

possible. In returning to prior readings (Ochberg, 1996; Bar-On, 1996) and authors 

read recently (Alvermann, 2000), I began to realize that, as an author, I am yet 

another voice in the process and the respondent's voice cannot help but be filtered 
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through my perceptions, horizons and account (Hertz, 1997). Even in the act of 

listening to another's story, it is still our own "interpretive framework that structures 

understanding" (Josselson, 1996, p.xii). Can my work then, be perceived as an 

accurate account of what actually occurred or have my own biases been inserted 

either consciously or unconsciously? A m I only seeing what I want to see when 

interpreting stories in order to support my own original understandings? As Ochberg 

(1996) stated, "...we convert what we have been told from one kind of account into 

another" (p. 10). Bar-On (1996) added, "it is still a point of view you wish to defend 

and clarify" (p. 19). If we attempt to record and interpret the opinions, understandings 

and stories of others as accurately as possible, the reader must accept that the 

interpretations presented by the author are exactly that - interpretations made by the 

author. The reader will also digest and interpret what is read through his or her own 

filters, resulting in a third interpretation. However, the onus is on the author of the 

research to record and interpret the respondent's understandings as accurately as 

possible. "I feel we are responsible because in such a delicate kind of research, we 

hold the meaning of people's lives in our hands. Our successes will be gratifying, but 

our failures may become irreversible" (Bar-On, 1996, p.20). 

A second concern rested on the crisis of legitimation as discussed by Alvermann 

(2000). People may tend to fabricate their stories in order to make "their fictions 

become realities" (Alvermann, 2000, p. 131). Had this occurred in my own work? If 

it had, I had not been aware of it but such fabrication had the ability to bias my 

conclusions. On the other side of the argument, had I myself entered the research 

with a certain hypothesis in mind which had unwittingly influenced my 

interpretations of what had been said or observed? I had begun the investigation 
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anticipating that dialogue would emerge as a critical factor in the process of change. 

Had I manipulated situations in order for dialogue to emerge as that critical factor? I 

also questioned how my own perceptions of the world, based on my experiences, 

culture and traditions had influenced my interpretations. One of my previous 

criticisms of quantitative research had been the inability of the researcher to divorce 

himself or herself from his/her own values, beliefs and horizons. It is, I maintain, 

impossible to be totally objective in a research situation. However, I fear that the 

subjective nature of the researcher has just as much of an opportunity to influence 

qualitative as well as quantitative research and, in this case,' the conclusions drawn 

from a narrative inquiry. I emerged from this experience nervous about results that 

may have been influenced as a result of several different situations. 

My understandings of what participants brought to discussions in the way of 

experiences, beliefs, values, culture, tradition, emotions and unique perceptions grew 

and evolved as a result of this work. However, in the beginning, I came to the 

realization that I was going to have to focus more on the development of my own 

skills in listening, observation and questioning. My journey into the world of teacher 

change was becoming much more complex than I had originally anticipated and new 

questions began to arise. Where was I to begin and how was the work to proceed? 

The decision I made was to enter the research through a focus on curriculum 

development. 
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A Postmodern Curriculum 

"Linearity is an artificial way of viewing the world. 

Real life isn't a series of interconnected events 

occurring one after another like beads strung on a 

necklace. Life is actually a series of encounters in 

which one event may change those that follow in a 

wholly unpredictable, even devastating way." 

Michael Crichton, "Jurassic Park" 

1990, p.171 as cited in Slattery, 1995, p.227 

My decision to enter the research with a group focus on the development of 

curriculum was embodied in this quote by Crichton. I had been initially educated as 

a teacher to view curriculum development as a linear process and had been quite 

content in my earlier years, to use and develop packaged processes that moved from 

point A to point B, never veering from the straight and narrow path. However, just as 

educators need to be aware that there should be a balance in program delivery and 

learning choices to accommodate the uniqueness of their learners, and that includes 

students that are more linear in the manner in which they learn, consideration should 

also be given to a balance in how the curriculum is developed and presented. 

Although I believe there are times when a linear approach to curriculum is necessary, 

such as in the learning of mathematical processes, research skills or art techniques, 

there are also times when a more wholistic or interdisciplinary presentation of 

curriculum would allow for the connections of those skills to be made to the world as 

it really is. 
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Based on the need for collaboration and interaction on the part of the learner with 

the teacher and other learners, the role of the teacher has changed. Instead of 

informing students, teachers are faced with creating environments where individuals 

interact with each other in a mutual exploration of relevant ideas and issues. 

Educationally, teachers need to learn the art of creating and choosing, not 

commanding in order to have others follow (Doll, 1993). This requires a different 

understanding, on the part of educators, as to what constitutes a postmodern 

curriculum. Curriculum can no longer be looked upon as that to be consumed but 

must be re-examined as a process which incorporates dialogue and inquiry. The 

content is embedded within the process. Doll (1993) discussed postmodern 

curriculum as an open system that is transformative. Its defining features include 

change, growth and a recognition that we are involved with a living system composed 

of moving vortices and spirals. It is one that will encourage autobiographical 

reflection, narrative inquiry and understanding developed within a particular context. 

The students would be visiting and revisiting information with more depth and insight 

than they had done so before, information that would be expanding and, at times, 

spiraling off into the unknown. We learn through our interactions with others and by 

providing students with opportunities to develop these necessary skills in social 

interactions they would become engaged in, generating their own understandings. It 

would become the teacher's role to develop a context in which these understandings 

could develop. Learning and understanding occur in an environment in which we can 

dialogue with others, as we "negotiate passages between ourselves and others, 

between ourselves and our texts" (Doll, 1993, p. 156). 
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Doll (1993) spoke of a postmodern curriculum that is rich, recursive, relational 

and rigorous. A curriculum that is modeled on a matrix is non-linear and non

sequential, possessing many interesting foci and "related webs of meaning" (Doll, 

1993, p. 162). The more points of intersection and connections constructed, the 

deeper the meaning. A rich curriculum, therefore, is one that has depth, possessing 

layers of meaning and multiple possibilities and interpretations. Recursion refers to 

the understanding that there is no beginning or end but a looping back of thoughts 

upon themselves. Relations involve not only the relations within the curriculum but 

cultural relations that impact the learning and should be addressed within curriculum 

development. Rigor is a safeguard that keeps us from falling into one of two traps, 

that of believing that everything is relative to each individual and leaving each to go 

their own way and solipsism, which concentrates on the self with no consideration for 

the other. Curriculum development should focus on the community of interpreters 

who work together in mutually corrective collaborative efforts. "Curriculum 

development in the postmodern era respects and celebrates the uniqueness of each 

individual person, text, event, culture, and educative moment, but all within the 

context of an interdependent cosmological view" (Slattery, 1995, p. 142). 

Understandings would also have to change on the part of teachers in regards to the 

place of disciplines and evaluation in curriculum development. First, boundaries 

between fields and disciplines are beginning to fade. In order to address issues of 

richness, recursion and relations, a more interdisciplinary eclectic approach needs to 

be developed. Having addressed the topic of interdisciplinarity in chapter one, I will 

not repeat arguments for support at this point in time. However, i f we want students 

to develop deeper meanings and understandings, opportunities to integrate disciplines 
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in order to examine the whole should be encouraged. Postmodern curriculum 

celebrates the interconnectedness of knowledge in order to encourage more effective 

learning experiences and enhance connections to global communities. Methods of 

evaluation should concentrate on what students can do with the knowledge and 

understandings acquired, not on how well that knowledge matches a frame set by 

others (Doll, 1993). Slattery (1995) argued that a postmodern curriculum will reject 

formal, standardized evaluation instruments and lean more toward such things as 

journals, portfolios and autobiographical methods. I support this stance. I also 

believe that such a stance represents yet another tension between postmodernism and 

modernism. However, I would also like to insert a caution at this point. Not all 

learning experiences warrant an interdisciplinary approach and there are times, as an 

educator, when standardized forms of evaluation are appropriate. There are also 

considerations to be made, especially at the secondary and post-secondary levels 

when students are exposed to more specific topics in order to develop deeper 

understandings that require single discipline study and a more standardized 

assessment approach. There should be a balance in order to meet the diverse needs of 

learners. What I am personally advocating for is that balance which entails providing 

students with more opportunities than are currently being explored in many 

elementary schools for interdisciplinary and global learning, evaluated from more 

authentic or natural points of view. Evaluation plays a central role, not only in 

student learning, but in curriculum development. It is not simply a rejection of 

certain evaluative instruments and an inclusion of other tools that appear to be more 

suitable. What I believe we are looking at is a complete paradigm shift in what we 

believe constitutes evaluation, what we believe the purpose of evaluation to be and 
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the role we believe evaluation should play in both student learning and curriculum 

development. 

What could I do with my fellow researchers that would form a focus from which a 

discussion on critical aspects of teaching, learning and assessment would emerge 

through a study of curriculum development? What would promote thinking on what 

we wanted students to be capable of doing or understanding at the end of the 

investigation of a question or topic and promote student understanding of these goals 

and the criteria for assessment prior to the beginning of their work? What would 

stimulate discussion of teacher beliefs and values? I felt that Wiggins and McTighe 

(1998) would foster such dialogue. The presentation and organization of 

understandings in the text lent itself to group study and investigation of not only 

curriculum development and assessment, but also of what constitutes knowledge and 

understanding. 

To Begin With The End In Mind 

To some theorists, a focus on the end of a topic or question under investigation 

smacks of modernism, as does the use of Wiggins and McTighe (1998), yet public 

school teachers are required to cover mandated curriculum, provided by the 

government, and to be accountable to parents, administration, school systems and 

governments. Therefore, to know and understand the purpose for units, topics, or 

themes before planning them is important. What understandings does a teacher want 

students to have when they complete an investigation? For example, numeration is a 

main strand of mathematics from kindergarten to grade six, with specific 

requirements stated within provincial guides for the completion of each grade. 
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Therefore, at grade one, it is a requirement that students be capable of adding and 

subtracting mathematics facts to ten. It is important to take into consideration, 

however, that these capabilities are the minimum requirements and not all that a grade 

one student be restricted to knowing. If, through the teaching process, a student 

stumbles upon the addition and subtraction of double or triple digit numbers, or 

discovers through an interdisciplinary process that traffic through their community 

can be examined in order to write letters to the city planning department for traffic 

lights, the original purpose acknowledged by the teacher is that each student be 

capable of adding and subtracting to ten. 

Wiggins and McTighe (1998) presented three recursive and intertwining phases to 

what they call a backward design consideration of curriculum development. The first 

phase is to identify the desired results. What should students know, understand and 

be able to do, what is worthy of understanding and what enduring understandings are 

desired? To the grade one and two teachers in my research, this first phase proved to 

be the most revealing for them. As they will state for themselves further on in this 

work, the purpose for each of their units was being lost in the "cutesy" activities that 

can occupy a great deal of time at the grade one and two levels. - A refocus on the 

goals was felt by both to have strengthened their teaching practice and personal 

learning which, in turn, enhanced student learning. Wiggins and McTighe (1998) 

suggested four filters or considerations teachers can use when selecting the 

understandings or capabilities that they want students to develop. The first filter in 

this phase to identify the desired results, seek to discover whether or not the selected 

capabilities will have enduring value beyond the classroom. Learning the names of 

Greek gods and goddesses and what those deities stood for is one thing. Developing 
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connections to our present civilization in order to respond to the question of how 

those characters have influenced present day society is quite another. Student 

thinking is pushed and enhanced through the making of such connections. The 

second filter or consideration focuses on the insights into how knowledge is 

generated, tested and used, shifting the student from that of a passive receiver to one 

who is an active constructor of meaning. It is important to consider collaborative 

dialogue in the process of meaning making and for students to represent their learning 

in a variety of ways that are relevant to their own lives and connected to the world 

around them. The third consideration or filter determines what concepts students will 

struggle with or develop misconceptions. Students who have never experienced 

being a minority culture within a majority or who have never been involved in 

societal confrontation are going to have difficulty making personal, emotional 

connections to slavery or internment camps. Part of the experience may be the 

inclusion of educational activities that will provide opportunities for such feelings of 

empathy to emerge. The fourth consideration in the first phase emphasizes the 

engagement of students by connecting with student interests. "We increase the 

likelihood of student engagement and sustained inquiry" (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998, 

p . l l ) . 

The second phase of the backward design is to determine acceptable evidence. 

Teachers are encouraged to consider assessment evidence that is needed to validate 

that desired learning has occurred. This is not assessment that is imposed on the 

classroom but, as Tierney (1998) supported, assessment that evolves from the 

classroom and the students themselves. Such assessment might emerge from research 

projects with the students outlining with the teachers as to what the evaluation criteria 
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might consist of in terms of excellence, satisfactory or "not quite there yet". It might 

be portfolios of work which highlight student self-assessment or student journals that 

track their thinking and learning as they move through projects. It might be 

assessment processes that emerge unexpectedly as a result of the direction that the 

learning or processes take. Whatever the assessment path, by considering evaluation 

strategies before the actual development of teaching and learning processes, the 

implication is made that assessment is critical to learning as an ongoing focus, as 

opposed to an event at the conclusion of learning. The third phase, then, is to plan the 

activities, processes, materials and resources required. 

I believed that the ideas expressed by Wiggins and McTighe (1998) would form a 

good focus group discussion intended to bring forth individual perceptions on 

teaching and learning. For example, the authors support the thinking that although 

knowledge and skill are necessary elements of understanding, they are not considered 

to be synonymous with understanding. Students need to be provided with 

opportunities to make use of knowledge and skill to demonstrate their understandings 

and to demonstrate that knowledge and understanding in context. This would require 

more teacher consideration in designing assessment tasks, often in collaboration with 

students that would enable the students to demonstrate these understandings. 

What evidence would demonstrate that students understand and can apply these 

understandings to new and unique problems? According to Wiggins and McTighe 

(1998), there are six considerations. First, students should be able to explain and 

demonstrate not only the understandings they have attained but the why and how. 

Second, students should be able to interpret those understandings and explanations, 

that is, to take the thinking beyond a simple explanation of the why and the how. 



76 

There would be a demonstration of making sense, of insight, of meaning-making on 

the part of the student, not a simple acceptance of the interpretation of others. Third, 

students should be able to take the understanding and apply it to a new situation. 

Fourth involves recognition, on the part of the students, that each of their answers or 

responses involves only a single point of view. Their single response would be only 

one of many possible responses and within this understanding is a development of 

perspective. Students should therefore be provided with opportunities to not only 

examine alternative ideas and diverse points of view but to deepen their 

understandings through dialogue with others regarding the Views of others. Fifth, 

empathy implies that students would be capable of getting beyond what appears to be 

odd or alien in another's views and to discover what is meaningful. Sixth, that of 

self-knowledge requires students to be able to understand themselves, and to question 

their understandings in order to improve upon them. Students must first all know 

how they think and why. I believed that it is also important to appreciate that these 

six aspects of understanding apply not only to students but to teachers and 

administrative staff. 

What is being asked of students is that they go beyond the mere recall of facts to a 

more in-depth examination of topics. Breadth, in this sense, refers to extensions, 

variety and connections made within the topic, not more surface coverage of a wide 

number of topics. In a curriculum design of this sort, the challenge for the teacher is 

to ensure that there is an appropriate balance between the topics and the time allotted. 

I felt comfortable in my choice of Wiggins and McTighe (1998) as an initial 

focus. What the teachers would do with it, or where resulting dialogue would take us, 

was going to prove interesting. 
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We Begin 

In September 2000,1 sent out letters of invitation to all staff members, (Appendix 

A) inviting them to become participants in the research. Ten began the project but 

two dropped out almost immediately because the weekly meetings, the day selected 

by the majority, conflicted with other commitments. Although the assistant principal 

could not participate in all the meetings, his input and contributions were valued 

when he could attend. Our music teacher took part in the weekly discussions but was 

not involved in the development of a personal project. The teachers who became 

involved in this research were experienced teachers averaging twenty years of 

practice and were very competent in their areas of specialty. They tended to be risk-

takers in their practice and possessed deep understandings of student growth and 

development. They also cared a great deal for their young charges. First meetings 

were held with both the grade three and six teams regarding provincial exams. These 

interviews had been required by our school system, but as a result of what was 

revealed in these conversations, I began the official research at this point. These 

interviews occurred in October 2000 and initiated awareness on my part of issues of 

authority that I had not previously anticipated. 

In the fall of 1999,1 had spent time with Penny and Dan, the grade six teachers of 

our research team, discussing process issues, which resulted in a decision that would 

have surprising consequences. Both teachers had wanted to use a more 

interdisciplinary approach, to relate the learning to real problems, to make 

connections between the past and the future, to provide more student choice in topics 

and create time for students to dialogue with each other about their topics. They were 

uncertain as to how this group of children would respond as there were more students 
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affected by learning disabilities in this group than they had previously encountered. 

After some discussion, the decision was reached to proceed with the original plan. 

We decided that i f we truly believed in what we were doing, success on the exams 

would take care of itself. 

Penny: (October 10, 2000) I didn't care about the exams last 

year.. .it was the first year I hadn't. I went with those kids. 

You and I talked about that a lot at the start of the year and 

we just decided we wouldn't worry about them (the 

exams). 

The results from the June 2000 provincial exams were surprising. Although students 

at our school had always produced a strong academic response to these exams, the 

results for both the "acceptable" and "excellence" range demonstrated a dramatic 

increase in student understanding from previous years (See Table 2.1). The questions 

that emerged for Penny and Dan were, had the changes they had made in their 

instructional processes affected the results? Had the students been able to transfer the 

understandings made throughout the year to new and unique situations? A 

confidence developed in Penny and Dan to continue with the processes they had been 

using and to expand on them. 

Dan: (October 10, 2000)...there's a refinement going on all the 

time with us and we saw that happen too, last year...when 

we were just doing the language arts to start out...we were 

constantly looking at how we could make it the best 
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experience possible for the kids... (this year) the 

continuation of a lot of experience based learning... it's not 

well, this is the way we're going to do it and this is what 

we want out of it and that's all there is to it... Here we are, 

always reflecting on what we're doing, open to change, 

looking at what's going to work best for the kids. 

Table 2.1 

Provincial Exam Results 

(Percentage of students meeting Alberta Learning Standards) 

Grade Six 1998-2000 

Mathematics Science 
Language 

Arts 
Social 
Studies 

1998 

* Excellence 23.0 23.0 12.9 20.0 

Acceptable 90.2 90.2 87.1 85.0 

Below 9.8 9.8 12.9 15.0 

1999 

*Excellence 7.5 22.6 18.9 18.9 

Acceptable 94.3 94.3 96.2 98.1 

Below 5.7 5.7 3.8 1.9 

2000 

* Excellence 30.8 45.1 35.3 34.6 

Acceptable 96.2 96.1 100.0 100.0 

Below 3.8 3.9 0 0 

*The percentage for Excellence forms part of the Acceptable percentage. 
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This same feeling of confidence did not exist in the grade three team. Unfortunately, 

Sarah and Rose had been the recipients of comments made at a parent council 

meeting regarding the jump observed in the grade six exams but one that could not be 

observed, as far as the parents were concerned, in the grade three results. (See Table 

2.2). Despite the fact that the results remained high at the grade three level, the 

perception in the minds of both Sarah and Rose was that they were not doing a good 

enoughjob. 

Table 2.2 

Provincial Exam Results 

(Percentage of students meeting Alberta Learning Standards) 

Grade Three 1998-2000 

Language Arts Mathematics 

1998 

* Excellence 21.6 28.4 

Acceptable 86.5 90.5 

Below 13.5 9.5 

1999 

* Excellence 11.3 17.7 

Acceptable 90.3 79.0 

Below 9.7 21.0 

2000 

* Excellence 18.0 26.0 

Acceptable 92.0 86.0 

Below 8.0 14.0 

*The percentage for Excellence forms part of the Acceptable percentage. 
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The emphasis placed on provincial exam results by parents, and society as a whole, 

strongly affects the confidence of teachers to take risks, to try processes that they 

believe might assist in the improvement of learning. 

(Interview October 24,2000) 

Rose: .. .we spend too much time preparing for them (the exams). 

Way too much time talking about the test. The kids start 

talking about it. Their parents start talking about it. In 

September.. .the getting-to-know you interviews... the 

parents were asking about it already. I mean, the kids are 

eight years old. It's difficult because when you don't 

believe in something and yet that's a big part of what 

you're expected to do, it makes it hard to reconcile that. 

There's a tension there that I don't think you need to have. 

Sarah: You're fighting against yourself all the time about what 

you believe in so it's a constant...oh, I would love to do 

this but.. .oh.. .no, I can't because I should get on. 

I had been able to convince Penny and Dan to implement processes that they believed 

would enhance student learning and to accept the provincial exams as one 

unavoidable aspect of the assessment. I was not certain I could do the same with 

Rose and Sarah. They were in a vulnerable emotional space with respect to these 

exams and it would take time, and hopefully dialogue with others, before the fear of 

not living up to perceived expectations would dissipate in light of their own beliefs. 
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What the encounter had done, however, was bring to light for me the role that 

authority plays in education and in the lives of teachers. In this case, the focus was 

on technical-rational authority as described by Sergiovanni (1992). 

The "Authority" Of Provincial Exams 

Technical-rational authority rests on the form of evidence that is derived from 

logic and scientific research (Sergiovanni, 1992). Teachers are expected to respond 

"in light of what is considered true...tends to induce a state of subordination among 

teachers" (Sergiovanni, 1992, p.31). This form of leadership fits very snugly into 

modernism. It assumes that "knowledge itself is primary and that such knowledge 

exists apart from the context of teaching: the job of the teacher is simply to apply 

knowledge to practice and the teacher is subordinate to the knowledge base of 

teaching" (Sergiovanni, 1992, p.35). I believe that the best example of technical-

rational authority is the yearly implementation of government regulated provincial 

exams. The teachers are expected to teach a set curriculum on which the students in 

grades three and six, at the elementary level, will be tested each June. There are 

problems associated with this form of thinking. 

Darling-Hammond (1994) discussed multiple choice questions on standardized 

exams as those that emphasize rote tasks and focus on low-level knowledge and 

skills. She believed that this form of question also leads to teaching for the test, a 

narrowing of the curriculum and an emphasis on opinions that are shallow and 

superficial. By removing control of assessment from teachers, through such measures 

as standardized tests, the view that teachers cannot be trusted is reinforced. The 

necessity of aligning assessment with teaching and learning is forgotten in the 
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separation between how learning occurs in the classroom and how it is tested and 

reported. Teachers and students are disenfranchised as a result of standardized testing 

being externally imposed upon a learning environment that is unique and radically 

different from another environment. Diversity is ignored. Tierney (1998) considered 

the term "culture-free" tests to be an oxymoron as it is impossible to present tests that 

are culture-free and, as a result, many groups of students are disadvantaged. 

Individual and group differences are ignored with comparisons across individuals 

being arbitrary, biased and narrow. What has been forgotten is that each student's 

development is unique, and that the literacies of each student'will be different as will 

the context for individual development. The assumption that learning evolves in a 

neatly packaged and linear manner for each individual is problematic. A final 

interesting criticism of standardized testing, that does not focus upon multiple choice 

items, centres upon those who mark the exams. No two examiners are going to view 

the results at the same time, in the same way. Just as students bring to the 

examination their own unique, cultural and diverse values, so do the examiners in 

evaluating the results. 

I was not prepared, when I initially entered this work, for the emotional reaction 

exhibited by Rose and Penny. I have introduced this point on page 43 of this work. 

For years, I have personally criticized standardized assessment for the reasons 

provided in the previous paragraph. I have done so from a perspective comfortably 

supported by the research that I studied as a university student working toward a 

Master's degree in assessment, As an administrator, I have encouraged teachers to 

continue with programs that they believed supported positive student growth and 

development and to ignore the spectre of provincial exams hanging over their heads. 
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What I had not realized was that this was easier said than done. As a result of my 

conversations with Rose and Sarah, I have discovered that, not only do these exams 

affect curriculum development, the emotional wear and tear on teachers to have 

students perform successfully is beyond what I had imagined. This has not deterred 

my efforts but has provided me with a deeper insight into the effects of provincial 

standardized exams on the daily life of classrooms and on the emotions and fears of 

teachers who must work in those classrooms. I believed that teacher confidence and 

supported belief in their own capabilities as educators are important considerations. 

If teachers feel that what they are doing is positively affecting student growth and 

development and that they are administratively supported in their endeavours, they 

will be more willing to take risks despite the provincial exams. Rose and Sarah had 

not yet reached that level of confidence. Penny and Dan, on the other hand, did have 

confidence in what they were doing and were willing to take the risks. One of the 

challenges I was faced with in this work was to attempt to decipher from the data and 

my own experiences with these people, how such confidence building could be 

achieved. 

Issues of control and authority, however, hounded me throughout this work. At 

every turn I was faced with contemplating the impact of external authority on the role 

of teaching and on the personal lives of teachers. What was it exactly that possessed 

such power? 
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The Spectre of Control 

Control within education is often perceived by educators as being in the hands of 

those above - the powerful superordinates. The dictionary (Urdang, Ed., 1968), 

definition for the word "control" has been given as "to exercise restraint or direction 

over; dominate; command" (p.293). The word "power", in turn has been defined as 

the "ability to do or act; the possession of control or command over others" (Urdang, 

Ed., 1968, p. 1039). In both cases, there is the commanding or dominating by the one 

or the few, over the others. The word "authority" however, was defined as "the 

power to judge, act or command; power or right delegated or given" (Urdang, Ed., 

1968, p.91). There does not appear to be the intent of commanding over others within 

this definition. The implication given is that anyone may possess authority, but that 

authority is not taken from others, it is given to an individual or group by others. I 

believe that therein lies the key to the tension that exists within out schools regarding 

issues of perceived control, power and authority. To many educators the three words 

mean domination by others in their work and less freedom for themselves. 

What I was to discover in my readings, however, was that this discussion on 

power, control and authority, based on dictionary definitions, was indeed simplistic. 

Jarvis (1997), who based his insights on much of the work of Weber (1947) talked of 

three dimensions of power and four forms of authority in an attempt to demonstrate 

the power and authority held by teachers. He believed that teachers exercise that 

power and authority since they are in control of the space in which the teaching 

occurs, which implies a form of dominance. In his discussion, Jarvis (1997) talked of 

power as behavioural, power that is covert and power that controls social processes 

themselves. Authoritative forms are presented under rational/legal, traditional, 
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charismatic and professional. There are negative connotations attached to all except 

for charismatic and professional. Mitchell and Spady (1983) however, although 

taking exception with some of Weber's (1947) categories and discussions, brought to 

light the more positive elements of both power and authority. For example, where 

Weber (1947) described charisma and tradition as extraordinary and only occurring 

on rare occasions in human experience, Mitchell and Spady (1983) saw both forms of 

authority as ordinary, everyday occurrences within social settings. What these two 

points of view, Jarvis (1997) and Mitchell and Spady (1983), highlighted for me was 

that, once again, there was controversy regarding descriptions and understandings of 

concepts. For that reason, I have selected the five forms of authority as described by 

Sergiovanni (1992) for my own discussion. Before examining these five forms, 

however, I would like to introduce one more important element. 

Palmer (1998) believed that the external structures of education, the perceived 

reality and power that resides outside the inner realm of our hearts, has the ability to 

divide us by using one of the most "compelling features of our inner landscape -

fear" (p.36). We are afraid of what those perceived to be in power and control can do 

to manipulate our external world which will cause us to suffer as individuals. As 

Palmer further stated, as faculty colleagues, our relations "are often diminished by 

fear; fear is nearly universal in the relations of faculty and administration; and fear is 

a standard management tool in too many administrative kit bags" (p.36). I agree with 

his statement but I would also ask one question. How can administrators alter these 

perceptions on the part of staff members? 

Sergiovanni (1992) discussed five types of authority that impact schools. These 

included bureaucratic, psychological, technical-rational, professional and moral. The 
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first is bureaucratic authority which "exists in the form of mandates, rules, 

regulations, job descriptions and expectations...teachers respond appropriately or 

face the consequences" (Sergiovanni, 1992, p.30). Within an organization, it is 

necessary to consider the expectations of employee behavior and performance. In 

education, for example, there is an expectation that curriculum mandated by the 

government and school system, will be taught and that teacher behavior will conform 

to a specific code of ethics. There are expectations at the system level that schools 

will adhere to established protocols when organizing field trips, planning staff 

development documents and submitting long range curriculum plans. However, this 

form of authority used by administrators in their working relationships with staff, I 

find unacceptable. States of power and control dominate and fear rules the behaviour 

of teachers considered to be in subordinate positions. 

Two comments arose from teachers during this research that caused me concern 

in regards to this form of authority. The first came from Penny. Much of the 

discussion over the weeks focused on the students and what needed to be put in place 

for them within the learning experience. However, often, I could see parallels 

between what was required by the teachers within their own learning experiences as a 

result of the comments they made about the students. On January 10, 2001, the 

comment had been made that students do not see their talents, only their weaknesses. 

I could not help but think back to October 10, 2000, when Penny had stated: 

Penny: I can't articulate why I'm doing it. I'm going by gut 

reaction, by what feels right, what I see is working well in 

my class and then somebody, a parent or an administrator 
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questions me...I can't explain...so I stop...because they 

are unhappy or they're upset and they're criticizing and so 

I'm starting to think that what I'm doing isn't right... 

What had affected me during this conversation was the fear expressed by Penny and 

the fact that she doubted herself as a result of the criticisms instead of doubting those 

who had criticized. The authority she perceived in others, in this case parents and 

administrators, overshadowed her own authority to know what was important and 

required in her own classroom for good learning to occur. ' She felt subordinate to 

those others and, as a result, considered herself to be lacking in the knowledge 

required to move ahead with appropriate teaching and learning processes. I believe 

that this is an all too common problem with teachers. The "gut reaction" described by 

Penny, or the intuition described by others, is based on the accumulated 

understandings of students, learning processes and teaching practice that have been 

acquired over years of involvement in education. It is this knowledge that novice 

teachers lack and knowledge that can only be acquired through experience in working 

with students and other colleagues. I also believe that fear of bureaucratic authority is 

what inhibits teachers from exploring these understandings and taking risks with 

teaching practice. 

A similar event occurred during a conversation with Rose and Sarah. On October 

24, 2000 they were expressing a desire to put the provincial exams out of their minds 

in order to simply enjoy the students in their work with them. 
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Rose: If something comes up that we want to explore, we're 

going to go with it. 

Sarah: I only have two years left and I want to make the most out 

of those two years with the kids. I love being there. 

At this point, the conversation took a turn that was unexpected. I had just encouraged 

them to try to follow through with this attitude in order to observe what occurred. 

Rose: You have to give yourself credit for saying that...because 

some principals wouldn't say that. 

Sarah: They'd be pretty upset about the whole thing. 

Rose: Because it's their school.. .you know? 

Once again I was struck by the impact that administration has on the thinking and 

actions of teachers. If teachers were to feel that they had authority over their 

programs and practice, administration would have to work to actively support and 

encourage their endeavours. I agree with Kruse and Seashore (1999) that 

"...principals must develop environments that are socially supportive of teachers' 

efforts" (p. 10). It is important for this attitude to be applied to those teachers who are 

having difficulty or who are floundering in their role. A bureaucratic attitude toward 

those teachers - "it's my way or the highway" - is only going to instill feelings of 

fear and inadequacy as opposed to feelings of support and encouragement. 

Psychological authority, the second type of authority as described by Sergiovanni 

(1992), exists in "the form of motivational technology and human relation 
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skills...teachers are supposed to respond to our personality, and to the pleasant 

environment that we provide, by behaving appropriately and collecting the rewards 

we make available" (p.30). A n administrator's pleasing personality and a pleasant 

working environment are important within a school but it is also necessary to 

recognize that, in a system entrenched in modernism, it is the principal who must 

evaluate, occasionally reprimand, follow through with the mandates of the school 

system and is usually the first in line for community complaints. Fulfilling that role 

with the desire to create an environment of trust and mental safety for staff members 

is a delicate balancing act. It is also important to recognize the endeavours and 

abilities of staff members but there can be a dark side to these actions. At times, 

teachers may feel that certain colleagues are being recognized or rewarded more than 

others by administration. They may perceive a shallowness to this behaviour in that 

rewards are being doled out as biscuits to a dog when they have performed 

appropriately. Some will openly reject and defy this form of leadership while others 

may gravitate toward it in order to promote themselves within the system. Control 

and power dominate and, once again, fear is promoted. Had I, inadvertently, been 

guilty of this form of authority as a principal? 

I thought back to the discussions I had, in October, 2000 with the grade three and 

six teams in regard to the provincial exams. During their conversation, the grade six 

teachers did not dwell on the negative aspects of the provincial exams to the extent 

that the grade three team had done in their interview. Part of this I attribute to the 

belief that Dan and Penny had reached a point in their thinking that was beyond 

considering such exams as a focus for their work. They had developed a confidence 

in what they were doing and a belief that the processes for learning that had been 
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implemented were going to make a difference in how students developed 

understandings. The provincial exams were simply a part of the process and i f what 

they were doing was going to prove to be successful, the exams would not prove to be 

an impediment. The grade three team, although moving in the direction of this kind 

of thinking, was still feeling bound by the restrictions of those exams. Rose and 

Sarah were beginning to take risks in their thinking about teaching processes as a 

result of this research but they had also been strongly affected by perceptions 

expressed by parents and possibly by myself. In the enthusiasm of the moment, I had 

been just as intrigued and excited about the grade six results as had Dan and Penny. 

Had my reaction been perceived by Sarah and Rose as support for the grade six work 

over and above their own? After listening to their concerns, which will be discussed 

as this story unfolds, I had the uncomfortable feeling that that had been the case. 

Because of my approval for what the grade six teachers had accomplished, a form of 

psychological authority may have been unknowingly used, which had impacted the 

emotions of the two grade three teachers. 

How are principals to get beyond the stigma of such negative authority that the 

role of administration carries with it despite what we do as individuals to stifle such 

perceptions? Is it possible? I perceive my role to be one that encourages teachers to 

develop their potential as educators within an environment of trust and risk-taking. I 

also have to evaluate their efforts and, at times, reprimand behaviours that might 

prove to be inappropriate or unacceptable. At other times, I must say no to ideas or 

suggestions because they do not fit with system mandates or policies or because the 

parent community is not supportive of particular actions. It is a difficult balance that 

faces administration and a dilemma that has acted as an undercurrent throughout this 
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work. It is also an issue that will be re-visited in more detail at the conclusion of this 

paper. 

Technical-rational authority (Sergiovanni, 1992) has already been discussed in 

this chapter in relation to provincial exams. The fourth authority described by 

Sergiovanni (1992) is that of professional authority, which assumes that it is the 

expertise of the teacher that is important. "Knowledge does not exist apart from 

teachers and context and so teachers are always superordinate to the knowledge base" 

(Sergiovanni, 1992, p.35). I believe that within the process of school change, it is 

important for leadership to recognize the existing expertise of the teachers within 

their school and begin by valuing the differences that exist across the teaching 

spectrum. Just as no two students in the same classroom will learn in the same way, 

no two teachers, despite a similarity in their beliefs, will teach in the same manner. 

Within our school, there is a variation in teaching styles that range from text-oriented 

with instruction predominantly teacher-directed to a student-centred approach 

involving a multitude of resources with the teacher acting more as a facilitator. In 

some classes, little room has been made for student dialogue, while in others, 

dialogue is a focus. Do these different styles or practices imply that one teacher is 

better or more successful than another? It is a difficult question. They are all strong, 

committed teachers who are attempting to provide positive learning experiences for 

students in their own ways. However, are student learning needs being met in a 

positive way? This is the dilemma that must be broached by administration. The 

greatest mistake an administrator can make is to enter a school focused on one 

paradigm that all teachers must buy into without question. Mandating change in 

practice is not the answer. Change rests upon the opportunities for dialogue that 
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occur between a teacher and his or her colleagues. My goal had never been to 

mandate change as such, but to provide opportunities for teachers to share their 

understandings with each other, to question and reflect upon their own practice, and 

to feel confident and supported enough to take the risk of trying out new ideas that 

might improve practice and ultimately student learning. Having this as a goal, and 

actually accomplishing such a feat, however, proves not to be a simple task. It 

requires a deeper understanding of what Sergiovanni (1992) referred to as moral 

authority. 

According to Sergiovanni (1992) moral authority is derived from shared values, 

ideas and ideals about teaching and through this form of leadership, "teachers can be 

expected to respond through shared commitments and felt interdependence" (p.31). 

What emerged for me in this work was the importance of professional development in 

the implementation of moral authority, the fifth type of authority (Sergiovanni, 1992), 

and at the heart of such development is collaboration. We "cannot know the subject 

well i f we stand only in our shoes" (Palmer, 1998, p. 106). If knowledge is to develop 

within the collective whole, then it is important that we be able to move beyond our 

own personal point of view. More time spent in talking to one another about our 

teaching would result in a sharing of expertise and ideas as to how student learning 

can be enhanced. Teaching cannot be standardized and therefore it is important that 

teachers make the decisions as to the understandings that they feel need to be 

deepened. Conversation with one another encourages teachers to stay abreast of new 

developments, inquire into their own practice, experiment with new approaches and 

willingly accept responsibility for their own professional development (Sergiovanni, 

1992). As teachers accept more and more responsibility for their own development, 
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less administrative leadership is required. School administrators should "strive to 

become leaders of leaders. As leaders of leaders, they work hard to build up 

capacities of teachers and others, so that direct leadership will no longer be needed" 

(Sergiovanni, 1992, p. 123). It is my belief that a common understanding of the 

purpose of teachers' work developed through collaborative dialogue and decision

making with one another, cultivates actions or goals toward which staffs will strive. 

Professional development and classroom inquiry will be linked to the same goals, 

spearheaded by teachers who are committed to purpose that they have had a hand in 

developing. They have ownership for the intended change and control over the 

process. Potential school change is therefore moved from the shoulders of one person 

to the shoulders of all, motivated by values and beliefs that have been developed 

together. 

My purpose for this work evolved from a desire to examine teacher change and 

the leadership skills required to implement such change to a closer look at what is 

needed to move teachers away from their perceptions of authority that encompassed 

bureaucratic, technical-rational and psychological authorities to those of professional 

and moral as described by Sergiovanni (1992). In order to do so, it was important to 

examine the journey as it unfolded and dig deep into the discussions in order to see 

what would be revealed. I invite you now to join me on that journey. 
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A Quest To Understand The Other 

Our meetings as a team began in October 2000 and continued on a regular basis 

until March 2001. Included during that time period were interviews with the 

individual teams on the progress of their projects, surveys from each participant and 

involvement in endeavours that evolved from the work of the research group and 

encompassed the entire staff until June 30, 2001. Within this chapter, I will be 

focusing on the issues that were raised in chapter one which include elements of 

change and creating an environment for change. There were to be both anticipated 

expectations and surprises within this journey. 

Critical Elements Of Change 

Consideration Of The Individual 

The first of the three critical elements that were previously discussed in relation to 

change was a consideration of the individual. If transformational or deep change is to 

occur, then it cannot be imposed on the individual by someone else but must begin 

with that individual in relation to their interactions with others. In my work with the 

three research teams, it was not only the importance of recognizing the uniqueness of 

each individual that arose but recognition of the uniqueness of each team. 

This team uniqueness became apparent as we began to discuss Wiggins and 

McTighe (1998) and moved forward in the development of our own understandings. 

Each of the three teams initially approached the Wiggins and McTighe (1998) process 
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in a different way, a reflection of their individual and combined learning styles. Kate 

and Jane, the grade one and grade two teachers who were attempting to multiage their 

two classes in a multicultural unit, were very sequential in their approach and readily 

took to the backward design. In anticipation of the multicultural unit, they used the 

design to develop a fairytale unit together. They were able to see a definite beginning 

and end to each of the two units and were pleased with the results. The grade three 

team was not certain how they were going to develop their Calgary unit, which would 

culminate in a week of school attendance at the City Hall School of Minds program. 

By her own admission, Rose, one of the grade three teachers, recognized her more 

random-abstract characteristics for approaching learning and teaching and, of all the 

teachers involved in the research, had the most difficulty with the process. Initially, I 

had suggested that each team examine the planning process on pages 181-183 of 

Wiggins and McTighe (1998) and use them as guides (Appendix B). I was curious to 

see i f such a process would resonate with any of them. 

Rose: (January 23, 2001) I found the main part of it to be really 

helpful. What I found not to be helpful is.. .a lot of them seem 

to overlap...I'm writing the same thing in all these different 

spots. 

What I believe was happening with Rose was that she was trying to approach the 

process in a linear fashion, which conflicted with her own learning style. At this 

point, I suggested that she abandon the actual planning pages and focus only on any 

suggestions of the process that might be of assistance in her own curriculum planning. 
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The point of the investigation was to have the participants look at curriculum 

development in a different way and to focus on what was important in such a process. 

Wiggins and McTighe (1998) was being used to stimulate discussion, not to 

necessarily be adopted as a mandated curriculum development process. This 

response appeared to satisfy both Rose and Sarah and I believe removed pressure 

from them in thinking that i f they did not follow the process, not only would I be 

disappointed, the research would suffer. This appeared to be yet another example of a 

form of negative authority getting in the way of teacher growth and development. 

The grade six team was not looking at the process as one that had a beginning or 

an end but one that possessed aspects that might be incorporated into an already 

planned curriculum. For Penny and Dan, remaining focused on purposes and 

objectives during student work on a theme was important regardless of the directions 

that theme or unit might take. Penny described herself as being much more 

sequential than Dan but felt that that combination kept the program balanced. This 

was the only team to have an open double classroom, which resulted in an 

opportunity for them to be in a position of constantly being able to observe one 

another, to discuss and reflect "on the spot", and to combine what they perceived to 

be their strengths and support each other's areas of "weakness". 

(October 10, 2000 - reflections on the 1999-2000 school 

year in which their class had housed a disproportionate 

number of children with learning disabilities from the year 

before) 
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Penny: ...team teaching...I had never taught together to that 

degree, so I think that was pretty significant. We realized 

we were up against a different group of kids and I think that 

a lot of times we took time to reflect on what was working 

and what wasn't with that group. 

Dan: That was something that really stood out in terms of our 

team teaching. We stepped back and said, you know what, 

this way is not working with this group. I think that's one 

of the beautiful things about team teaching...you have 

someone to reflect with. I think it makes both of us better 

teachers because we draw on each other's strengths. You 

can put voice to your ideas and watch some of those things 

change. 

Penny: ...we allow another voice to our ideas...we spend a lot of 

time analyzing things because we're not threatened by each 

other. 

What this passage revealed to me was far more than the benefits of a team teaching 

arrangement. What Penny and Dan disclosed was an awareness on their parts of the 

individuality that they recognize in their students, and the need to alter not only 

programs but their own attitudes toward teaching and learning in accommodating 

such diversity. Penny and Dan are risk-takers and support each other in taking those 

risks. They welcome change within their program because such selected change 

indicates that positive student growth and development is being encouraged. Of 
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importance to both of them is the professional relationship that they have with each 

other which is mutually supportive and allows them the confidence to recognize 

student diversity and risk the altered paths required. Relationships are a second 

critical element of change for I believe that it is through relationships that 

professional and moral authority (Sergiovanni, 1992) develop. 

Relationships 

Relationships are vital in the change process as it is through our interactions with 

others that we see differently, that choices appear and actions are supported. From 

the beginning of the research, the group met every Wednesday after school to share 

their perceptions of what they had read and to discuss the projects that they were 

working on in their classrooms. On the final reflection sheet that was given to each 

individual in March (Appendix C), responses to two of the eight questions clearly 

indicated what had been of value. The questions were: What do you feel was the 

most valuable aspect of the curriculum work that we did? What do you feel is the 

most important element that must be in place for teacher growth and development to 

occur? 

Penny: Discussion, sharing and reflection about our teaching 

practice. What a great opportunity to work with teachers 

from grade 1 to 6 and to hear how successful this process 

was across the grades. It provided "chat" time outside the 

group and I got to know other members of the staff. I also 

felt supported and encouraged by my colleagues. 



100 

Dan: Discussion and reflection! The opportunity to share 

successes and failures and to hear the experiences of others 

was very useful. I found the process clarified in my mind, 

the road to take. 

Rose: ...using the book (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998) as a focus 

point but discussing ideas with the group members - it 

helped clarify my understanding and I think, moved me 

further along the continuum than I would be now had I read 

the book on my own. 

Sarah: It provided positive change that facilitated the planning of 

our City Hall trip. It was good to talk with and feel support 

with the other group members. 

Kate: - an opportunity to learn with others (share experiences). 

We could use it in our K-2 planning...teachers don't want 

to be left struggling to figure it out alone. 

Jane: The planning of the unit using the backward design and 

discussions with my partner which helped both of us stay 

on track. 

Mary, our music specialist, was not an active participant in the projects but had asked 

that she be involved in the discussions in order to know what others were doing. Her 

comments were similar to those of the others. 
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Mary: Discussion and sharing of ideas and viewpoints as well as 

experiences. 

We had not spent any time in our sessions discussing the importance of dialogue 

between staff members. It had, however, emerged as a critical factor in the reasons 

for their perceived success of the project. Not only had they felt supported by one 

another, understandings had developed which crossed grade boundaries and assisted 

team members outside our meetings. I found Kate's comment to be most thought 

provoking; ".. .teachers don't want to be left struggling to figure it out alone." A l l too 

often, teachers find themselves in this situation and i f all dialogue does is eradicate 

this "aloneness", it has been well worth the time. 

Relationships also developed over the course of the project in a manner that 

proved surprising to me. Personal stories began to appear more and more within the 

discussions as an atmosphere of trust developed. At our meeting on January 23, 

2000, Rose quoted from Wiggins and McTighe (1998) - "Sometimes sophisticated 

understandings lurk beneath weakly executed performances" (p.80) - which produced 

a surprising response from Sarah: 

Sarah: ...it's easy to overlook those kinds of children because I 

was probably one of those kids myself. I think I had good 

ideas but a lot of the time I would hold back. I just didn't 

feel comfortable. If I had had somebody, a teacher, that 

would have brought it out and made me feel more confident 

and encouraged me to ask about things. I can always 
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remember having all these questions in my 

head...somebody would be talking and right away I'd be 

"why?" or "why not?" but never being able to... 

Had this been a reason why Sarah had selected teaching as a career? Had she wanted 

to reach out to those students who had been so much like herself? As a principal, I 

found this most revealing in light of her past evaluations. Sarah was a very quiet 

individual with a great ability to reach children who had faced difficulty in prior 

experiences. I felt that through her story, she had disclosed a'connection between her 

own past experiences and her current teaching capabilities. In order for change to be 

made in present thinking, in order for change to affect future considerations, it is 

important to appreciate the impact of the past on these thinkings. This had been an 

illuminating disclosure on the part of Sarah. She had had a personal connection to 

that quote and had been willing to share that connection within our conversation. It 

also revealed the level of trust that had developed in the relationships of the group. 

Personal story evolved as the weekly discussions progressed. Discussions at the 

beginning of the research tended to focus on educational responses to a point that had 

been highlighted by individuals in the group with a focus on student progress. Each 

teacher had concentrated on examples of what he/she was doing in his/her own 

programs that illustrated the making of student connections between the material 

within the subject content and aspects of their lives. As we moved further into the 

process, like Sarah, other teachers began to share more personal responses to the 

material. On January 10, 2001, one of the statements we were discussing from 

Wiggins and McTighe (1998) produced an interesting story from Penny: " A l l 
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understandings of a text, person or event are not equal in depth and breadth of 

insight" (p.49). Penny told a story of being in an art gallery with another woman who 

had recently lost her husband. The woman related to an image of death in a particular 

painting, which Penny did not see although she empathized with the other woman's 

pain based on losses that she, herself, had experienced in her life. I believe that it is 

through story that we can relate to one another and use the experiences in our own 

pasts to develop deeper understandings of experiences that we have never had or 

might never have. Grasping the world from another's point of view was also revealed 

in a story shared by Rose during the same discussion. At one point in her teaching 

career, Rose had worked with a class of students, a large number being boys who had 

been labeled borderline to severe behavior. A camp experience scheduled at the 

beginning of the school year had placed her in a supervisory role of these boys. She 

spent the evenings with them telling ghost stories, hearing the stories of their lives 

and sharing some of her own. For the remainder of the year, the boys referred to the 

experience as that of "Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs." A bond had been 

established between Rose and the boys based on empathy and connections they had 

made as a result of personal stories they had shared. 

Personal stories continued to emerge to illustrate points that had arisen from the 

readings and from the discussions. I also began to notice how often story emerged in 

the staff room between other teachers in order to give depth to the points they were 

attempting to make. These observations had great impact on my own thinking 

regarding teaching and learning. M y quest for "voice" in the learning process had 

avoided the importance of story in people's lives and the value of narrative inquiry 

within the research process. Like Mykhalovskiy (1997), I too had felt that scholars 
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who wrote narratives about the self were self-indulgent. Story, however, is indeed 

critical to our lives. "To make sense of what we observe or what people tell us, we 

may draw on the richness of our own experience, particularly i f what we are studying 

we also have experienced" (Hertz, 1997, p.xiii). My involvement in this project had 

brought the importance of story clearly to the forefront. I know now that to discuss 

connections in learning between subject matter and personal experience without an 

allowance for the inclusion of story by students and adults is to avoid the true 

meaning of making connections. 

A Non-Linear Process 

The third element critical to the change process, that of change being a non-linear 

process, could be seen within the discussions of the research group and the projects 

implemented into the classrooms. Out of curiosity, I applied Quinn's (1996) 

transformational cycle with its four intertwining phases of initiation, uncertainty, 

transformation and routinization, to the work that we had done as a group. Each of 

the teams had initiated their projects at different readiness levels within their own 

work. The grade one and two team had developed a project with a definite beginning 

and end, the grade threes were more cautious as they were initially uncertain as to 

where and how to begin and the grade six team implemented aspects of the design 

into an already existing process. Uncertainty came from different sources. I have 

already introduced the uncertainty that faced the grade three teachers as a result of 

provincial exams, which appeared to hang over their heads and impact their thinking 

throughout the research. More will emerge as this story unfolds. Uncertainty also 

came from other sources. At one point in the discussions, Penny and Dan questioned 
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the level of risk-taking required by students in a more collaborative inquiry process. 

Penny stated that students at the grade six level were not very good at risk-taking 

which prompted a comment from Dan. 

Dan: (October 10, 2000) I almost think that that might be a 

development thing. I just don't know that the kids are 

ready to go it alone at this stage.. .but I think it's something 

that we should be constantly encouraging. 

I question this observation on Dan's part and regret that at the time, I did not 

follow through with a reflection of my own in our conversation. For four years, I 

worked with kindergarten children in a kindergarten-grade one integrated program. I 

was amazed by the risk-taking I observed in these little ones at the time and their 

ability to be oblivious to what others thought of their responses to learning 

experiences. Their enthusiasm in confronting new opportunities and the creative and 

unique ways they demonstrated their learning was a joy to behold. As I moved up in 

the grades as a teacher, I remember wondering what had happened to that initial 

enthusiasm, that spontaneous creativity. Likely school had happened. For many 

adolescents, as a result of the programs offered, enthusiasm and creativity did not fit 

in with expectations of the classroom and those that persisted were labeled disruptive, 

unfocused and "off task". Risk-taking became smothered in a move to conform and 

to not stand out within the class. What Dan and Penny were reflecting upon may not 

have had anything to do with a developmental level that had not been reached. It may 

have had to do with the fear of being looked upon as being different, of standing out. 
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Students have to be encouraged to think in different ways and to tread where others in 

their class may not want to go. Quite simply, they must reach a realization that it is 

quite all right to do so and they will be supported in that adventure by their teacher. 

A parallel exists in working with teachers. Adults are also poor risk-takers i f they 

have never been provided with the support and encouragement to take risks in their 

practice. Like children, it may not have had anything to do with development. It has 

to do with eradicating the fear of what consequences will be attached to such 

behaviour i f those in "authority" do not agree with or support such actions. 

The third phase of Quinn's (1996) transformational cycle'is transformation itself. 

For me, transformational or deep change means a permanent shift from previous 

thinking as we incorporate that new thinking into our work. As a result of the 

dialogue within the research group, the project work based on new thinking that 

appeared in the classrooms and their own personal reflections, the "opportunity" for 

transformation was there for each of the research participants. That they had been 

affected by the experience was confirmed by their survey comments in March, 2001. 

I will display all their summations before I comment. 

Penny: I feel more comfortable about trying new approaches to 

teaching and being able to express and support why I'm 

doing what I'm doing. More aware of my teaching practice 

- not just doing something for the 'sake of doing', rather 

seeing what is really important in the curriculum of 

focusing on it. 
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Dan: I feel more cognizant of my practice. Aspects of their 

(Wiggins & McTighe, 1998) work were already present in 

my practice but were not consciously part of my planning. 

I am more willing to look at curriculum over longer periods 

of time. I am more willing to integrate subjects together. I 

am more cognizant of making global connections and I find 

the planning streamlined. 

Rose: The bigger change for me was "thinking like an assessor 

prior to designing lessons." I usually have an idea of what 

I think a finished project might look like but I don't 

consciously work it all out ahead of time. I don't think I 

have a real handle on this yet. I need to continue working 

on this. 

Sarah: Most times I ask myself: Is this a meaningful experience 

for the children that will promote lifelong learning and a 

feeling of self-worth? A closeness with the group 

members. It has made me more aware of the big picture. 

Kate: I know the importance of knowing the bigger question and 

how to go about answering it more effectively. ...not 

telling the students so much - let them ask and answer their 

own questions...letting them tell me what they're doing 

and thinking...slow down — make sure the question is 

understood - answered before moving on then returning to 

it later on to add to it. 
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Jane: Yes, I am more focused on my objective when I am 

planning and carrying out activities. The lessons and 

activities in the classroom are more purposeful. 

Mary: It has made me look a little deeper into the purpose and 

goals of certain learning activities and situations. It has 

reinforced some of my beliefs as well as made me more 

likely to question and reflect upon what I am doing and 

why. 

Many things were revealed to me in these comments. Several of the participants 

referred to being more cognizant of what they were doing and why, of being more 

aware of their actual teaching practice and being able to look at curriculum in a 

broader way. Dan talked of being more comfortable with the integration of 

disciplines or incorporating more global connections, while Sarah talked of having a 

better grasp of the big picture. By having a better understanding of what concepts are 

to be learned and keeping focused on those concepts throughout the unit, teachers 

appear to be more willing to attempt bigger ideas and more exploratory learning. I 

speak from experience when I say that teachers can become so involved in a process, 

they forget what connections are being made to the required curriculum. It is easy to 

argue that these considerations should be ignored in the genuine pursuit of 

understandings, but this is easier said than done when dealing with the bureaucratic 

expectations of government and school systems. This does not negate the importance 

of encouraging learning and questions to evolve as the dance unfolds. As Penny 

stated, "I feel more comfortable about trying new approaches to teaching and being 
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able to express and support why I'm doing what I'm doing." If we examine her 

earlier comment of October 10, 2000, where she talks of changing her approaches 

because others were unhappy and critical, and not being able to state at the time why 

she knew those approaches were beneficial to student learning, Penny has evolved. 

Rose's comment elicited a caution from me when I examined it from a deeper 

perspective. It is important to consider the assessment processes in the initial 

planning stages of curriculum development but as I mentioned earlier, it is also the 

opportunities for assessment that emerge from the actual work with students that are 

of interest. My intent in presenting the Wiggins and McTighe (1998) design was to 

bring to the discussion an opinion that assessment be contemplated in the initial 

stages of planning in order to understand that assessment is interwoven with the 

learning and not separate from that learning. I was relieved to see that she was 

reflecting on this thinking and questioning whether or not she was willing to move on 

with it. "I need to continue working on this". Rose had demonstrated the cyclical 

nature of change. She had looped back into uncertainty and therefore, transformation 

within the topic of assessment had not been reached. Rose had been willing to 

express this uncertainty. Had others felt it but not been willing to put their concerns 

into words? I was drawn back to the crisis of legitimation in narrative inquiry 

(Alvermann, 2000) as discussed in chapter one. Sarah and Mary had both been 

affirmed in their beliefs as a result of the experience. However, it was Kate's 

comments that excited me the most. She had been amazed by the inclusion of more 

student dialogue into her program and the results that had occurred. Her comments of 

"not telling the student too much - let them ask and answer their own 

questions...letting them tell me what they're doing and thinking" affected my own 



110 

thinking about leadership and my role in school change. Teachers had a right to ask 

and answer their own questions and to discuss what they were doing and thinking 

with their colleagues. Learning for students was identical to the needs of teachers in 

the learning process. 

The word "routinization" in Quinn's (1996) transformational cycle, initially 

caused me concern. The word routine for me means boring, dull, and static as 

opposed to dynamic. Although Quinn (1996) possibly meant none of these things, I 

would have preferred a phrase such as "adding to the teaching process" or 

"implementing when appropriate". To be transformed means to believe differently 

which implies that those new beliefs about student learning, curriculum development 

and assessment will be incorporated into the daily life of the classroom. It does not 

mean, however, that the process of change has come to an end and there is no further 

need to investigate. For example, Kate has discovered the positive advantages of 

incorporating student dialogue into her classroom as a critical aspect of learning. Her 

quest has not ended. To discover how dialogue can be incorporated to the best 

advantage within specific programs and assessment processes is now her challenge. 

Our group discussions around assessment, student learning and what constitutes 

knowledge have prompted new thinking on the part of those involved and quite 

possibly will affect the instructional processes to be implemented into those 

classrooms in the future. Any transformational cycle is recursive, intertwining and 

ongoing, as is the process of change. Classroom processes will continue to build, 

transform and evolve as beliefs about practice continue to be challenged and teachers 

are supported in their investigations. My research is not at an end with this thesis but 

will continue to grow and transform as I pursue this work in the company of the staff 
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members. Routinization as described by Quinn (1996) is only a brief pause in the 

ongoing life of creative and positive change. 

Had transformation occurred for individuals within this group? Kate's 

involvement with the place of dialogue in the learning process had been felt deeply by 

her as further discussion will reveal. I felt that transformation had taken place in this 

instance. Rose, on the other hand, was not certain about the role of assessment within 

the learning process. Transformation had not yet occurred. For all the participants, 

however, thinking had been stretched and action had been taken but would each 

individual be willing to build on this new thinking and on these personal discoveries? 

The work could not stop here. It would have to continue beyond the limited scope of 

this research and become part of the ongoing work of the school i f transformation or 

deep change were to not only occur but continue to be sustained. A recognition of the 

uniqueness of each of the individuals, their learning styles, the impact of past 

experiences and the emotions attached to those experiences had also emerged for me, 

as critical factors that ought to be recognized and appreciated within the change 

process. 

An Environment For Change 

I could begin this section with a profound comment such as "an environment for 

change is created by those who live within that environment." I could state that, yes, 

I support this comment but would quickly qualify such by adding "in an ideal 

educational world." The fact of the matter is that in a school system basically 

entrenched in modernism, it is indeed unfortunate that the environment in a school is 

one that is often created by administration, when it should be created by those who 
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live within that space. However, despite such a predicament, as educators it is 

important that we continue to strive toward the creation of such an environment 

despite the restraints and that administration facilitate the process. If a positive 

environment for change that comes from those who live within is going to occur, then 

it behooves principals to learn to administrate differently. 

I maintain that educational change and the development of cultures of teaching 

should be a main purpose for administrative work. Within such a culture, teachers 

will want to inquire into their practice in order to continually improve and will be 

encouraged to work with each other to assist one another with that improvement. The 

difference between the student environment and the one created for the adult learner 

is that the adult environment is of far more importance. Without a staff that works 

actively to inquire into their own practice, that has a positive orientation toward 

problem-solving and welcomes problems as part of the process, that recognizes the 

need for dialogue and collaboration, the creation of necessary learning environments 

for students may not happen. Fullen (1997) believed that deep change will only occur 

if individuals take action to alter their own environments but in schools, that is 

difficult to do i f administration is opposed to the action teachers want to take. It is 

important for teachers to have professional authority (Sergiovanni, 1992) over the 

processes used and be committed to working on action together in order to come up 

with solutions. It is of equal importance that collaborative working relationships be 

developed between teachers and administration in order for such action to occur. 

What should be taken into consideration in attempting to realize the purpose of 

continuous change to improve practice and learning? If we are going to move deeper 

into an examination of what it means to be teachers, it is important to be cognizant of 
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the impact emotions will have on that deep and personal investigation. 

"Emotions...cannot be separated from reason, nor can judgment be set aside from 

feelings" (Hargreaves, 1997, p. 19). We are entering the arena of deep change, 

examining beliefs and values that form the heart and soul of each individual. To 

change beliefs and values about who we are, the purposes that we have as educators 

and the practices that we believe in, is a monumental and emotionally challenging 

event. 

We should recognize that change cannot be brought about through models that 

have been developed elsewhere, although the discussion of such should not be 

discouraged for the simple fact that they are models. Wiggins and McTighe (1998) is 

one example. If one can get beyond the perception that a model is being presented in 

this work, there is ample stimulation for discussions on teaching, learning, assessment 

and what constitutes knowledge. What is important, is that regardless of what 

stimulates the discussion, it is the understandings created in conversations and 

interactions with others that are momentous. A n individual who is internally 

stimulated in a quest for understanding is much more capable of facilitating action 

than the individual who is guided from afar by mandated policies or models. The 

simple act of listening, and being provided with an opportunity to understand the 

problem, might be enough to change individual perceptions. Change within the 

educational environment may rest on this development and improvement of 

relationships. As Garmston and Wellman (1995) stated so well, "...self-renewing 

schools are collaborative places where adults care about one another, share common 

goals and values, and have the skills and knowledge to plan together, solve problems 
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together, and fight passionately but gracefully for ideas to improve instruction" 

(p.12). 

It is also important to recognize and support the issue of professional authority 

(Sergiovanni, 1992) in teachers. Teachers should be credited with the knowledge 

they bring to their practice in order to strengthen their enthusiasm and involvement in 

the change process. A curriculum may be mandated but the processes that affect or 

produce learning results are in the hands of the teacher. Opportunities ought to be 

provided for teachers to discuss and observe teaching processes, to re-examine 

assumptions that have been made about these processes and to modify both the 

processes and assumptions. A n environment supportive of that risk-taking is vital. If 

the environment is to be one that is safe and secure, one that attempts to be judgment 

free and promotes risk-taking, it should also be one where strengths and talents are 

recognized and promoted. If weaknesses exist or i f events occur which promote the 

perception of weaknesses on the part of staff members, administration needs to be 

astute enough to concentrate on the strengths in order to overshadow or eliminate 

those weaknesses or perceived weaknesses. The recognition of strengths and talents 

is often not emphasized enough. This was a lesson that came home to me as a result 

of my research. One cannot assume that strengths and talents are being recognized; 

one must actively work at constantly promoting that recognition. Emotional balance 

impacts on the process of learning, which includes the critical elements of confidence 

and self-esteem. 

The purpose for developing an environment for change is to encourage teachers to 

inquire into their practice in order to improve. The purpose of promoting 

opportunities for dialogue is to encourage individuals to assist one another with that 
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improvement. I was to see this on several occasions. The grade three team was to 

visit the City Hall School of Minds in April where each class would be on site for one 

full week. Sarah and Rose had begun to question how they would organize the unit in 

order for the experience to be a valuable learning opportunity. On November 8, 

2000, they still did not have a clear picture of how they would move forward with 

their planning. 

Sarah: .. .there's all kinds of things to do with it and there's lots to 

do but what I'm feeling is, I feel like I need something sort 

of to tie it together. Like we need some sort of main big 

picture focus kind of thing. 

Dan: Great opportunity to put historical buildings... 

Sarah: Yes and they've got the time capsule in the floor of the hall. 

Dan: And also the future, you know. Look at the development 

down there... 

The main thrust of the grade three social studies curriculum is to examine the past, 

present and future of the community in which the students live. As a result of this 

exchange, Sarah and Rose were not only able to make the connection between the 

City Hall school and the curriculum but also chose to use the concept of "change" as 

the focus idea. This information was shared at our meeting on November 29, 2000. 

Dan's suggestions at the earlier meeting had aided that planning. 

Although all three teams met outside our group meetings to discuss projects and 

readings, the team that was the most enthusiastic about their discoveries was Kate and 
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Jane. I found this interesting because of all the members of the group, they had 

always shown an eagerness to learn and to experiment despite traditional overtones of 

their programs. Our research project appeared to have opened some doors. Perhaps 

they felt it had given them permission to take some large risks, which they did. At 

our meeting on January 16, 2001, their enthusiasm was contagious as they shared 

some of the discoveries they had made in developing a fairytale unit, which focused 

on teaching students how to write stories. 

Kate: I'm ready to start a new story so how dò I go from the 

Enormous Turnip to Goldilocks...it became clear to us, we 

start with the big question each time. And then, post it and 

just start each fairytale with that big question and just keep 

going. You're not keeping it connected by activities and 

arts and crafts. You're keeping it connected by (asking) 

how are we going to write a story when it's done? I did put 

the question up.. .and we're going to just like start over and 

then we're going to read the story. Then we're going back 

to discussing does the story need a beginning, middle and 

ending? 

Jane: ...we've got binders full of lovely activities to go with 

every fairytale and the temptation is...pull out all the 

cutesy sheets and do the art projects. Then we look at it 

and go well, what is our big question? We're focusing on 

story structure. 
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I believe that what was demonstrated here was a misconception on the part of Jane 

and Sarah on what constituted a big question. Had they selected "what is it about 

fairytales that makes them special or different from other stories?" or "what kinds of 

change happen to the characters in fairytales?" they would have been closer to 

demonstrating an understanding of the big question at the grade one and two level. 

As it was, they had selected to focus on skills required to actually write a story in that 

genre. However, this in itself, was a huge step for them. They had generated a 

purpose for their unit that was forcing them to alter their instructional processes from 

"cutesy" projects that tended to be unrelated, to a specific focus on critical aspects of 

stories that students needed to understand in order to write for themselves. As Kate 

stated, before she would have questioned what link existed between Enormous Turnip 

and Goldilocks but now that link existed in the form of a purpose for all the stories 

that were to be used. To have moved this far had taken a risk on the part of both Kate 

and Jane. To be more focused on the purposes for themes or units will probably be 

incorporated into their instructional processes which is an example of what Quinn 

(1996) meant by routinization. However, through continued dialogue, I am hoping 

that the change process will continue for Kate and Jane as they move closer toward 

developing those big questions. 

An interesting revelation on the part of Kate and Jane revealed a move away from 

the segmented approach to teaching writing, reminiscent of a modernist approach to 

learning, to a more holistic approach. Kate and Jane had made the decision to 

combine all the elements of the storywriting process that they wanted their student to 

understand - beginning/middle/end, characterization and setting. I would like to 
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think that our group conversations on how students learn had influenced their 

thinking. 

Jane: ...ultimately we want a story that has a beginning, middle 

and end with characters in a setting. And they (the 

students) will , in the end - performance based - they will 

write the story...having all the criteria in it. But i f we go 

today with beginning, middle and ending.. .tomorrow, 

characters.. .third day, setting.. .we've lost them. 

Kate: But I've done that before. 

Jane: I know. We all have. 

Kate and Jane supported each other as they made this research journey and both had 

felt very positive about the experience. To some, the changes that they made may be 

considered small and almost insignificant. They were not. One has to have spent 

many years within schools to know just how significant these changes were. 

However, one of the most exciting moments for me came from Kate when she 

described the significant changes that had occurred in her classroom. 

Kate: ...the talk is changing...telling me why they (the students) 

need a beginning, middle and end was worth it. Because 

they were so excited...you get all pumped up with the 

feeling that they're involved and they're actually learning 

and they're actually sharing something that they thought of 
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instead of me standing up in the front telling and telling and 

telling. 

The role of the teacher had changed in her classroom as a result of the incorporation 

of more dialogical experiences for the students. I could empathize with her 

excitement as I was experiencing similar feelings as a result of my involvement in the 

weekly discussions with the teachers. Dialogue was proving to be, for all of us in the 

group, the pivotal force behind learning and change. 

Schlechty (1997) referred to the importance of teacher control in education but I 

prefer to use professional authority (Sergiovanni, 1992). Issues surrounding this form 

of authority were prevalent in this research. Through their own work and discussion 

prior to the actual research, Penny and Dan had developed the belief that what they 

were doing was of value to student learning and understanding. They demonstrated 

confidence in what they were doing and gave the impression that they were 

comfortable with the professional authority that they possessed over how they 

presented curriculum. Provincial exams were simply part of the process. Kate and 

Jane did not have the spectre of provincial exams hanging over their heads and, as a 

result, enthusiastically embraced discussions that might assist them with improving 

teaching and learning in their classrooms. They never gave the impression that 

professional authority was lacking in their work. 

For Sarah and Rose, the situation had been quite different. In our early discussion 

on October 24, 2000, my perception was that the provincial exams completely 

controlled what they did in their classrooms. Although they discussed the negative 
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effects the exams had on students, they also referred to the impact on themselves 

when they knew that a child had not succeeded to his or her full potential. 

Sarah: I think it affects us too, because the both of us...at the end 

of a test, like say it's a writing test, and you have this kid 

who has written beautiful stories all year long and you're 

glancing over your stories and we say to each other, "look 

at what she did!" And you shouldn't have those feelings 

about that child because all year long that Child has put out, 

and maybe they didn't on the test but you have these 

feelings. You can't help it because you know that it's 

going to come down on you. 

As the project evolved, Sarah and Rose began to dwell more and more on the 

development of student learning and the making of connections between new and 

current understandings on the part of those students. The environment that had been 

created within the research group provided them with the support to concentrate on 

what they were doing with the students, as opposed to whether or not those same 

students would be able to meet the demands of the provincial exams in June. 

However, it was obvious at the end of the research that this support would have to 

continue in order for Sarah and Rose to feel that they possessed professional authority 

over the decisions they made for their students. On the March 2001 survey, Rose 

replied to a question, which asked i f her research investigation had altered her 

thinking from original expectations. 
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Rose: City Hall School hasn't happened yet but I feel we have left 

more open time for self discovery writing, time for 

developing more personal understandings. I'm still a bit 

apprehensive because in the past, we would have filled 

every minute with 'apple sauce' (trivial) activities. I think 

I'm more worried about the parents at this point. 

There was the conflict. On the one hand was an opening up to what would not only 

be a better learning experience for the students as they pursued their own thoughts 

and made personal connections and on the other, fears that parents would not see the 

value in these endeavours. It is unfortunate, but parents seem to feel that there is 

value in the 'apple sauce' activities. The more little booklets, work sheets and 

spelling sheets being sent home the better. For parents, this is learning. The authority 

that parents appear to have over classroom activities is one of the major obstacles 

facing teachers. 

To eradicate teacher fear and the consequences of what they perceived to be a 

failure on their parts i f students were not successful was a much bigger task than I had 

anticipated prior to this work. Palmer (1998) devoted an entire chapter of his book to 

the fear that exists in education. I had paid little attention to this during my initial 

reading of his work but found myself returning to it after this experience. Were 

teachers more vulnerable to fears of failure than those in other professions? "But a 

good teacher must stand where personal and public meet, dealing with the thundering 

flow of traffic at an intersection where "weaving a web of connectedness" feels more 

like crossing a freeway on foot. As we try to connect ourselves and our subjects with 
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our students, we make ourselves, as well as our subjects, vulnerable to indifference, 

judgment, ridicule" (Palmer, 1998, p. 17). I believe that it even flows deeper than this. 

There is a general lack of respect for teachers on the part of the general public and 

this is becoming more and more difficult to deal with in schools. Some parents are 

entering classrooms during the day in order to view teachers instructing and are 

shocked when they are asked to leave. Many do not simply question teachers about 

their programs, they are openly hostile and aggressive in their demands to have other 

specific approaches implemented into classrooms such as "back to basics", whatever 

that might mean. Some parents are demanding rights that aire not supported by the 

School Act or local school systems. Reputations of excellent teachers are being 

affected by neighborhood coffee klatches and some volunteer parents are being told 

that they are no longer welcome in schools because of negative and unprofessional 

behaviour. I do not have to draw upon research to support these claims. Situations 

like this exist in every school, including my own. Is there fear in education? Yes, but 

what must be recognized as well, is that there is fear on the part of many parents 

regarding the standard of education that their children are receiving due to negative 

press and community comments. There is fear on both sides which makes 

communication between school and home a critical issue. 

I began to realize that, as an administrator, I would have to be more sensitive in 

what I did and said, more observant and thoughtful in my relationships with staff but I 

would continue to strive for an environment that encouraged dialogue in order for 

voices to be heard. If teachers do not feel safe and supported, positive dialogue will 

not happen and change will not occur. I also realized that communication with 
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parents was going to have to be deeper and more meaningful i f understandings about, 

and respect for, education and educators was going to improve. 

"For now, I see it as an ongoing journey and as we kind of work 

through it, we'll have to play around and see where things work and 

where they don't and adjust...we can put voice to it. We have each 

other to talk things through." 

Penny, October 10, 2000 
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An Intricate Matrix 

As I began to look deeper into what had occurred during this research, I realized 

that there was an intricate matrix of steps coexisting together, each one dependant 

upon the other. If, as Gadamer (1997) supported, all knowledge begins from an 

individual point of view based on his/her experiences with others which are shaped 

by traditions and culture, then it must be appreciated that the voices expressed are 

those that have also been shaped by experiences with others, tradition and culture. As 

I continued to investigate teacher change and the leadership skills that should be 

considered to promote such change, I was struck by the intricate linking of what 

constitutes knowledge, voice and the process of change itself. It was difficult to 

separate one from the others and I realized that it was necessary that all three work 

together in combination. 

An Essential Combination 

Prior to my work with the research group, I felt comfortable with my beliefs about 

what I felt constituted knowledge and dialogue as supported by such theorists as 

Gadamer (1997), Usher (1996) and Dunne (1993). What I had not truly understood 

was that it is through dialogue that understandings are developed. It had initially 

made sense to me that each individual perceives the world from unique vantage 

points based on personal experience shaped by tradition and culture. This 

understanding had supported my own views that it was necessary to respect and value 

the individuality of each person and that there was a constant need on my part, as an 
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individual, to continue to develop my skills in the areas of listening and observation. 

The importance of voice and its place within the change process began with thoughts 

of the necessity of voice being heard. What developed as the research progressed was 

an understanding that it is through the combining of all voices within a dialogue that 

constitutes the development of understandings or knowledge. The voices of the 

others are a critical factor in the development of understandings that can be voiced by 

the one. The weekly meetings of the research participants demonstrated support for 

my developing beliefs about knowledge, dialogue and change. 

At our group meeting on November 8, 2000, the conversation began with 

reflections on three articles, contributed by Penny and myself, that focused on global 

education and interdisciplinary possibilities. These included "Globalizing 

Curriculum" (Hendrix, 1998), "Starting Points for Globalizing Education" (Werner, 

1996) and "Writing, reading and talking mathematics: One interdisciplinary 

possibility" (Winograd & Higgins, 1994-95). One of the concerns in schools is the 

lack of knowledge on the part of teachers of curriculum requirements in either the 

previous grade or the grade that follows the one being taught. Attempts were made 

throughout the year to initiate such discussions within cross-grade groups in order to 

stimulate the development of such understandings. Unfortunately, on most occasions, 

depth of discussion and, as a result, depth of understanding was not achieved due to 

the irregularity of such meetings. What was achieved at this particular meeting was 

the beginning of a conversation that was to follow through within the weekly 

dialogues allowing each participant to develop deeper understandings of not only the 

expectations at other grade levels, but the curriculum connections among the grades. 
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In response to the articles which discussed global education, Dan described a 

project with artifacts that he and Penny had completed with their grade six students. 

Their purpose for such an activity was described by Dan: 

Dan: Part of our study of the Greeks is looking at it as a 

civilization. And what we're trying to impress upon them 

is that, as a civilization, they were influenced by 

civilizations that came before them, civilizations that co

existed with them and then civilizations that came 

after...they (the Greeks) had influence on them (the 

others). 

Penny and Dan went on to describe the activity that they had worked through with the 

students and the positive results that the students experienced in making connections 

to themselves and their own current civilization. Marilyn, one of the grade five 

teachers who began the research with us but had to withdraw as a result of other 

commitments, noted the relationship between the grade five and six curriculums. 

Marilyn: It's really interesting how this curriculum is so spiral with 

what they do in grade five. Constantly having to get the 

kids to go back and look at what they did and make the 

connection to the next level...this example of taking what 

we did today and then taking that same idea, that same 

concept and tying it to another.. .trying to get the big idea 
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that you can take.. .that idea to another area in your life. To 

make the leap... 

Through discussion, teachers were beginning to see the connections among the grade 

levels. Curriculum was not segmented with definitive grade boundaries but 

overlapped and intertwined in the same way that an integrated approach removes the 

barriers between disciplines. This is an understanding that I believe to be of 

importance when teachers are attempting to approach interdisciplinarity in their 

classrooms. It is not just the possibilities that exist for learning when the boundaries 

between disciplines are dissolved, it is also the noting of opportunities when 

curriculum is seen in a spiral mode which in turn dissolves the boundaries between 

consecutive grade levels. 

In an informal conversation with Penny at one point she commented on her 

perception that by approaching learning in an interdisciplinary manner, there 

appeared to be more time to "cover" not only the expected curriculum but to expand 

on the more global questions that arose from teachers and students alike. During the 

conversation on November 8, 2000, Penny and Dan were discussing with the rest of 

the group how they had altered the order of the three social studies units and had 

removed the boundaries between the units in order for information to flow back and 

forth. 

Dan: We now do the Greeks first, we do China second and then 

government...both of those things (Greece and China) we 

can tie them into government at the end of the year as 



128 

opposed to starting with government which is done 

traditionally. A l l of a sudden they've got a background 

knowledge of what democracy is and they can compare it 

to a communistic system. A l l of a sudden, it gets much 

easier to teach. 

There it was; "...it gets much easier to teach." I found this to be an interesting 

comment, keeping in mind what Penny had shared with me informally earlier on. 

Why did both Dan and Penny feel that there was more time to do justice to the 

expected curriculum and teaching was easier through an interdisciplinary approach? 

My own theory is based on my understandings of how all individuals learn. We do 

not perceive the world as fractured into separate disciplines but observe what is 

around us as a flowing, intricate matrix of happenings. Penny and Dan were 

beginning to teach in the same manner in which they, themselves, learned. They 

were not only having conversations with one another about what was occurring in 

their program, they were incorporating more opportunities for collaboration and 

dialogue for their students. They were beginning to teach in the manner in which 

individuals naturally learn. 

Dan's explanation of what they had done in their own program had an impact on 

others at this meeting. Marilyn had been sitting quietly listening to others agree with 

Dan. They had identified with Dan's conclusions in using an interdisciplinary 

approach but Marilyn was not at the same comfort level. 
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Marilyn: You were talking about (how) you spent...up ' t i l recess 

every day on language arts and I still have a hard time 

figuring out how you do that. 

Penny: Well, it's because we integrate social studies and science 

into it (language arts) wherever we can...and we build a lot 

of our art into it...they're going to do a mini-theme from 

the construction of artifacts and things like that tie really 

well into that...sketching of things as well and they may 

incorporate that back into their journal. 

Marilyn was still confused but, at the same time, I was unaware of how to proceed 

with enlightening her. It wasn't until much later that I realized that Marilyn was 

depicting a fear that many teachers feel. There is a curriculum to cover and i f any 

aspect is missed, then they as individuals, will be held accountable. There is a 

misconception that by adopting an interdisciplinary stance at some point in the 

learning process, aspects of the curriculum will be overlooked. This misconception 

revealed to me that there is also a misunderstanding of what constitutes 

interdisciplinary work. I contemplated this at a later date when I was examining what 

my role would be in moving teachers forward from this thinking and state of fear. 

Dialogue was not going to be enough. It would have to be in combination with 

opportunities to examine such concepts as interdisciplinarity, generative, and global 

from deeper perspectives in order to develop understanding of what interdisciplinarity 

meant. How could they be expected to embrace such a concept i f opportunities were 

not made available for them to examine current literature and, through conversations 
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with their colleagues, develop a collective understanding that would impact practice? 

As an aside to this discussion, I would like to mention that Marilyn did proceed with 

an interdisciplinary unit during the 2001-2002 school year using Penny as her mentor 

and guide. The discussions in our research group had stayed with her through the 

remainder of the 2000-2001 school year and, although it is too early to state what her 

response to the experience will be, I admire the courage that I know it has taken for 

her to make the attempt. 

What this research was helping me to appreciate was that change had to begin 

with an honouring of individual perceptions and understandings. This is not taken 

into consideration when mandated change is forced on schools unless such change 

allows for choice on the part of the recipients as to how that change will be 

implemented into the life of the school community. As discussed previously, I have 

also developed an awareness that knowledge and understanding will not develop 

without opportunities for dialogue. By being provided with opportunities to voice 

opinions and suggestions and to listen to the opinions and suggestions of others, the 

teachers in the research group assisted, supported and guided one another through 

their work. As an active participant, I was also changed as a result of the experience. 

The talk that ensued altered or supported my own growing understandings of 

leadership and the role leadership has in the change process. I have also begun to 

question the poststructuralist stance as supported by Cunningham and Fitzgerald 

(1996) in that all knowledge is particular and local, not existing outside the 

individuals and communities who know it. It may begin as such, but as dialogue 

occurs between communities, understandings continue to be shared. I have come to 

believe that the place of voice and dialogue in the construction of knowledge is part 
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of the human condition. It extends beyond the particular and local and applies to the 

development of all human knowledge. The world provides the music for our dance 

but it is conversation with others that is the dance. 

"Understanding comes not from the subject who thinks, but from the 

other that addresses me. This other that is a speaking person in every 

dialogical encounter is also the other in the address of language, the 

other that speaks when "language becomes voice." It is this voice that 

awakens one to vigilance, to being questioned in the conversation that 

we are." 

Risser, 1997, p.208 

Consideration Of Uniqueness 

As the research progressed, I was not surprised to see an understanding of the 

uniqueness of learners emerge through the work done by the participants. Such 

understanding is not new in the field of education or on the part of teachers working 

with students. However, what I felt was new to the teachers involved in this study 

was the intentional observation of such uniqueness as a result of their involvement 

with action research. What was brought to light as a result of focusing on children 

and their learning not only affirmed what they believed but raised questions through 

the dialogue held with their colleagues. One example of this occurred during my 

conversation with Kate, the grade one teacher and Jane, the grade two teacher on 

January 16,2001. 
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Kate: We did this tiny book on snow. And it just goes.. .snow on 

the hill, snow on the window, snow on your mittens, you 

know? And then I gave them a little piece of paper and 

said does this story need a title? What would we call it? So 

little T...who is ESL (English as Second Language) and 

doesn't really follow directions, doesn't really understand 

anything and doesn't read says "how do you spell 

'mystery'?" And I said "oh, why?" "Well, I'm going to 

call my story the mystery of snow." And I said "why?" 

And he said "because you never know where it is." 

Jane: Well, you've got the visual learner.. .the auditory learner. 

They're all going to demonstrate their understandings in 

different ways. 

It is important to note that the term "visual learner" is a common phrase used by 

teachers to describe what Gardner (1997) referred to as "spatial intelligence" or the 

ability to represent the spatial world internally in the mind (Checkley, 1997). The use 

of "visual" as opposed to "spatial" may be deemed incorrect by cognitive 

psychologists but it is used by many teachers to describe students who learn by seeing 

or visualizing as opposed to "doing". 

Little T. had provided much more in his initial question and in his ensuing 

comments. He had demonstrated his ability to follow directions, to understand the 

task and his acquired knowledge that certain letters were necessary in the spelling of 

the word 'mystery'. He had disputed all of Kate's initial assumptions that he was 
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incapable of performing these tasks. He had also demonstrated a uniqueness in 

looking at the topic of snow from a different perspective. By focusing in on that 

incident, Kate had learned not only a great deal about little T. that had not been 

anticipated, she also took a step back in order to reflect upon the assumptions she was 

making about other learners. 

In the same discussion, Jane reflected upon grade three provincial assessment and 

its intolerance for student uniqueness in learning. 

Jane: It was very interesting because so much testing, especially 

in the lower grades is regurgitation (in order) to pass. And 

a child who's not good at that will fail.. .They (the students) 

don't understand. There has to be more than one way to 

demonstrate facts. 

Although provincial exams are put together by teachers from all corners of our 

province, the actual design for the tests is provided by the government. Teachers, 

therefore, have no control over the actual format. 

Rose and Sarah, the grade three members of the group, expressed similar concerns 

regarding provincial exams on October 24, 2000. 

Sarah: To me, the grade three exams go against all that because 

there's so many levels (of student learning) and that's what 

they've done from ECS. They've taught them at those 
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levels and all of a sudden you're in grade three and they're 

expected to all fit into the... 

Rose: ...same little box... 

Sarah: ...same little box... 

Rose: .. .at the same time of year, too... 

This is one example of why teachers find it difficult to become interpretive dancers 

within an environment dominated by an authoritative bureaucracy that appears to 

have no understanding of the uniqueness and diversity of learners. The assumption is 

made on the part of a bureaucracy that all students of a certain age should be 

successful on a paper and pencil test at the same time of the school year. Teachers 

are encouraged to teach to those differences and to create programs that enhance 

learning at many levels and in a multitude of ways, only to have their students treated 

as clones twice during the elementary years. Despite such obstacles, educators 

continue to work towards what they believe. When I asked Rose and Sarah how they 

cope with the differences they perceive in levels of student learning, Rose provided 

an example from their math program. 

Rose: ...they're all open ended activities so that D...can work in 

them. So can G . . . You know, they can be expanded to 

whatever kids cart do. I think it gives them more option 

and more responsibility. Make their own decisions. 
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In a conversation with Penny and Dan on January 16, 2001, Penny expressed 

concern about the emphasis placed on written work when some students are more 

proficient at expressing their understandings orally due to diagnosed learning 

disabilities associated with writing that might relate to putting thoughts to paper. At 

times, these are physical disabilities, while in other students connections are not being 

made mentally that would allow for acceptable written representation of thinking. 

Penny: I've been thinking about M . . . , he's so good orally but then 

when you look at his work in written form, it's nowhere 

near his understanding orally...and then when I go and 

look at his work, say for assignments that we're going to 

use to evaluate social studies, what am I mainly looking at? 

His written work - which nowhere near defines his 

ability...for understanding...it comes back to that whole 

idea of multiple intelligences... 

Penny, Dan and I had had these conversations before and different ways of 

representing understandings had already made their way into their program. Students 

could present their findings through interviews, art, drama and technology, or a 

combination of these formats, which were of great assistance to students like M . 

However, in the end, the actual provincial exam testing was to be done in a written 

format, which proved to be detrimental to these same students. Understandings are 

not tested in these written sections - only the ability of the students to be able to 

express their understandings in a written format. The outcome for students like M . is 
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extreme frustration and a reinforced attitude that they are "slow", "stupid" or "dumb" 

to use their actual quotes. If the province is to continue their yearly quest in assessing 

all students at the grade three and six levels, then a more accurate picture of general 

trends might be accomplished through more diverse representations of student 

understandings. 

A Connection To The World As It Exists 

I continue to feel supported in my beliefs about interdisciplinarity as advocated by 

authors such as Barab and Landa (1997), Smith and Johnson (1994) and Hope (1995). 

Our natural way of approaching the world is not through single lenses labeled by 

individual disciplines or subject areas. We learn through our involvement with others 

in looking at the totality of the world and in making connections with one another in 

determining understandings. 

The desire to combine disciplines in order to enhance learning was something that 

had been recognized by the research participants prior to the beginning of this work. 

Kate discussed her practice of combining language arts, math and art in our 

November 8, 2000 group meeting. 

Kate: In grade one, we have the teddy bear math problem 

solving...there's little pictures on it and they're (the 

students) told to put so many yellow bears on the tree and 

so many green bears in the pond...they keep track of them 

and then I do the math example...they have to tell it again. 

What is happening? ...they make up little stories...they're 
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beginning to understand a math question because they can 

tell it over again out loud... they're very exciting pictures 

(student art)... they're all about things they (the students) do 

like tire swings and boats and camping. It just opens them 

up to talk about it instead of saying "four plus four." They 

get to talk about it. 

What Kate discovered was the power of personal stories in her program. To 

encourage children to expand on the trees and pond, into experiences that they have 

had which have included these elements, is to take the act of problem solving into a 

more personal dimension. Learning how to add is being expanded into the real world 

of the child through the making of connections to that real world. 

On January 23, 2001, Rose and Sarah discussed what they were attempting to do 

which had been a direct result of the group conversations. Others had influenced 

their thinking. 

Rose: ...we're definitely tying more things in together and we're 

still doing a lot of activity things that we used to do except 

we've got a different focus for it so they're on a different 

slant now. It's not just all these things in isolation. 

Sarah: And I guess into the interdisciplinary for sure. Even tying it 

into science, language arts. Globally, I guess just the idea 

of change. 
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Penny and Dan had been working with an interdisciplinary approach for the year 

and a half prior to this work. At our meeting on January 16, 2001, I asked them if 

they felt this approach had been good for students. The answer was an unqualified 

"yes" from both. 

Penny: Well, because they connect it. I mean that's the whole 

thing about learning. It's making these connections back to 

constructivism. Being able to take that information to 

construct the knowledge and see that thing's are connected. 

Life is not compartmentalized. However, we do that in 

school far too much and I think, you know, that's sort of 

where the internal struggle is for me...when I look at the 

report card I see these very compartmentalized things and 

then when I know when I have to be accountable to parents, 

that's where I feel, again, some stress and struggle. But 

what I really know about learning and what I understand 

about learning for myself personally, as well as what I've 

seen in my years of teaching, is that ability to put things 

together. To make the connections between science and 

math and social and relate those ideas and those big ideas 

like we talk about in this book (Wiggins and McTighe, 

1998) to other areas of their (the student's) life. And when 

they start to see how things are really intertwined and how 

some of these theories overlap from different subjects to 
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different subjects, that's when they're learning and they 

start to rethink things. 

Several important points emerged from this passage. The first that stood out for me 

was one of the conflicts teachers face in the reporting of student progress. Our school 

system supports interdisciplinary instruction in schools but requires teachers to report 

student progress using a method that does not match with those implemented 

processes. For years, staff members have found it necessary to go beyond the 

checklist format of the report card form and include detailed comment sheets, which 

outline programs and the student contributions being made. A concern on the part of 

teachers, however, is questioning how many parents go beyond the numbers on the 

checklist to the actual reading of the inserts. Although we have moved to student-led 

conferences at our school which have been enthusiastically received by our parent 

community because they provide deeper insights for parents into the work their 

children are doing, this segmented reporting format is still considered to be the 

official documentation of student progress. 

A second point that this passage held for me was Penny's "stress and struggle" in 

attempting to deal with this mismatch between reporting form and process and yet her 

determination to continue because of "what I really know about learning." This is an 

example of the "courage to teach" discussion to which Palmer (1998) devoted an 

entire book. Penny is an experienced teacher who has the courage to follow her 

convictions regardless of what might block her path. But what if, as an administrator, 

I was to express my disapproval of an interdisciplinary process and request that all 

staff follow the program of studies to the letter in a segmented, single discipline 
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approach? Instances of such disapproval exist in our current system. Would Penny 

have the courage to continue under those circumstances or would she admit defeat 

and do as I requested? Such is the "power" of authority of administrators as 

perceived by staff members. It is a disturbing circumstance. Supporting staff 

members in their endeavors is a critical aspect of the administrative role and one that 

also involves assisting with communication between home and school in order to 

foster deeper understandings about learning on the part of parents. 

At the same meeting on January 16, 2001, Dan raised a caution in regard to the 

implementation of an interdisciplinary approach into the instructional process. 

Dan: We were trying to really be thorough and deep in all 

subject areas at once. And I don't know that you can do 

that...because all of a sudden you've got these great big, 

huge projects, three of them on the go at once and it's just 

like...we cannot do this. It's hard on us, it's hard on the 

kids. We're not getting to the depth that we want to be at 

in any one of them. 

Shanahan (1997) warns that not all disciplines are appropriate for pursuing certain 

inquiries and that it is important to consider what will be suitable to a particular 

theme. I am not stating that Penny or Dan were having difficulty with this aspect of 

their planning. Each of their themes had been well planned but they had attempted to 

do too much at once. 
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Another caution raised by Shanahan (1997) involves the need for "direct 

explanation" which is the same term that was used by Roehler and Duffy (1984). 

There is "...a need for mini-lessons and guided practice...a common problem in 

integrated instruction can be that the focus is so much on relevance that students 

never practice anything enough to get good at it" (Shanahan, 1997, p. 18). Penny had 

a conflict with this issue and raised it in our conversation on October 10, 2000. To 

her credit, she was struggling with balancing "the two together." 

Penny: I have always felt quite proud that I was à real traditional 

teacher. I really believe in direct teaching and I've been 

thinking a lot about that in the last while and I still do. I 

haven't thrown that out...for awhile there, I thought maybe 

I would but I realize now that there's a real value in 

teaching skills but it's...what I'm finding out is a way of 

connecting the two together. That's what I was kind of 

thinking today watching Dan teach and something that he 

was working on, that we have when we're doing social, 

how a lot of that lesson we kind of skill base to start with 

because there are skills and knowledge that they needed to 

have in order to begin to do the research, but at the same 

time, that approach of letting them get in there...letting 

them learn to construct their own knowledge...it's sort of 

bridging that...its kind of finding that balance between the 

two because they need that... 
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McTighe (1997), in his discussion of seven principles for performance-based 

instruction, speaks of teaching strategies explicitly. This principle may be 

unacceptable to some theorists or researchers who equate explicit teaching to "skill 

and drill" techniques in education, but I would argue that there are times when this 

form of instruction is necessary. Roehler and Duffy (1984) prefer to use the term 

"direct explanation". Although the teacher is once again put into the role of the 

instructor, the purpose of the role is to make students aware of how to use skills in 

order to make sense of text. The explicit explanations are provided in order to assist 

students in becoming more aware of the mental processes that are required. 

Wilkinson (1999) talked of explicit teaching as the development of metacognition -

"the ability to think and talk about learning or the ability to deal with learning in an 

abstract way" (p.7). In this way, learners are capable of transferring what they know 

to new situations and to operate within these new learning contexts in a more strategic 

way. They have an understanding of the skills that are necessary in order to be 

successful. Although the actual student research will be their own, for example, the 

plan put in place to guide the students through the work must be carefully thought out 

with specific skills requiring direct explanation. How do I know what is of 

importance to my topic in a particular paragraph within a text? What skills do I need 

to focus on what is important in a video or filmstrip? How do I assess what I have 

selected as relative to and supportive of my argument? Mini lessons based on direct 

instruction should not be ignored but used when appropriate either with individuals or 

small groups. 

A combining of the theory and the conversations with research participants has 

made me even more supportive of interdisciplinary, generative and global curriculum. 
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However, what the experience has brought to light has been the cautions associated 

with implementing any new process into the classroom. Penny and Dan have 

discovered two within their own work. I was also struck by the positive impact that a 

stronger focus on learning outcomes had on the work of the participants. Although 

the actual journey through the class work was riddled with unexpected discoveries 

and directions, in all cases the teachers appeared to be more comfortable with such 

detours knowing that the students were gaining richer understandings as they moved 

toward those outcomes. I believe that this capacity is of even more importance when 

attempting interdisciplinary and integrated work as the teacher is drawing from a 

variety of curriculum expectations. Shanahan (1997) stated, ". . .it is essential to know 

what integration is supposed to accomplish. Without a clear conception of the desired 

learning outcomes, it is impossible to plan, teach or assess in powerful ways" (p. 16). 

An Assessment Focus 

The second step of the Wiggins and McTighe (1998) design emphasized a focus 

on assessment, which was to also be considered before the actual planning of projects 

and lessons. I liked this approach because it was linked to the purposes of the 

learning and not left to evolve as the unit progressed. By presenting assessment as a 

focus, as opposed to a finale in curriculum development, I was anticipating an 

interesting discussion on the part of the research participants. What surprised me was 

that the conversation went deeper than I had initially anticipated. 

At our group discussion on November 29, 2000, Penny commented that starting 

with the big ideas and concepts was a positive step and she liked beginning the 

process with assessment in mind. Jane appreciated the initial focus on concepts and 
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then the move backward into the actual planning. As they moved forward into the 

development of their own projects, assessment began to be linked to understanding 

and the processes that needed to be present in classrooms for students to understand. 

What emerged as a critical element was the importance of student dialogue along 

with the need for more of a demonstration on the part of the students of their actual 

understandings. 

Dan: ...it's more performance based so that there's a showing of 

an ability to carry out a process or something like 

that...And their displays are going to be wonderful. They 

have reports. They've done research. There's been a lot of 

discussion and talk in connected things. 

Penny: ...like one of the things that I find that I think is working 

well in our classroom this year is the amount of discussion 

we do. Full class...small groups, and the feedback from 

the kids. How valuable they're finding it...they're starting 

to articulate those things in terms of their learning... "I'm 

learning"...getting more information. 

I had the pleasure of working with Penny and Dan's students at this time and was 

also impressed by the level of discussion that these students were capable of reaching. 

As the year progressed, there was a maturity in their comments and questioning that I 

do not believe would have been there without the encouragement and direction of the 

two teachers. They had been guided through specific discussion processes by Penny 
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and Dan which links back to the importance of "direct explanation" in teaching. 

They were aware of the protocols in a discussion which included intentional listening 

to the voice of the others involved and respecting those opinions even i f they 

personally felt those opinions were incorrect or misguided. When they presented 

their projects, not only to their own classmates but to other staff and students, the 

majority did so with confidence and understanding. Having been involved with 

science fairs for many years, I personally felt that these students possessed a deeper 

understanding of their topics than students that I had worked with in similar 

presentations previously. 

At the beginning of the research, Rose and Sarah were already involved in a 

verbal assessment process with their students. 

Rose: .. .we sit down one on one with kids and listen to them. We 

listen to them read. Every single child... 

Sarah: Every single child we do that at least two times...or three 

times a year. 

Rose: ...diagnostic... 

Sarah: .. .Yeah. And I mean their writing... 

Rose: Like writing folders.. .you know all the writing that they do 

that we listen to. We respond to their journals. We write 

back to them every day. 

Sarah: And we don't just write two sentences. They write a letter 

to us... 

Rose: .. .and we write back. 
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Like many teachers, Rose and Sarah use diagnostic tests to establish an approximate 

reading level for each child both at the beginning of the year and at the end. This is to 

provide teachers with an understanding of whether or not the student is below, at or 

above grade level. The tests are used at the end of the year to see if progress has been 

made. Such tests are not useful in discerning particular weaknesses or strengths 

because teachers tend to use them only to establish reading levels. It is therefore 

important for teachers to develop good observation and diagnostic skills of their own 

in order to determine which children need extra assistance from classroom aids or 

which need to be challenged. However, more and more, teachers are turning to 

authentic forms of assessment in order to determine student progress as opposed to 

such pre-packaged diagnostic tools. As our work went on, a need to develop deeper 

understandings in students emerged for Sarah and Rose. 

Rose: What is worthy and requiring of understanding? ...Tome, 

one thing that is worthy...when we're talking about First 

Nations, is to recognize that their culture was and is valid 

and not inferior so when we do the whole thing on the 

Bloods, when we sort of get down to the basic 

understanding of what is the worthy thing that you want... I 

mean, you want them to sort of become familiar, to be 

aware of the different traditions or whatever they have, but 

to underline understanding it's a different culture. It's 

different, it's not less or more or whatever. 
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Sarah: The other thing is I think...the whole understanding is that 

I think we want them to understand change. Nothing stays 

the same... 

Rose: Even when we're talking about the old question...should 

they remain culturally distinctive and all that.. .but knowing 

that things never stay the same...What we want to see 

happen in the future and how can they be a part of that -

making things happen rather than sit back and...let things 

happen around them. 

Several important points emerged for me in this passage. Rose's reference to the 

question from the program of studies - "should they (the Bloods) remain culturally 

distinctive" - and the desire expressed by both Sarah and Rose to look at the broader 

picture of change and the role of each student in that change was a transformation for 

them, although they may not have realized it. They had moved away from the 

confining questions of the curriculum to the broader and bigger picture. It was 

important for them to have their students make connections between the uniqueness 

of the Blood culture and their own, but through the understanding that nothing 

remains the same and the importance of being personally involved, as opposed to that 

of a passive receiver. For two teachers who were concerned about veering off the 

restrictive path of the required curriculum because of standardized provincial exams, 

this to me was a revelation. 

Jane and Kate also appeared to develop more of a desire to create opportunities 

for understanding for their students and keeping themselves focused on the main 
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objectives. In a conversation with them on January 16, 2001, it was obvious that the 

topic of assessment had not yet become a priority due to that focus. As a result of 

their readings and group discussion, they had realized that much of what they had 

been doing in their fairytale unit had been irrelevant to their selected objectives. One 

activity, in particular, the making and decorating of gingerbread cookies was being 

highlighted. 

Jane: It was a cute activity and it was fun. It was stressful! It 

took two mornings, one to make and one tò decorate and it 

had absolutely nothing to do with the story structure...it's 

interesting because a lot of these activities that we call on 

ourselves are stressful and they (the students) end up at the 

end with all these activities but they come out of it with 

very little learning...genuine understanding. 

This, to me, was a very interesting passage. Until now, I had been looking at student 

assessment in regards to where in the curriculum development process such 

considerations should occur. There is another form of assessment that had emerged 

for me as a result of the intentional work that was being done by the participants in 

this work. By focusing on aspects of their planning and implementation of 

instructional processes, they were assessing the actual processes themselves. One 

may argue that this is a facet of professional authority. As teachers, we continually 

assess what is working in the class and what is not and discard or alter that which is 

not. The difference is that on a day to day basis, we do not stop to question why a 
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certain process was unsuccessful before discarding it. We simply act on the basis that 

it is not working for a particular group of students or may not work for students in 

general. What Jane exposed in her comments was an intentional rejection of an 

activity because it was not providing an opportunity for genuine student 

understandings to emerge. She knew what was wrong with the activity and why. 

This, I believe, is one of the strengths of action research. By intentionally examining 

our practice, we are able to verbalize why a certain process is either successful or 

unsuccessful. 

Initially, I was disturbed that I could not direct conversations and interests toward 

the place of assessment within the planning process. But this was not only my 

conversation. To be beneficial, it had to emerge from the group that was having the 

conversation and I was only one of nine voices. The conversations, explorations and 

discoveries had to come from all, not one, and therefore to have directed the 

conversation would have defeated the purpose for the work. As the conversations 

progressed, I also began to realize that beliefs and values could not be altered within a 

short period of time. Beliefs about the place of assessment in the learning of students 

would require further discussion. Only through more extensive opportunities for 

dialogue and for sharing ideas and suggestions would beliefs alter and options be 

considered. 

A Blending Of Different Steps 

One interesting aspect emerged from this work as I examined the intricate matrix 

of individuality, uniqueness and voice in regards to the relationships between the 

teachers themselves and the effect of the physical environment on those working 
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relationships. Did the physical environment, which encouraged or discouraged 

certain forms of relationships, affect the process of change? 

Within our school, only one pair of teachers has the opportunity to team teach 

together as opposed to simply team plan, due to the fact that there is only one double 

classroom. Armstrong (1977) referred to this type of teaching as "associate". There 

is no designated leader in this arrangement although leadership might emerge as a 

result of the teaching arrangements of working directly together. I will demonstrate 

later that a more preferable circumstance might be the emergence of leadership on the 

part of all involved individuals at different times and under different circumstances, 

as opposed to the emergence of one leader. Other pairs of teachers in our school 

work as a "coordinated team" (Armstrong, 1977). Although teachers may plan 

together, there is no joint responsibility for a group of students as the teachers are 

responsible for different groups of students. The physical nature of our school 

determines these two forms of team teaching and planning. Armstrong had 

determined in 1977 that there was no empirical evidence to support an improvement 

in student learning as a result of team teaching over "solitary-teacher-taught" 

students. In 1991, Indrisano and Paratore stated that results in studies were 

inconclusive as to whether or not team teaching was more effective than solitary 

teaching on student achievement. Their arguments were also based on empirical 

studies. 

I would like to suggest that studies about team teaching and the effect of such an 

arrangement on student learning be approached using a variety of research paradigms. 

First, I do not agree that such studies can be approached using only an empiricist 

stance. I would contend that the emphasis in these prior studies has focused on 
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student results and not on what was occurring with the teachers, the team 

relationships of teachers, or the thoughts of teachers on what was actually happening 

in their classrooms from their own perspectives. It is my belief that empirical 

research methodology does not always match with investigations into human 

behaviours and understandings. Second, I would contend that such studies took place 

over a short time frame. Investigations into the value of team teaching require a 

lengthy time frame and should include a hermeneutical focus in an attempt to gain 

understandings of the process and the effect on teacher growth and development. I 

believe, for example, that team teaching does have an effect on teacher change 

although I must insert a caution in that, at this point in time, this is mere speculation 

on my part. I am, however, basing this speculation on my observations and 

discussions with participants. Let me elaborate. 

Positive benefits from team teaching were threaded through discussions that were 

held with Penny and Dan, the only two members of the group to occupy a double 

classroom. I am not stating that relationships such as this do not occur in team 

teaching or planning arrangements between teachers in single classrooms. I know 

from experience that they do. What interested me in this relationship were the 

advantages of working directly together in the same space and why other teachers in 

my school were requesting that walls be removed between classrooms in order to 

accommodate similar arrangements. What were the benefits of working directly 

together? 

(October 10, 2000) 

Penny: ...we're very aware of what we're good at and we're very 

aware of what we're not good at and the beauty of 



complimenting one another. What Dan is good at is not 

necessarily an area that I'm strong at and vice versa. 

Dan: . . . i f you can get two people who compliment each other in 

their strengths and can work well together then it's 

great...the kids have two personalities to draw on...two 

different people to connect to. .. .one of the things I tend to 

really notice in working with Penny in the last few years is 

a lot more involvement in my end of things like field trips, 

guest speakers and things like that... 

In the professional relationship experience by Penny and Dan, there is no domination 

of one over the other but a sharing of responsibility and a recognition that they 

compliment each other in areas of strength. Neither is there a desire, on either part, to 

exert such a dominance. There is a personal and professional respect between the two 

that outweighs a need for such authority and a recognition that together, there is 

strength in knowledge and understandings. 

(October 10, 2000) 

Dan: ...each year, I've noticed, it seems to go up a little more and so 

that experience-based education has become real important 

as well and so my beliefs have altered... we're now both 

involved in graduate studies...I think that's given us more 

cause to go to articles and to be more introspective and 

reflective together... 
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This, to me, is an important aspect of their relationship. Their immediate ability to 

discuss theory, information and personal observations on an ongoing basis within the 

classroom, whether or not the students are present, is a strength. At times, both are in 

a position to observe the same phenomenon and can provide immediate reflections 

and suggestions to the other. This is not a luxury the rest of our staff can share. 

(October 10, 2000) 

Penny: You're watching the kids...I've really had that opportunity 

this last year and a bit...watching them and thinking about 

how they're learning... how they're putting things 

together...looking at that processing and actually seeing it 

happening...you can see how it's all fitting together and 

that theory does work... 

This is also a luxury not shared by other colleagues unless they have the opportunity 

to do so when a student teacher is involved in their program. Penny has often 

commented on being able to have the experience of observing the students in their 

classrooms while Dan is facilitating the group and has valued the opportunity of 

seeing students from a different perspective. To be able to watch a student for a 

period of time, who is in the process of learning or attempting to learn, provides 

information that may not be forthcoming when one is also focusing on the process. In 

my own visits to classrooms, I have gained valuable insight into student behaviours 

by simply watching what students are doing, which has often been helpful when 
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attempting to construct modified programs or to determine what might be impeding 

learning. 

(January 16, 2001) 

Dan: ...like I say to Penny"", "How can I feel so lost". A m I 

really doing this? .. .1 think that one of the things that also 

we discussed this morning was that this fits so well in the 

social studies aspect of what we're doing. 

Penny: ...sometimes its been quite hard. Just before Christmas I 

think both of us were feeling quite overwhelmed... 

Dan: ...that's what team teaching allows us to do...is to step 

back and say, you know we just need to think about this in 

a different way and I think that's harder to do when you're 

alone. 

Dan's final comment is a thought-provoking one. What he is implying is that those 

teachers in single classrooms are going to find it much more difficult to examine 

things in a different way, which makes opportunities for dialogue even more critical 

within the change process. Through conversations with others, teachers are able to 

share ideas with others and be affirmed or stimulated to change as a result of being 

able to weigh the merits of suggestions made by others. 

What do comments such as those provided by Penny and Dan tell us about good 

teaching partnerships? These two teachers readily accept the fact that they are two 

unique individuals but by being in a situation where they can observe one another, 
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evaluate processes immediately and constantly dialogue about their observations and 

readings, they are using each other to grow, develop and change as individuals. They 

are comfortable with risk-taking because they have each other to depend on for 

support and affirmation. How much of this can be attributed to the fact that, as of 

June 2001, they have been together almost two and a half years? As a result of their 

professional relationship, they have been comfortable in approaching an 

interdisciplinary process with a move into a more global, generative approach, 

believing that such a move is having a positive impact on student achievement. I 

question how much of an improvement in student achievement has also been the 

result of strong team teaching approaches where individual strengths are not only 

recognized in the students, but recognized in each other as teachers, and used to 

benefit the program. How much has the ability to work in an open space contributed 

to teacher growth and development, to a higher level of student achievement and to 

the implementation of change into their classrooms? 

If teachers are to assist one another and grow and develop together, deeper 

understandings must be developed in regard to the environment in which they are 

instructing. Empirical evidence alone focused on student results is not going to 

provide all the answers. 

Experience Is Change 

Prior to this chapter, I discussed three elements of change that I felt were 

important understandings to consider when attempting to implement change. These 

included consideration of the individual, relationships, and an understanding that 

change is a non-linear process. Within that discussion, I emphasized the importance 
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of opportunities for dialogue. As I traveled through the research year, however, I also 

began to realize that the situations one finds oneself in, the experiences that one has 

as that journey through life is made, have powerful impacts on how voice is used and 

what is said. Some situations and experiences can be controlled but most are thrust 

upon us. Allow me to examine this thinking through what I will refer to as intended 

and unintended change. 

Intended change, as I perceive it, is that which involves personal intent such as 

learning new skills or developing understandings in order to enhance one's 

development. My decision to follow through with this research was intended, as were 

the choices of the participants to volunteer to be part of the process. As teachers, we 

make an intended change when we register for university courses in order to improve 

our work or apply for positions in other schools or locations. However, as I began to 

examine my own experiences of this past year, I began to realize that that is the extent 

to which we, as individuals, can go in exerting control over our experiences. We can 

make an intended choice or decision but where that choice or decision takes us 

depends upon our relationships and dialogues with one another. We may have the 

ability to choose, to establish goals and objectives, but we cannot determine what that 

journey will look like or whether or not we will achieve what we set out to achieve in 

the beginning. After the choice is made, we are at the mercy of our experiences and 

enter the domain of change that is unexpected, unanticipated and unintended. In 

other words, we enter the domain of life and of living that life. 

The situations of unintended change that are most difficult, however, are those 

that affect us personally and, at times, have the ability to completely alter the 

direction of our lives. There is an emotional base to these experiences such as falling 
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in love, being diagnosed with a potentially fatal disease, or personal loss - be it a 

loved one, a divorce or loss of position or status. At its worst, this can be change that, 

i f given an opportunity, we would never voluntarily choose. Within a six-week 

period, from the last week of May to the first week of July, 2001, three members of 

our research group experienced unintended change that will forever affect their lives. 

Sarah's father and Rose's mother passed away within weeks of each other. On July 

1, 2001 Kate's twenty-five year old daughter was killed in a car accident. One cannot 

predict such devastating emotional change and all we have in such circumstances is 

the support we can provide one another through gesture or dialogue. 

"When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see 

that in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight." 

Kahlil Gibran, "The Prophet" 

1991, p.29 
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"The human soul does not want to be fixed, it wants simply to be seen 

and heard." 

Parker J. Parker, 1998, p.151 

The choreographer in a dance company composes arid arranges the dances 

performed by the dance company but the environment in which the dance is to be 

performed is often mandated by those external to that choreographer and the dancers. 

If not enough money is available through the backers then the quality of the costumes 

and stage settings, even the quality of the theatre itself, can be dramatically affected. 

The amount of funding will also determine the number of dancers that can be hired to 

perform the dance and whether or not those dancers will have to make their own 

costumes and sets due to a lack of assistants to perform those tasks. This represents a 

condition that cannot be changed unless the audience for which the dance will be 

performed will continue to support the dance with demands that ticket prices be 

raised in order to accommodate needs. The producers will often be the ones who 

select the dance to be performed, restricting the choreographer and dancers to a 

storyline and music score that cannot be altered and to audience expectations that will 

not allow for any alterations. The director ensures that dance,-story and music will 

come together appropriately to meet those expectations. It does not take much effort 

to see the parallels between a dance company and education. The backers and 
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producers parallel both government mandates and societal expectations while the 

director could easily represent local school systems. How do choreographers and 

dancers, or in this case, administrators and teachers, work within these restrictions in 

order to present the best performance possible? It rests upon the role that principals 

visualize for themselves in the daily life of the school and in their relationships with 

staff members. 

Bauman (1993) described the moral dilemma that accompanies leadership no 

matter how hard we try to avoid being trapped in its clutches. We are caught up in an 

ethics "that recasts the Other as the crucial character in the process through which the 

moral self comes into its own" (Bauman, 1993, p.84). However, it is very easy to 

turn care into power by asking the question, " A m I not a better judge of what is good 

for her?" (Bauman, 1993, p.91). As Goldman (1998) pointed out, the characteristics 

of a good school are often a reflection of the values of the administrator and that 

often, important consequences of a particular leadership style may be the unintended 

ones. Intended or not, staffs quickly become aware of what leaders do or do not value 

and are quick to reflect back evidence of those values within their daily work. How 

can a leader lay down the foundations for change that will reflect the individual 

voices of all, not just one, but will in the end have the sound of one voice that is 

reflective of all? 

Throughout the research year, I struggled with this question. Conversations with 

the participants had focused my attention on the actual role of the principal and how 

detrimental to teacher learning, behaviour and change that role could be, i f misused. 

As a result of my own action research, I began to believe that not only should 

administrators be involved in this form of research with staff members on a yearly 
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basis, one of the goals should be for that administrator to evaluate his or her role 

within the context of whatever research had been selected. It is, perhaps, going to be 

impossible for principals to overcome this unintended authority perceived by teachers 

for the role itself carries with it the connotations of bureaucratic authority as a result 

of its place within a modernist school system. However, i f principals genuinely 

believe in a collaborative learning environment for teachers which recognizes 

individual uniqueness and attempts to develop leadership capacities in those teachers, 

it is important for an individual administrator to be cognizant of what aspects of his or 

her leadership style are working against such an environment.' It is only through such 

an intense focus that these unintended aspects of leadership can be identified and 

resolved. For an administrator to expect change in staff members without involving 

himself or herself in the process is to expect a fish to breathe without gills. 

Throughout the 2000-2001 school year, my examination of leadership was not 

confined to the research group. In order to fully understand what needed to be in 

place within my school, it was necessary for me to examine my role within the 

totality of the experience. Four issues emerged for me that I will initially examine in 

this chapter. Although I discuss each as a separate capacity, all four are intertwined 

with one another; the importance of collaboration, promoting leadership capacities in 

others, respecting the individuality of others and developing an environment for 

change. I begin with the importance of collaboration. 

A Dream Of Multiaging 

In February 2001 it was obvious from our student projections for September 2001 

that we would be losing one class of students from grade one and two. As Rose 
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would be taking a deferred salary leave during the 2001-2002 school year, I was not 

faced with having to declare a teacher surplus from the grade one and two section. 

Sheila, one of our grade one teachers, graciously agreed to move from grade one to 

the grade three position that would be vacated by Rose, leaving three teachers to 

contemplate the organization of the remaining classes. There were two choices. The 

classes could be organized on a straight grade one, straight grade two and a split 

one/two basis or all three could be multiaged in combined grade one/two groupings. 

The teachers wanted to move in the direction of the multiaged groupings but were 

concerned that the parents would equate the proposed organization with three split 

grades, to which they had always been opposed. Kate and Jane had already raised 

this issue in our research discussions and, as one of my goals for this year had been to 

attempt to develop the leadership capacities in staff members, I saw this as an 

excellent opportunity for Kate, Jane and Denise. They would have to convince their 

parents of the merit of such a move which would require of them a deeper knowledge 

and understanding of the multiage process and the reasons for their support. 

They were reluctant to be placed in a position of possible confrontation with 

parents but as we began to move through a series of meetings in order to develop and 

put into place a plan for informing the parents and getting back necessary input and 

information, their enthusiasm and passion for the project took flight. Beginning with 

a set of ten question that they felt would be most asked by parents (Figure 1), each 

teacher researched a number of articles in order to compile appropriate responses. 



Figure 5.1 

Questions Parents Ask the Most About Multiaged Classrooms 
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1. What is a multi-aged classroom? 

2. How can a teacher teach two grades at the same time? 

3. Isn't this difficult for the teacher? 

4. Won't my child get bored doing some of the same topics as 

last year? 

5. Wil l my child fall behind? 

6. How can I be sure my child is keeping up? 

7. How is the school deciding which child goes into what 

grade combination? 

8. Why are multiaged classrooms more common now than 

they were ten years ago? 

9. Are there any disadvantages to the multi-aged classrooms? 

10. Are there advantages to multi-aged classrooms? 

The selected responses were trimmed down to important points to be considered 

under each question. For example, for question 10, the following points were 

compiled: 

- children will become more independent learners 

* - encourages cooperation and collaboration 

* - increase in student dialogue 

* - teacher becomes the facilitator as opposed to "knowledge-giver" 
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- peer tutoring 

- increases student choice 

- allows for continuous learning through learning centres, 

small group instruction and individual pacing 

- student self-assessment 

One can argue that these advantages should be available in all classrooms and that 

response would be correct. That point was also made in the presentation to parents. 

However, it gave the teachers an opportunity to expand on aspects of instruction that 

should be in place in classrooms and through discussion, raise specific advantages of 

the multiage configuration. These included allowing for flexibility in the grouping of 

children according to need, ability or interest and not just by age. Problems of a 

yearly transition from grade one to grade two, the advantages of a longer parent-

student-teacher relationship and a more natural learning situation which could be 

adjusted over a two year period were points that were raised in such a discussion with 

parents in May. 

It was interesting for me to note the responses provided by Kate and Jane (marked 

with a *). I could see the direct link between the suggestions they provided and the 

dialogue that had occurred within the meetings of the research group. 

Once the points had been finalized for each question, the results were put into a 

power-point presentation. The three teachers decided that each of them would 

respond to a certain number of questions and supplement with overheads i f necessary. 

At a final meeting before the parent information night, they established an agenda for 

the evening that would allow for their presentation and leave ample time for parent 
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questions and input. They also made the decision that whether or not they moved 

ahead with the multiage organization would rest with the parents who would be able 

to vote the evening of the presentation or return the ballot by the deadline a few days 

later. Parents who could not attend the meeting would receive the presentation in 

letter form with a ballot(s) attached - one for each parent or caregiver. 

The evening of the presentation arrived as did nervousness and stage-fright for the 

trio. However, shortly after the program began, their preparation and understanding 

of the topic displaced trepidation and they rose to the challenge. During the period 

reserved for questions, parents began by addressing their questions to me, which I re-

addressed back to the teachers. Within a short period of time, Jane, in particular, was 

comfortably handling the queries with Kate supporting her. I became part of the 

audience. It was a successful evening and when the parents responded with a 93% 

acceptance a few days later, I do not believe that Jane, Kate or Denise could have 

been more proud. The main comment that came back on the ballot was an 

appreciation of the parent evening and the quality of the information provided. 

Driven by something that they believed in, the team of three had worked 

collaboratively to respond to the possibility of confrontation, and to provide a level of 

understanding to a group of parents who knew from the outset that they had the final 

decision. Kate, Jane and Denise presented their arguments well. Each had taken a 

tremendous risk personally and professionally and all had been in control of the 

situation from the beginning despite the parent vote. I had simply supported them, 

but therein lies the key. If authentic collaboration, as opposed to "contrived 

collegiality" (Hargreaves, 1994) is to be encouraged in schools by administration, 

teachers must feel that they are supported by that administration. Even if an idea does 
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not succeed, teachers have the satisfaction of knowing that they had an opportunity to 

try. In the case of Jane, Kate and Denise, through supported collaboration focused on 

a shared purpose, change was made in our school - change that will hopefully have a 

positive impact on student learning because the trio worked hard for that change and 

therefore have an investment in, and ownership of, that multiage program. Each went 

through personal change as a result of this experience. Their individual 

understandings of their topic grew as a result of their conversations and the actual act 

of presenting and defending these understandings was change in itself. Personal 

growth and development was positively influenced as a result of the experience. 

What had also occurred was a second aspect important in the role of leadership -

developing leadership capacities in others. 

To Promote Teacher Leadership 

As Lambert (1998) stated, "...leadership lies within the school, not just in the 

chair of the principal" (p.3). The meaning behind this statement is quite clear. If an 

environment for change is going to develop within boundaries of modernism, one of 

the roles of school leaders is to delegate and disperse authority to others who work 

within their school. "In democratic environments power is achieved by giving it 

away rather than struggling for more" (Glickman, 1991, p.9). Through the 

establishment of school wide commitment to student learning and the encouragement 

of staff to total participation in that work, efforts can begin on the development of a 

climate where teachers are leaders not only in curriculum and instruction but in 

matters of organization, financial responsibility and culture building. 
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Prior to the initiation of this research, I had established committees within the 

areas of technology, library, budget and culture. The culture committee was 

responsible for taking the funds collected from our families and supervising the 

bookings of presentations, authors and theatre groups into the school for that 

particular school year. The budget committee supervised the expenditures of resource 

money within the main subject areas and allocated funds raised by parents. The 

library and technology committees did the same within each of their respective areas. 

Parents and teachers sat on each of these committees, surveying both staff members 

and parents for input before decisions were made. During the 2000-2001 school year, 

administration sat on each of these committees but did not act as chairpersons. As the 

year progressed, I began to see qualities of leadership develop in both teachers and 

parents within a collaborative environment. I realized that this was an area that 

needed to be expanded upon and developed. The committee work also needed to be 

tied more directly to my growing understanding of what must constitute the work of 

professional development in school. In January 2001, an event occurred which was 

to change the course of professional development for the remainder of the school 

year. 

The technology committee was responsible for organizing our professional 

development day on Friday, January 26, 2001, the topic being the implementation of 

technology into curriculum development. Penny, Dan and our assistant principal had 

planned a presentation in the morning with a hands-on workshop to take place in the 

computer lab in the afternoon. To my surprise, the group presented the learnings they 

had gleaned from our research group discussions on the Wiggins and McTighe (1998) 

design as a format to move the total group forward in their thinking. Using 



167 

information provided, not only by the authors but from discussions that took place in 

our research group, the team guided staff members through a recognition of the 

importance of establishing goals for technology implementation and assessment 

processes that needed to be considered prior to the organization of actual instructional 

units. The intensity and depth of the conversations that ensued within both the large 

group and the small groups that fractured off from the larger one, made me realize 

that more opportunities for teacher dialogue had to begin immediately. At a staff 

meeting on the following Thursday, I proposed that the remaining professional 

development and time banked days not be planned. They would be devoted instead 

to team planning, committees or dialogues between individuals with similar interests. 

Conversations and purposes for those conversations would be determined by the 

individuals involved. My proposal was unanimously accepted. For an administrator, 

such a proposal is a risk. Prior to each professional development or time banked day, 

an agenda for the day must be sent from each school to be approved by the area 

director - another example of the boundaries placed on schools. A simple statement 

of "conversations related to curriculum planning and development" might be seen as 

a waste of time on the part of senior administration. However, our agendas were 

accepted without comment and, as a result of the leadership presented by Penny and 

Dan in January, our following three days were received enthusiastically by staff 

members who used them to discuss a wide array of topics and to plan a variety of 

school activities. 

The grade one and two information evening to present the multiage concept 

emerged as a result of the first one, as did plans for a full day literacy event that 

would also involve parents as presenters and facilitators. Curriculum planning and 
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development was looked upon with deeper interest and enthusiasm. Many of the 

teachers discovered that although they had to work within a mandated curriculum, 

they were in control of how that curriculum was presented to their students. Meetings 

extended beyond the three professional development and time banked days to 

morning get-togethers and after school conversations. I noticed more suggestions 

coming forward at staff meetings for school-wide themes and integrated activities. 

M y role as a school leader was beginning to take on the characteristics of a facilitator 

and I was excited by the unique paths future leadership might take at our school. 

As I moved through this work with both the research' group and a new and 

evolving process for professional development for the total staff, a third aspect of 

leadership was ever present in my thoughts - a growing recognition that individual 

differences of staff members had to be recognized, respected and valued for their 

uniqueness within the change process. 

Valuing Individual Uniqueness 

It would be a very dull, stagnant world i f all individuals believed in the same 

philosophy or paradigm. I personally maintain that it is both dangerous and 

frightening for others to demand that all individuals think and act in one particular 

way. To insist on a postmodern stance, to silence the voices of others because of their 

modernist ties to related theory or research is to behave in a manner that parallels the 

modernists that are being criticized. It smacks of bureaucratic authority and is no 

different from the impact that empiricism has had on education. Some of my most 

creative thinking has evolved from confrontations between personal beliefs and those 

of others that are in total opposition. To attempt to defend my beliefs in such 
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situations of adversity has either strengthened those beliefs or has altered them 

through thoughtful dialogue with others and personal reflection. Hermeneutics 

encourages that all voices be heard and each of those voices are going to be based on 

different perspectives as a result of unique experiences. Within schools, such an 

understanding must be considered by administration or positive change will not 

develop for each teacher beyond a token surface acceptance. The place from which 

each teacher begins the dance should be recognized, respected and valued for its 

uniqueness. 

If people feel that their unique perceptions are being valued and listened to by 

others, they will strive to do a better job and will involve themselves more in the 

work. Is this not a human characteristic? Walker and Quong (1998) believed that 

individuals will work more synergistically when they feel that their differences are 

being recognized and reflected in school life. "Schools that value difference are more 

likely to be sensitive to their community context and to the multiple values that 

comprise it" (Walker & Quong, 1998, p.92). What is important in this recognition of 

difference is what can be learned from those who have different values, motivations 

and beliefs. In order for organizations to truly form a holistic identity, good leaders 

will seek to recognize that each of the individuals involved in the formation of that 

collective identity possess sets of different realities. It is important for leaders to first 

recognize and value those differences before they can view their schools as 

communities of learners. 

Walker and Quong (1998) suggested several considerations that leaders can use in 

this recognition and valuing of differences. First, it is necessary to both trust and 

mistrust experience. Patterns of seeing and knowing are constructed by individuals 
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over time and shape what people consider to be valid knowledge. It is difficult for 

individuals to realize that this experience does not provide all the answers. Staff 

members should be provided with opportunities to challenge what they consider to be 

valid and acknowledge that there might be other ways of solving problems that might 

not fall within that experience. A second consideration involves using the tensions 

that emerge from this examination and to transform these tensions into learning 

opportunities. The third consideration involves an examination of the cultural values 

of the community and using these as a focus against which decisions are checked 

before changes and responses are made. How does the solution vary from existing 

practices and how does it fit within existing practices? A practice involving these 

three considerations "opposes the uncritical adoption of practices and policies that do 

not meet...school needs" (Walker & Quong, 1998, p. 100). As I reflected upon these 

three considerations, I began to contemplate school professional development in a 

different light. 

One aspect of examining the leadership skills required for implementing change 

in this research became a critical reflection upon current methods for professional 

development and the improvement that would be required in order to begin where the 

unique differences of all staff members resided. Each year, every school in our 

system is required to submit a school development plan to our district office by 

Christmas. Needless to say, teacher days in August, and subsequent professional 

days, are devoted to performing this task. Before arriving at my current school, I 

began to realize that it was not the document but the process that was important. The 

plan needed to form a focus for the work we did in the school for the entire year, and 

if we were to truly value difference and gain an understanding of the beliefs and 
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values held by our entire community, parents had to become a more involved part of 

the process. 

During the past three years, I have made in-roads into opening avenues for 

dialogue, working together with staff on a development plan that has formed a focal 

point for the year's work and have included interested parents on school committees 

and in professional day activities. I have also attempted to tie the government 

mandated requests for individual teacher growth plans into that work. However, at 

the time that this research was initiated, I still had not felt that we had been wholly 

successful. There was a disjointedness to the process that did not meet the needs of 

staff, parents and students in a manner that valued the differences in our community. 

I was anticipating that this research would provide insight. It did. 

The discussions that took place within the research group, with regard to the 

Wiggins and McTighe (1998) design, initially had an effect on how I began to look at 

professional development. Just as the curriculum planning within the classroom 

could be more focused in respect to goals, the school development process could 

benefit from the same considerations. One of the points raised by Wiggins and 

McTighe (1998) regarding depth and breadth of a topic initiated different thinking on 

my part. For the two authors, depth referred to getting below the surface and digging 

deeper into a topic whereas breadth related to "extensions, variety and connections 

needed to relate disparate facts and ideas" (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998, p. 100-101). 

What was needed was one main purpose for the years work with goals and strategies 

constantly relating back to the purpose. What we had been attempting to do had been 

to relate our work to six goals which, although connected, had been treated as six 
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separate entities: assessment, student learning, teacher development, technology, 

parent communication and literacy. 

As I continued to reflect upon this one purpose for staff development and its place 

within an environment of change, several understandings emerged that I considered to 

be of importance. First, at the core of professional development was an 

understanding that through an evaluation of individual practice and deeper 

understanding of that practice, student learning would benefit from improved 

practice. Regardless of what was investigated throughout the year, that appeared to 

be the underlying purpose. With this in mind, I came to an understanding that at the 

heart of school change was the professional development process. Second, i f 

curriculum development could become more focused through a design such as that 

presented by Wiggins and McTighe (1998), could a similar process be used for the 

development of a staff development plan? If our purpose is to examine practice and 

improve upon that practice as a result of those examinations, then an overriding 

question for the work of a particular year could be developed by staff that would 

work toward that purpose. Determining acceptable evidence would involve each staff 

member determining a question for investigation that related directly to his or her 

classroom of students and employing action research in order to develop deeper 

understandings related to that question. The experiences required would be those 

determined by the staff as a whole to investigate through professional development 

and those required by individuals to apply within their classrooms. Opportunities for 

dialogue would be made available for sharing both those larger understandings and 

those involving individual classroom or team projects. Instead of determining the 
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purpose for each professional development and time banked day ahead of time, we 

would let the days develop as our needs and understandings evolved. 

A third understanding evolved from this thinking. Would we be capable as a 

group, of moving toward a more generative approach to professional development? 

Such an approach would certainly allow for individual differences to be voiced. The 

question would arise from the ongoing life of the school and from teacher interest and 

need. The boundaries of the work and the connections made to curriculum and 

student learning would be established through a collaborative process put in place by 

the group. Such a process would also provide a hook for individual teacher growth 

plans now required by the government. Staff members would be able to connect with 

an aspect of the school plan and either individually, or in teams, create environments 

for inquiry in their classrooms. Such a generative process would allow for difference 

to be valued and change to be encouraged in an environment of support. 

Such was my thinking as the research was evolving. As I contemplated a fourth 

aspect of leadership, the creation of an environment for change, the development of a 

meaningful process for professional development was uppermost in my thoughts. 

Creating The Environment 

At the beginning of the research, I was conscious of the fact that this was a group 

that had volunteered to come together on a regular basis in order to assist with "my" 

research. What developed over time was a collaborative group, anxious to discuss 

their latest impressions on readings, to share their findings on the projects they had 

implemented into their programs and to tell stories of those and related experiences. 

Had I stopped the research partway through, I had the impression that they would 
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have continued without me. What had happened? Together, we had created an 

environment for learning based on opportunities to dialogue. 

Principals who have had the greatest impact are those who have possessed the 

ability to create environments where teachers can continually learn (O'Neil, 1995). A 

first critical element, according to O'Neil (1995), is to create time for dialogue. It 

should be a reflexive environment in which people feel safe and rediscover what they 

care about. By communicating our individual visions to one another, we eventually 

create a field of shared meaning. " A learning process is a process that occurs over 

time whereby people's beliefs, ways of seeing the world, arid ultimately their skills 

and abilities change" (O'Neil, 1995, p.23). A second element is to provide an 

environment that encourages teachers to reflect upon their teaching and to implement 

ideas and programs that result from that reflective practice (O'Neil, 1995). When 

leaders have to justify their methodologies through a study of their own practice they 

are more receptive to risk-taking and attempting new ideas. A third element is 

helping teachers understand new approaches in a deeper and more responsible 

manner, not via hit-and-miss workshops that usually explain 'how' but not 'why' 

(O'Neil, 1995). Such development and understanding takes time and the measure 

required should be linked to professional development which in turn should support 

school goals, beliefs and values. 

On the March 2001 survey to the research group, two questions were askecL 

"What suggestions do you have for taking the knowledge and expertise that you have 

gained to the rest of the staff? How do we work together to include teachers who 

might feel insecure about changing their practice?" In order to develop a plan for the 

entire staff, I believed that the input from the research group would be vital. Having 
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been through this experience, they were the most knowledgeable as to how ideas for a 

professional development plan could be implemented and what must be considered in 

such a process. Their suggestions were varied and interesting. 

Jane and Kate presented similar ideas based on the work they had done together 

on the fairytale unit and the multicultural unit in the spring, which had involved the 

total kindergarten, grade one and grade two team. 

Jane: Sharing our successes with the design would be a good start. 

Partnering up staff experienced with the method with those 

who are insecure/inexperienced. 

Kate: Jane and I included Denise and Sheila in our planning 

(fairytales) even though they didn't have the background -

exposing them to a new idea by encasing it in their 

comfortable ideas. 

Within the context of the team, ideas and suggestions had already been shared as a 

result of the experience. Their comments also made me realize the importance of 

sharing within a safe and comfortable context and assisting in providing the time for 

that dialogue to occur. This thinking was supported by Dan. 

Dan: Time and opportunity are essential for teachers. By time, I mean 

that teachers need to have the time to observe and discuss with 

others on an on-going basis. By opportunity, I mean that 

teachers need leadership to initiate and direct the pd 
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(professional development). Could this be part of a school pd 

focus? If so, I would suggest that time be given at each pd/time 

bank day for reflection, discussion, direction-setting for teachers 

( 1 - 1 Vi. hrs. per day). Maybe lA of the first pd day could be 

spent getting started. 

Dan's comments expanded my thinking on the role that teachers play during 

professional development days. For the last two and a half years, we had set the 

topics for each of the days on the six goals decided upon at the beginning of each 

school year. Each individual day has been organized by a team of teachers who have 

been handed that set topic months before, i f their particular day happened to be in the 

latter half of the year. The topic never changed despite the emergence of other more 

meaningful and relevant topics that evolved as a result of the daily happenings within 

the school. This process was working in opposition to the non-linear aspect of change 

that had been developing in my own understandings. With a single focus question, 

each team would be in a position to develop their own professional development day, 

expanding upon what had emerged previously, what had occurred in the school since 

the last professional development day and taking into consideration suggestions made 

by staff members. Dan's suggestion of providing time for teachers to discuss, reflect 

upon and set directions on the morning of each professional development or time 

banked day was an excellent one. Here was time that could be used to assist in the 

development of an environment of inquiry. 

Penny expanded upon Dan's thinking into the actual projects teachers might 

consider. 
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Penny: 'Brainstorm' about practice in their class - probably they do a 

lot of this and just don't realize it. Continue to invite staff to 

be part of this type of process or start by (with) a pd 

(professional development) workshop on this approach and 

invite them to try one unit using this process (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 1998). Provide time on following pd days to 

discuss, reflect and share. 

What Penny was promoting were action research projects'on a school-wide basis 

using professional development time to discuss and share results. Whether or not she 

was aware of it, Penny was advocating for the same process that the research project 

had provided for the research group. What I had hoped for appeared to be coming to 

fruition. The research project appeared to be acting as a catalyst for the possibility of 

future teacher and administrator development. 

Sarah made a suggestion that had been on my mind for sometime but we had 

lacked the personnel to accomplish such a task. 

Sarah: The best way to gain interest and support from staff would be 

to see the process (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998) in practice. 

Allowing those who are interested to observe their peers. I 

feel that it's a behavior and that observation is better than 

textbook or workshop. 
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As discussed previously, not all individuals learn in the same way and as I have 

advocated for choice in classrooms, such choice is of equal importance for staff 

members. During the school year 2001-2002, as a result of a larger staff, the 

positions of principal and assistant principal will not be required to teach in the 

classrooms. Teaching responsibilities for those two positions will be a matter of 

choice. As a result, by being in a position to take over the teaching responsibilities in 

individual classrooms, administrative involvement will make it possible for teachers 

to be released in order to observe one another and to accommodate teachers like 

Sarah who would appreciate such consideration. 

Rose expanded upon this idea by emphasizing the importance of valuing 

difference. 

Rose: If a person is closed to new ways of looking at things, I don't 

know if you can force them. If there was some way that they 

could be invited in without being made to feel that what 

they've been doing (and have devoted much of their life to 

doing) was wrong. What i f people were invited to share 

something they already do and this was followed by a 

discussion of how it already fits with the ideas presented in 

Understanding by Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998)? 

Perhaps they would see that there is value in what they are 

currently doing and it would give them more confidence to 

keep moving along the continuum. 
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What I began to realize in my work with the research group was the importance of 

listening to teachers and incorporating their suggestions into the daily work of the 

school. In the creation of a learning environment, it is the ideas and suggestions of 

the staff at work within that environment that are significant i f that work is to be 

considered authentic. I also believe that such a move cultivates the development of 

leadership capacities in staff members. 

The four understandings regarding leadership that emerged for me as important 

considerations - collaboration, development leadership capacities in others, valuing 

individual uniqueness and creating an environment for change - had a solid impact on 

our approach to professional development for the 2001-2002 school year. The 

suggestions provided by the research group were instrumental in making that move. 

To Promote The Interpretive Dance 

On September 4, 2001, we, as a total staff, began the process by examining what 

we valued in our classrooms and shared those thoughts with one another with ample 

time being provided for that discussion. From there, we moved on to identifying 

those qualities that we wanted to see emerge in our classrooms during the 2001-2002 

school year. Those objectives were compiled by the group responsible for the day 

and resulted in the following summary. 

(September 4, 2001 - compiled notes from discussion groups in 

response to the question, "what are our objectives for this year?") 

1. Curriculum - outcome based, integration, "Big Picture", life 

experiences, computers, student generated 
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2. Problem solving - thinking, choices, risk-taking, motivation, 

imagination 

3. Teacher/assessment - strategies, project-based, groups/individual, 

writer's notebook, research, story-telling 

4. Relationships - classroom environment, team teaching, active 

living, humor, "ah ha", cooperative, fun 

5. Build positive school culture as one cohesive learning community 

6. Full support for team planning and building 

7. Generative curriculum aka constructivism - project based, choice, 

student pride, risk-taking, outcome based, ownership, student 

choice, hands on 

8. Develop a strong literacy program throughout the curriculum and a 

desire and appreciation for life-long learning 

9. To teach children how to discover, own, strengthen all learning in 

life 

What was interesting to me was the desire on the part of the staff, as a whole, to 

involve the students more in their own learning. This is not a new objective for 

school staffs. I believe that it has been present in staff discussions around the system 

for many years and yet, when I look back on previous attempts to address this desire, 

little appeared to be accomplished by many teachers beyond the initial verbalization 

of the statement. Within my own experiences, I would speculate that one of the 

reasons for this rested on the inability of those facilitating professional development 

to move the group from the verbalization stage to action. 'Experts' were brought in 

to staff meetings and professional development days to present their views on what 
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was required to involve students in their own learning, but no time was allowed for 

the receiving staff to discuss the information and determine what actions fit with their 

own student community. Those teachers already involved in the actions were 

comfortable with the information and continued their quests. Many, however, 

reverted back to comfortable practice. A second reason may rest on the variety of 

topics covered. Instead of pursuing one topic in depth, a new aspect, or totally 

different topic, was presented at the next gathering, which may or may not have had 

any connections with the previous presentation. I was hoping that by presenting a 

more generative approach to professional development, staff members would make 

the necessary choices and decisions that would result in meaningful change in their 

classrooms. 

As a result of an examination of the collated group response on September 4, 

2001, a question was developed by the staff members that would guide our work for 

the 2001-2002 school year. 

Wi l l an exploration of a generative approach to learning enhance 

teaching and learning in our school community? 

A comment arose from several teachers on that day, that they did not feel that they 

had a deep enough understanding of the term "generative" in order to continue with 

our work. It was agreed that those who had volunteered to lead the next professional 

development day on October 19, 2001 would select articles that would assist with 

those understandings and distribute them to the staff members prior to that day in 

order for everyone to arrive with a clearer idea of the term. 
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On October 19, 2001, the first order of the day was to meet in small groups and 

respond to the question, "What do we know about generative curriculum after reading 

the articles?" It was important to develop a collective understanding of the term 

before we continued and highlights were selected from each discussion to illustrate 

that understanding. 

(Highlights from the October 19, 2001 discussion in response to the 

question, "What do we know about generative curriculum after reading 

the articles?") 

creative and intuitive 

- based on experiences, children's and teachers' 

in the beginning, establish the large goal together 

need a balance between foundational goals and generative 

it is okay to stray off the path 

look for threads, themes and connections instead of just 

information and skills 

starts and develops with the interests of children 

deeper learning, higher level thinking 

promotes individual choices and creates ownership for learning 

students as curriculum coordinators with teachers 

learn to be risk takers (students and teachers) 

learning as active rather than passive 

lots of reflection 
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- look at students, their backgrounds, interests and connect to the 

curriculum 

- following the lead of students and engaging them 

gives freedom within a constraining curriculum 

- need different experiences to advance to different levels of 

knowledge 

- the students feed off each other through conversations in the class 

Of all the points that emerged in this discussion and this is only one third of the 

collected highlights, the only comment to refer to student conversations was the last 

one. Dialogue had not emerged as a priority in the process. However, when asked to 

identify areas of understandings related to the question that teachers wanted to pursue 

through professional development, student dialogue emerged as one of the four. 

(areas for investigation as determined on October 19, 2001) 

1. brain learning theory/multiple intelligences 

2. student dialogue in learning 

3. global/interdisciplinary curriculum 

4. classroom assessment 

Each of the teachers signed up for one of the four investigative groups, one that they 

felt they knew little about. During the next two time banked or professional days, 

each group would be investigating their topics with the idea that what they had 

learned together would be shared with the rest of us on future days. These 
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investigations may take them out of the school to pursue their topics at the university, 

professional libraries or within other schools, talking to teachers and observing 

students. I had not planned this process. It had evolved from the group as the 

discussion had unfolded over the course of the two days and yet, as a result, all staff 

members would be included in the investigations, discussions and future 

presentations. Initially, I had questioned how to involve those staff members who 

were reluctant to alter their practice in order to improve student learning in 

discussions that might initiate that reflection on personal practice. By allowing the 

process to unfold, the group itself had taken the initiative arid developed a plan that 

they felt would assist them with developing the necessary understandings required for 

their work. They were searching for those understandings themselves as opposed to 

bringing in "experts" to tell them what to do and to think. It is my hope that within 

final discussions at the end of the year, the teachers will discover that their areas for 

investigation are intricately linked but then again, that is my agenda, not theirs. 

Action is being approached in a parallel journey to this one. Each teacher is 

required by our school system, to develop personal yearly goals for improvement of 

practice. Several years ago, we developed the practice, at my current school, of each 

teacher developing one goal that would form the basis for discussion at monthly team 

meetings. These goals varied from learning more about curriculum expectations for a 

grade or subject new to a particular teacher to incorporating interdisciplinarity into 

the teaching and learning process. As a result of the research projects that were done 

by the three grade pairs of teachers during the 2000-2001 school year, which were 

shared with the total staff early in September 2001, many have expressed interest in 

pursuing action research projects within their own classrooms in order to examine and 
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understand their practice at a deeper level. Discussions will take place early in 

January about action research which will encompass the importance of responding to 

a question arising from the classroom itself, pursuing that investigation and knowing 

how to interpret results in order to develop those deeper understandings. These 

discussions will be led by the members of the research team and not by 

administration. I am excited by the interest as such a venture encourages risk-taking 

in teachers and a more intensive investigation of practice. As most of the teachers are 

working with grade partners in these projects, some for the first time, opportunities 

for discussion move beyond the planned meeting days and into the daily lives of 

teaching. 

What began for me as an investigation into teacher change and the leadership 

skills required to implement that change has moved well beyond what I had 

anticipated, but it has been the members of the original research group that have been 

responsible for much of that development. It was from their work and suggestions 

that the plan for this year evolved but I believe that therein lies the secret. Within 

generative work with students, we begin with the experiences of those individual 

students and build together from there. The students learn not only from discussions 

held between each other and the teacher, they learn from the conversations they hold 

with others through books, audio-visuals, presenters, technology and other resources 

made available to them. At the root of change and development are the individual 

experiences that evolve and grow as a result of these conversations. For teachers, the 

process is identical. It is not my agenda as an administrator that should be forming 

the foundation of staff change but the agenda that teachers develop together as they 

move through their own conversations. To become an interpretive dancer, one must 
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have the opportunity to interpret but such interpretation does not lead to growth, 

change or development unless that dance includes the interpretations of others. 

Glickman's (1991) comment about power being achieved by giving it away rather 

than striving for more has taken on a deeper meaning for me as a result of this 

experience. The power does not reside in the strivings of the one. The power in 

school change rests in the hands of those most critical to the process - the teachers. 

The "Human-ness" of Leadership 

What I have discovered in this work is that providing opportunities for change 

within a school and the leadership skills required to implement that change include an 

intricate matrix of elements. It is important that leadership be supportive but not 

mandate the changes to take place. Teachers should be provided not only with 

opportunities to have the necessary conversations but make the decisions as to what 

conversations are important in order to allow their work to move forward. The 

individuality of each teacher is an important consideration within the process as is the 

necessity of each staff member to feel valued for what they currently do. Above all, 

administrators should be cognizant of the impact that personal experiences have on 

the level of teacher acceptance for implementing new processes and following new 

paths of thinking. Change is now, for me, a non-linear, intertwining and continuous 

matrix of needs, of differences and of understandings. 

Of all my roles as an administrator, I feel that my most important role is to be 

observant in my relationships with staff members and to be perceptive of their 

individual needs. Creighton (1999), in his list of positive leadership characteristics, 

discussed love, humility and compassion. Of all his characteristics listed, these three 
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are not only the most difficult to maintain at a consistent level, but the most critical to 

me in developing safe and caring relationships. If teachers respond to the values and 

beliefs of administrators, as has been pointed out in my research, then I believe that 

administrative modeling of behaviour that encompasses love, humility and 

compassion be present and come from the heart in order for all to be supportive when 

situations arise for one or several of the membership. 

It is important that there be forgiveness for not only the other but for one's "se l f 

and a recognition that we are human beings capable of strong emotion be it joy, anger 

or sadness. At times, we might act in a manner that is unacceptable within a 

particular situation and after recognizing the inappropriateness of our actions, be 

filled with remorse, humiliation and even shame. In education, the fact that 

administrators are constantly working with others, be they colleagues, parents or 

students, such situations may occur when we least expect them. Quite simply, 

mistakes in judgment or incorrect assumptions may have a negative impact, that is 

entirely unintentional, on relationships. I would use my own experience with the 

June 2000 provincial exam results as an example. In my enthusiasm over the grade 

six results, I inadvertently gave the grade three teachers the impression that they had 

not been successful. That had not been my intention, but I believe the perception was 

given. I did indeed have feelings of remorse and concern which, despite discussions 

with the grade three team to alter this perception, continued to persist throughout the 

year. 

The role of an administrator in today's schools is not an easy one. If, however, 

administrators cannot model love, humility, compassion and forgiveness, I do not feel 

that a climate for positive change will develop. For example, it is important to be 
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able to forgive oneself and double one's guard against similar occurrences. If I 

cannot forgive myself, how can I support or encourage others to show that same 

forgiveness, not only for themselves but for others? If I cannot admit that I am 

wrong, feel compassion for another's difficulties, or see ideas from another quite 

different perspective, those qualities will not necessarily develop within the 

environment. 

The process of change is a complicated one. At the core of the process is the 

administrator and the role he or she plays in the process. At the beginning of this 

work I was quite comfortable with my role. That state of comfort no longer exists. 
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Final Thoughts 

I feel that I have been travelling the path of this research for most of my life and 

in many ways, I am correct. I have been a student, a teacher, an administrator and am 

once again, a student. The path has twisted and turned, always moving me forward in 

my own growth and development, always placing me in positions of change. This 

past year has had the greatest impact on me, however, because of the degree to which 

I have been involved with staff members working together toward something that was 

of value and importance. It has also been the first time that I have intently examined 

my role as a leader within a school and the experience has been both exciting and 

humbling. I was putting theory to work and what greeted me in the end was well 

beyond what I had originally anticipated. I experienced many emotions on this 

journey but, as a result of my unanticipated journey, I am left with a sense of wonder. 

Had I not chosen to do this work, would I have reached this point of understanding in 

relation to change and the leadership skills school change demands? I realize that I 

have only skimmed the surface of change, leadership and voice but doors have been 

opened. I have entered and the paths that I follow wil l hopefully lead me to deeper 

understandings. 

If I Could Change The Past 

One of the limitations of this study, as has been mentioned previously, was the 

fact that the teachers who volunteered to be participants were highly interested in the 

topic and were actively pursuing and implementing new processes into their 
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classrooms at the beginning of this work. This also, however, constituted a strength 

of the study. As a result of their interest, they were highly motivated and willing to 

contribute as much as possible to the work. However, I recognized the fact that they 

were not representative of the total staff. What I was hoping to gain were ideas from 

my work with them that could be used with the entire staff. In this, I was not 

disappointed. The place of a meaningful staff development process within school 

change is one important factor that emerged from this work as a result of our 

discussions and their suggestions. 

As a result of the small number of participants in this research, the findings can by 

no means be considered "generalizable" in the empiricist sense of the term or 

"transferable" in the naturalistic sense. Nor can the results be compressed into any 

form of statistical data. That was not the intent of my research. The understandings 

that evolved pertained to the local environment of my school and had the selected 

processes been used at another school, the results might have looked different as a 

result of that school context and individuals involved. However, I do believe that 

what emerged, as far as providing opportunities for dialogue, for ensuring that voices 

be heard, for recognizing the relationship between change and voice and the 

leadership support required in order for the preceding to occur, can be considered 

necessary elements in the process of change regardless of the situation. What I 

believe evolved for me in this work was a narrative inquiry that does not resemble an 

empiricist or quantitative study in any way. 

Several concerns about the study have already been addressed. These include 

effectively representing the thinking and understandings of the participants and 

biases, including my own, that might have affected the results. A further concern 
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rested on my ability to interview. Often, I found myself interjecting before the 

participant had an opportunity to conclude, or adding my own comments, which, in 

reflection, may have been irrelevant or misleading. For example: 

(January 16,2001) 

Dan: You just don't think about them. 

Me: That's exactly right. 

I had offered my opinion and felt, in retrospect, that I had immediately tainted what 

might have followed. If principals unwittingly influence teacher decisions and 

comments, then regardless of the point Dan was making, I had interjected my stance, 

which might have swayed him from further comment or expansion upon his original 

idea. In one conversation on January 16, 2001, Kate, the grade one teacher, had 

begun to discuss the assessment practices that she and Jane, the grade two teacher, 

were beginning to use in their classrooms. But note what happened. 

Kate: You know, we're not going to wait... 

Me: Have you had a chance to read chapter five, either of you, yet? 

Has that impacted your thinking a bit? 

The conversation turned away from what Kate had originally been attempting to 

discuss. What would have been revealed had I remained silent? As an experienced 

administrator and teacher, I felt that over the years I had developed skills in this area. 

What was revealed was that I still had a lot to learn. In hindsight, I wish that I had 
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paid more attention to advice provided by such authors as Garmston and Wellman 

(1998). "If we are not careful, we listen not to understand but to hear the errors and 

logical gaps in others' presentations, or we jump in to make a point" (Garmston & 

Wellman, 1998, p.30). I had indeed been guilty of this. Laud (1998) cautioned that 

the habit of administrators advising teachers, often disempowers them resulting in a 

lack of recognizing or capitalizing on teacher expertise. Rather than directing the 

conversations within the interviews, it is important to encourage teachers to generate 

their own solutions and allow them to complete their thoughts without interference. 

The development of skills in listening, knowing when to pause or to be silent and to 

encourage teachers to consider solutions without interference are valuable 

administrative skills when attempting to dialogue with teachers. "How and what 

administrators communicate is critical to forming the nurturing and empowering 

relationships necessary for teachers to risk change and teach most effectively" (Laud, 

1998, p.25). 

Another concern that might have been a limitation of the study was my attempt to 

accomplish this task during the normal context of the school year. As a teaching, 

full-time principal, I found the time commitment and the responsibility at times 

difficult and stressful. However, my intent had been to proceed in this fashion in 

order for the process to evolve within an authentic context. In the real world of 

schools and school life, teachers and administrators involved in inquiry are not 

provided with extra time for dialogue or investigation. The important question to be 

asked, therefore, is how can time be organized to allow for such a dialogue to occur 

and administrative involvement and support to be provided? However, I consider this 

dilemma to be a double edged sword. Chapter five of Hargreaves' (1994) book 
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included the words "quality" and "quantity" in its title, which began with the word 

"time" (p.95). "Time is a fundamental dimension through which teachers' work is 

constructed and interpreted by themselves, their colleagues and those who administer 

and supervise them. Time structures the work of teaching and is in turn structured 

through it" (Hargreaves, 1994, p.95). I maintain that quantity of time for teachers is 

not the answer unless there is quality associated with the purpose for that time and the 

work that is done within the time provided. In our research conversations, Marilyn 

(November 8, 2000) had expressed concern that she did not feel that she had the time 

that was necessary to complete all the curriculum expectations. In the same 

conversation, Penny had demonstrated how an interdisciplinary approach was 

assisting the grade six teaching team with that dilemma while at the same time, she 

believed, providing the students with a more positive learning experience. The grade 

one and two team have embraced a multiage, interdisciplinary process for the same 

reasons. We have also begun to examine more innovative ways of scheduling such as 

those suggested by Canady and Rettig (1995) but efforts to provide time are not going 

to be effective if the learning processes in the classroom are not going to be positively 

affected. The purpose of the time provided should be used to dialogue and plan 

together. From such experiences, teachers may develop the courage to take risks with 

heretofore unfamiliar processes. It is not so much being provided with more time, it 

is using the time that we have to consider new, more effective processes for 

instruction and learning. I believe that not only do teachers need that talk time to 

examine processes such as interdisciplinary, generative and global, they also need the 

time to read and share articles and books on their topics of interest. By doing so, time 

is structured by the teachers as opposed to being structured for them. The 
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"intensification" (Hargreaves, 1994) associated with their work would therefore be 

diminished, allowing them more time to do what they do best and that is to teach. It 

is what is done with the time provided teachers and not so much an issue that more 

time is required. We are currently providing blocked preparation time in order for 

each team or grade group to be off at the same time in order to plan. Personal 

commitment on the part of all involved is a prerequisite to the success of such work 

and this will be the challenge as we move toward total staff involvement in future 

dialogue, action and change. 

One conversation that will be held prior to those dialogues will be to establish 

mutual agreement on the definitions to be used in the work. Had I an opportunity to 

repeat this past year, I would have begun with a discussion of what we meant as a 

group when making reference to such terms as interdisciplinary, global education, 

knowledge and dialogue. This thought did not arise until January 23, 2001. At that 

time, I was having a conversation with Sarah. 

Sarah: I wasn't quite sure about interdisciplinary. And I kind of knew 

what global meant but... 

I had gone to great pains to develop my own understanding of such terms but had not 

provided time for the participants to have the same experience. Part of the 

hermeneutic challenge, according to Smith (1991), is that an inquiry is made into 

what we, as a group, mean when certain terminology is used. "The final authority of 

concepts, constructs or categories does not reside in the concepts themselves but 

within the dialogically arrived at agreement of people to consent to them" (Smith, 
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1991, p. 197). I did not overlook that essential aspect about what constituted 

"generative" in initial discussions that began for the total staff in August 2001. 

A Quest For Understanding 

When I began this research I was still quite entrenched in the modernist thinking 

that it was necessary to have a method or model to follow. I was uncomfortable with 

allowing understandings to develop and unfold as the work progressed. Initially, I 

attempted to examine my beliefs as supported by the thinking of others, isolated from 

what was beginning to occur in my actual dialogical relationships with others. Yes, I 

believe it is important to have a grasp of one's own personal beliefs and values but it 

is also essential to understand that one's beliefs are constantly growing, developing 

and evolving as a result of those conversations with others. I agree with Smith's 

(1991) summation that "...the mark of a good interpretive research is not to the 

degree to which it follows a specified methodological agenda, but in the degree to 

which it can show understanding of what it is that is being investigated" (p.201). 

This depth of understanding does not only apply to the participants but to the 

researcher as well. My own involvement brought about understandings that were 

unanticipated and, in some cases, unexpectedly moving. I had not expected to 

question myself as much as I did. Nor was I prepared for the growth that I felt 

occurred in my understandings of narrative and hermeneutically-inspired action 

research. The cyclical, non-linear aspect of change became apparent to me as I 

moved back and forth between reconnaissance, planning, action and reflection, the 

four aspects of hermeneutically-inspired action research as supported by Smits 

(1997). 
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Within the work I have used what some would refer to in a negative vein, 

"authorities", to assist in the support of my ideas. I agree with M i l l (1957) who 

referred to authorities as those who we look to when having difficulty coming to our 

own decisions. In coming to a decision, we must first attempt to form our own 

conclusions or arguments but i f experience is lacking, we would turn to others 

"...who would be those whom we recognize as being "completely" acquainted with 

the options that we face" (p. 15). Gadamer (1997) in his discussion of authorities 

stated that within the practice of human sciences, there is a dependence upon memory 

and an acceptance of authorities whereas in the natural sciences, there is a 

dependency upon one's own reason. "It requires a special critical effort to free 

oneself from the prejudice in favor of what is written down and to distinguish here 

also...between opinion and truth" (Gadamer, 1997, p.272). He continued, "...this 

does not preclude its (prejudices) being a source of truth" (Gadamer, 1997, p.279). It 

is therefore, not the negative act of accepting the author of the "knowledge" as an 

authority in that the person is superior to oneself. It is the process of examining the 

information, using one's own understanding in order to separate the author's opinion 

from what might be deemed the truth. The descriptions of an event, opinion or idea 

as recorded historically are personal interpretations based on the understandings and 

perceptions of the narrators. They are not the products of absolute knowledge but 

may provide me with a wealth of opinions from which to form my own 

understandings and interpretations. In response to Hargreaves (1994), I do not 

believe that it is a total denial of "historical" knowledge - it is a denial that such 

knowledge is absolute. We are recognizing it for what it is and using it in a way that 

either supports individual opinion or can be used as a base for discourse. Therefore, 
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the "authorities" being used in this work are acting as others within this conversation 

who either support my ideas or present opposing opinions which I must question or, 

in turn, oppose accordingly. 

Over the years I had always used my own ideas to support the theory of 

"authorities". For the first time, as a result of this research experience, I found that 

instead of my work supporting theory, theory was "enlightening" my practice (van 

Manen, 1997). "Practice (or life) always comes first and theory comes later as a 

result of reflection" (van Manen, 1997, p. 15). Instinctively (as a result of my 

modernist traditions) I had always used the thinking of "authorities" as a guide to my 

own work. What I have discovered over this past year is that I have continued to 

return to the understandings of authorities after the fact. During a period of reflection 

prompted by the reading of a transcript or by a recently completed conversation, I 

would refer back to an author who had previously raised a point that had suddenly 

emerged from my own research. I had not considered that point to be of significance 

during the initial reading of his or her work. An example of this was the emergence 

of teacher fear in my own work, which prompted a return to the writings of Palmer 

(1998). At other times, theory emerged that was unexpected and had not been 

prompted by another's ideas. Such an example was my reflection on team teaching 

and whether or not the opportunity to physically work together promoted more of an 

opportunity for teacher change than isolated, single class teaching. " A l l self

consciously free human beings who have acquired a deepened understanding of the 

meaning of certain human experiences or phenomena may in fact be less susceptible 

to the effective management or control of others (van Manen, 1997, p.21). This 

experience has left me with a feeling of empowerment in that I feel that I have the 
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ability to understand, reflect upon and theorize without necessarily relying upon the 

opinions of "authorities". I can now join into the conversation without feeling that 

the understandings of others far outweigh the significance of my own. I can only 

hope that the participants in the research have the beginnings of the same sense of 

empowerment as a result of their experiences. 

"Practice itself must be imbued with understanding, and practice must show 

understanding" (Smits, 1997, p.20). This was an important goal of my research and 

one of the reasons why I selected the work of Wiggins and McTighe (1998) as a focus 

for the participants. It could be argued that by my selection of the focus, I was 

exerting power and control, placing boundaries around the work itself that did not 

allow for the individuality of the participants. From my own observations and 

discussions with the participants, this was not the case. The thoughts of Wiggins and 

McTighe (1998) simply acted as a catalyst for discussion, which went beyond the 

ideas expressed in the book. The classroom projects were created by each team, over 

which they had total authority. Penny stated her feelings most succinctly when she 

said that she experienced total freedom and support in establishing processes that she 

would not have necessarily attempted during a regular school year. By using the 

backward design as promoted by the two authors, it allowed for a more critical 

appraisal of understandings that were required by teachers in the development of 

curriculum that would enhance student learning. Through the understandings that 

were developed in the regular group conversations and the application of those 

understandings into the classrooms, the participants appeared to be more confident in 

explaining what they were doing and why. A good example was the discovery made 

by Kate and Jane, the grade one and two team, as a result of their design and 
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application of their fairytale unit into their classrooms. By analysing and reflecting 

upon what they had done previously and what it was they were currently attempting 

to do, they discovered that a large number of their activities had been irrelevant to 

objectives they had for student learning. By revising their thinking and their unit, 

they were also able to discuss why each activity and learning experience was relevant 

to the focus of their fairytale unit. They had developed deeper understandings of 

practice and were able to demonstrate those understandings through their practice. 

The most critical understandings that developed for me as a result of this 

experience have been threading their way through every aspect of this thesis. Change 

cannot occur in practice without the opportunity to share one's voice with those of 

others, to share one's understandings with the understandings of others. It is the 

impact of those other thoughts and opinions on one's own that alter personal 

perceptions and beliefs. Without the voices of others, change will not occur. It 

becomes a state of change based on personal choice as opposed to one that is 

mandated, which will likely have little to no lasting effect. If change begins with the 

individual, it will only occur i f opportunities are provided for dialogue and for voices 

to be heard other than one's own. 

Working Within Boundaries 

As teachers and administration working within a single school, little control can 

be exerted over governments and school systems to alter thinking that pertains to 

teaching and learning. Curriculum will continue to be mandated, provincial exams 

are not going to disappear from the horizon and directives will continue to dictate the 

organization of schools which includes staffing, funding and access to resources. It 
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will take more than the voice of one school to convince government bureaucrats to 

look at education from a different perspective. However, I feel that school staffs can 

work within these boundaries to create communities that promote professional and 

moral authority in teachers as defined by Sergiovanni (1992), which in turn will 

impact teaching practice and student learning. How curriculum is presented within 

the classroom and the role that students and teachers have within the learning process 

is a matter of choice. The physical space of the theatre has not changed, the 

expectations of the promoters still require a polished result in order to make good on 

their investment, but the performance itself need not follow the rigid steps that were 

once required by choreographers and dancers. This work was never intended to have 

transferability but I feel that certain understandings emerged for me that could be of 

assistance in future situations, be it in my current school or other locations. 

Therefore, this work may be of assistance to other educators. 

I have discovered through this experience that whether intended or not, teachers 

can be affected negatively by the behaviour or words of the administrator. The 

comments made by both Penny (grade six) and Rose (grade three) support my 

concerns. In seeking a solution to this unavoidable dilemma, I return to Lambert's 

discussion of leadership. "School leadership needs to be a broad concept that is 

separated from person, rule and a discreet set of individual behaviors. It needs to be 

embedded in the school community as a whole" (Lambert, 1998, p.5). This, I believe, 

is one answer to negating and removing the impact that one individual can have on a 

school community. By encouraging leadership capacities in teachers, parents and 

students, the role of leadership is distributed and shared. Within an environment 

where individuals can learn together, construct knowledge and understandings 
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collectively and through dialogue, problem solve collaboratively, one person's 

behaviour or understandings should have less of an impact. Leadership, therefore, 

means the redistribution of decision-making and authority. I believe that I have made 

progress in this area by having committees make the important decisions regarding 

expenditures and programs. By promoting the placement of teachers and parents in 

the role of chairperson, it has taken the function of leadership away from members of 

the administrative team. Our movement into a more generative professional 

development plan is also an example of the redistribution of leadership within our 

school. 

Gunter (1997) stated, "people do not just respond to the environment, they create 

it" (p. 108) within an environment for change. What this experience has brought to 

light is the necessity to avoid a pre-determined staff development plan established in 

August of each year and to initiate a process that will allow for one to evolve as the 

year progresses. The process of change is dynamic, not static, and i f an environment 

for change is to be developed, it is important that it be developed by staff. The role of 

the principal in such a process is one that supports not only a staff created 

environment, but the teaching processes that emerge as a result of such an 

environment. In order to do so, it is necessary for the administrator to become part of 

the inquiry process, a learner and a risk-taker and a partner in the knowledge 

construction process. Time should be provided for dialogue between teachers at a 

total school level, within small groups and between team teaching and team planning 

members. Professional development and time banked days would become focus days 

for such discussions. During the 2000-2001 research year, we scheduled the 

preparation time for partners in a back-to-back fashion in order for both to be free for 
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planning at the same time. This consideration was greatly appreciated by staff 

members. Extra-curricular activities were not planned for the lunch hour on 

Thursdays in order for teams to meet and discuss their individual growth plans or 

expand their thinking on staff development goals. It is important for administration to 

find ways of opening windows of time for staff dialogue. 

A further implication that was brought to light through this research was the 

importance of communication to and with the parents, not simply through written 

information as enclosed in a newsletter, but via meetings and open discussion. What 

impressed me as a result of the multiage meeting with parents led by Jane and Kate 

(the grade one and two team), was not only the level of expertise displayed by the 

teachers, but the appreciation on the part of the parents that such a meeting had been 

held for them. In his work on what is slowly destroying our schools, Schlechty 

(1997) mentioned that support for public education is eroding partly because the 

proportion of the population who have children in schools is decreasing and yet 

taxpayers are having to continue their support despite questions surrounding the 

possible lack of academic excellence. If we do not open channels of communication 

with parents about what we are doing and why, provide opportunities for them to 

question, make suggestions and be part of the process, our schools will be put into 

jeopardy. A l l the processes for change existing in the school will come to naught 

without the support and involvement of our parent community. At a staff meeting 

held in June, 2000, suggestions were put forward by teachers that more curriculum 

information and celebration evenings be planned for next year. Communication with 

parents must go beyond information about family life programs and field trips if 
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informed cooperation and support is going to be forthcoming from the most critical 

section of our school communities. 

"Just as it takes a whole village to raise a child, it takes everyone 

beyond the years of childhood to create a village worthy of raising all 

children." 

Goodlad, 1997, p.76 

Future Considerations 

Just as the process of change is a cyclical, non-linear process which does not end, 

so will be my inquiry into the topic of teacher change and the leadership skills 

required to support that change. Although this research did not focus on student 

learning as that was not the intent, I am curious to see the processes and results of the 

individual and team planned action research projects to be put in place after 

Christmas of the 2001-2002 school year. What questions will the teachers determine 

as important in addressing student learning? How will an intentional investigation of 

their practice affect their own thinking? How will they determine the criteria for 

examining the results of their projects in order to establish whether or not there has 

been an improvement in student learning? What roadblocks will they encounter and 

how will they overcome them? These are only a few of the questions that I have at 

this moment. I could not have focused my research on such investigations as I was 

not ready to pursue such thinking with my staff. As an individual, it was necessary 

for me to travel through this initial journey in the manner in which I did, in order to 

come to deeper understandings about leadership and the process of change itself. Not 
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only is my staff ready to take on such a challenge, I now feel more confident in 

supporting them as a result of the experiences that I have had over the past year. 

A second consideration has focused on relationships with parents. Throughout 

this work, I have attempted to relate what we are doing to more improved processes 

for communicating with parents. In the winter and spring of the 2001-2002 school 

year, I am going to invite parents to evening discussions at the school, the purpose of 

which will be to deepen understandings about education and our school in particular. 

On the first evening, I intend to have the discussion revolve around three questions: 

1. What do we currently value at our school? 

2. What would we like to see improved? 

3. What understandings do we need to deepen in order for parents 

and staff to work more closely together? 

The work of future meetings will be based on what occurs at this initial meeting. 

Teachers wil l also be invited to attend in order to be part of the conversation. I 

cannot predict what will come of such discussions but I feel that providing all of us 

with this opportunity, the problems currently being experienced by teachers in their 

relationships with parents and frustration parents currently feel with education as a 

whole, might be addressed in a more positive and productive manner. 

A third consideration has already begun for me. In September, the principals in 

all areas of our school system were asked to become involved in the process of 

School Quality Review which encompasses all aspects of school life from how 

monies are spent, to professional development and links made to system objectives, to 
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how improvement in student learning and teaching practices are being addressed. It 

is a massive accountability document to be published each December by each school 

and now takes the place of the annual school report and professional development 

plan. The school system is divided into eight administrative areas led by a director. 

Within our particular area, principals expressed great consternation about the process 

and what it meant for each of their schools. As a result of the work that I was doing 

with my own school, I was asked to head a committee that would lead the principals 

through an understanding of the process to the eventual implementation of School 

Quality Review into their schools. I suggested that it waá necessary to discover 

current levels of understanding, which prompted an initial discussion based on the 

question; "What does School Quality Review mean to us at this time?" It was 

obvious from the collated responses that there was a great deal of confusion on the 

part of all concerned as to what this process meant. Future discussions over the 

course of the next few months tested our understandings on what environments for 

inquiry looked like in our schools and how we currently address the six quality 

characteristics advocated by our system which include student entitlement, safety and 

security, student achievement, school development, learning and teaching and school 

culture. As a result of these discussions which concluded at the end of November 

2001 with suggestions from the group as to what was needed in order for us to move 

ahead with School Quality Review, three goals were established for our own 

professional development plan. These included: 

1. Develop deeper understandings of the diversity within our C L C 

(Collaborative Learning Community - an administrative unit led 

by a Director) 
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2. Develop our understanding of school quality review and 

implementation 

3. Explore ways of flexibility and creatively deploying resources to 

support teaching and learning in our C L C 

This was a different process than has been used before. First, it was developed 

directly from the needs of the principals as opposed to being mandated upon them. I 

must give credit to our Director of the C L C for recognizing and supporting that need. 

Second, with three interrelated goals as opposed to six or seven unrelated ones, there 

would be for the first time, a possibility of achieving success with our plans with an 

actual move into action. Third, the work belonged to the principals, which meant that 

there was now more of a possibility for success. The process that I had encouraged 

was almost identical to the generative approach that is now in place at my school and 

has been as much appreciated by the principals as it has been by our teachers. I am 

excited by the possibilities that might unfold over the remainder of this school year. 

Conclusion 

This year has been one of self-discovery for me. The learning and new 

understandings that evolved went well beyond what I had initially intended. It was 

also a year of emotional turmoil, of self-criticism, of frustration and stress. I would 

not have changed one moment. I was affirmed in many of my beliefs, thwarted in 

others and awed by the discovery of an unanticipated journey that shadowed the 

intended, more visible one. It was that second unexpected journey that affected me 

the most and led me to see voice, change and narrative in more meaningful ways. I 

discovered the impact emotions have on the process of learning and the influence that 
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administrators can have, although unwittingly, on the attitudes and behaviours of staff 

members. Issues of authority had also been unexpected but had greatly impacted my 

thinking on what was required within an environment to promote positive change 

despite bureaucratic dictates. 

Over the years I have often used a passage from Kahlil Gibran (1991) to illustrate 

what I believe the role of an educator should be. I believe that, as a result of this 

research, a depth to this passage has been revealed that had been previously missing. 

I had always read it from the perspective of a teacher and an administrator, guiding 

students and teachers to that threshold. As a result of this experience, I have been 

guided to my own threshold. 

"If he is indeed wise he does not bid you enter the house of his 

wisdom, but rather leads you to the threshold of your own mind." 

Kahlil Gibran 

"The Prophet" 

1991, p.56 
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September 11, 2000 

To All Staff, 

This year, 2000-2001, I will be working on the research for my PhD. I have always 
believed that change experienced in a school must be discussed, explored and accepted by all 
those involved in the change and I hope that that belief has been evident during the two years that 
I have been at this school. I feel that this work is important for several reasons. 

First, we are constantly bombarded with mandated change from outside the school. How 
do we deal with this form of change without losing our beliefs and values about what we feel is 
best for students? Second, it is important to constantly examine our own beliefs and values in 
order to reflect upon and alter what we do in our classrooms in order to provide the best 
learning environment for our students. How can we do this without adding stress to our already 
busy lives? Third, what leadership skills do you require from administration in order to do 
your work to the best of your ability both in the classroom and with parents? 

The first focus of this work will be to examine leadership skills required for changes to 
occur that will allow you as teachers to do the best job possible for your students and programs. 
I have no intentions of adding to your workload. This focus will be examined through our regular 
committee work, a more intense involvement on my part this year to help you achieve your 
TPGP goals, our professional development work and team meetings. The only difference will be 
requests for feedback from you throughout the year on what leadership skills are assisting you, 
what needs to be changed and what needs to be added or considered. It is your opportunity to 
evaluate me at close range. I would hope that all of you would be involved in this focus. Feedback 
will be anonymous and I will be asking for your permission to have the results published in the 
work. 

The second focus is to work with a group of teachers who are interested in curriculum 
development, mainly in the areas of interdisciplinary and integrated curriculum. One of the 
purposes will be to examine the personal changes in beliefs and values that will occur in each 
teacher. It will be an opportunity for those involved to not only reflect on their current practice 
but to examine what they believe interdisciplinary and integrated curriculum to be, why they 
believe these approaches to be beneficial to students and to integrate the selected approach into 
their program. This will invoive a time commitment as we wiii be meeting once a week until 
Christmas, with the implementation occurring during the months of January and February. The 
reason for my taking a sabbatical at that time is to work directly with these teachers. 

The third focus will be to work directly with those teams who feel that a deeper 
communication with parents about their program or potential program is necessary. Examples 
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are, the need expressed by the grade six team to share with their parents, the benefits of team 
teaching, and the need of the grade one-two team to communicate the benefits of muti-aging to 
their parents. This will also not be an addition to the current workload as these needs have 
already been discussed by these two teams. How do we convince our parents that these processes 
are of benefit to students? 

I hope that you trust me enough at this point, to feel free to express your feelings and 
opinions as the year progresses. Would you please fill in the attached form and put it in my 
mailbox as soon as possible. Those of you who are interested will receive a letter of permission 
for your signature in the near future. Please be reminded that you are under no obligation and 
be assured that under no circumstances would you be penalized for not taking part. I do believe, 
however, that your involvement at least in focus one, would be of benefit to all of us on both an 
individual level and as a collective whole. 

Thank you for reading this lengthy missive. Your patience is appreciated. 

Name _. 

Focus One 
I would be willing to provide feedback throughout the year on the leadership 
skills that are supportive, not supportive or missing from the current leadership style 
and have that information provided and published anonymously. 

Focus Two 
I would be interested in being one of the volunteer teachers who would work directly on 
the examination and implementation of interdisciplinary and integrative curriculum. 

Focus Three 
I would be willing to work with administration on planning communication events for my 
parents which would provide a deeper understanding on their part of the "what and why" 
of our program or potential programs. 
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: A DESIGN TEMPLATE 

FIGURE 11.1 RESULTS 

IDENTIFY DESIRED RESULTS 

What overarching understandings 
are desired? 

What are the overarching 
"essential" questions? 

ft 

What will students understand 
as a result of this unit? 

ft 

What "essential" and "uni t " 
questions will focus this unit? 
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FIGURE 11.2 EVIDENCE 

DETERMINE ACCEPTABLE EVIDENCE 

What evidence will show that students understand 7 

Performance Tasks, Projects 

Quizzes, Tests, Academic Prompts 

Other Evidence (e.g., observations, work samples, dialogues) Student Self-Assessment 



PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: A OESIGN TEMPLATE 

FIGURE 11.3 LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND INSTRUCTION 

PLAN LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND INSTRUCTION 

Given the targeted understandings, other unit goals, and the assessment 
evidence identified, what knowledge and skill are needed? . ,— 

Students will need to know . . . Students will need to be able to . . . 

What teaching and learning experiences will equip students to demonstrate 
the targeted understandings? 

— >̂  

* Use additional sheets as needed. > 
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Appendix C 

March Survey Questions 

1. Do you feel that your thinking has changed as a result of the 

conversations around the work of Wiggins and McTighe? In what 

way? 

2. How has this change in thinking affected your teaching practice? 

3. How did your actual project alter from your original expectations 

when you first designed the unit? 

4. What impact will your own learning have on the improvement of 

student learning in your classroom? 

5. What do you feel was the most valuable aspect of the curriculum 

work that we did? 

6. What was not valuable? 

7. What do you feel is the most important element that must be in 

place for teacher growth and development to occur? 

8. What suggestions do you have for taking the knowledge and expertise 

that you have gained to the rest of the staff? How do we work 

together to include teachers who might feel insecure about changing 

their practice? 




