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Preface

The ideas put forth in this book represent 25 years of research and practice with a
particular emphasis on a reflective analysis of my (Sheppard’s) efforts to lead mean-
ingful change at the district level using available research evidence. My research and
practice have been focussed on understanding how educational leaders in schools
and school districts can bring about meaningful change with a moral purpose. My
journey began during the 1980s, when I became the principal of a large high school.
It was painfully obvious to me that classroom practices had remained essentially
unchanged for decades, many students appeared not to be well served, and I wanted
to make a difference. In that leadership role, I was constantly challenged and
intrigued by the complexities of bringing about meaningful change. As I explored
the literature on effective schools and change and attempted to apply the ideas to
my leadership practices, it became readily apparent that some efforts were more
beneficial than others. My thirst to better understand the leadership and change
phenomenon led me to pursue advanced studies that marked the beginning of my
academic career and has shaped my research agenda since then. However, for me,
studying and writing about leadership for change was not enough. My goal of bet-
ter understanding leadership in order to lead meaningful change drew me back to
practice. Fortunately, I was given the opportunity to practice as a superintendent
of education in a mid-size school district where my colleagues and I had been
engaged in an action research project related to leadership, organizational learning,
and changing practices to improve student learning. During those years, I main-
tained contact with my research colleagues, kept abreast of the emerging evidence
related to educational leadership, and kept a reflective journal of my practice.

This book is not intended to give a historical account of successful district-
level leadership. Even if I attempted to claim some success, my claim would be
challenged, as I can think of no leader who has been “judged entirely successful,
even those who have influenced millions” (Kouzes & Posner, 2003, p. 259). Reeves
(2002) claims that a good guide for a book of this nature is as follows: “If you will
learn from my mistakes, as well as the mistakes and successes I have observed in
almost thirty years of leadership studies, everything will not necessarily be swell,
but you will approach each challenge with greater insight and more confidence”
(p. 115). It is to this purpose that this book is dedicated. Therefore, the intent of
this book is to present the challenges, mistakes, successes, and new understandings
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vi Preface

developed as one leader attempted to employ the evolving leadership theory in order
to bring about substantive district-level change with a moral purpose. Toward that
end, my coauthors and I remained engaged as action researchers and critical friends
throughout the entire duration of my practice as superintendent of education. During
that period, I attempted to be a critical reflective practitioner who kept a detailed
reflective journal of my journey as a superintendent. My coauthors in their role
as academic researchers continued as critical friends to ensure the accuracy of my
accounts and counteract my biases and uncovered beliefs through providing an in-
depth critical analysis of my practice.

We are hopeful that our reflections upon and critical analysis of leadership prac-
tice that was intended to be grounded in current understandings of change theory,
organizational learning, and emerging models of leadership that emphasize instruc-
tional, transformational, and value-based leadership will provide new insights and
questions for academic researchers and will inspire policymakers and practitioners
to imagine what might be and to work toward it. Furthermore, we hope that this
book will assist senior-level practitioners as they wrestle with the application of the-
ory to practice and that it will contribute to the advancement of our understanding
of district-level leadership and how it interacts with leadership at the school and
provincial levels in leading changes that impact student learning at the classroom
level. Both practitioners and researchers should find this book of value.
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Chapter 1
Where Theory Meets Practice

Abstract Confidence in public education has declined over the last few decades
with the accumulated effect of increased centralized authoritarian control of the ed-
ucation system by governments. This trend of increased government control appears
to run counter to the existing empirical evidence that highlights the importance of
collaborative leadership that is facilitative of organizational learning as a means of
bringing about successful change and improved student learning. Unfortunately, the
literature related to collaborative leadership has suffered from a lack of specificity
that is needed to guide the actual practices of district superintendents who are re-
sponsible for the administration and leadership of very complex organizations that
for the most part continue to be bureaucratic hierarchies. It was with the objective of
contributing to the needed evidence that we engaged in our district study and have
written this book.

Barth (1990) compared the life of an adult working in a school to a tennis shoe in a
laundry dryer. Having been a teacher, a principal, and an assistant superintendent in
the k-12 school system and having escaped Barth’s laundry dryer, I (Sheppard) had
the opportunity to research, study, and reflect upon the practice that I had loved, but
with which I had been frustrated because of the system’s intransigence to change. As
a practitioner, I had been frustrated by academics, politicians, and senior administra-
tors who believed that they had all the answers and that the problem with education
was that teachers were just unwilling to follow their edicts. On the other hand, as
an academic, I found that while there existed much rhetoric among practitioners
around collaborative leadership and organizational learning1, they were often no
more than the current “buzzwords” or just another nice partnership project to be
pursued (Sheppard, 2003; Sheppard & Brown, 1999, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c). As
a result, I was often drawn to think, “If I had been aware of this when I was a

1 We employ the term organizational learning somewhat synonymously with professional learning
communities and learning organizations, with both of the latter terms referring to organizations or
communities of practice, such as schools and school boards, which are engaged in organizational
learning.

B. Sheppard et al., School District Leadership Matters, Studies in Educational
Leadership 8, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4020-9747-8 1,
C© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2009
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2 1 Where Theory Meets Practice

school principal, I would have . . . .” “Why doesn’t that superintendent2 of education
realize . . .?” “If I were superintendent I would work to facilitate more collaborative
leadership and organizational learning.”

Then one day, I was face-to-face with the prospect of becoming the superin-
tendent of a district where I had been involved as a “critical friend” and action
researcher focused on the development of schools and the school district as learning
organizations. My passion for practice got the better of me, and I headed back to
the school system once again. I thought, surely, as superintendent, I can really lead
the creation of a professional learning community that will make a real difference
to student learning.

Having been superintendent for five years and having once again returned to the
relative calm of an academic environment, I can truly say that Barth’s metaphor of
the tennis shoe in the laundry dryer captures not only adults at the school level, but
the experiences of senior administrators at the school district level as well. School
consolidation, legal challenges, law suits, employee grievances, government control,
turf protection, budget deficits, government fiscal constraints, infrastructure prob-
lems, student suspensions, student transportation issues, public scrutiny, the media
hunger for sensationalism, and other administrative routines often diverted attention
from the student learning agenda. From my vantage point as superintendent, I be-
came very aware of the applicability and accuracy of the following observation by
Barth (1990), not only for schools, but also for school districts:

Research frequently provides a broad view, badly needed in schools. Yet, the data base is, in
many respects, thin. Researchers pay brief visits to many schools, asking few questions of a
large sample, frequently with all the effects of a tea bag swished through a bathtub. (p. 150)

Besides, Chester Barnard’s (1964) observation of many decades ago became very
real to me. None of the literature of which I was aware described school districts or
school district leadership

in a way which seemed to me to correspond either to my experience or to understanding
implicit in the conduct of those recognized to be adept in executive practice or in leadership
of organizations . . . . Always, it seemed to me, the scientists—from whatever side they
approached—just reached the edge of organization as I experienced it, and retreated . . . .
But the bridge between the generalizations of social study on the one hand and the action of
the masses of which they related on the other were not included, I thought. (Barnard, 1964,
p. viii–ix)

Barnard’s claim was that “It is in this field that for thirty years I have had inti-
mate and continuous experience. Those who possess the general knowledge and the
scientific training required usually do not have such experience” (Barnard, 1964,
p. xii). Believing that there is merit in Barnard’s aforementioned perspective, I feel
that a particular strength of this work is my unique combination of academic empir-
ical research and practice. The level of intimacy with the application of the theory
to practice that I bring to this work is rare, and it brings insights that can only be

2 We employ the term superintendent to refer to the most senior administrative position (chief
executive officer) in a school district.



Our Case Study Methodology 3

provided by the precise four-stage cycle of my administrative career: (1) practical
leadership experience, (2) academic reflection, (3) practical leadership experience,
and (4) academic reflection. “To avoid the inherent bias in the historical accounts
of those who win the battle” (Reeves, 2002, p. 115), I combine my insights with
those of two co-authors who as researchers and critical friends challenged both my
leadership practice as superintendent and my reflective analysis of that experience.
As a consequence, consistent with Reeves’ suggestion, what we offer in this work
is “no victor’s history”; rather, we “share warts and all” (p. 115).

Our Case Study Methodology

Prior to my assuming the position of superintendent, Brown and I had been involved
with the case study district as “critical friends” and action researchers focused on
the facilitation of organizational learning in 11 selected schools. Our action research
project was initiated by a district program specialist and supported by senior district
administrators, including the superintendent. During year one, we visited each of
the school sites, at which time we conducted introductory information sessions in
respect to the empirical evidence related to collaborative leadership and organiza-
tional learning and our role as critical friends and action researchers. During the
spring of year one, we collected survey data of teachers’ perceptions of leadership
and organizational learning at their respective schools and throughout the school dis-
trict. During the fall of year two, we presented the individual school-level findings to
the entire staff of each participating school. After having completed all school-level
presentations, during early winter we shared the specific district-level findings and
aggregated school-level data with the senior administrative team of the district. In
the spring of the second year, I accepted a five-year contract as superintendent in
our case school district, and Dibbon joined Brown to replace me as the second
member of the external research team. While I could not continue as an exter-
nal researcher, as superintendent I would remain a member of the action research
team as a practitioner. I would apply theory to practice as a means of facilitating
the development of a more collaborative leadership approach directed at fostering
district-wide organizational learning, while Brown and Dibbon would continue as
critical friends and researchers. From a research perspective, we considered that the
circumstance created by my having assumed the role of superintendent of Discovery
School District with a commitment to the application of collaborative leadership and
organizational learning theory to practice would provide an excellent deviant case
sample (Martella, Nelson, & Marchand-Martella, 1999).

Prior to accepting the position of superintendent, I informed the school board of
my intended approach to leadership that would be empirically driven, collaborative,
and rooted in respect for people. For instance, in my opening presentation to the
school board, I stated,

It is my commitment that I will be guided by . . . a philosophy of leadership that is rooted in
respect for people. I will operate from the principle that the leadership provided in this
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district must be collaborative and very much dependent upon the collective wisdom of
students, school and district staff and administrators, trustees, schools councils and other
educational stakeholders. (Board Meeting minutes, May 24, 2000)

Our approach to action research was consistent with that proposed by Greenwood
and Levin (2000) as a means of developing a closer relationship between theory
and praxis in the social sciences. They define action research as “research in which
the validity and value of research results are tested through collaborative insider-
professional research knowledge generation and application processes” (p. 94). Our
use of the term critical friend is consistent with the following description by Costa
and Kallick (1993):

A trusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined through
another lens, and offers critique of a person’s work as a friend. A critical friend takes the
time to fully understand the context of the work presented and the outcomes that the person
or group is working toward. The friend is an advocate for the success of that work. (p. 50)

Through this process, all three of us worked together frequently to explore and
challenge our understandings of the research literature. We collected qualitative
data over a five-year period as both participants-as-observers and observers-as-
participants (Martella et al., 1999). The critical research friends kept careful field
notes when they attended district meetings and conducted professional development
sessions within the district. As superintendent, I kept a journal that included detailed
notes and links to important records and documents (e.g., keynote addresses and pre-
sentation notes, policy papers, and meeting minutes) that I shared with my critical
research colleagues. In regular meetings, we analyzed what was happening, asked
and answered questions, and explored the challenges of linking theory to practice
and the emerging trends.

At the end of the five-year period, and after having analyzed data from my re-
flective journal and compared it to the analysis of data from observations and other
information sources, my critical friends conducted in-depth interviews with me,
during which time they challenged journal entries and the perspectives expressed
in order to uncover hidden biases. Notes from those interviews provided an addi-
tional source of data. Other data sources included interviews with key informants
including school board trustees, assistant superintendents, and other district-level
professionals; newspaper clippings; documents used at in-service sessions; policy
documents; and organizational charts and diagrams.

Our qualitative data analysis was grounded in the collaborative leadership and
organizational learning framework (see Chapter 2 for a detailed description of this
framework). We organized the district data into one large data file that we studied
independently to identify and assess the extent to which the processes, structures,
and procedures were consistent with our articulation of a collaborative approach
to leadership and organizational learning. Employing procedures as outlined by
LeCompte and Preissle (1993), we reviewed all the data and documentation that
we had collected. We looked for completeness and sought additional information
when we discovered gaps in our knowledge. We worked independently and then
collaboratively as we made sense of the data. We assembled chunks of the data and
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summarized them in narrative form and linked together major events and issues.
We then prioritized the themes, establishing what was of the greatest significance in
our analysis of the organizational learning conditions and in answering our research
question of how a school district superintendent can influence each of those condi-
tions by employing a collaborative approach to leadership that was informed by the
emerging empirical evidence. Further, we attempted to determine if and how leader-
ship approach and organizational learning facilitated improvements in teaching and
learning throughout both the school and district levels.

Additionally, we collected data related to leadership approach and organizational
learning conditions through teacher surveys.3 We had previously employed these
survey instruments (Sheppard & Brown, 1999) and had found that the internal con-
sistency reliability coefficients (Cronbach Alpha) for each of the scales ranged from
0.788 to 0.900. As noted above, we administered these surveys several months prior
to the superintendent succession and again approximately four years later. For the
initial administration of the surveys, school participation was voluntary (11 schools
and 215 teachers). During the second administration of the surveys, all schools par-
ticipated (32 schools and 606 teachers). Return rates in our participating schools
were in excess of 86% for both Survey One and Survey Two.

For our comparative analysis of changes from Survey One to Survey Two, we
focused only on the original 11 schools in order to assess changes in the original
schools and to maintain relatively equal sample sizes: 215 for Survey One and 237
for Survey Two. To test our null hypothesis that there were no statistically signifi-
cant differences between Year One and Year Four results, we employed analysis of
variance (or the Welch statistic in cases when the assumption of equal variance did
not hold). We calculated effect sizes (Cohen’s d) using pooled standard deviations.

To maximize the reliability and validity of our analysis, we were guided by
the standards set by Franklin and Jordan (1995): “completeness of information;
adequacy of interpretation; determination of inconsistencies in data; adequacy of
metaphors, pictures, or diagrams; collaboration with participants; and multiple
methods to gather data.” In case of multiple methods, for example, we strengthened
the reliability and validity of our data through data source and methods triangulation
(Martella et al., 1999) by using a variety of data collection methods and sources
while employing both quantitative and qualitative approaches.

The District Case

Discovery School District (a pseudonym) is a rural school district with approxi-
mately 11,000 students that had existed for only one year prior to the initiation
of the action research project that forms the foundation of this district case study.
The district was created as a result of a provincial government school board reform

3 The survey instrument is a modified version of the Sources and Nature of Leadership and Process
of Professional Learning Survey (Leithwood, 1995a, 1995b).
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initiative whereby four previous boards that had been religious-based were col-
lapsed into one public school board in order to reduce expenditures and improve
efficiencies. The mandate of the newly created public school board was to elim-
inate any excess school building capacity that had resulted from denominational
education and declining student populations. This required the board and district-
level administrators to focus on the difficult challenge of school consolidation
and school closures that had the potential to divert attention away from student
learning.

Student academic performance in Discovery School District was on par with
that of other school districts in the province on provincial measures that included
criterion reference tests at grades 3, 6, and 9 and public examinations at the high-
school level. However, provincial achievement levels were lower than the national
average in national and international achievement tests such as the School Achieve-
ment Indicators Program (SAIP), Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA), and Trends in Mathematics and Science Achievement around the World
(TIMSS). In response to this reality, the provincial department of education pres-
sured all school boards to place an increased emphasis on improving student per-
formance on all of those tests that primarily focused on mathematics, science, and
language arts. Discovery School District, similar to other districts, responded to the
provincial pressure and set specific plans to improve test scores. As a result of the
increased focus on improving test scores, a growing number of school and district
personnel raised concerns that subject areas that were not tested such as the visual
and performing arts and physical education had been allowed to languish within the
district. It appears that what was measured was valued!

In spite of the district-level leaders’ articulation of a focus on the improvement
of student test scores, our analysis of the baseline data collected during the first year
revealed that teachers were generally unaware of any district-wide initiative focused
on improving student learning. While 81% of the teachers answering our survey
indicated that they thought that developing a vision for the school was important,
only 36% perceived that they had a school vision that guided their actions. It is
also noteworthy that only 64% of the teachers surveyed believed that collaborative
activities at their school were focused on student learning even though 94% of them
believed that planning for and helping students was their most important work.

In respect to the perceived leadership approach, survey results indicated that the
majority of pilot schools, at least, were functioning as traditional hierarchical orga-
nizations. Fewer than 70% of teachers in the pilot schools perceived the principal
as democratic, participatory, or inclusive (see Table 1.1); and just over 60% per-
ceived that the principal was a source of leadership, and this was the highest rating
of all groups (see Table 1.2). In contrast, in a previous study of a school (Vision
Collegiate) in another district that had been recognized as an innovative school
(Sheppard & Brown, 2000a), 100% of the staff saw the principal as a key source of
leadership (see Table 1.2), and over 90% saw her/him as democratic, participatory,
or inclusive (see Table 1.1). In this latter school, the ratings given for the leadership
provided by other groups were consistently higher than any (including the princi-
pal) in our pilot schools. As for teachers’ perceptions of leadership provided by
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Table 1.1 Teachers’ perceptions of principal’s leadership approach

Approach District (%) Vision Collegiate (%)

Democratic 70 97
Participatory 69 100
Inclusive 61 93

Table 1.2 Teachers’ perceptions of sources of leadership within school

Source District (%) Vision Collegiate (%)

Principal 63 100
Vice principal 55 90
Department heads 33 73
Teachers assigned a role 55 87
Team of principal and

vice principal
56 90

Table 1.3 Teachers’ perceptions of external sources of leadership

Source District (%) Vision Collegiate (%)

School board members 10 7
Superintendent 15 17
Assistant superintendents 11 13
Program specialists 24 20
District-wide committee 8 13
Parents/community 23 27
Department of education 6 3

district-level personnel, the ratings were quite low in both Vision Collegiate and the
pilot schools in Discovery School District (see Table 1.3). In the pilot schools, for
instance, 24% of teachers perceived that program specialists4 provided leadership
support. This was the highest rating given to any district-level group. In fact, teach-
ers perceived that parents and the community provided more leadership support
(23%) than did the school board (10%) or school district administrators (11–15%).

Our analysis of district organizational charts and of meeting minutes of the ex-
isting organizational structures and our interviews with assistant superintendents
revealed that the school district was a typical bureaucratic hierarchy, thereby mir-
roring the most common administrative structures and practices found in other
school districts (Bimber, 1994; Green, 2001). The administrative structures included
Administrative Council (the superintendent and assistant superintendents), Gen-
eral Advisory Council (selected representatives of program specialists and school
principals), Program Specialists’ Meetings, and Principals’ Meetings (principals,
program specialists, and Administrative Council). The only administrative structure
with decision-making authority was the Administrative Council where the model of

4 Professional educators whose defined role was to provide program and professional development
support to teachers. These professionals are referred to as program coordinators or staff develop-
ment officers in other jurisdictions.
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decision-making was one of debate with final decisions made by the superintendent.
The General Advisory Council was constituted to provide advice to the superinten-
dent. Program Specialists’ Meetings, chaired by the assistant superintendent of pro-
grams, were held biweekly. In these meetings, program specialists made decisions
related to teacher professional development and the implementation of new pro-
grams; however, decisions made in those meetings were subject to being overruled
by the Administrative Council. The model of decision-making employed at Program
Specialists’ Meetings, similar to that employed at Administrative Council Meetings,
was hierarchical, with the assistant superintendent of programs having the final say.
Besides, most of the decisions that were made at all of those above-noted district-
level meetings impacted constituents at the school-level without their having any in-
put into the decision-making process. Principals’ Meetings occurred approximately
four times a year for the purpose of administrative updates and dissemination of ma-
terials from district-level personnel. Principals and other school-level constituents
had no formal role in decision-making for the district. In fact, there existed no struc-
ture that supported participatory leadership or collaborative decision-making at the
district level. Interviews with each of the assistant superintendents, the outgoing
superintendent, and the superintendent’s executive assistant revealed that the model
of leadership within the district was predominantly hierarchically organized by rank
and authority.

The Sociopolitical Context of Discovery School District

In recent years, public school systems have been portrayed as troubled organiza-
tions. This has made them favored targets for politicians whose mantra has been that
they will improve the school system by legislating higher standards and increasing
the accountability of educators to meet those standards (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006;
Schlechty, 2005; Starratt, 2004). Irrespective of the legitimacy of the claim that
the public school system is underperforming or the wisdom of governments’ exert-
ing more authoritarian control over the education system in attempts to improve it
(Barlow & Robertson, 1994; Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Goodlad, 2001; Starratt,
2004), the accumulating effect of both has been a growing loss of public confidence
in our school system and an increased pressure on educational leaders (Fullan, 2000;
Mulford, Silins, & Leithwood, 2004; Schlechty, 2005; Starratt, 2004). Mulford et al.
observe, for instance, that “the external world of the educational leader is one of
increasing loss of control as education systems in many countries have tightened
centralized control mechanisms through accountability devices such as high [stakes]
testing, performance management and competency frameworks” (p. 1). Similarly,
Schlechty (2005) opines that those committed to public education feel embattled as
they hear on “nearly every front . . . how poorly the schools are doing” (p. 213).

Ironically, the accumulative effect of this loss of public confidence is increased
support for and the implementation of even more centralized authoritarian con-
trol of our education system by governments, resulting in an increasing erosion of
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educational leaders’ and teachers’ autonomy (Schlechty, 2001). The most likely
consequence of the continued disenfranchisement of educators from school reform
is a continued downward spiraling of public confidence in public education (Littky,
2004; Popham, 2004; Shaker & Grimmett, 2004). In reality, few would argue that
schools do not need to change or improve. For instance, Elmore (2002) argues that
the most significant elements of today’s schools remain the same as they have been
over the last 100 years. Teachers still operate in isolation from one another, and
they are expected to deliver content to students. Moreover, he contends that “the
existing structure in the culture of schools seem better designed to resist learning
and improvement than to enable it” (p. 4). Starratt (2004) holds a similar dim view
of the performance of public schools stating that “despite sincere efforts of many
[school personnel], the schooling process remains a huge waste of students’ time
and taxpayers’ money” (p. 2). Similarly, Schlechty (2001) opines that schools have
not kept pace with our changing social context. Even though we have shifted “from
a society in which only the culturally elite and intellectually gifted were expected
to achieve at high levels of academic competence to a society in which nearly all
students are expected to perform at levels once assumed to be the purview of a few”
(Schlechty, 2001, p. 10), “schools are not much different . . . than they were fifty
years ago” (p. xi). Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon (2007) concur that school
reform is necessary; however, they highlight the growing empirical evidence that
“we cannot improve education by simply legislating higher standards and higher
stakes” (p. 30). They contend that in order to bring about meaningful reform of our
schools, the norms of the one-room schoolhouse that include “isolation, psycholog-
ical dilemma, routine, inadequate teacher induction, inverted beginner responsibili-
ties, lack of career stages, and absence of shared technical culture” (p. 32) must be
challenged.

While we share the view that schools and school systems need to be more rele-
vant in respect to meeting the learning needs of students in the twenty-first century,
we are convinced that there are at least two significant challenges that impede the
ability of schools and school systems to make the necessary changes. The first of
these challenges, as discussed above, relates to the large number of change efforts
that have been imposed by external sources. “Instead of [educational] organizations
having the autonomy to consider, plan, and launch their own change initiatives, over
the last several decades external forces such as [governments] and . . . policymakers,
the courts, and various experts have set the change agenda” (Hall & Hord, 2006,
p. 1). In this respect, Fullan’s (1993) observation of over a decade ago appears
to be relevant today: “The main problem in public education is not resistance to
change, but the presence of too many innovations mandated or adopted uncritically
and superficially on an ad hoc fragmented basis” (p. 23).

A second challenge is that student learning is impacted by multiple factors, many
of which appear to be outside the direct control of educators (Kohn, 2002; Leith-
wood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Stoll & Fink, 1996; Wang & Walberg,
1991). For instance, Wang and Walberg identified 228 variables in their synthesis
of the evidence from research and expert opinion in respect to variables that im-
pact student learning and classified them into six broad categories: implementation,
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classroom instruction, and climate; program design; student variables; school-level
variables; out-of-school context; and state/province and district variables. Just a
quick glance at these categories reveals that much remains outside of the direct con-
trol of public school personnel. For instance, they cannot decide the type of student
who will be enrolled in their school; they have little influence on the out-of-school
context (e.g., socioeconomic conditions and the extent to which education is valued
in the community); and school and classroom conditions such as class size, teacher
workload, program design, and implementation decisions are typically controlled
by the state/province and/or the school district. Stoll and Fink (1996) highlight the
magnitude of challenge for schools as they observe that only “between 8% and
14% of the total variance in pupils’ achievement is attributable to school” (p. 37).
Obviously, expectations that school personnel alone can effectively deal with such
complex, systemic challenges are unrealistic and naı̈ve.

Charting a New Course

In recognition of the systemic nature of the multiple factors that inhibit or facilitate
school improvement, and with increased understanding that solutions cannot be im-
posed by legislators or found in our schools alone, there has been a growing body
of empirical evidence that has fueled support for the importance of organizational
learning as a promising vision for bringing about meaningful school reform (Dufour,
2004; Fullan, 2005; Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Hall & Hord, 2006; Leithwood et al.,
2004). As it applies to schools and school systems, the term organizational learn-
ing refers to the professional, organizational, and leadership capacity and processes
within a school or school district to maintain and improve organizational perfor-
mance based on experience and collaborative learning with the intent of improving
student learning.

Argyris (1999) contends that only organizations that have a capacity to learn
are able to deal successfully with the uncertainties and ambiguities that occur nat-
urally throughout the change process. If one accepts Argyris’s claim, the relevance
of organizational learning for schools is evident. Few would contest a claim that
schools qualify as organizations facing a great deal of uncertainty and that there
is a societal expectation that schools and classrooms undergo major change. While
much of the research related to organizational learning has been conducted in non-
school environments, there has been a growing number of researchers who support
the claim that organizational learning offers considerable promise for educational
reform (Dibbon, 2000; Fullan, 2005; Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Hall & Hord, 2006;
Leithwood et al., 2004; Louis, 2007; Sheppard, 2008; Sheppard & Brown, 2007).
For example, Hall and Hord (2006) view organizational learning as the best hope
for bringing about successful school improvement:

We have observed and studied a few schools that have the cultural attributes of a learning
organization; and we profoundly believe that schools must develop this kind of context if
real and continuous change and improvement are to occur. (Hall & Hord, 2006, p. 35)
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Further, they contend that

Change success depends less on whether the source of change is internal or external and
significantly more on the degree to which the culture of the organization is open and ready
to consider what is currently being done and is continually examining ways to improve. The
ideal condition is to have a professional learning community. (p. 1)

While we share the optimism related to the potential of organizational learning
(now more commonly referred to as professional learning community in schools and
school districts), we have observed that similar to previous terms used to describe
efforts to improve schools (e.g., effective schools movement), the professional learn-
ing community framework is currently threatened. The term professional learning
community has been co-opted by schools, school districts, departments of education,
and consulting firms as the current label of choice (the buzzword of the day) without
any consideration of its theoretical underpinnings or the growing empirical evidence
base. Simplistic recipes that offer immediate transformation of a school into a pro-
fessional learning community continue to proliferate, and in some jurisdictions, all
schools have been renamed as professional learning communities. Having already
observed such simplistic approaches, Louis (2007) opined that “A shift in a typical
school’s culture toward a PLC (professional learning community) will not occur
through a year-long principal initiated work plan” (p. 5). Similar observations have
led Hall and Hord (2006) to ponder if it is becoming a fad or “innovation du jour”
(p. 270) as they observe that many schools announce that they are professional
learning communities without having any of the attributes or characteristics that
have been identified as most valued in professional learning communities. Dufour
(2004) raises a similar concern as he observes that “the term has been used so ubiq-
uitously that it is in danger of losing all meaning” (p. 6). It appears that although
the professional learning community terminology has become common parlance in
our schools, the reliability of reports of its widespread existence, at least with any
degree of fidelity, is as rare as a sighting of the Loch Ness Monster.

In reality, organizational learning is a complex innovation that represents a dra-
matic departure from the traditional bureaucratic hierarchical framework that has
become the accepted norm. Consequently, it must itself be implemented, and that
implementation is an inherently complex process (Hall & Hord, 2006). While we
may know what to do, it is not so easy to do it! While we agree with Louis (2007)
that developing schools and school systems as professional learning communities
needs “a culture change that will require years” (p. 5) to accomplish, unlike Louis
who argues that the development of a professional learning community is not an
innovation to be implemented, we contend that such a culture change will not oc-
cur without deliberate implementation of professional learning communities as a
complex innovation and this is unlikely to occur without strong leadership. Schein
(1992) warns that if leaders don’t manage culture, it will “manage them” (p. 15). In
our view, the shift that is required falls within what Hall and Hord (2006) refer to
as a “large scale innovation that require[s] major changes in the roles of teachers,
principals, and schools [and] take[s] five to eight years to implement” (p. 8). And
“administrative leadership is essential to long-term change successes” (p. 10).
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The importance of formal leadership has been identified as crucial to the change
process and to improving student learning in studies related to leadership
(Leithwood et al., 2004), effective schools (Edmonds, 1979; Elmore, 2000; Gezi,
1990), school improvement (Crandall, 1983; Hallinger & McCary, 1990; Louis &
Miles, 1990), and school change and implementation (Fullan, 2005, 1999, 1993;
Hall & Hord 2006; McLaughlin, 1990). In spite of the voluminous evidence of the
importance of leadership, there remains a lack of clarity related to essential elements
of successful leadership in schools and even less so in school districts. There is even
less specificity in respect to how the theories related to collaborative leadership and
organizational learning might guide the actual practices of a district superintendent
who is responsible for the administration and leadership of a very complex orga-
nization (Murphy & Hallinger 2001; McLaughlin & Talbert 2003; Spillane, 1996).
Fullan (2005) observes that the practice of successful leadership is very difficult as
he opines that “it has always been hard enough for individuals to be good at theory
or good at practice” (p. 104) and successful leaders must be both theoreticians and
practitioners at the same time. It is our view that this presents a huge challenge that is
unlikely to be overcome without the development of better, more precise images of
these emerging empirically based leadership and organizational theories in practice.

In the remaining chapters of this book, we take a micro look at such leadership.
We explore in detail the actions and reflections of one theoretician superintendent
in Discovery School District who attempted over a five-year period to employ the
available evidence and theoretical frameworks related to collaborative leadership
and organizational learning directed at improving student learning. While it is not
our intent to claim that there is one best way, we believe that the rich insights that
we have gained through our in-depth analysis of leadership practices that were (or
were intended to be) grounded in the current empirical and theoretical literature
should advance our theoretical understandings and provide rich images of the prac-
tical application of these emerging empirically based theories related to educational
leadership and organizational learning at the school district level.
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Chapter 2
Leadership and Organizational Learning

Abstract Leadership is seen as moving away from the traditional, hierarchical,
rational planning, bureaucratic approach, toward a more collaborative approach with
formal and informal leaders. Leadership and organizational learning are interrelated,
with organizational learning being dependent on the capacity of the organization to
facilitate collaboration among individual learners who take on distributed leadership
responsibilities and learn from each other. The greatest challenge faced by school
district is how to help schools become professional learning communities when the
authoritarian hierarchy remained entrenched in the minds of formal leaders, commu-
nity members, and government departments. Through a review of relevant empirical
literature and reanalysis of five of their previous studies, the authors present a view
of leadership that guided their actions and research in Discovery School District.

We view leadership as an organizational quality that is systemic and distributed
throughout the organization (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000). Our understanding of lead-
ership moves away from the traditional hierarchical, rational planning, bureaucratic
approach toward a more collaborative approach in which there are two categories
of leaders—formal leaders and informal leaders (constituents)1 (Kouzes & Posner,
2003; Spillane, 2005b). In this approach to leadership, teachers are viewed as part-
ners, rather than as followers, and leadership is defined through the interaction of
leaders, constituents, and situation (Spillane, 2005a). Within this approach both for-
mal leaders and constituents have an important, yet distinct, leadership role to play
(York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Hall and Hord (2006) observe that

In the learning organization context, all members of the staff share the leadership role,
although the [formal] leader remains the point person. Ultimate responsibility must not be
abandoned, and the positional leader (principal, superintendent, etc.) assumes and maintains
this responsibility—but operationally in a less visible and more democratic way. (p. 31)

The formal leader must be transformational (Bass & Riggio, 2006), inclusive,
value based, and focused on purposes that go beyond those that can be imagined

1 We use the term constituents rather than followers consistent with Kouzes & Posner (2003) who
believe that it better represents current understandings related to the relationship between formal
leaders and others who within the traditional hierarchy have been viewed as followers.
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individually and that transcend the surface noise of pettiness, contradiction, and
self-interest (O’Toole, 1996). A successful school and district leader must focus on
setting directions, developing people, and redesigning the organization (Leithwood,
Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). Toward that purpose, the formal leader must
have a clear, uncompromising personal vision of where he/she wants the school or
school district to go and how to get there. The vision must be focused on improving
learning for each student. Everyone must understand that competence and com-
mitment to student learning are nonnegotiable. In order to achieve this vision, the
formal leader must have an in-depth understanding of the emerging theory related
to leadership and organizational learning (Fullan, 2005a). He/she must establish and
maintain credibility (Kouzes & Posner, 2003), must understand organizational and
administrative theory (Hoy & Miskel, 2008) and change theory (Hall & Hord, 2006),
must be an instructional leader (Blase & Blase, 1998; Leithwood et al.; Marks and
Printy, 2003; Sheppard, 1996), and must be able to facilitate distributed leadership
(Hallinger, 2005; Spillane, 2005a) and organizational learning (Fullan, 2005a). We
have found that in addition to the overarching necessity of distributed leadership,
the facilitation of organizational learning requires a focus on at least the following
factors or conditions: (1) the development of a shared vision that is student focused;
(2) a commitment to teaching and learning; (3) high expectations in a caring, inclu-
sive culture; (4) a commitment to personal professional learning of all personnel;
(5) the development of a collaborative culture; (6) an emphasis on action learning;
and (7) the facilitation of systems thinking.

In this approach to leadership, organizational learning and leadership are inter-
related. Leadership facilitates organizational learning and in turn is facilitated by
it. Within this particular leadership–organizational learning framework, it is under-
stood that organizations can learn only as individuals learn, but individual learning
is not sufficient. “Organizational learning differs [from individual learning] in that it
requires that knowledge have a shared, social construction common to all members
of the school organization” (Louis, p. 4). Therefore, organizational learning is de-
pendent on the capacity of the organization to facilitate collaboration among individ-
ual learners who assume distributed leadership responsibilities and learn from one
another (Senge, 1990; Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner, 1994). Toward that
purpose, a culture of trust must be established (Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Sebring &
Bryk, 2000; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000) along with high expectations (Fullan,
2005a; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2004) that each individual con-
tributes meaningfully toward the attainment of the organization’s vision. Individuals
must feel valued and supported by the formal leader who facilitates meaningful
professional development, collaboration, self-appraisal, and action learning (Fullan,
2005a; Louis, 2007).

While the role of the formal leader as described above has received considerable
attention in the literature, the role of constituents and the interrelationship between
the two have not received the same attention (Heck & Hallinger, 1999; Spillane,
Halverson, & Diamond, 2001; Spillane & Orlina, 2005). In the collaborative ap-
proach to leadership, the role of the second category of leaders (the constituents) and
the interaction between constituents and the formal leader are recognized as being
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critical. Leadership success is contingent upon the perceptions that constituents have
of the formal leader and his/her leadership behaviors (Blase & Blase, 1998; Burns,
1978; Foster, 1989; Gardner, 1990; Hallinger, 2005; Kouzes & Posner, 2003; Lord &
Maher, 1990; Marks and Printy, 2003; Sheppard, 1996). If they do not share a com-
mon vision or if they are ignored by the formal leader, as is often the case in the tra-
ditional top-down leadership approach, constituents will neither share leadership nor
follow voluntarily. In fact, it is not unusual for disenfranchised constituents to lead in
directions that contradict those anticipated by the formal leader (Schlechty, 1997).

Unfortunately, the view of leadership and how organizations learn that we have
described above is not a part of the most commonly accepted mindscapes of how
organizations are organized and managed. More typical is a general acceptance of
the traditional organizational model of hierarchical leadership as the best way; there-
fore, it cannot be assumed that formal leaders are willing to share leadership or that
constituents will willingly engage in school leadership even if invited. In reality,
the view of leadership as collaborative and distributed is a particularly challenging
aspect of professional learning communities (Beachum & Dentith, 2004; Goldstein,
2004; Lieberman & Miller, 2005; Murphy, 2007; Sheppard, 2003b). “The dominant
organizational metaphor of our time is still the hierarchy, organized by rank and
authority” (Kouzes & Posner, 2003, p. 3), and the most popular acceptable leader-
ship models focus on one person (usually charismatic) who engages in top-down
management using one of three generic approaches to leadership: command, ma-
nipulate, and paternalize (O’Toole, 1996). It is not surprising, therefore, that most
schools and school districts are bureaucratic hierarchies that are quite resistant to
the empirically based leadership–organizational learning approach described above.
“Teacher leaders . . . will be only as successful as the bureaucracy allows them to
be” (Pallicer & Anderson, 1995, p. 21) and “a shift in a typical school’s culture to-
ward a professional learning community will not occur through a year-long principal
initiated work plan” (Louis, 2007, p. 5).

Change is always accompanied by conflict, disequilibrium, and confusion. In the current
era, shaped . . . by dramatic changes in the world and dominated by a push toward account-
ability and standardization, change that calls for the development of professional commu-
nities and the emergence of teacher leadership may be even more difficult to achieve and
maintain. (Lieberman & Miller, 2005, p. 161)

While making structural changes (organizational arrangements, procedures, rules,
and policies) has been shown to be important to the facilitation of collaborative
leadership and organizational learning, they are merely initial steps and will likely
fail if there is no consideration of organizational and professional culture of schools
and school systems (Mulford, Silins, & Leithwood, 2004; Schlechty, 1997; Sparks,
2005; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).

Murphy (2007) suggests that the bureaucratic, hierarchical structure presents a
huge challenge to teacher leadership because it is deeply rooted in the professional
culture. It benefits some people who are unwilling to give up the privileged position;
it holds considerable legitimacy because it has worked for many students; and it is
the only structure that most educators have known. This “vertical system of authority
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based on formal organizational roles” (Dunlap & Goldman, 1991, p. 5) is so firmly
set in the professional culture that even when formal leaders do not visibly exercise
such top-down power or influence, others expect it of them. Those working within
that system will always resist and always fight to preserve the system (Dufour &
Eaker, 1998, p. 49–50). Because hierarchy is so deeply imbedded as a professional
norm of what is accepted as the role of formal leaders as compared to teachers, shift-
ing to a more collaborative approach to leadership is much more than a simplistic
issue of changing a structure.

There are other norms as well, related specifically to the professional work of
teachers that militate against teacher leadership and organizational learning. These
norms that rob teachers of “the energy that is essential to continuously improv-
ing teaching, learning, and relationships in schools” (Sparks, 2005, p. 10) include
isolation, lack of clarity, teacher autonomy, followership and compliance, privacy
and noninterference from inside or outside, dependence on routine, aversion to risk
taking, and inverted beginner responsibilities (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon,
2007; Murphy, 2007; Sparks, 2005).

In addition to the structural and cultural impediments that exist largely at the
organizational level, there are challenges related to changes at the individual level
as people feel threatened that they will not be able to function competently in a re-
vised structure with new role expectations (Black & Gregersen, 2002; Lieberman &
Miller, 2005). Considering the combined impediments—structural, cultural, and
personal—it is not surprising that meaningful educational reform has been so dif-
ficult or that, after having assessed the organizational structures and culture of
American schools, Elmore (2002) concluded that “the brutal irony of our present
circumstance is that schools are hostile and inhospitable places for learning. They
are hostile to the learning of adults and, because of this, they are necessarily hostile
to the learning of students” (p. 5).

Confronting the Challenge

The challenge, then, is how to facilitate collaborative leadership and organizational
learning in an environment where the authoritarian hierarchy and the professional
norms related to the work of teachers remain deeply entrenched in the minds of
formal leaders and followers as not only the best way but also the only way of
organizing. Shifting away from the traditional hierarchical approach to leadership
appears to be outside the existing mental models of most school professionals as
there exists no established “cognitive frame through which to make sense (Weick,
1995) of teachers in [leadership] roles, despite the growing proliferation of teacher
leadership [initiatives]” (Goldstein, 2004). The pervasive mental models of hier-
archy and traditional formal leadership are powerful because they shape the way
educators understand and interpret their world, and therefore, even those who appear
to be willing to accept the potential of collaborative leadership often have difficulty
making the shifts required as they grapple with unlearning that which they think
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they already know (Harris, 2005; Leavitt, 2003; Ogawa & Bossert, 2000; Sheppard,
2003b; Wheatley, 2000; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). “There are few precedents, few
models, and no guidelines” (Lieberman, Saxl, & Miles, 2000, p. 348) for those who
wish to make the shift. Recognizing this reality, Harris (2005) has concluded that

“it” would be naı̈ve to ignore the major structural, cultural, and micro-political barriers
operating in schools . . . that make distributed forms of leadership difficult to implement.
Clearly, schools as traditional hierarchies . . . are not going to be instantly responsive to a
more fluid and distributed approach to leadership. (p. 260)

As a way forward, she suggests that formal leaders have a role in breaking down
those barriers and states that “distributed leadership depends upon more formal
leadership structures [and that, in fact] distributed leadership is unlikely to flour-
ish unless those in formal leadership positions positively promote and support it”
(p. 261). Similarly, Sparks (2005) contends that

leaders matter in the creation and long-term maintenance of professional learning commu-
nities [as they can address the barriers of professional learning, and that, in fact], profound
change in schools . . . begins with profound change in leaders that radiates out to others and
into the system. (p. 10)

Sparks (2005) suggests that formal leaders can facilitate constituents’ engage-
ment in leadership by engaging them in dialogue and meaningful discussion in order
to bring clarity in respect to their own values, intentions, and beliefs surrounding stu-
dent learning. Sparks believes that as a result of their active participation in school
leadership through dialogue and the development of shared visions for their own
school, constituents will feel trusted and valued and therefore become confident
that they can make a difference to student learning. Dialogue, as referenced above,
is distinct from discussion, debate, and argument as the latter three often result in
a perceived power imbalance and loss of trust that present themselves as barriers
to genuine complex understanding (Bohm, 2007; Freire, 2004; Isaacs, 1999; Senge
et al., 1994). Dialogue allows people to feel involved and welcomed; there is no
hierarchy, equality of all participants is universally understood, and disagreement
is encouraged. In such a context, individuals will feel that they are valued and re-
spected for their views and, therefore, are more likely to feel that it is safe to express
and explore differing views or ideas—even those ideas that are not fully developed.

Senge et al. (1994) share a similar view that when constituents perceive that
the formal leader holds high expectations of their (the constituents) leadership role,
when constituents feel valued and supported, and when they are given opportunities
to engage in dialogue, they develop individually and collectively as leaders and
thereby contribute to the organization’s leadership capacity and to organizational
learning. Unfortunately, the most commonly held interpretation of high expecta-
tions as being increased top-down accountability appears to be negatively associ-
ated with the development of constituents’ leadership capacity (Argyris & Schön,
1978; Hendry, 1996; Senge et al., 1994). Hendry contends, for example, that when
organizational cultures exert conformity and exercise control, they inhibit organi-
zational learning because high expectations are often confused with top-down ac-
countability that creates stress and negatively impacts personal learning. Argyris
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and Schön share that view as well. They argue that learning is inhibited when the
environment is managed unilaterally, when people are discouraged from express-
ing negative feelings, and when rationality is valued at the expense of feelings. In
professional learning communities, the importance of high expectations is based
on an assumption that “in the right atmosphere, people will contribute and make
commitments because they want to learn, to do good work for its own sake, and
to be recognized as people” (Senge et al., p. 200). In order to create this “right
atmosphere,” it is essential that a formal leader consider the fundamental values and
perspectives of followers and demonstrate respect for them by “always [practicing]
the art of inclusion” (O’Toole, 1996, p. 37).

While we share the view that formal leaders are essential to the facilitation of
collaborative leadership, evidence from several of our own investigations (Brown,
Dibbon, & Sheppard, 2003; Brown & Sheppard, 1999; Sheppard & Brown, 1996,
1997, 1998, 1999, 2000a, 2000b, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Sheppard, 2003a) has led us
to conclude that not all formal leaders are aware of more distributed approaches to
leadership or the empirical evidence related to organizational learning. Furthermore,
we have come to realize that it is naı̈ve to assume that those who are willing to accept
the potential of such a leadership approach are able to practice it without effort or
difficulty (Sheppard, 2003b, p. 17). In order to lead a shift to a new model, formal
leaders must confront their own mental models at the same time as they facilitate
the unlearning of those they lead—an inherently challenging process.

How Can Formal Leaders Facilitate Collaborative Leadership
and Organizational Learning?

As a means of assessing how formal leaders can facilitate collaborative leadership
and organizational learning practices in schools and school districts, we reanalyzed
data and findings of five selected studies related to collaborative leadership and
professional learning communities that Brown and I have conducted over the last
decade or so (Sheppard, 1996; Brown & Sheppard, 1999; Sheppard & Brown,
2000a, 2000b; Sheppard, 2003a). While none of these previous studies were de-
signed specifically to explore the question of how formal leaders can influence col-
laborative leadership practices, a reanalysis of each revealed considerable insight
into this question.

Study One

Study one (Sheppard, 1996) was a survey investigation. Data were collected from a
random sample of teachers (n = 624) in one Canadian province and analyzed using
multiple regression. This study was focused on understanding the transformational
effect of instructional leadership behaviors of school principals and selected school-
level characteristics essential to the development of successful schools.
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Findings from this study, consistent with other research (e.g., Kouzes & Posner,
2003; Lord & Maher, 1990), confirmed that leadership is contingent upon the per-
ceptions of the constituents. Analysis revealed that the impact of the principal’s in-
structional leadership behaviors on the level of teachers’ commitment, professional
involvement, and the extent to which they were innovative was modified by the ex-
tent to which teachers accepted the leadership behaviors as being appropriate. Burch
and Spillane (2003) viewed this finding as evidence that “school leaders can create
incentives for teachers to take collective responsibility for academic improvement”
(p. 519), while Marks and Printy (2003) perceive it as evidence that “strong trans-
formational leadership by the principal is essential in supporting the commitment of
teachers [who] themselves can be barriers to the development of teacher leadership”
(p. 393). We concur with both interpretations and view the findings as evidence of
the importance of formal leaders in facilitating the engagement of teachers in school
leadership and how such engagement can be achieved without any deliberate attempt
by the formal leader (principal) to impose it. The distribution of leadership occurred
as a result of an interaction between the leadership behaviors of the school principal
and the existing “corridor of beliefs” of teachers that provided a filter through which
they determined the appropriateness of the principal’s leadership behaviors.

Study Two

In Study two (Brown & Sheppard, 1999), we collected and analyzed both qualita-
tive and quantitative data from a representative sample of 13 schools across three
school districts. School types included high schools, junior high schools, elemen-
tary schools, and all-grade schools. School size ranged from 185 to 870 students,
with schools located in both rural and urban centers. We collected data through in-
terviews and surveys. Analysis of the qualitative data included speculative analysis,
classifying and categorizing, and concept formation (Woods, 1986), and we used
the survey data to develop a series of descriptive tables to both confirm and com-
plement our qualitative findings. Following our preliminary analysis of the data, we
developed individual school reports that we presented to school teams for their feed-
back and interpretation. Finally, we used multiple regression analysis to develop a
series of best-fitting models to explain variance in organizational learning categories
accounted for by collaborative leadership.

We found that while collaborative leadership accounted for up to 45% of the
variance of five indicators of organizational learning, it (collaborative leadership)
was not a common phenomenon in the 13 schools in any of the three school dis-
tricts. Most viewed the district’s organizational learning focus to be just another
project where data were collected for research purposes and not as data that could
inform practice. Furthermore, even when formal leaders stated that they believed
that organizational learning would facilitate meaningful change, many of them were
unwilling or unable to make the shift in the leadership approach that was necessary.
The ability of school administrators to make the shift appeared to be dependent
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on their understanding of collaborative leadership, the extent to which their con-
stituents viewed collaborative leadership to be appropriate, and the administrators’
ability to deal with other contextual variables and routine management issues. Many
principals and teachers indicated that they were uncomfortable with shifting to a
more collaborative leadership approach because they understood it to mean that the
hierarchy would cease to exist. As a result, they feared that shifting away from
their traditional top-down models would result in chaos as well as a perception of
weakness. This fear resulted in their staying with the status quo even though some
indicated that they felt there might be some merit in moving to a more collaborative
approach to leadership. Also, we found that it was well-nigh impossible for teachers
to engage in genuine collaborative leadership activities without the endorsement of
the school principal. In one school, for example, a teacher who was a member of
the school leadership team, when asked to draw an image of how she perceived
leadership in her school, drew an inverted triangle (see Fig. 2.1). She explained that
the width of the triangle base represented power and placed the principal at that
widest point. She placed herself as a tiny dot outside of the triangle tip at the bot-
tom of the inverted triangle and explained emotionally that she felt that neither she
nor other members of the team had any real influence in spite of their best efforts.
Obviously, in this particular school, the vertical system of authority continued to
overpower even those teachers who were committed to being school leaders. This
latter finding was disruptive to our thinking at the time of our first analysis because
we had been operating with the assumption that the development of collaborative
leadership in a school could overcome obstacles imposed by the most dominant of
school principals. Currently, we are convinced that while it might fall within the
realm of being possible, it is certainly unlikely that collaborative leadership will
flourish in environments where it is resisted by the principal.

Fig. 2.1 A teacher’s
depiction of leadership
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Study Three

Both Study three (Sheppard & Brown, 2000a) and Study four (Sheppard & Brown,
2000b) are school case studies. Study three was a two-year case study of an alternate
school for young offenders where we were invited by the school’s administrators to
engage in a research and development partnership initiative in order to facilitate
organizational learning. Employing a participatory action research model (Whyte,
Greenwood, & Lazes, 1991), our data sources included 34 interviews, document
analysis, field notes from participant observations of 17 leadership team meetings,
journal notes from regular consultations with two key informants, and surveys com-
pleted by 94 of the approximate 100 employees. For analysis, we used a variety
of analytical methods including a constant comparative method, theoretical memos,
clustering of conceptual groupings and corresponding matrices (Glaser & Strauss,
1967; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1994). Similar to our approach
in Study two, following our preliminary analysis of the available data, we prepared
a report that we shared with the school action research team, thereby allowing our
analysis and interpretations to be corrected and verified.

At the first meeting of the leadership team, we asked members to engage in small
group brainstorming sessions to identify factors that they considered to be barriers
to organizational improvement. The most pronounced identified inhibitor of orga-
nizational learning and distributed leadership was the absence of trust among con-
stituents and between the formal leaders and constituents. Of seven distinct groups
of constituents, each appeared to be suspicious of the other. Teachers thought that
the social workers had more influence than they did. Support staff felt that teachers
held an elitist attitude toward others in the organization and that they (teachers)
thought that others had nothing worthwhile to contribute to the students’ education.
The teachers, social workers, support staff, and nurses thought that the counselors
were concerned only for their own welfare. All nonmanagement groups felt that the
administrators were plotting against them, and only 16% of the employees thought
that everyone’s ideas were given equal weight. It was obvious that constituents did
not feel valued, were not engaged in dialogue, and did not feel supported. Overall,
the collaborative engagement of constituents in leadership was practically nonexis-
tent, and several support staff union members were emphatic that they did not trust
the other individuals on the leadership team and would not be manipulated into any
pretense of sharing leadership in the organization. It was obvious that the social trust
essential for meaningful school improvement (Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Sebring &
Bryk, 2000) was nonexistent. Representatives of neither group were confident that
other group members, especially the school’s administrators, were open, honest,
reliable, competent, or benevolent—essential characteristics of trust in an organi-
zation (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000)—and therefore were unwilling to allow
themselves to be vulnerable to other group members.

Over the course of the two-year period of the partnership initiative, the lead-
ership team learned about organizational learning and focused on increasing the
level of collaborative leadership. The administrators made commitments to mean-
ingful engagement with constituents, to cultivating trust by being more consistent in
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management practices, to sharing power with the leadership team, and to commu-
nicating more openly and honestly with all constituents (Whitener, Brodt, Kors-
gaard, & Werner, 1998). Toward the end of that first two-year period, it appeared
that the team had been somewhat effective in the introduction of dialogue—at least
at the leadership team level—and as a result, levels of trust and the extent to which
individuals felt valued had improved throughout the organization. For example, one
of the leadership team members observed:

It has made a real difference to those of us on the learning organization team. I think that it
has made a real difference . . . . We have involved counselors, kitchen staff, secretarial staff,
social worker staff, and counselors, all the way through this facility . . . . It has opened up a
whole new world for me . . . . I like the direction that it’s going. (Sheppard & Brown, 2000a,
p. 5)

The assistant director was quite optimistic about the improved level of trust and
collaboration that occurred as a result of the deliberate focus on meaningfully in-
cluding constituents as leaders in the facilitation of organizational learning:

One of the key things that has happened over the past year and a half that is directly asso-
ciated with our work on learning organizations is an opening up of the boundaries between
the professions within the organization. Three or four years ago they were closed camps.
There was little sharing between the groups. There was a great deal of stress associated with
interaction between the groups. Since we’ve started exploring ourselves and looking at who
we are and working together as a team, there is much more sharing now than in the past.
That is directly related to our work in learning organizations. That comes from looking at
ourselves and talking about it with each other. (Sheppard & Brown, 2000a, p. 5)

While this organization was a traditional hierarchy that was deeply troubled, the
formation of a leadership team composed of formal leaders and constituents proved
invaluable to the building of trust and the facilitation of organizational learning.
While the findings of this study reveal the difficulty of changing to a more collabo-
rative approach to leadership, particularly when trust levels are low, it also reveals
the important role of formal leaders in initiating positive change in the leadership
approach. In fact, without the willingness of the formal leader (the assistant ad-
ministrator) to engage in an initiative to facilitate collaborative leadership and or-
ganizational learning, it is highly likely that the low trust levels and accompanying
dysfunctional behaviors would have continued. Even after realizing considerable
success, the chief administrator continued to struggle to overcome his deeply en-
sconced mental model of hierarchical leadership that prevented him from mean-
ingfully sharing leadership. Similarly, the extent to which constituents who were
not members of the leadership team expressed support or skepticism for a more
collaborative leadership approach varied greatly throughout the organization.

Study Four

In Study four (Sheppard & Brown, 2000b), we studied two high schools that had
national reputations as innovative schools. Our data collection included interviews,
document analysis, and the administration of a leadership survey. We interviewed a
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total of 32 teachers and two administrators and reviewed staff meeting minutes,
school improvement committee minutes, school improvement plans, newspaper
clippings, daily school announcements, and school academic achievement reports.
We conducted our data analysis through the development of complex causal net-
works (Miles & Huberman, 1994) through which we traced approximately 10 years
of school improvement efforts in each of these schools.

We concluded that both schools had sustained successful organizational devel-
opment over the course of the 10-year period that we studied. At the beginning of
the decade, both schools had been traditional bureaucracies that had struggled with
low student achievement; however, as a consequence of the active intervention of
principals (formal leaders), a shift toward a more collaborative approach to leader-
ship occurred during our study period. While competent leadership provided by the
principal was important in both schools, sustainability of each school’s success over
the course of the decade was dependent on a robust norm of collaborative leadership.
In both schools, the person filling the role of principal changed several times during
that period. Given the empirical evidence that it is not uncommon for schools to
experience a dip in the level of trust between constituents and the formal leader
during succession (Macmillan, Meyer & Northfield, 2007), we expected to observe
a dip in collaborative leadership with each principal’s succession. However, in these
schools there remained a continuity of focus that allowed for sustained learning.
It appears that the sustainability of their success was highly dependent on the ap-
pointment of successive principals who were supportive of the established culture of
collaborative leadership and the continued existence of structures and processes that
supported it. “These processes allowed [each] leader to build systemically on what
his/her successor had accomplished and each leader demonstrated a willingness to
take on this task, rather than embarking on some entirely new set of priorities as is
most often the case” (Sheppard & Brown, 2000b, p. 313).

Study Five

Study five (Sheppard, 2003a) was a case study of 15 schools that had been in-
volved in a national project directed at the integration of emerging technologies
into teaching and learning. Because the intent of the national project was to bring
about significant changes to the teaching and learning process, these project schools
provided an excellent venue for the study of the factors that facilitate or inhibit
change at the classroom level. One researcher spent three days in each of the schools
gathering data through field notes of observations and through semi-structured inter-
views with the principal, the technology teacher, the teacher-librarian, other selected
teachers, and students. We conducted 92 interviews: 15 principals, 46 teachers,
27 groups of students, and 4 members of the project headquarters staff. For our
data analysis we followed an approach similar to that employed in study three de-
scribed above (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin,
1994).
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We found that the six schools that had been identified as innovative displayed
more collaborative leadership approaches than the other nine less-innovative schools.
While the formal leader in the innovative schools was important to the successful
implementation of emerging technologies in teaching and learning, the leadership
influence was greater when it was indirect. In schools that were most successful in
altering classroom practices through the use of emerging technologies, the princi-
pals were focused on distributing leadership that fostered cultures conducive to orga-
nizational learning. In those innovative schools, the principals were not necessarily
the champions of the specific change initiative; however, they were champions of ca-
pacity building and collaborative leadership. They found ways for teachers to learn
on the job and encouraged all to be instructional leaders. As a result, leadership was
distributed among many teachers (constituents) who assumed leadership responsi-
bility for the change initiative. These teachers felt empowered to act without seeking
permission of the formal leaders and were not threatened by the risk of failure.

In contrast to the innovative schools, change did not occur in static schools in
spite of community and district pressures. Implementation of emerging technologies
in classrooms was somewhat restricted in the moderately innovative schools as well.
In both static and moderately innovative schools, leadership remained primarily
the responsibility and prerogative of formal leaders who employed the traditional
hierarchical approach to leadership. While individual teachers with the necessary
expertise existed in most of the 15 schools, without the encouragement or support
of their school principal, these teachers assumed little responsibility for leadership
of the implementation outside of their own classrooms, and when they departed
the school, implementation stalled. While it is difficult to determine the extent to
which teachers in the innovative schools were more predisposed to engage as leaders
than those in other schools or whether their engagement in leadership resulted from
some facilitating action of the formal leader, what is certain is that, unlike the static
schools, leadership in the innovative schools was distributed and that distribution of
leadership was supported by the principals.

Implications for the Implementation and Practice
of Collaborative Leadership

Spillane (2005b) has stated that the theoretical study of distributed leadership must
include consideration of formal and informal leaders and the practices of those lead-
ers. We concur with him on that account, and furthermore, we contend that the same
applies to the implementation and practice of collaborative leadership. From a prag-
matic perspective, shifting to a collaborative approach to leadership and engaging
constituents as leaders (distributing leadership) will not occur automatically as a
result of theorizing or decree, or by just providing the opportunity. Formal leaders
who are committed to a collaborative leadership approach must consider leadership
as “a product of the interactions of school leaders, [constituents and formal leaders],
and their situation” (Spillane, 2005b, p. 385).
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Most school districts and schools continue to operate as traditional hierarchical
bureaucracies; therefore, the common expectation is that someone at the top of the
organization will set the direction. Simply stating that an organization is now going
to be collaborative, that leadership will be distributed, and that all constituents will
now be leaders will most likely result in failure. Without shared images of these
new practices, formal leaders and constituents are likely to be overwhelmed by “the
inertia of deeply entrenched mental models” (Senge, 1990, p. 77). A formal leader
who is committed to a collaborative leadership approach must focus on establish-
ing a culture of collaboration and trust throughout a school or school district and
must work with constituents to both develop shared images of the organization they
wish to create and eliminate the barriers imposed by the structures and processes
of the traditional hierarchy. While it can be anticipated that a formal leader who is
committed to a collaborative approach will encounter resistance to this shift from
some other formal leaders and those constituents who remain wedded to the tra-
ditional hierarchy, there is growing empirical evidence, including the five studies
reviewed above, that suggests that a formal leader can facilitate the engagement of
constituents as leaders. However, there appears to be no single pattern of how this
might occur.

In study one above, the formal leader engaged in leadership behaviors that
constituents perceived to be meaningful to their work, and as a result they be-
came more professionally involved and were more committed to improved teach-
ing practices. The importance of constituents’ perceptions of the appropriateness
of the formal leader’s behaviors was apparent in studies two and three as well.
In study two, the majority of the formal leaders and constituents remained skep-
tical of any movement away from the traditional hierarchical practices. As a result,
an awareness of collaborative leadership approaches did not easily translate into
a change in practices. While constituents who were committed to a collaborative
leadership approach may have been able to facilitate a shift in that direction, it
appeared that the processes and structures of hierarchy were so deeply imbedded
into the mindscapes of the majority that any challenge to its legitimacy would likely
have been thwarted by formal leaders who resisted sharing leadership. Similarly,
study three revealed how the deeply imbedded dependence of both constituents and
formal leaders on the traditional administrative hierarchical organizational struc-
tures limited their ability to seek solutions outside of that framework even when
constituent groups and administrators recognized that their school was in diffi-
culty. While trust was not common currency either among the various constituent
groups or between the constituents and formal leaders, both the lack of trust and
the blame for the school’s problems were attributed almost entirely to the formal
leaders. Yet, paradoxically, in spite of their lack of confidence in the school’s ad-
ministrators and mistrust in their motives, constituents remained dependent on the
normal chain of command of the traditional hierarchical structures for solutions.
The subsequent shift to organizational learning at this particular school, however,
revealed the importance of knowledge acquisition from external sources (Dibella,
Nevis, & Gould, 1996) and highlighted both the extent of the influence of a for-
mal leader in the facilitation of collaborative leadership (Schein, 2004) and the
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potential positive impact of a leadership team of formal leaders and constituents on
increased leadership capacity. As a result of the distribution of leadership within
the leadership team, it became somewhat effective in overcoming some of the
defensive routines that had perpetuated the hiding of the “undiscussables” that
were imbedded in the organization (Argyris & Schön, 1991; Hendry, 1996; Senge,
1990).

Studies four and five revealed the potential of the formal leader to either in-
hibit or facilitate collaborative leadership. In study four, we observed that two prin-
cipals who were committed to a collaborative leadership approach worked with
constituents to design structures and processes that facilitated the distribution of
leadership among constituents. As a result, collaborative leadership was sustained
over a period of 10 years and even withstood several successive principals. Study
five allowed us to contrast the impact of varying degrees of collaborative leadership
on the implementation of classroom innovation. This study revealed clearly that
the formal leader and the extent to which he/she was committed to collaborative
leadership had a major impact on the engagement of other teachers (constituents) in
leadership activities. Schools where the formal leader was supportive of collabora-
tive leadership benefited from it and successfully implemented emerging technolo-
gies as part of the teaching and learning process. On the other hand, schools where
leadership was viewed as the principal’s role were generally unsuccessful in their
implementation efforts.

Another finding from this work, while not new, is that leadership is not zero-
summed (e.g., Dunlap & Goldman, 1991; Roberts, 1986). This finding represents
a further challenge to those that fear that chaos will result if formal leaders “give
up” power in order to share it with constituents. In study two and study four, an
increase in constituents’ involvement in leadership did not lead to a decrease in
the formal leader’s influence; rather the opposite occurred. As leadership became
more distributed over a larger group of constituents and as their level of influence
increased, the extent to which the formal leader was perceived to provide leadership
grew accordingly.

It is evident that the traditional hierarchical structures remain pervasive in schools.
Equally evident is that the structures and the mental models held by those who work
within them continue to present major barriers to the acceptance of collaborative
leadership approaches and organizational learning. Fortunately, there is consider-
able evidence as well that formal leaders who are committed to collaborative ap-
proaches to leadership can influence constituents’ level of engagement in leadership
in spite of these barriers. The theoretical foundations of collaborative leadership
and organizational learning offer real promise for the improvement of our schools;
however, attention must be given to the complexities related to the implementation
of such a “disruptive innovation” (Schlechty, 2005). Simplistically adopting the lex-
icon of collaborative leadership and professional learning community and approach-
ing implementation as an event are likely to result in “not finding any significant
differences . . . [and concluding] that the new approach does not work” (Hall &
Hord, 2006, p. 5) when, in fact, neither collaborative learning nor organizational
learning was implemented in the first place.
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It is our view that if collaborative leadership and organizational learning are to
become more than a random and rare phenomenon, they need to be led by senior
leaders at the school district level. They are best positioned to implement delib-
erate strategies of pressure, interventions, and support that are required to bring
about the required changes in roles, structures, and organizational norms within and
across large numbers of schools (Elmore, 2002; Fullan, 2005b; Hightower, Knapp,
Marsh, & McLaughlin, 2002; Peterson & Cosner, 2005; Phelps & Addonizio, 2006).
It is this view of leadership that guided our actions and research within Discovery
School District.
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Chapter 3
Meeting the Challenges of Hierarchy Through
District Leadership

Abstract School districts tend to operate as traditional hierarchical bureaucracies
that are highly resistant to collaborative leadership and processes necessary for or-
ganizational learning. The literature review and this district case study reveal that,
paradoxically, it is only by accepting this reality that school districts can move to-
ward more collaborative leadership. It is this inherent paradox of working within the
norms of hierarchy while altering the organizational structures to support collabo-
rative leadership and organizational learning that poses great difficulty for formal
leaders. It is risky, complex work. This case study also reveals the risk in doing
collaborative research as a critical friend and the effects in a school district when an
academic researcher returns to practice.

As noted in the previous chapter, over the last few years, the promise of organiza-
tional learning and more collaborative models of leadership for schools and school
districts have been highly touted in the professional literature as a means of improv-
ing student learning. In spite of such literature and the growing empirical evidence
of the positive effects of collaborative leadership and the coexisting organizational
learning, neither has found its way into mainstream practice of chief executive of-
ficers (CEOs) in corporations, governments, schools, or school districts (Leavitt,
2003). These organizations, for the most part, continue to operate as traditional
hierarchical bureaucracies that are highly resistant to collaborative leadership and
processes that are essential to organizational learning. Miller’s (1984) description
of the CEO as the Lone Ranger poignantly illustrates the most popularly accepted
leadership model that is focused on one person who is expected to have superhuman
leadership capacities to deal successfully with all organizational challenges. Miller
argues that CEOs and managers of organizations have learned from the model pre-
sented by this cultural hero of several decades ago. He observes that emulating this
cultural hero, managers have assumed responsibility to personally diagnose organi-
zational problems and to resolve them as soon as possible. Moreover, it appears that
formal leaders and constituents in many organizations have accepted the assumption
that constituents are incapable of resolving routine problems and that the measure
of a formal leader’s success is largely dependent upon his/her superior abilities to
resolve problems for them. Miller suggests that such an approach to management

B. Sheppard et al., School District Leadership Matters, Studies in Educational
Leadership 8, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4020-9747-8 3,
C© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2009

33



34 3 Meeting the Challenges of Hierarchy Through District Leadership

is dependent upon the maintenance of a perception among constituents that the
CEO or manager has some superior mystical powers that enable him/her to resolve
these routine organizational problems. The Lone Ranger accomplished his mystique
through the use of a mask. CEOs and managers strive to replicate this effect by
remaining somewhat aloof from their constituents. Existence of such mindscapes
in our organizations and governments that perpetuate the constant search for the
charismatic hero presents a huge challenge to the implementation of collaborative
leadership approaches.

Overcoming Resistance to Collaborative Leadership Through
District Leadership

Within the context of the deeply entrenched cultural norms and structures that per-
petuate the acceptance of the traditional hierarchical organizational structures and
top-down management approaches, O’Toole (1996) asks, “How can . . . a CEO . . .

overcome resistance to change [to a differing model of leadership] when the CEO’s
power is constrained by diverse and conflicting interests of investors, board mem-
bers, union chiefs, environmentalists, government regulators, and careerist fellow
managers, all intent on marching to the beat of their own drummers?” (p. 7). As far
as schools are concerned, our response to O’Toole’s question is that collaborative
leadership and organizational learning are unlikely to occur at the school level in
any pervasive fashion without school district intervention and support. While there
are some examples of successful schools that are professional learning communities,
these are isolated cases that appear to have had minimal impact on the overall public
education. If collaborative leadership and organizational learning are to become the
norm for schools, rather than something that occurs randomly in isolated cases as
appears to be the current circumstance, the school district has the most potential for
fostering that change. Attempting to develop the needed capacity one school at a
time is akin to throwing pebbles in the Atlantic Ocean with the hope of building
a causeway to connect the east coast of Canada to the UK. This is not to suggest,
however, that researchers and policymakers should ignore the role of the school in
efforts to improve public education, or to suggest that districts are better at orga-
nizational learning or overcoming the norms of hierarchy than schools. In fact, it
may be that currently the contrary is true (Rusch, 2005). Our argument is that if
the school district does not engage in organizational learning, it will most likely
present itself as a major barrier to it in all of its schools. Besides, more leverage is
possible if focus is placed on understanding how whole school districts, with all of
their schools, can engage in organizational learning so they can provide leadership
to individual schools that differ in their individual capacity to learn.

Contrary to our above-noted view, some writers have been quite pessimistic about
the potential of school districts to foster school improvement (Berends, Bodilly,
& Kirby, 2002; Bogatch & Brooks, 1994; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Doyle & Finn,
1984; Tewel, 1995). Anderson (2003) draws attention to the fact that school dis-
tricts have “disappeared from the scene in New Zealand and school ties to local
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education authorities [have become] optional in England [thereby reminding us]
that the school district is a political and organizational invention, not a natural and
inevitable phenomenon, and that it is therefore quite reasonable to question and
critique the role that districts can play in promoting and sustaining quality educa-
tion” (p. 3). Besides, Rusch (2005) cites multiple studies that have found that school
boards are centralized institutionalized bureaucracies that have been identified “as
the major inhibitor of the dialogue or problem solving required for system-level
restructuring or cross-system organizational learning” (p. 87).

In spite of such pessimism regarding the potential of school districts to facili-
tate school reform, even those who have advocated for changing one school at a
time because of the perceived intransigence of school boards have recognized the
need for some facilitating agency beyond the school (Elliott, 2001; Murphy, 2007;
Rusch, 2005; Smylie, Conley, & Marks, 2002). Rusch (2005) observes that as a
result of this recognition, multiple national coalitions and networks have been es-
tablished in various jurisdictions. While there is evidence that these newly formed
networks have had positive effects, Rusch (2005) found that school boards that
operated as centralized institutionalized bureaucracies continued to inhibit organi-
zational learning even in those schools that were involved in external networks.
As a result, she questions the wisdom of ignoring school districts, suggesting that
the long-term benefit of networks is questionable as they may be diverting atten-
tion away from meaningful reform of school districts and, therefore, they “may, in
fact, be inhibiting the development of organizational learning in school systems”
(p. 117). Fullan (2005a) has made a similar observation that while “networks are
potentially powerful [they] can have their downside” (p. 19): If there are too many
of them, they can detract from a clear focus, there may not be any quality con-
trol, and they are generally outside of any line-authority; it is therefore unlikely
that good ideas would receive the supports needed for implementation. While not
commenting directly on networks, Spillane (1996) concluded that districts matter
because they influence the implementation of provincial or state-level initiatives
either positively or negatively as they engage with schools and school practitioners.
In light of this evidence, he concluded that it is “surprising and somewhat trou-
bling . . . that school districts have been largely ignored in current school reform
proposals” (p. 83).

From our perspective, it is intuitively apparent that it is just plain wrongheaded
of policymakers to superimpose additional structures (networks) over preexisting
structures (school boards) with the sole purpose of overcoming the weaknesses
of the former. Common sense alone dictates that a preferred approach is to focus
on reforming the preexisting structures, namely, the school districts. Leithwood,
Leonard, and Sharratt (2000) expressed a similar view after having found that
teachers in three separate school districts ranked the school district among the top
five factors affecting organizational learning processes in schools. They concluded
that “rather than eroding or eliminating the functioning of district-level educational
organizations, a more defensible policy goal would be to alter the nature of their
relationship with schools and to improve their capacities to support professional
learning schools” (p. 120).
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We share the view that typical school districts are centralized institutionalized
bureaucracies that have emphasized top-down command-and-control relationships
with schools (Honig, 2006; Walker, 2002). However, it is our view that they mirror
the structures and leadership approaches of most other mainstream public and pri-
vate organizations and, therefore, experience similar challenges of shifting to struc-
tures that are conducive to collaborative leadership and organizational learning. We
have already established in Chapter 2 that schools experience similar challenges to
becoming professional learning communities because of their structures and cultural
norms. Therefore, it is clearly naı̈ve to make an assumption that if individual schools
are allowed to function as independent agencies, they will miraculously become
professional learning communities.

Little and Miller (2007) have observed that “one potential problem with the
teacher leadership movement is the presumption that teacher leaders have leadership
potential” (p. 145). Having made similar observations as a result of our own work,
and having concluded that teacher leadership is essential to organization learning,
we conclude that most schools do not have the internal capacity that is required to
make the shift to collaborative leadership that is essential to organizational learning
without external support. There is growing evidence that school districts can provide
the needed support to schools in order for them to overcome the challenges of hi-
erarchy that typically inhibit meaningful reform (Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002;
Clem & Battino, 2006; Datnow, 2005; Elmore, 2002; Fullan, 2005a, 2005b; Green,
2001; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 2002; Honig, 2003; Leithwood,
Leonard, & Sharratt, 2000; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2003; Peterson & Cosner, 2005;
Phelps & Addonizio, 2006). For example, after having studied 12 school districts,
McLaughlin and Talbert (2003) found strong district effects on the school reform
outcomes that include teacher learning community, data-based inquiry, and collab-
orative problem solving. As a consequence, they have joined “a growing number
of researchers and analysts who conclude that, for better or worse, districts matter
fundamentally to what goes on in schools and classrooms and that without effective
district engagement, school-by-school reform efforts are bound to disappoint” (p. 5).
Further, they concluded that supportive school boards functioning as learning or-
ganizations are essential to system-wide learning as they “promote and invest in
learning through the system—in the central office, in schools, in cross school teacher
networks, [and] in units such as the business office that typically are excluded from
professional development focused on instruction” (p. 25).

A number of other studies have linked the sustainability of classroom reform
to those districts that demonstrate strong commitment to reform initiatives and
take measures to ensure that principals provide continued leadership to ensure in-
stitutionalization of particular reform initiatives (Klingner, Arguelles, Hughes, &
Vaughn, 2001; Vaughn, Klingner, & Hughes, 2000). For instance, in their study of
school improvement processes, Huberman and Miles (1984) found that “large-scale,
change-bearing innovations lived or died by the amount and quality of assistance
that their users received” (p. 273) and that the innovations that were most likely to
bring about organizational change appeared to require outside pressure for change
and the support of an innovative district. MacGilchrist, Mortimore, Savage, and
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Beresford (1995) found similarly that the success of school development planning
was largely dependent on the level and quality of the support provided by the school
district.

After having reviewed the growing evidence in support of the role of school
districts in school reform, Firestone, Mangin, Martinez, and Polovsky (2005) re-
ported that “more recently, analysts have asserted that districts can play a key role
in supporting instructional reform . . . [if they] cope with the numerous pathways
through which teaching and learning can be influenced” (p. 414). Similarly, Fullan
(2005b) claims that there has been a “shift since 1988 . . . from [an emphasis on]
single-school, site-based management to district-wide reform, or a situation where
all schools in the district are implicated simultaneously” (p. 177). He believes that
the evidence is clear that districts can play an essential role in school reform and
laments the fact that many jurisdictions have set in play “deliberate strategies from
the state level [that] have played down or bypassed the district” (p. 65). It is his
contention that such actions are ill founded and that “if you have your systems hat
on, you know right away that this is a mistake” (p. 65).

While the evidence in support of school districts as an important agency in the
facilitation and sustaining of school and classroom reform has grown over the last
decade or so, it must be acknowledged that the continued existence of school dis-
tricts remains a double-edged sword. Those districts that have been found to have
particular characteristics have a positive influence on school reform, while others
inhibit reform. For instance, McLaughlin and Talbert (2003) found that

[a] reforming district . . . has a clear theory of change for the system . . . [such that] all
schools and all elements of the district’s policy environment—the business office, human
resources, school board, the union and the broader community—are explicitly included in
the reform agenda and strategic planning . . . . Central office administrators and staff are
united around a shared vision of improving education for all district students. (pp. 10–11)

Elmore (2000) found that successful districts, in contrast to less-successful dis-
tricts, place an organizational priority on improving teaching and learning practices
rather than viewing teaching and learning as the concern of just individual classroom
teachers. In successful districts, he observed a focus on the creation of collaborative
leadership and interdependence among constituents in order to capitalize on differ-
ences in expertise and to acknowledge the contribution of individuals to collective
organizational learning. He concluded that the leadership required for meaningful
change must be distributed rather than focused on the exercise of control over certain
organizational functions as it is typically described in the management literature.
The work of district leaders must be focused primarily on

enhancing the skills and knowledge of people in the organization, creating a common cul-
ture of expectations around the use of those skills and knowledge, holding the various pieces
of the organization together in a productive relationship with each other, and holding indi-
viduals accountable for their contributions to the collective result. (Elmore, 2000, p. 15)

Minimally, successful school districts share the following characteristics: a shared
vision of improving education for each student, an emphasis on individual pro-
fessional learning, a focus on teaching and learning, collaborative leadership, and
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system-wide organizational learning (Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2005a; McLaughlin &
Talbert, 2003).

While there exists evidence that school district leadership is essential to the
facilitation of successful school districts (Berends et al., 2002; Clem & Battino,
2006; Datnow, 2005; Elliott, 2001; Fullan, 2005a, 2005b; Hightower et al., 2002;
Leithwood et al., 2000; Maguire, 2003; Teitel, 2006), and there is growing evi-
dence related to what successful districts look like (Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2005a,
2005b; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2003), an understanding of how they became suc-
cessful is sparse (Elmore, 2000; Leithwood, 1995; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, &
Wahlstrom, 2004; Murphy & Hallinger, 2001). Hightower et al. observe that while
in the last few years, school districts have moved from being perceived as a bureau-
cratic backwater of educational policy to being seen as potent sites and sources of
educational reform (p. 1), “the majority of districts remain inexperienced with sub-
stantive reform” (p. 4). They contend that “we need more powerful frameworks for
conceptualizing what a district is and does, how thinking and action from the central
office and school board can permeate the teaching environment, and thereby how the
district can positively shape the work and careers of its teaching force” (Hightower
et al., p. 6). Similarly, Elmore (2000) opined that considering the magnitude of the
system-wide expectations imposed on school districts, “there is shockingly little re-
search and documentation of institutional design and practice in exceptionally high
performing school districts . . . [and furthermore], the knowledge base on which to
base advice to local districts on the design of large scale improvement processes is
very narrow” (p. 29).

While limited research attention has been given to understanding how school dis-
tricts become successful, the lack of research attention given to the role of a district
superintendent in leading the transformation of a school district from being a tra-
ditional hierarchical bureaucratic organization to one that is a professional learning
community committed to collaborative leadership is even worse (Hightower et al.,
2002; Leavitt, 2003; Leithwood, 1995; Leithwood et al., 2004). Leavitt (2003), for
example, observes that while the concept of collaborative leadership is theoretically
robust, it has not found its way into mainstream practice of CEOs in our corpo-
rations, government, or education. For instance, he recounts problems encountered
by Mike, a rookie manager, who did not fully comprehend the reality of the hier-
archy. His naı̈ve understanding of the empirically emerging leadership concepts of
collaboration, teamwork, and empowerment led him to implement these ideas fully
without consideration of the hierarchical context. As a result, he did not remain fully
informed of the details of activities that were happening in his area of responsibil-
ity. Unfortunately, when he met with his executive committee, they expected him to
know the details, and the result for Mike was disastrous. Newton and Tunison (2003)
highlight a similar challenge faced by a superintendent who wished to implement a
collaborative approach to leadership and organizational learning in a school district:

Even as school systems are moving toward the implementation of organizational learning,
board governance typically remains wedded to traditional notions of control through pol-
icy articulation and management through policy implementation. This is an inappropriate
model of governance for learning organizations or learning communities . . . . A school
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or school system cannot become a learning organization or a learning community with a
governance team that opts out of the learning organization. (p. 2)

Recognizing that top-down models of leadership are the ones most associated
with leaders in the public mainstream, and that these models are deeply imbedded
into the cultural norms and existing structures of most businesses and public orga-
nizations, leads to a better understanding of the challenges associated with leading
through a more collaborative, inclusive approach. How does a district superinten-
dent foster collaborative leadership and organizational learning throughout a school
district? Hightower et al. (2002) claim that there are few specific images of how
to lead successful districts and recommend that these images are best provided
through single and comparative case study research. It is toward that purpose that
we describe, analyze, and critique the journey of one district superintendent who
was committed to collaborative leadership and organizational learning and to the
application of the empirical evidence as a means of breaking down the structural,
cultural, and micro-political barriers inherent in the traditional hierarchy.

My Voice1

Within days of assuming the position of superintendent, my observations and ex-
periences confirmed that the pervasive existing model of leadership in Discovery
School District was one of hierarchy where constituents expected the superintendent
to be “in sole charge.” On one occasion during the first few weeks of my tenure, for
example, I failed to provide clarity or direction in response to a question raised by
a program specialist. I suggested that the question was one that should be discussed
at a meeting of school principals. Being used to top-down decisions, the program
specialist assumed that if I did not provide a response, it was because I held no
particular view on the matter or I was indecisive, perhaps even “laissez-faire” (an
explanation provided by the program specialist when I later questioned his actions),
and therefore, he made his own decisions. From this experience, I learned that clarity
of intent was essential. While I intended that the program specialist would engage
principals in making the particular decision, my deferring a response for that pur-
pose did not mean that he interpreted it that way. The reality, I suspect, was that the
program specialist perceived me to be “weak,” while many other constituents who
received his prescriptive memo likely perceived that district business under the new
superintendent would continue to be top-down—business as usual.

During initial one-on-one discussions with each of the three assistant superin-
tendents during the first week of my term as superintendent, my initial impressions
were confirmed that the organizational structures and processes were predominantly
bureaucratic and hierarchical. It was also apparent that this was an organizational

1 My Voice is a recurring section in Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 that will provide the thoughts and per-
sonal reflections of the superintendent as recorded in his journal or developed through retrospective
analysis of documents and recorded events from his five-year journey as a superintendent.
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and leadership reality that, for the most part, everyone accepted as “the way things
are done around here.” Two of the assistant superintendents stressed that the super-
intendent’s office (superintendent and his executive assistant) was set apart from the
remainder of the organization, being clearly placed at the apex of the organization
as demonstrated through power-over relationships and the symbols of the office.
When the superintendent or his executive assistant requested something, everyone
understood that it took precedence over all other priorities. As for symbols of power,
during special occasions and the holiday season, special recognitions or decorations
were distributed in a hierarchical fashion, with the most flamboyant going to the
superintendent’s office. Similarly, designated parking areas were arranged preferen-
tially according to the hierarchy.

One assistant superintendent was anxious to move forward with a shared decision-
making model for the district and was hopeful that it would create a collective focus
on student learning. A second assistant superintendent indicated that he preferred to
continue to work alone within his zone of authority and essentially viewed collabo-
ration as a waste of time. He believed that organizational learning and collaboration
were theoretical constructs that had little merit in practice. He indicated that he
had worked at the district level for more than 15 years and that, in his view, the
only model that worked was the bureaucratic hierarchical model. He had worked
with superintendents who tried to operate using a more collaborative approach to
leadership, and the result was disastrous.

A third assistant superintendent confirmed that throughout his entire career of
more than 20 years at the district level, and having worked with four previous su-
perintendents, the only model that he knew was hierarchical. While he noted that
he was willing to go along with a more participative model of leadership, he was
skeptical that it would work. He was anxious, however, to be given more control
over his area of responsibility—-the board’s finances. He expressed real concern for
the existing financial circumstances of the board, noting that despite his protests,
the board had been overspending and had accumulated a significant deficit. It was
necessary to get spending under control and to bring efficiencies to district opera-
tions for the benefit of improved educational opportunity for students. In his view,
other assistant superintendents, program specialists, and principals did not have the
skills or the will to deal with the board’s financial crisis. In his experience, the
majority of the individuals from each of the aforementioned groups had demon-
strated an unwillingness or inability to see budgeting from a systems perspective.
Heretofore, at least, they had always been focused on getting a larger portion of
the budget for their particular area of responsibility. Consequently, he held the view
that strong, decisive leadership would be required in order to bring spending under
control.

Informal interviews with school principals, teachers, and support staff and gen-
eral observations revealed that staff morale was poor and trust levels were very low
between management and staff throughout the district. There were dozens of out-
standing grievances, and the relationship between management and staff was one of
“two solitudes.” This was confirmed in a preliminary meeting with union officials
for support staff. Union officials stated that they and their members perceived district
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administrators to be arrogant and inflexible, and they claimed that the school board
followed unfair labor practices. They also claimed that the previous superintendent
had indicated little interest in support staff issues and that, as a consequence, he had
delegated all labor relations responsibilities to other administrative personnel. The
assistant superintendent confirmed that he and the comptroller held the delegated
responsibility and authority for dealing with support staff and that, essentially, the
previous superintendent had few dealings in respect to labor relations.

While support staff and union officials were discontented, it is quite interesting
that they appeared not to associate their discontent with the hierarchical structure.
As a matter of fact, they were relying on the hierarchy to “fix” their problems as
they called upon me as the new superintendent to use my power to change the
labor climate. Confirming this view, the assistant superintendent recalled the de-
tails of the first meeting between the union president and me in which the union
president described the poor labor relations climate in the district. He recalled that
the president demanded that I remove him and the comptroller from their labor
relations role, claiming that they were the cause of all labor problems in the dis-
trict. Further, he recalled that the union president was quite disappointed when
I indicated that I was willing to work with the union and the current district labor
relations personnel to resolve the outstanding grievances, but I was not willing to
act unilaterally to deal with outstanding labor issues. The union president became
quite agitated and stormed out of the meeting, stating that “labor relations were bad
in [this district] and that by the tone of our meeting it seemed as if it were likely
to continue that way” (personal communication, November 2006). It was apparent
that the union leader expected me to be in charge and to “fix” the labor problems
by decree. Both district and union leaders had been approaching labor disputes
from a traditional “win-lose, labor versus management” perspective. Any possibility
of using a principle-centered, more collaborative approach (Fisher, Ury, & Patton,
1991) to labor relations matters would not likely find favor with either the assistant
superintendent and his management staff or union officials. Moreover, the assistant
superintendent and the comptroller who had considerable experience and expertise
in matters related to arbitration law and collective bargaining advised me against
any shift that might indicate to unionized staff that the new superintendent was
“soft.” They believed any approach other than a “top-down” control model likely
would lead to increased labor costs and be detrimental to the overall welfare of the
organization.

Hierarchical structures had created an artificial barrier between district office per-
sonnel and school personnel as well. Trust levels between school and district-level
personnel appeared to be very low, and there existed practically no collaboration
among schools or between schools and the district. It appeared that other external
groups attributed hierarchical power to the superintendent as well. For example, the
Deputy Minister of Education was not happy with the financial state of the board.
Within weeks of my appointment she requested that I attend a meeting at which
she expected me to present a financial plan for the board that would eliminate the
board’s deficit. Similarly, within days of my appointment, several parent groups
expected me as the new superintendent to resolve issues that previously had not



42 3 Meeting the Challenges of Hierarchy Through District Leadership

been addressed to their satisfaction. Even though their issues were related to school
board decisions, there was an expectation that as superintendent, I would have the
authority to revisit those decisions.

Collaborative leadership was not consistent with board norms of practice either
(Newton & Tunison, 2003). Board meetings were conducted within the legal frame-
work of the Provincial Schools Act, and proceedings followed Robert’s Rules of
Order. As a result, decisions were made in a win/lose model following the debate of
possible solutions put forth as motions that were either approved or rejected. Such
a model is contrary to all principles of dialogue and collaboration that are essential
to collaborative leadership (Doyle & Straus, 1982). Also, the Schools Act required
that the superintendent attend all board meetings to provide advice as requested and
to respond to questions raised by board trustees. While assistant superintendents
were welcomed at meetings, the board expected them to be resource persons for the
superintendent whom they perceived to be the only person directly answerable to the
board as defined in the Schools Act. As superintendent, I was directly accountable
to the board while all other employees were accountable to me; therefore, it was
understood that I would respond directly to all their questions and that I would
be well informed on all issues. This reality became very clear to me at my first
board meeting. Several school consolidation initiatives were ongoing at the time,
and during my first board meeting, one school consolidation proposal was defeated
for the fourth time. At that meeting the board requested that I assume responsibility
for restarting and leading a new process to replace the defeated proposal. Bringing
successful resolution to school consolidation processes meant careful adherence to
a detailed process that had been well defined by legal jurisprudence. Review of
the case law in these matters revealed the necessity of a process that was based on
public consultations, but dependent on decision-making at the board table through
a traditional top-down model of decision-making that reinforced the hierarchy (e.g.,
Elliott et al. v. Board of Education of Burin Peninsula, 1998a, 1998b; Tracey v.
Avalon East School Board, 1998).

Within weeks, I had become convinced that I would not likely succeed, or survive
as superintendent, if I did not respect the existing structural and cultural realities
of the hierarchy. Shifting to a collaborative approach to leadership that would be
facilitative of organizational learning would require much more than a simple an-
nouncement or just railing about the inherent flaws of hierarchies and how they
“inevitably foster authoritarianism and its destructive offspring: distrust, dishonesty,
territoriality, toadying, and fear” (Leavitt, 2003, p. 102). My challenge as superin-
tendent was to effect cultural change. In order to do this, I believed that it was
necessary to alter the organizational structures to facilitate collaborative leadership
and organizational learning in each school and throughout the district. My critical
friends and I recognized, however, this would not be easy when the belief systems
and entrenched leadership and organizational norms were those symptomatic of top-
down hierarchical bureaucracies.

Having accepted the assumption that leadership success is contingent upon the
perceptions of constituents (Lord & Maher, 1990; O’Toole, 1996; Sheppard, 1996),
I concluded that organizational learning would occur in the district only if it operated
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within the reality of the existing hierarchy. Leadership, therefore, had to be focused
on reducing the negative impacts of that reality by promoting the collaborative lead-
ership agenda to the limit of the constituents’ level of tolerance.

Through the Lens of Critical Friends2

We perceived early in our research that district personnel and the school district
generally perceived the superintendent in the traditional role at the top of the bu-
reaucratic hierarchy. This had become quite evident during our initial research in
project schools. We had also noted in our role as researchers and critical friends that
trust was low between the schools and the district office. When our colleague was
deciding whether to apply for the position of superintendent, he discussed with us—
his research partners—the implications for our research program with the school
district. For him, it was an ethical question—he felt it would be unethical of him
to be in classrooms and schools if he was also being considered for the position of
the superintendent. We agreed, and reluctantly we suspended our research activi-
ties until the results of the competition were known. We continued to analyze the
data already collected. When he was selected for the position, the wisdom of our
withdrawal from research in the district became obvious.

One principal was quite perturbed, fearing that the candid information she had
provided us in interviews would influence her career in the future. She let us know
that she consulted the teachers’ union for advice on how to handle such a situation.
In a school meeting, the question of confidentiality in the research we had already
conducted was raised by administrators and teachers. They were concerned that the
new superintendent had confidential information about them that could be used for
evaluation and promotion purposes. Our explanation that our research activities are
governed by a code of ethics and that the information we collect can only be used
for the purpose it was intended was heard, but people were still uneasy. We argued
that although the superintendent had insights from research that he could not delete
(like an electronic file), he was a person of integrity and could be trusted.

At this point, our role as researchers in district schools stopped. Although, when
invited, we attended district functions as participant-observers, we did not resume an
active research role in schools until the superintendent was confident that a culture
of trust had been established in the district (about 18 months later). As a result, we
did not continue to disseminate findings from our previous research in individual
schools as we had previously done because we felt that this might create undue stress
upon school principals who might perceive that results reflected negatively upon
them. In the interim, while we remained as critical research friends, we pursued a

2 Through the Lens of Critical Friends is a recurring section in Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 that
will provide the critical examination and theoretical analysis of the organizational context and the
superintendent’s interpretations, actions, and reflections by the two academic researchers acting as
critical friends and action researchers.
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new direction (at the superintendent’s request) and focused our attentions on district
administration, governance, and the role of school trustees.

Informal communication with the superintendent and other district personnel,
research data, our direct engagement with the school board, and public documents
revealed that the pervasiveness of the norms of hierarchy and the school consolida-
tion process proved to be challenging to the superintendent’s efforts to lead collab-
oratively. For instance, our review of district documentation and case law related to
the school closure process (Baker v. Burin School District #7, 1999; Elliott et al. v.
Board of Education of Burin Peninsula, 1998a, 1998b; Gillingham et al. v. Board
of Education of District #3, 1998; Potter v. Halifax Regional School Board, 2001;
Tracey v. Avalon East School Board, 1998; Wall v. Corner Brook/Deer Lake/St
Barbe District #3, 1998) reveals that, in general, school closure decisions have been
a subject of numerous litigations, and therefore, out of necessity, the process is
grounded in administrative and legal formalities. The superintendent’s role as an
advisor to and official spokesperson for the board brought him into the forefront of
public discontent related to school closures. School closures were rarely supported
by the local population, and often the school board and superintendent were ac-
cused of not listening to their public and of making unilateral decisions. Our review
of the documentation of public hearings related to school closures revealed that it
was common for presenters to direct their frustrations at the superintendent. For
instance, one community leader referred to the superintendent as “the emperor with
no clothes” and appealed to the board trustees to think for themselves. Given the
reality that the school board pursued an agenda of school consolidation throughout
the entire five years of our study, it is reasonable to assume that this process would
have created an additional challenge to the superintendent’s ability to establish cred-
ibility and the trust of district constituents that have been highlighted as essential to
the facilitation of collaborative leadership and to reducing the toxic derivatives of
the hierarchy (Kouzes & Posner, 2003; O’Toole, 1996; Sheppard, 1996).

We observed that the media held a very traditional hierarchical view of leader-
ship as well. The media appeared to hold an underlying assumption that the super-
intendent had considerable control over board decisions, and the local newspaper
frequently published editorials—several written by the editor—that negatively re-
flected on both the school board and the superintendent. From our vantage point,
it appeared that frequently the media sensationalized issues and were supportive of
calls to have someone with more authority in the hierarchy, such as the minister
of education or the premier, to overrule board decisions with no deference to the
Schools Act 1997 (2005). This reinforced and perpetuated public acceptance of the
dominant model of hierarchy in public administration and thereby contributed fur-
ther to the challenging political climate for the facilitation of a more collaborative
approach to leadership.

In sum, at the onset, it was readily apparent that the norms of hierarchical lead-
ership were deeply imbedded into the organizational culture of Discovery School
District. The major constituents (principals, employees, parents, government offi-
cials, the media, labor unions, etc.) were not well positioned for a shift to col-
laborative leadership and organizational learning as this would require a rejection
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of their existing modernistic, micromanaged, and politicized educational organiza-
tional paradigm (Giles & Hargreaves, 2006). However, because the superintendent
had clearly stated his commitment to establishing a work culture characterized by
collaborative leadership and organizational learning during his interview process,
the school board was supportive, if not confident, of the prospects for such a shift.
It appears to us that if the superintendent had failed to get this support at the point
of hiring, in all likelihood he would not have maintained credibility with the school
board or other internal or external constituents, and most likely would not have
survived in his role as superintendent for any length of time.
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Chapter 4
Establishing Collaborative Structures

Abstract Establishing structures to facilitate collaborative leadership is essential to
the development of a high-performing professional learning community. To enable
districts to function in such a manner, the first step is to identify the structures that
inhibit it and to replace them with facilitating ones. In this chapter we draw from
the research literature on collaborative leadership and organizational learning, our
own research in schools, and the experiences of a superintendent and two university
critical friends to document how this occurred in one school district. This work
shows that while the implementation of collaborative structures that are facilitative
of a collaborative approach to leadership and organizational learning throughout a
school district is complex and full of risks, it can be achieved if deliberately cham-
pioned by a leader committed to engaging others in the process.

Collaboration that is essential to organizational learning is closely aligned with
Senge’s (1990) learning organization discipline of team learning and is focused on
the importance of teachers building “collaborative work cultures inside and outside
the school . . . [and] assuming direct responsibility for changing the norms and prac-
tices of the entire school” (Fullan, 1995, p. 233). It is based on the assumption that
“in the right atmosphere, people will contribute and make commitments because
they want to learn, to do good work for its own sake, and to be recognized as people”
(Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner, 1994, p. 200). In order to create this right
atmosphere, it is essential that a leader consider the fundamental values and perspec-
tives of followers and demonstrate respect for them by “always practice[ing] the art
of inclusion” (O’Toole, 1996, p. 37). Senge et al. suggest genuine collaboration will
occur only through dialogue, and Freire (2004) contends that dialogue can occur
only when equality exists. Schein (1993) opines that if organizational learning is to
occur, dialoguing must take place both at the executive level and across all levels of
an organization:

Organizational learning is not possible unless some learning first takes place in the executive
subculture . . . Such self analysis will inevitably involve periods of dialogue . . . . Dialogue
at the executive level is not enough for organizational learning to occur, [however]. The pro-
cess of communicating across the hierarchical levels of an organization will require further
dialogue because of the likelihood that different strata operate with different assumptions.
(p. 50)

B. Sheppard et al., School District Leadership Matters, Studies in Educational
Leadership 8, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4020-9747-8 4,
C© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2009
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Through dialogue, constituents are able to move beyond the advocacy of partic-
ular perspectives, thereby allowing them to engage in double-loop learning as they
examine one another’s mental models (Argyris, 1982; Senge, 1990; Senge et al.,
1994). Double-loop learning refers to learning that is generative and transforma-
tional in nature, where the focus is on adjusting overall rules and norms rather than
specific activities or behaviors. It occurs when, in addition to detection and correc-
tion of errors (single-loop learning), the organization questions its basic assumptions
to find out why the problem occurred in the first place. Duffy (2003) highlights the
importance of dialogue as a means of enabling double-loop learning:

People often are unaware of their mental models and their effects, yet these models deter-
mine what people pay attention to and therefore influence what people do and how they
do it. Left unexamined and unchallenged, mental models influence people to see what they
have always seen, do what they have always done, be what they have always been, and
therefore produce the same results. Mental models can be roadblocks to systemic school im-
provement or extraordinary supports for systemic, district wide change. Helping educators
and school systems surface, examine, evaluate, and change their personal and organizational
mental models is a key step in creating and sustaining systemic school improvement. (p. 36)

Rusch (2005) recognizes the importance of collaborative dialogue to organiza-
tional learning in school systems as well, concluding that organizational learning
is “dependent on members developing strategies to communicate honestly and to
give feedback about issues that are institutionally taken for granted” (p. 90). Simi-
larly, Green and Etheridge (2001) concluded from their investigation of 11 effective
school districts that their effectiveness appeared to be largely dependent on collab-
orative structures and processes that facilitated dialogue, which in turn contributed
to the development of common beliefs and shared visions.

Unfortunately, few schools or school systems have the leadership capacity to
facilitate the creation of collaborative structures that will facilitate dialogue and
professional learning. Barth (2001) contends that in spite of the rhetoric in respect
to collaboration and shared decision-making, many schools remain in a parallel play
pattern, whereby the interactions between teachers and the principal are plagued by
suspicion and acrimony and teachers are guarded and adversarial toward both school
and district administrators. Such conditions have been identified as typical negative
side effects of the traditional bureaucratic hierarchy (Leavitt, 2003). In schools, the
traditional structure has overburdened principals and de-professionalized teachers.
School principals are just too busy with daily routines to engage in a meaningful
leadership role. Their work environment is composed of an enormous number of
brief tasks that are complex, varied, and demanding, leaving little time for principals
to focus on developing the school as a professional learning community (Mintzberg,
1973; Peterson, 1982; Peterson & Cosner, 2005). Further exacerbating the intense
pace of the typical workday of a school principal, some academics and admin-
istrators who are firmly committed to the “power-over” model of hierarchy have
proposed that principals must assume a prescriptive narrowly defined inspectorial
instructional leadership role. (See Sheppard, 1996, for a more detailed discussion of
narrowly defined instructional leadership.)
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As for the limiting nature of the district bureaucracy, we have documented in
Chapter 3 that multiple studies have found that most school districts function as
traditional hierarchical bureaucracies and consequently present themselves as major
inhibitors of school-level dialoguing and problem solving that are essential to the
facilitation of “system-level restructuring or cross-system organizational learning”
(Rusch, 2005, p. 87). It is evident that while the building of leadership capacity
in schools and school districts through the broad-based participation of various
constituent groups as collaborative leaders as a means to school improvement has
widespread theoretical and empirical support, the most typical organizational struc-
tures in schools and school districts continue to be bureaucratic and hierarchical
(e.g., Argyris, 1999; Lambert, 2005; Sheppard & Brown, 2006). The challenge,
then, is how to get from “here to there!” Simply stating that an organization is going
to be collaborative and that leadership will be distributed will most likely result in
failure (Sheppard, 2003).

Argyris (1999) has observed that while “there is a revolution brewing in the
introduction of new organizational forms to complement or to replace the more
traditional pyramidal form” (p. 107), the conditions necessary for the successful
implementation of these new forms “are difficult to create” (p. 108). Shifting to a
collaborative approach to leadership and facilitating an environment in which con-
stituents feel genuinely invited to engage in leadership and are willing to do so are
not processes that occur automatically as a result of decree or by merely providing
the opportunity. Rusch (2005) recognizes this reality as well, as she cautions that
simply increasing opportunity for collaborative learning is not enough.

Having defined high-capacity schools as “learning communities that amplify
leadership for all, learning for all, [and] success for all” (p. 40), Lambert (2005)
laments the limitations imposed by the pervasiveness of current structures and con-
cludes that just announcing that a school or district is going to adopt a collaborative
approach to leadership is unlikely to result in meaningful change. She contends
that attention must be given to creating structures through which such participation
can occur. This is a view that is shared by Sparks (2005), who has observed that
structural change, while not sufficient to bring about meaningful change in schools,
is almost always required.

In order to shift to a more collaborative leadership approach, a logical first step
is to identify the structures that inhibit it and to replace them with facilitating
ones (Sheppard & Brown, 2007). However, such a change is much more complex
than simply making adjustments to an organizational chart (Barth, 1990; Dufour &
Eaker, 1998; Schlechty, 1997). In addition to the direct limiting control of tradi-
tional district structures, constituents’ mental models are influenced by “a school
district’s social architecture . . ., what people think their school district stands for
and how they think it should function” (Duffy, 2003, p. 31). This limits the con-
stituents’ capacity to engage in meaningful dialogue, their willingness to challenge
the status quo, and their ability to accommodate new and innovative ideas (Duffy,
2003; Sparks, 2005). Consequently, while it is important to make structural changes
that signal to constituents that the district and in particular its superintendent is
committed to a collaborative approach of leadership and organizational learning,
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the changes have to remain within the constituents’ level of tolerance for change
(O’Toole, 1996) and must be focused on altering the organizational mental models
that comprise the social architecture.

My Voice

Nurturing Collaborative Leadership at Discovery School District

Given the hierarchical nature of the existing structures and the general acceptance
of the hierarchy by the various constituents and formal leaders, it is not surprising
that there were few examples of collaborative leadership in Discovery School Dis-
trict. As noted in Chapter 3, within the first month of my term as superintendent,
I observed that Barth’s (2001) parallel play existed not only at the school level as he
had described, but at the district level as well. For instance, while school principals
and program specialists knew and spoke the language of collaboration and team
leadership, there was very little evidence of it being practiced. It appeared to me
that each played a competitive game of one-upmanship with the other and that this
was particularly pronounced among school principals.

The model of leadership at the school level was also very traditional, with a few
exceptions. Given that the school principal was the primary communication link
between the district and school personnel, this presented a significant challenge to
shifting the model from a traditional bureaucracy to a professional learning commu-
nity where teachers considered themselves to be leaders. While several schools had
been engaged in an organizational learning partnership initiative with us as univer-
sity critical friends, this initiative was viewed only as another project that might have
some implications for school development. Certainly, it was not viewed as having
implications for how the district was led or administered. Prior to my assuming
the role of superintendent, it became painfully clear to my research colleague and
me that our organizational learning research and development project was unlikely
to have much impact on any of the non-project schools or the district as a whole
without a deliberate district-wide effort directed at altering structures and modi-
fying leadership approaches (Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002; Clem & Battino,
2006; Datnow, 2005; Firestone, Mangin, Martinez, & Polovsky, 2005; Fullan, 2005;
Hall & Hord, 2006; Honig, 2003; Leithwood, Leonard, & Sharratt, 2000).

While I recognized the need for the district to move toward more collaborative
approaches to leadership, I struggled somewhat with how to approach the initiation
of change in that direction. Attempting to employ a leadership approach that was
not within the accepted tolerance levels of the existing “mental models” of the ma-
jority of the organization’s constituents would not likely be successful. However,
subordinating my perspectives to those held by others and adopting the most com-
mon leadership practices to please them would not be leadership. On this matter,
I was guided by the work of O’Toole (1996) and of Kouzes and Posner (2003).
O’Toole (1996) cautioned that while a leader must consider the fundamental values
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and perspectives of followers, he/she must avoid “the too common political practice
of pandering to the base wishes of the lowest common denominator—promising
whatever the masses think they want” (pp. 9–10). A leader must constantly test the
limit of public tolerance for change that will inevitably involve trial and error as the
limit is pushed beyond that which is acceptable. But the essential value throughout
this process must be respect for people (O’Toole, 1996). Similarly, while Kouzes
and Posner (2003) emphasized the importance of connecting with constituents, they
concluded as well that a leader must have a “clear sense of direction [and] some-
times . . . should listen to [his/her] conscience and . . . intuition, instead of [his/her]
constituents” (p. 269).

Having made the decision to move forward, the next step, I thought, would be
to communicate my vision of leadership for the district and my desire to implement
a more collaborative leadership approach that would engage school personnel in
district-level decision-making, but once again, that appeared to me to be a para-
dox. I would be using my position power within the existing hierarchy to impose
on others my vision of a more collaborative, inclusive approach to leadership and
decision-making while emphasizing the importance of developing a shared vision.
On the other hand, I was aware of the finding by Bodilly, Keltner, Purnell, Reichardt,
and Schuyler (1998) that “school staff were clear and forceful” (p. 88) in articulating
that district leaders must clearly communicate the importance of any new effort and
therefore the level of priority it should be given by leadership actions. Additionally,
I was aware that moving away from dependence on hierarchical leadership and its
supporting bureaucratic structures that were grounded in “deep beliefs and assump-
tions” (Senge et al., 1994) would involve constituents unlearning the old ways of
doing prior to their being able to think and interact in new ways. Such a shift would
require a period of years and “for a long time it [might] appear that there [was] noth-
ing going on . . . as people talk[ed] about new ideas . . . practice[d] the application of
[new approaches and] . . . design[ed] and implement[ed] changes in infrastructure”
(p. 44). This lengthy, complex process would not likely occur unless constituents
had a clear and compelling vision of the organization that we were striving toward;
therefore, it appeared essential that I share my personal vision for the organization
(Bass & Riggio, 2006). Otherwise, my efforts to promote collaborative leadership
throughout the district might lead to perceptions that I was merely participative or,
even worse, that I was a laissez-faire leader.

In light of this apparent paradox and my self-doubt, I consulted my administra-
tive colleagues in the school district and dialogued with my critical friends as to the
correct course of action. Collectively, we concluded that it was essential to introduce
my desired shift in leadership approach “with sufficient drama and flair that people
[would] believe things [were] going to change” (Schlechty, 1990, p. 134). As a result
of these consultations, my self-doubt was diminished, and I articulated my vision of
leadership (see Fig. 4.1 for an outline of this vision) to multiple constituents com-
mencing the second week following my assuming the position as superintendent.
My intent was to provide a clear, compelling articulation of the moral purpose of
education in the district that was to improve learning for each student and to outline
the benefits of developing a culture of collaborative leadership that I believed was
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The Superintendent of Education

� must pour his heart into his work.
� must attend to the culture of the District.
� must be guided by such a philosophy of leadership that is rooted in respect for people.
� must be collaborative and very much dependent on the collective wisdom of students,

staff, trustees, schools councils, and other educational stakeholders.
� must understand and be able to lead a successful strategic planning process that will allow

us to develop cultures of learning that allow traditional barriers to growth to be replaced
with cultures of openness and trust that facilitate growth.

� must be a champion of positive change that will bring us closer to a shared identity and a
shared vision of the future, as we hold on to the strengths of our diversity and our valued
traditions.

� must ensure that the district’s constituents have an opportunity to develop shared images
of the future they wish to create.

� must ensure that the district is student focused.
� must foster an environment that will ensure that we continue to explore and develop

innovative programs.
� must be committed to the meaningful engagement of all constituent groups in the leader-

ship process.
� must be a proactive communicator who will be a strong representative voice for education

generally, and for the District in particular.
� must foster a culture of collaboration and a spirit of ownership among students and staff

so that they are proud of their association with this District.
� should foster the development of systems thinking.
� must be aware and interested in the activities of individual employees and provide en-

couragement and support. This interest, encouragement, and support must be given for
personal issues as well as for job-related issues.

� must be a strong advocate providing educational opportunity for all students in respect
to the provincially articulated foci: Aesthetic Expression, Citizenship, Communication,
Personal Development, Problem Solving, and Technical Competence.

� is responsible to the School Board for the supervision and administration of programs,
budget, and all activities of the District within the law as set out by the Schools Act and
the School Board By-Laws.

� is a senior administrator within the k-12 system within the province and must contribute
to the leadership of that system.

Fig. 4.1 Superintendent’s leadership vision (outline)

required if this purpose were to be realized. This presentation signaled expectations
that constituents should have of the superintendent, and at the same time, it set
out clear expectations for other district and school leaders and opened the door for
collaboration.

Just announcing the vision without a strategy for implementation, however,
would result in little or no change (Hall & Hord, 2006). Following the articula-
tion of my vision of leadership in the district, the next step was to build support
at the administrative and school board levels to begin the implementation process.
With this support, I could begin altering structures and introducing the theoretical
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frameworks, strategies, and methods that would allow us to overcome the “dysfunc-
tionalities of traditional hierarchical and bureaucratic structures” (Murphy, 2007,
p. 2) and would facilitate our becoming a professional learning community where
collaborative leadership and organizational learning would be the accepted norm in
individual schools and throughout the school district (York-Barr & Duke, 2004).
The steps included were as follows: setting up administrative structures in support
of collaborative leadership, facilitating a collaborative culture and shared decision-
making, developing a commitment to a shared vision of teaching and learning, re-
designing personal professional learning in a caring inclusive culture of high expec-
tations, redefining school improvement and strategic planning as strategic thinking
and adaptive learning, and developing a new strategic plan.

In the revised structure (see Fig. 4.2), the Administrative Council would meet one
day per week, rather than twice per month as was the past practice, and decisions
were to be made by consensus. In addition to that, I sought Administrative Council
support to shift greater decision-making authority to school personnel and to engage
them in district-level decision-making. Both the Advisory Council and Principals’
Meetings were replaced by a General Administrative Council (GAC) that would
have decision-making authority within the district. Members of GAC included all
principals, program specialists, assistant superintendents, the comptroller, the hu-
man resources administrator, and the superintendent. This group of approximately
60 members met in six-week intervals and as priorities dictated (approximately 10
meetings a year) to engage in dialogue and decision-making around key issues in
education (GAC meeting minutes, 2000–2004). GAC meeting agendas were planned

School District Organizational Structure 
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Fig. 4.2 School district organizational chart
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by a smaller group, the General Administrative Council Planning (GACP) commit-
tee, which was composed of GAC members who were the representatives of each
GAC constituency selected for a one-year term by their colleagues. As superinten-
dent, I was to be a permanent member of this group.

In order to facilitate collaboration and shared decision-making, GAC was com-
posed of four clusters of schools of similar grade levels referred to as Families of
Schools. These Families of Schools were responsible for teaching and learning,
school development, and school councils.1 Each GAC member belonged to one
Family, and the individual Families became the primary operating units for dia-
logue at GAC meetings as a necessary precursor to collaborative decision-making.
Beyond formal GAC meetings, the Families of Schools provided the mechanism
through which principals, teachers, and other school employees became engaged
in across-school leadership and shared decision-making as they planned learning
events, engaged in school development, and learned together. Each Family was
facilitated by a program specialist who would be a “district champion” for these
schools and who would act as brokers and boundary spanners between the schools
within each Family, across Families of Schools, and between schools and the district
office (Swinnerton, 2007; Wenger, 1998).

As a result of these additional responsibilities assigned to program specialists, it
was necessary to redefine their role. Their previously existing responsibilities inhib-
ited meaningful collaboration because each program specialist had been assigned
a specific and unique role focused primarily on subject specialization. The assis-
tant superintendent of programs and I discussed with the program specialists team
our desire to foster more collaboration and sought their input in a revised model.
While there was some resistance among the program specialists to a role change,
most participated in a dialogue (early use as opposed to an ideal form) that led to a
revised role based on a mirror image–plus approach (Galbraith & Lawler, 1993). In
the mirror-image role, each program specialist had responsibilities that were similar
to others in respect to their specific Family of Schools and their broker and boundary
spanning roles. As noted above, they were “district champions” for their schools. In
the plus role, each program specialist maintained his/her previously existing unique
role with district-wide responsibilities for an area of specialization (e.g., physical
education, literacy, mathematics) (see Fig. 4.3).

In addition to their involvement as members of GAC, program specialists contin-
ued to meet biweekly with the assistant superintendent of programs. In the revised
model, decision-making at program specialists’ meetings was to occur through dia-
logue and consensus-building processes, and they could no longer make unilateral
decisions regarding programs and teacher professional development. Their level of
engagement in those decisions would be determined by GAC.

1 A school council is a democratically elected advisory group consisting of parents, community
representatives, students, teachers, and the school principal whose purpose is to develop, encour-
age, and promote policies, practices, and activities to enhance the quality of school programs and
the levels of student achievement in a school.
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All Program Specialists in the district will assume duties within a Mirror Image–Plus Frame-
work. In the mirror-image role, each program specialist has responsibilities that are similar to
others. In the mirror-plus role, each program specialist has a specific assigned role that differs
from others.

Mirror Image
All program specialists are responsible for school development in a Family of Schools for
the assigned level (Primary/Elementary or Intermediate-Senior High). Responsibilities in-
clude school development planning, teaching and learning, student assessment, personal &
professional growth & development, teacher hiring, school reports, and school councils.

Within the above-noted areas of responsibilities, they are expected to engage in decision-
making, liaison, consultation, planning, and action.

Mirror Plus
Each program specialist has a specific responsibility for the programs and personnel directly
associated with the area of specialization (Active, Healthy Living, Literacy, French, etc.)
for k-12. As a result of this Mirror-Plus role, for example, Program Specialists for Student
Support will support and coordinate the work of itinerant teachers; provide training and sup-
port to teachers, principals, and other program specialists in Pathways planning, and in the
development of Individual Student Support Plans; and monitor the delivery of programming
to all students with diagnosed exceptionalities. The Program Specialist for a specific subject
area or field of specialization (mathematics, physical education, literacy, visual, and perform-
ing arts, etc.) will support and coordinate work of teachers of that specialization and will
monitor all programming for instruction in that subject area or field, including student course
selection, teaching methodologies, accomplishment of curriculum objectives across grade
levels, student assessment strategies, and student achievement levels on school, district, and
provincial tests and examinations.

Fig. 4.3 Mirror image–plus framework for program specialists
Source: Discovery School District Handbook on Administrative Structures.

Collaboratively Defining Shared Decision-Making

Principals, teachers, support staff, program specialists, and other district-level per-
sonnel had heard superintendents make commitments related to shared decision-
making before, but it had not materialized. Similar to other jurisdictions, the words
had been articulated often and promises had been made, but in practice, they had
experienced a continuation of the traditional models of top-down management
where decisions were made through a hierarchical system of power and authority
based on formal organizational roles (Bimber, 1994; Dunlap & Goldman, 1991;
Hansen & Roza, 2005). I observed that they were quite cynical of any mention of
terms like empowerment and shared decision-making. Many expressed the view
that most of their colleagues believed that it was just another case of downloading
of responsibility and increased accountability, while those at the top made all the
important decisions. While the new administrative structures and changing roles
facilitated shared decision-making at GAC, it was just an initial step. The next step
was to collaboratively define decision-making for the school district.

I believed that the Wynn and Guiditus (1984) approach of developing shared
decision-making matrices would overcome the existing cynicism as it would clearly
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define the powers and rights of the various groups and individuals in respect to
decision-making (see Fig. 4.4). After having received the support of the Adminis-
trative Council and the GACP committee for this idea, I introduced it to GAC who
decided that as an initial step, two decision-making matrices would be developed:
(1) teaching and learning and (2) repair and maintenance. Because the issue of repair
and maintenance had been a constant source of tension between district and school
personnel, and because it was deemed to be the least complex of the two, GAC
agreed to begin with that issue.

As the process began, I observed quickly that the interpretation of the GAC
membership of shared decision-making was influenced by varied mental models.
For the majority, it meant that if principals were to be part of a shared decision-
making process, then no decisions would get made without the agreement of the
entire group. For many, the general interpretation of the term consensus was simple:
Everyone agrees, or no decision can be taken! Moreover, early discussions at GAC
convinced me that some members were of the view that the shared decision-making
process would apply to all decisions irrespective of legal or financial requirements
or government or school board bylaws, policies, or regulations. It was obvious that
if shared decision-making were to be a possibility, clarity was required around the
understanding of the superintendent’s legal and fiduciary obligations and the con-
cepts of shared decision-making and consensus building. Without clarity in respect
to shared decision-making and consensus building, it was most likely that decision-
making would become time consuming and costly. Few decisions would get made,
and learning in the organization would be inhibited. As for my legal and fiduciary
responsibilities, it would have been foolish and irresponsible of me to have aban-
doned all constraints (Kouzes & Posner, 2003). I was constrained by government,
the school board, parents, students, employees, members of the public, the economic
system, and a multitude of unforeseen forces.

I recommended that the matrices be developed through consensus decision-
making that would be guided by the Interaction Method (Doyle & Straus, 1982)
and strategies, tools, and methods outlined in the Fifth Discipline Fieldbook (Senge
et al., 1994). The consensus process that was to be adopted would ensure an efficient
reconciliation of value choices, rather than some open concept that was understood
as everyone’s first choice. To that end, consensus was defined as “the judgment
arrived at by most of those concerned” (Merriam-Webster online). It was understood
to be

Fig. 4.4 Decision-making
rights and powers

Rights

1. Power to decide and act alone

2. Power to decide and act but must inform

3. Power to decide but subject to veto or
amendment before acting

I    Right to be 
informed

V  Right to veto 
or amend 

A  Right to 
advise 4. Power to decide but meet and discuss

before acting (must have someone with
Advise rights, but may or may not have
someone with Veto rights).

Powers
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a condition in which everyone is willing to go along without sabotaging a decision. While
a particular decision may not be the first choice for all members, each individual has had
sufficient opportunity to influence others to his/her point of view and has heard what a large
majority in the group believe is the correct decision and can accept it without feeling that
he/she will lose anything important. As a result, all understand the issue, and it has enough
support to have a good chance for success (adapted from Doyle & Straus, 1992). (GAC
minutes, November 2000)

Also, to ensure a process that would allow me to deliver on my administra-
tive, legal, and fiduciary obligations as superintendent, I highlighted the right of
veto that was available to all GAC members within the consensus process. Within
our definition, consensus was considered to have been reached when each in-
dividual was able to accept the collective decision without feeling that he/she
would lose anything important. Essentially, this gave veto power to each individ-
ual including the superintendent. For my part, I emphasized that my veto power
would be restricted to any decision that might specifically compromise my obli-
gations as noted above and that my use of veto would be accompanied by a
detailed explanation. Without the articulation of this understanding at the out-
set, my veto of the group’s decisions would likely have resulted in serious
misunderstandings and a loss of trust in the entire shared decision-making
process.

Each of the decision-making matrices was subject to ongoing monitoring by two
teams (one team for each matrix) appointed by GAC. These monitoring teams were
responsible for the implementation of each of the two matrices: seeking feedback
from GAC members regarding any perceived deficiencies and recommending to
GAC any proposed changes.

The process of developing the Repair and Maintenance Matrix proved to be an
excellent introduction to shared decision-making. It provided opportunity for GAC
members (1) to practice dialoging as they engaged in identifying the repair and
maintenance issues and the systems interactions that influence decision-making in
this area and (2) to learn about and practice consensus-building strategies as they
made decisions about the level of power and the rights that were most appropri-
ate for each of the groups and individuals who were included in the matrix. While
the initial steps were challenging and there were many skeptics and naysayers, the
group persevered and successfully completed a Repair and Maintenance Matrix.
Successful completion of the first process convinced GAC members that this could
be practical and useful in decision-making.

The development of the second matrix was much more complex as might have
been expected, given that it dealt with teaching and learning (see Fig. 4.5 to view
an excerpt of this matrix). While the first matrix was developed within a four-
month time span, the development of Teaching and Learning Matrix continued for
14 months. The task of GAC was to brainstorm and reach consensus on all factors
that impacted teaching and learning, to categorize the factors, and then to reach
consensus on rights and powers related to each category. As part of this process,
principals were asked to take the preliminary matrix to their teaching staff for further
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Fig. 4.5 Excerpt of decision-making matrix: Teaching and learning

development because this matrix, when developed, would guide decision-making
for all identified aspects related to teaching and learning at the school level.

The process of developing the matrices helped overcome the skepticism related to
the district administrators’ commitment to shared decision-making. GAC members
recognized that the traditional power holders (the administrative team and the su-
perintendent) had engaged in a collaborative process in which within clearly defined
parameters all voices were given equal weight. They recognized my administrative,
fiduciary, and legal responsibilities and accepted the necessity of recognizing veto
power as a safeguard that must be built into the matrix-building process. In practice,
the veto power afforded to individual group members was not employed throughout
the entire process of matrices development (confirmed through a review of GAC
minutes and interviews with various GAC members), but it appears that its inclusion
in the process may have served as a reminder of organizational accountabilities for
all. As a result of the newly created GAC structure and the development of the
shared decision-making matrices, school principals and their teachers and support
staff that had heretofore been cut out of the district decision-making processes con-
tributed to the development of the district-level matrices that in turn clearly defined
their powers at the local school level. These were important first steps in building a
collaborative culture.

The process was very time consuming, and I often wondered to myself about
the utility of the process. However, as I reflected on the matrix development pro-
cess, I was reminded of Fullan’s (1993) book Change Forces, where he identifies
eight basic lessons of a new change paradigm. In Lesson 4 he notes that under the
conditions of dynamic complexity, one needs a good deal of reflective experience
before one can form a plausible vision, and that a shared vision, which is essential
for success, must evolve through the dynamic interaction of organizational members
and leaders. Vision, he claims, “emerges from, more than it precedes, action” (p. 28).
Similar to my own experience, he concludes by stating that this process takes time,
and because it is an open-ended and authentic process, it avoids premature formu-
lation of a vision. I was experiencing this very phenomenon in action, and in fact,
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the vision was reshaped many times to accommodate the complexities of change.
Also, collective ownership for the process and the product happened because of the
learning that occurred from engagement in the development process.

Through the Lens of Critical Friends

Analysis of the Structural Changes

The structural changes that included the creation of GAC and the Families of
Schools were designed to facilitate the needed district-wide engagement of teach-
ers, support staff, principals, program specialists, and district administrators as
collaborative leaders and decision-makers in order to support the district goal of
organizational learning and capacity building. It created conditions that both neces-
sitated and facilitated the co-creation of the shared decision-making matrices that
defined clearly the interaction between the district and schools and moved much
of the decision-making authority from district-level personnel to GAC members.
Through engagement in collaborative processes at GAC, members learned about
and experienced models of collaboration that stimulated them to challenge their
existing mental models of hierarchical leadership. It became a practice field and
safe haven for principals to develop new skills, capacities, and practices essential
to the development of their schools as learning communities and equipped them
to “engage teachers [in their own schools] in problem solving rather than render
them helpless through directives and granting or withholding permission” (Lambert,
2005, p. 40). Furthermore, it provided a forum through which principals could act
as boundary spanners and brokers between constituents in their individual schools,
other schools, and the district office.

The creation of GAC and the Families of Schools and of a shared decision-
making matrix in teaching and learning, however, resulted in considerable unease
for program specialists (Program Division meeting minutes, 2000–2002). Some per-
ceived the elimination of the Advisory Council and the granting of decision-making
authority to principals in respect to teaching and learning through GAC to be an
erosion of their power (program specialist Susan, personal communications, April
2006). Moreover, many expressed their unease with their redefined mirror image–
plus role and requested the superintendent’s attendance at several Program Division
meetings to address those concerns. It appears, however, that over the course of a
two-year period through participation in GAC and various dialogue sessions with the
superintendent and as a result of positive experiences as champions of their School
Families, they entered into a stage of routine use (Hall & Hord, 2006) and began to
view their new role as members of a collaborative leadership team as improved prac-
tice. One program specialist (personal communications, January 2007) commented
that “despite the original skepticism, the team of program specialists had come to
realize that they had become effective champions of professional learning in each
Family.” Even more compelling evidence of their growing comfort level with their
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new role is the fact that given the opportunity to discuss their work with a minister
of education four years after they had adopted the mirror-image/mirror image–plus
role, they presented it as a model for all other districts (the acting assistant superin-
tendent of programs, personal communication, April 2004).

The need to build capacity at the school level and to include teachers as part-
ners in educational reform has been well documented (Fullan, 2001; Hall & Hord,
2006; Hargreaves & Evans, 1997; Harris, 2005; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, &
Wahlstrom, 2004; Silins & Mulford, 2002). Hall and Hord (2006) contend that or-
ganizations are composed of individuals and learn only as individuals learn. Con-
sequently, while many change processes can be directed at various groups, in final
analysis, it must be recognized that “successful change starts and ends at the indi-
vidual level” (Hall & Hord, 2006, p. 7). Prior to the creation of GAC and Families
of Schools, there was practically no across-school knowledge sharing other than the
inclusion of teachers or support staff on various ad hoc district committees. This
was particularly limiting for teachers in smaller schools where there was only one
teacher per grade level or subject area specialty. Also, there was no opportunity
for teachers to influence district decisions. The district norm for interactions among
schools was one of competition and one-upmanship, rather than of collaboration.
“Schools [were] . . . terrible at learning from each other” (Fullan, 2001, p. 92);
therefore, capacity building was limited. The learning network that was created
and the capacity that was built through the GAC and the Families of Schools con-
tributed significantly to collaborative leadership and the facilitation of district-wide
learning. As capacity grew within the district, not only did the schools within each
Family work together, but they included schools from other Families (referred to by
Family members as their cousins). The following comment by one GAC member is
indicative of the growth in collaborative leadership that occurred over a period of
four years:

I remember people sitting [in Families of Schools at GAC] and wondering what we were
doing here. Then at the end, they would see it. We built more capacity for learning and
growth [and] we built leadership . . . . I really saw that, at the time when [one of our school
principals] received the award for Outstanding Principal of the Year from the Canadian
Association of Principals. All the principals from our district felt like they were one . . ., and
that happened because of what we had achieved together, as one. (Personal Communication,
March 2007)

The shift in the level of collaboration throughout the district was dramatic enough
to be noticed by some school board members as well. One board member, for exam-
ple, stated that she was quite impressed that all school district administrative person-
nel and all school principals now met monthly to make district-wide decisions. She
attributed the creation of GAC and the increase in collaborative decision-making to
the superintendent’s collaborative approach to leadership. Overall, it appears that
GAC and the Families of Schools implementation facilitated the development of a
critical mass of leaders who ceased to operate as individuals within a narrow span
of authority and began “to think in bigger terms and to act in ways that affect[ed]
larger parts of the [district] as a whole” (Fullan, 2005, p. 27).
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The development of shared decision-making matrices contributed considerably
to the effectiveness of the new structures as it provided the context and practice field
for initial efforts at collaborative decision-making and in the final analysis clearly
defined shared decision-making in critical areas of decision-making that frequently
create conflict between schools and districts. After having observed various shared
decision-making and site-based management initiatives, Bimber (1994) concluded
that most were unsuccessful in bringing about school reform because, years after
they were introduced, decision-making related to essential governance issues had
not been shared with school personnel. He concluded that “to be effective at remov-
ing constraints and creating environments in which schools take responsibility for
the education process, decentralization should address the need for comprehensive
changes across all interrelated categories of decision-making” (p. ix). It appears that
the creation of GAC and the development of shared decision matrices contributed
greatly to the accomplishment of that objective in Discovery School District.

Aside from the intended specific benefit of developing clarity around decision-
making related to teaching and learning and school repair and maintenance, the
development of the Teaching and Learning Matrix brought a focus on teaching and
learning that led to the development of a district-wide shared vision for teaching and
learning (more on this in Chapter 5). An unanticipated benefit of both matrix devel-
opment processes was the apparent enhancement of the superintendent’s credibility
among GAC members. While developing the matrices, GAC members called upon
the superintendent on several occasions to lead the group forward. Several GAC
members noted that during the process the superintendent demonstrated consider-
able tolerance of ambiguity and an ability to resolve conflicts. As a consequence,
they attributed the successful completion of the task to his leadership (assistant
superintendent of personnel, personal communication, October 2003). This may
have led to enhancement of his leadership credibility (Gardner, 1990; Kouzes &
Posner, 2003). Gardner (1990) has argued, for example, that “A loyal constituency
is won when the people conscientiously or unconscientiously, judge the leader to be
capable of solving their problems and meeting their needs” (p. 28). A third related
benefit is that it contributed positively to the level of trust among GAC members.
Because the building of the matrices was an iterative problem-solving process, trust
that is essential to a collaborative approach to leadership (Bryk & Schneider, 2003;
Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000) was developed as people observed that adminis-
trative council members did not pretend to have all the answers and that they were
interested in learning from and with others.

Teacher Perceptions of Collaboration

While there existed convincing qualitative evidence that collaborative structures
were established at the district level that were inclusive of those with formal
leadership roles in schools and at district office, we were interested in finding out
the extent to which other constituents such as school board trustees and school-level
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personnel (teachers and support staff) perceived that leadership was a team ef-
fort, that structures existed to encourage them to collaborate, and that decision-
making was shared. Toward that purpose, we completed interviews with school
board trustees and collected survey data from school personnel (primarily teachers)
in all schools throughout the district. The survey was administered twice: just a
few months prior to the appointment of a new superintendent and again four years
later. We conducted interviews with board trustees at the end of year two of our
district study.

Our interviews and engagement with school board trustees revealed that the
collaborative processes that were promoted throughout the district were emerging
among school board trustees as well (Brown, Dibbon, & Sheppard, 2003). In fact,
the school board trustees invited us to share our understandings of the concept of
collaborative leadership and organizational learning with them during two two-day
retreats that occurred consecutively at the end of year one and year three of our part-
nership. During interviews one trustee credited the district office staff with having
the foresight to create a collaborative environment for trustees. He observed that
this collaboration occurred informally before and after school board and committee
meetings and formally at committee and board meetings and at such events as re-
treats and conferences (personal communication, April 2003). Another trustee was
impressed that the superintendent had sought school board permission to have his
assistant superintendents attend board meetings. She had served on other boards
where no other senior staff member but the CEO could attend board meetings. She
felt that having other senior staff at board meetings contributed to a more open
discussion that led to a more trusting relationship between the board and the senior
administrative staff. Moreover, she felt that there was a general feeling of open-
ness in the board and noted that her fellow trustees were interested in learning and
that learning was greatly enhanced through the increased use of study sessions in
which “open and frank” discussions were encouraged (personal communications,
March 2003).

Analysis of our survey data of teachers’ perceptions supports our qualitative find-
ings that there was a shift toward a more collaborative approach to leadership and
decision-making over the four-year period of our study. A comparison of teachers’
perceptions of leadership approach prior to the superintendent’s articulation of a
vision of collaborative leadership and four years later revealed a statistically sig-
nificant shift in perceptions that leadership in schools and throughout the district
had become more collaborative (Welch2 Statistic (1, 289.96) = 212.1, p < .001), a
large effect size (d = 1.6) (Cohen, 1988).

Aside from teachers’ perceptions of leadership approach, we were interested
in determining the level to which they felt engaged in collaborative activities
in their schools. Our analysis revealed a statistically significant positive shift in
their perceptions of levels of collaboration from year one to year four (ANOVA,

2 We employed the Welch statistic rather than the standard F statistic in order to account for
heterogeneity.
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F (1, 440) = 37.17, p < .001) as well. The magnitude of this effect is moderate
(d = 0.64). Specific examples of this shift include a 33% increase in the level
to which they perceived that structures were in place to support collaboration, a
16% increase in the level to which decision-making was perceived to be shared at
the school level, and an 8% perceived increase in the level of their involvement in
decision-making at the district level.

We also assessed teachers’ perception of their level of engagement in dialoguing.
Having argued that engagement in dialogue is essential to meaningful collaboration,
we posited that if we found a statistically significant increase in the extent to which
teachers perceived that they were engaged in dialogue in their schools, it would
be further confirmation that the level of teacher involvement in collaboration had
increased. Our results revealed a statistically significant increase in their percep-
tions of their level of engagement in dialogue from year one to year four (ANOVA,
F (1, 346) = 26.75, p < .001) with a moderate effect size (d = 0.56).

Using multiple regression analysis, we determined that leadership that was per-
ceived to be collaborative, inclusive, goal oriented, democratic, and supportive
accounted for 38.3% of the variance in teachers’ engagement in collaborative activ-
ities within their school (R2 = 0.383, F (5, 279) = 34.7, p < .001), a large effect.
When combined with the images accumulated through our qualitative data analysis
of district-level processes, the evidence suggests that the superintendent’s sharing of
his vision of leadership and the creation of structures such as GAC, the Families of
Schools, and the shared decision-making matrices contributed to significant growth
in the level of engagement of constituents in school and district leadership.

Conclusion

While traditional school districts with their hierarchical and bureaucratic structures
have been shown to inhibit the development of schools as professional learning
communities, school districts can facilitate meaningful school reform through the
creation of collaborative structures and mechanisms for meaningful shared decision-
making. However, because most school districts and schools continue to cling to tra-
ditional bureaucratic structures, shifting to an empirically based leadership approach
that is more collaborative and inclusive requires more than an expression of intent.
The documented failure of many well-intentioned reform efforts with such labels as
site-based management, shared decision-making, or teacher empowerment is good
evidence that adopting the concepts alone will not suffice. We are convinced that de-
liberate leadership efforts such as those described in this chapter that are directed at
replacing inhibiting traditional structures with those that are facilitative of a collabo-
rative leadership approach, collaborative processes, and shared decision-making are
required. Perhaps of most significance is that we have revealed clearly that while
the implementation of collaborative structures that are facilitative of a collaborative
approach to leadership and organizational learning throughout a school district is
complex and full of risks, it can be achieved if deliberately championed by a leader
committed to engaging others in the process.
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Chapter 5
Strategic Thinking and Adaptive Learning

Abstract There is little doubt that schools no longer function as closed systems
as was largely the case until the latter part of the twentieth century and that
they have become a part of a large complex adaptive system. Having accepted
that reality, we recognize that the traditional approach to strategic planning—
consulting selected stakeholders (assessment), writing a plan (planning), announc-
ing implementation of the plan (implementation), and evaluating the planned out-
comes (evaluation)—will likely result in disappointment. More contemporary mod-
els facilitate members engaging in formal planning, not to create strategies, but
to program the strategies they already have, that is, to elaborate and operational-
ize their consequences formally. Examples of these more contemporary models of
strategic planning are rare; however, this chapter will document one such experi-
ence. We trace one superintendent’s journey as he works through strategic thinking
and adaptive learning to establish a collaborative culture and a shared vision of
professional learning in a school district steeped in bureaucratic thinking, while
operating in an era of government accountability and mandated change. In the
end, we acknowledge that the bureaucratic contexts in which school boards and
provinces or states govern education often make it very difficult to plan strate-
gically within an organizational learning framework. This case exemplifies this
principle.

The existing strategic planning model imposed upon public bodies such as schools
and school boards in many provinces throughout Canada (e.g., British Columbia,
2008; CCAF-FCVI, 2008; Newfoundland & Labrador, 2000, 2002, 2005; Nova
Scotia, 2007; Saskatchewan, 2006) appears to be designed with the “good inten-
tion” of supporting systemic, sustainable reform (Sackney, 2007). In practice, how-
ever, it tends to inhibit meaningful educational change as most models continue
to rely upon a traditional approach to planning that has been recognized as passé
(Hamel, 2001; Mintzberg, 1994; Mintzberg & Lampel, 2001; Pascale, 2001; Reeves,
2002; Redding & Catalanello, 1992). Indeed, similar to strategic planning prac-
tices in other agencies, conventional government planning practices appear to have
“changed hardly at all during the past decade or two” (Hamel, 2001, pp. 186–187),
and rather than producing strategy, they produce plans.

B. Sheppard et al., School District Leadership Matters, Studies in Educational
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Strategic planning has its roots in the military, so it is not surprising that in
its earliest models, strategic planning embraced a top-down leadership approach
where leaders at the top of the organization analyzed various situations and decided
the direction of the organization (Lane, Bishop, & Wilson-Jones, 2005). Mintzberg
(1994) contends that conventional planning models fit best in the machine organiza-
tion (classic bureaucracy) that is epitomized by formalization, centralized authority,
and standardization of work and stability. In such hierarchical, highly bureaucratic
environments, planning is predicated on the lack of organizational capacity and the
powerlessness of others to bring about meaningful change. As a consequence, ini-
tiatives are centrally mandated through a strategic plan that acts as blinders to horses
to keep them going in the desired direction. This approach may work well in rather
stable environments, but is problematic in dynamic environments like schools and
school districts that are loosely coupled, operate according to deeply held cultural
norms, and have to worry about constant change, shifting public priorities, and un-
foreseen competition. Mintzberg (1994) concludes that in these environments, the
imposition of the conventional strategic planning models results in a huge waste of
time and resources. In his view, these models assume

that strategies should emanate from the top of the organization full-blown, that goals can be
clearly stated, that the central formulation of strategies must be followed by their pervasive
implementation, that the workers (in this case . . . teachers, . . . etc.) will (or must) respond to
these centrally imposed strategies, and so on . . . . These assumptions are wrong, stemming
from a misunderstanding of (or unwillingness to understand) how nonmachine forms of
organization must function. The result has been a great deal of waste, trying to fit the square
pegs of planning into round holes of organization. (pp. 404–405)

Similarly, McHenry and Achilles (2002) suggest that the strategic planning for-
mat employed by business has met with generally low levels of success within the
education community because it attempts to modify existing business models to
the unique demands of education planning (p. 2). Correspondingly, the Strategic
Planning Roundtable (1993) cautions that “goals established through strategic plan-
ning may . . . hamper . . . the flexibility [that] schools of the future will need to be
responsive to changing educational demands” (p. 4). Believing in the accuracy of
this perspective, we concur with a growing number of others that the greatest diffi-
culty with traditional models of strategic planning is the linear approach to planning,
which is unable to account for changes in the environment.

Schools of today have become just one component of a complex adaptive or-
ganizational system that is composed of multiple dynamic interrelated subsystems
consisting of other schools, the local community, the school district, and other levels
of the environment that mutually determine one another’s and the organization’s
directions (Pascale, 2001). In such an environment,

strategy . . . is always in development, always changing, always moving further into the
future, based on a sense of the past and a sense of the dynamics in the world and the possibil-
ities offered by the external and internal environment. (Goho & Webb, 2003, pp. 378–379)

Additionally, cause and effect cannot be easily identified. As a consequence,
school members must focus on strategic thinking and adaptive learning rather
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than on traditional school development or strategic planning models (Emery, 2006;
Pascale, 2001). Such an approach recognizes that change is complex and adaptive
and that it occurs through a multiple dynamic interrelated web of learning cycles of
successes and failures that simultaneously, consecutively, and intermittently spiral
forward in a nonlinear fashion (Sheppard & Brown, 2000) (see Fig. 5.1). It recog-
nizes that educational professionals in schools and school districts are always in the
midst of complex change processes and that they must understand these processes
in order to manage the complexities in ways that are productive for their schools
and students.

There is little doubt that schools no longer function as closed systems as was
largely the case until the latter part of the twentieth century and that they have be-
come a part of a large complex adaptive system. Having accepted that reality, we
recognize that the traditional approach to strategic planning—consulting selected
stakeholders (assessment), writing a plan (planning), announcing implementation of
the plan (implementation), and evaluating the planned outcomes (evaluation)—will
likely result in disappointment. While this approach is often depicted as cyclical
similar to Fig. 5.2, it is rarely more than a strictly linear process that is more accu-
rately displayed in Fig. 5.3. Alternatively, within a strategic thinking and adaptive
learning framework, members “engage in formal planning, not to create strategies
but to program the strategies they already have, that is to elaborate and operational-
ize their consequences formally” (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 336) or as Fullan (1993) notes
in his Change Forces “vision emerges . . . from action” (p. 28). This, however, does
not imply that schools or school districts should not engage in consultation with
their school community or that they should not develop strategic visions. Actually,
the development of a shared vision is a vital component of strategic thinking. While
that vision may get somewhat adjusted during the change journey (as it emerges
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Fig. 5.1 Strategic thinking and adaptive learning cycle
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Fig. 5.2 Traditional strategic planning cycle
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Fig. 5.3 Linear strategic planning approach

and reemerges from action), and it is anticipated that there will be many detours
on the way, the shared vision provides the general compass bearing throughout the
journey (Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner, 1994). Moreover, we share the
view with some others that in education, shared vision is essential to maintaining a
moral purpose that is focused on improving learning for each student (Dufour, 2004;
Fullan, 1993, 1999; Hall & Hord, 2006).

Unfortunately, examples of successful implementation of these more contempo-
rary models are almost as elusive as the proverbial “fountain of youth.” Fortunately,
this chapter will document one such experience as we trace one superintendent’s
journey as he works to establish a culture of collaboration and to create a shared
vision of professional learning through strategic thinking and adaptive learning in a
school district steeped in bureaucratic thinking while operating in an era of govern-
ment accountability and mandated change.

My Voice

Strategic Planning in Discovery School District

As noted previously, most school districts and schools continue to operate as tra-
ditional hierarchical bureaucracies where the common expectation is that someone
at the top of the organization will set the direction. Discovery School District was
no different, and I knew that I had some significant challenges ahead of me. The
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traditional bureaucratic, hierarchical structure was deeply ensconced in the mind-
scapes of school board trustees, school district and school personnel, and the gen-
eral public, and just a few months prior to my assuming the role as superintendent,
the school board had completed the development of a strategic plan. As noted in
previous chapters, I believed that the path that would most likely lead to district
improvement was to shift the district away from a traditional bureaucratic hierarchy
toward a professional learning community. This would require shifting toward col-
laborative leadership and eliminating existing structural barriers that might impede
that shift. It was unlikely that engaging the school board and various constituents in
another strategic planning process would assist in my achieving that goal.

The school board’s strategic plan had been developed by the senior district ad-
ministrators and a steering committee through consultations with district schools
and communities, and it had been approved by the school board and distributed to all
schools. It contained an articulated mission statement as follows: “Discovery School
District, in partnership with the home and community, is committed to providing a
supportive and dynamic learning environment dedicated to excellence in the total
development of all learners” (Discovery School District Strategic Plan, 2000, p. 6).
Central to the plan was a list of 10 goals of which “a focus on student learning”
was just one. None of the goals were given any particular priority, nor were they
accompanied by implementation plans, strategies, or guiding practices that would
provide any shared images of the desired goal. There was no one assigned to cham-
pion either the further development of the plan or its implementation; there was no
indication of how it would be resourced, and no accountability mechanisms were
articulated. This plan as developed and written, for the most part, appeared to be
consistent with those that have been found to yield little meaningful improvement
(Reeves, 2002). It appeared to me that the 10 goals were simply representative of
the major popular ideas, all of which were included in order to ensure collective
buy-in. Of particular concern to me was the fact that several goals (e.g., to build
a progressive and dynamic identity for the district) were likely to divert attention
away from the focus on student learning, which I believed should be the primary
mission of the school district.

A positive aspect of this plan, however, was its articulation of the inherent weak-
nesses of traditional strategic planning approaches and its embracing of a strategic
thinking and adaptive learning approach to planning. It contained a clear statement
that the written plan was “a living document designed to merge action and planning
in a continuous cycle of action, reflection, and adjustment” (Discovery School Dis-
trict Strategic Plan, 2000, p. 14). This statement provided me with the flexibility
needed to engage in strategic thinking and adaptive learning in the pursuit of ed-
ucational reform that would bring about improved student learning throughout the
district.

Because I took up my position as the superintendent of education toward the end
of a school year, it was annual report time. In preparation for writing the board’s
annual report, I was required to review the annual reports submitted by school
principals and other district educational personnel. As I began this process, I was
struck by the lack of coherence between submissions and the articulated goals of
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board’s strategic plan. None of the submissions addressed either the board’s artic-
ulated mission or its goals. While I recognized that the board’s strategic plan had
just recently been released, it was surprising that there was no reference to it. After
all, the plan had been in the making for at least two years, and I was aware that
draft versions of this document had been available to district personnel and school
principals for some time. Surely, I thought, they would not have to await the release
of a formalized version of the strategic plan to know the primary goals of the district
and to begin to pursue them. It appeared that up to this point in time, at least, the
strategic plan was perceived to be little more than a document that had been de-
veloped to satisfy a government mandate and that few believed that it would guide
future actions (Hamel, 2001; Reeves, 2002).

As the superintendent of education, I was acutely aware that the strategic plan
was a school board document for which I was going to be held accountable, and
as a result I assumed the role as its champion. My first attempt to highlight the
importance of the strategic plan and its vision and goals was to require each district
office contributor to the school board’s annual report to rethink their contributions
within the context of the strategic plan and to address each of the articulated goals.
That activity was designed to provide an assessment of the relevance of the par-
ticular division’s initiatives and activities in respect to the strategic goals and the
articulated vision.

While there was some “pushback” from some individuals, I and my critical
friends believed that this was a direction-changing moment as it created an authen-
tic opportunity for district-level leaders to see the importance of having a clearly
articulated shared vision that was connected to their work as well as to experience a
first-hand glimpse of how all members of the organization could be held accountable
for progress.

At the first GAC meeting at the commencement of the following school year,
I drew attention to the need to connect the school development plans with the district
strategic plan and to connect both to the school board’s annual report. Moreover,
I shared with the group my review of the emerging literature related to strategic
planning and highlighted the importance of strategic thinking and adaptive learn-
ing. During group discussions, it became apparent that most were unaware that the
existing district strategic planning document referenced that the plan would be im-
plemented according to an organizational learning model and, in fact, the majority
admitted that they had not viewed it as having any meaningful relevance for their
school. At this meeting, GAC committed to working within the general vision and
framework of the district strategic plan that the school board had approved, while
giving particular priority to the core purpose of student learning. Throughout the
course of that first semester, as GAC members gained confidence in collaborative
processes (Chapter 4) and developed a more in-depth understanding of the com-
plexity of the multiple factors that impacted student learning, we reached consensus
that the district’s primary strategic focus would be on improving classroom prac-
tices. This decision to focus on classroom practices led to the development of (1) a
decision-making matrix on teaching and learning (see Chapter 4), (2) a new model
of professional development (see Chapter 6), and (3) the development of a shared
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vision of teaching and learning (see Fig. 5.4) that would guide strategic thinking and
action related to improvements in classroom practice. A discussion of the process
of developing that shared vision follows.

Discovery School District Our Vision for Teaching and Learning

Our Statement of Vision
The purpose of teaching in Discovery School District is to challenge and develop the learning
and achievement capabilities of each student in a safe, caring, and socially-just learning en-
vironment. Because teaching and learning is a complex dynamic process, teachers constantly
strive to gain more knowledge and understanding of the research about how the human brain
learns in order to improve their teaching methods. Our best practices are based on research,
and our vision for teaching and learning evolves accordingly.

As a starting point, teaching and learning in Discovery School District occur as concurrent
processes that accommodate each child’s prior knowledge and varied learning style; em-
phasize movement and healthy living; and provide predictability and safety, social support,
collaboration between adults and peers, sense of control, time on task, relevant content, and
prompt feedback.

Images of Our Vision in Practice (What does it look like?)

Teachers commit to making a difference in the life of each student.

� Teachers take responsibility for each child’s learning and achievement.
� Teachers ensure that no child is caught in an experience of low expectations.
� Teachers design learning opportunities that focus on providing learning opportunities that

focus on the learning needs of each student.
� Teachers show sensitivity and attentiveness to the learner’s previous knowledge and per-

sonal interests.
� Students know that teachers are concerned about them as individuals.

Teachers are accountable for the accomplishment of the learning outcomes set for each
student.

� Teachers talk with students about their future ambitions and help them explore other
options.

� Teachers help students explore opportunities by making connections between curriculum
content and career opportunities.

� Teachers are familiar with the curriculum outcomes of all the courses/programs that
they teach and design instruction and assessment on the basis of these outcomes and
student needs.

� When individual students have unique needs that will require modification of standard
provincial curriculum outcomes, teachers lead a team to appropriately modify the out-
comes to meet those needs.

� Teachers ensure that the learning of curriculum outcomes is sequenced and that instruc-
tional time frames are set at the beginning of the school year.

� Teachers communicate the expected learning outcomes to students and parents.

Fig. 5.4 (continued)



76 5 Strategic Thinking and Adaptive Learning

� Teachers employ a variety of instructional strategies that account for differing learning
styles and individual student needs.

� Teachers use assessment and evaluation strategies to regularly measure student mastery
and achievement of specified learning outcomes, as an accountability measure and feed-
back mechanism for both learners and teachers.

� Teachers reflect on internal and external test results to assess the level of success of
teaching-learning practices and to make any appropriate adjustments.

� Teachers use assessment results to modify learning opportunities to ensure the success of
each student.

� Teachers assess learning related to expected learning outcomes and assign grades based
on achievement of these outcomes over time, rather than on cumulative averages of dis-
crete assessments.

� Teachers ask students to keep track of their own performance on the learning goals.
� To meet the learning needs of each student, teachers employ a variety of evaluation strate-

gies that include the following: student conferencing, observations, oral presentations,
group work, projects and assignments, unit tests, and major examinations.

� Co-curricular programs are designed to complement and support the core curriculum to
ensure a focus on all of the Provincial Essential Graduation Learnings: Aesthetic Expres-
sion, Citizenship, Communication, Personal Development, Problem Solving, Spiritual
and Moral Development, and Technological Competence.

Teaching engages learners in dynamic, interactive, motivating, meaningful, hands-on,
integrated, and creative learning experiences that include direct instruction, experien-
tial learning, group work, individualized instruction, home study, and digital learning.

� Instruction varies depending upon the need, but no teacher depends exclusively upon one
instructional approach.

� A student in any single class experiences minimally each of the following as a matter of
routine:

� experimentation
� authentic experiences (e.g., field trips)
� simulations (e.g., computer simulations, role play).
� visiting resource people
� cooperative learning (structured group work)
� homework and home study
� problem-solving sessions
� teacher-centered oral question and answer sessions
� teacher presentation
� independent work
� project-based learning
� resource-based and computer technology-assisted learning

Teaching takes place in a caring, co-operative, nurturing, inclusive, structured,
resource-rich environment with routines of high expectations, and mutual respect.
There is an emphasis on the development of self-discipline and responsibility; however,
appropriate consequences for violation of school and classroom rules and procedures
are well established.

Fig. 5.4 (continued)
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� Displays in each classroom are related to current learning objectives, are appropriate to
student interests, and are designed to motivate learning.

� Displays in each classroom celebrate student learning.
� Teachers serve as role models for attendance, promptness, and efficiency.
� Teachers and students hold high expectations for one another.
� Classroom routines are well established and students and teachers are conscious of effi-

cient use of time in all classroom activities.
� Teachers and students collaboratively create a learning environment conducive to learning

in a climate of respect and responsibility.
� Teachers praise students for achievement and challenge negative attitudes and behaviors.
� All students know what is expected of them.
� Teachers establish an ethos where each student feels safe and valued.

Parents and other community members are considered partners in support of student
learning.

� School councils are focused on the continued improvement of teaching and learning.
� Processes are in place to involve parent and community directly and indirectly in facili-

tating student learning.
� Teachers communicate the expected student learning outcomes to parents.
� Teachers use multiple types of assessment data when communicating student learning

success to parents.
� Training and support are provided to parents to enhance their parenting skills and to

improve communication with their children so they can better support their children’s
learning.

Teachers are reflective professionals who engage in collaborative leadership to continu-
ously improve the norms and practices of their profession and the teaching and learning
environment of the entire school.

� Teachers view themselves and their colleagues as innovators.
� Teachers are informed professionals who are aware of the emerging research literature

on multiple intelligences and brain-compatible learning and are anxious to alter practices
based on this emerging research.

� Teachers are anxious to explore and engage in reflective practice of new instructional
strategies that hold promise for improved student learning.

� Teachers collaboratively develop school growth plans that are focused on improved teach-
ing and learning practices and hold one another accountable for the implementation of
that plan.

� Teachers are leaders in the change process.
� Teachers engage in personal and professional development that is based on individual

needs in the context of goals, policies, and mandates of the school, district, and province.
� Teachers work collaboratively with other professionals to develop units of work and to

improve practice.
� Teachers share in school-level decision-making related to teaching and learning according

to defined protocols.

Fig. 5.4 Shared vision for teaching and learning
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Developing a Shared Vision for Teaching and Learning

Having made the decision that we (GAC) would focus our attention on improving
classroom practices, it was essential to establish a shared vision of practices to-
ward which we would strive. We were quite conscious, however, that many teachers
within the district were very skeptical of spending their valued time on the develop-
ment of yet another “bland motherhood and apple pie” (Senge et al., 1994, p. 23)
vision that they had come to recognize as having no relevance to their practice.
This was made quite evident to us through a survey that we (the critical friends’
research team) had conducted just one year earlier. Results had revealed that only
36% of the teachers surveyed considered vision statements to be useful in guiding
practice. Being aware of this, GAC set out to co-create a shared vision for teach-
ing and learning that included images of the future that the engaged constituents
(teachers, program specialists, principals, and other senior district office educational
professionals) wished to create, together with the principles, guiding practices, and
processes that would help them achieve these collective images (Senge et al.).

As a consequence of my previous work with the district as a critical research
friend, I was aware that the project team for a learning school/classroom practices
research project had developed an outline of exemplary teaching and learning class-
room practices (see Chapter 6 for more information about this project). I reminded
other members of the Administrative Council of this outline, and we agreed that it
would serve as an excellent starting point for the co-creation of a shared vision for
teaching and learning. Those of us who shared the view that this outline represented
a good starting point for a vision that we could personally support as our personal
professional vision accepted the responsibility for sharing it throughout the district.
We agreed to emphasize during each presentation that we were not presenting this
vision as something that we expected others to endorse. Our objective was to share
our vision in order to encourage individuals to engage in personal refection as a
point of departure for the development of a vision for teaching and learning that
would be shared by all teacher professionals throughout the district.

I shared my vision at GAC, at various schools where I was invited to speak,
and at two major district-wide conferences that together included all professional
educators in the school district. During each of these conferences, morning par-
allel sessions were devoted to preliminary dialogue about the vision statements
that I had shared, about their individual personal vision for teaching and learning,
and about the goal of developing a shared vision for the school district. Follow-
ing the conferences, school principals led the co-creation of a shared vision in
their individual schools and acted as boundary spanners between the teachers in
their individual schools and GAC. This process of co-creation continued for ap-
proximately two years. The final Discovery School District vision for teaching and
learning included a listing of key principles, each of which were fully developed
with descriptive images of preferred practices (see Fig. 5.4). These images were
developed further through the creation of two videos (Allow Me to Grow, k-6, 2002;
Inside Out, 7–12, 2003) that revealed the vision in practice in various class-
rooms throughout the district. These videos were made available to each school
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community; they were used in professional development sessions for teachers, and
they showcased for the school board and parents what the teaching professionals
of Discovery School District hoped teaching and learning would look like in class-
rooms throughout the district. This vision—and in particular the videos—generated
a great deal of positive energy throughout the entire district. It was followed by
the development of an implementation framework that would allow each teacher,
each school, and the district to develop their unique plans for moving toward the
shared vision. These plans served as the primary backdrop for all professional
development in the district (see Fig. 5.5). This implementation framework and ac-
companying professional development support were endorsed by the school board
as a component of the board’s strategic plan—an example of “vision emerging from
action.”

Charting the Course

(How and when will we realize our vision?)

We will conduct assessments of the extent that our vision exists currently.

� Individual teachers will conduct a self assessment of the extent to which our Vision of
Teaching and Learning exists within their classrooms.

� Each school will conduct an assessment of the extent to which our Vision of Teaching
and Learning exists within the school.

� The District will conduct an assessment of the extent to which our Vision of Teaching
and Learning exists in all schools throughout the district.

The following questions will guide each of the assessments:

� To what extent do(es) I/my school/all schools engage in the teaching and learning be-
haviours, norms, or practices that form the images of our vision?

� How much will a change in my/my school’s/all schools’ current practices toward the
vision increase individual student learning and achievement?

� How much effort will it take to significantly change my/my school’s/all schools’ current
practices so that our vision becomes a reality in my classroom/my school/all schools?

� What is a reasonable time frame for me/my school/all schools to significantly change
current practices so that our vision becomes a reality.

We will employ the applicable growth plan to develop and implement a plan of action.

� Personal and Professional Growth Plans (individual teachers)
� School Growth Plans (schools)
� District Strategic Plan (all schools)

We will assess the level of success toward our vision for teaching and learning and its
impact upon student learning and achievement at the individual, school, and district
level according to a defined time line.

Fig. 5.5 Implementation framework
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Personal Reflections

Even though the development of a shared vision for teaching and learning proved
to be a very worthwhile process, I struggled from the beginning with my direct
engagement in it. For me it presented two paradoxes. First, I was advocating collab-
orative leadership, and I was aware that an assistant superintendent had contributed
to the initial development of the outline of the exemplary teaching and learning
practices. I pondered, “Should I leave this file with him?” But on the other hand,
I mused, “Given the culture of hierarchy and the typical lack of engagement of
superintendents in matters directly related to teaching and learning, the level of my
engagement might send a message about its relative importance within the district.”

The second paradox was similar to that which I experienced in my initial sharing
of my vision of leadership for the district (see Chapter 4). At that time, I sought
direction from the relevant leadership literature, the school district administrative
team, and my critical friends and decided to articulate my vision of leadership
throughout the district. But teaching and learning was a different matter! Teachers
themselves had considerable ownership of this area. Moreover, my communicating
a personal vision had the potential of inhibiting the development of a vision that was
genuinely co-created (Senge et al., 1994).

I shared my apprehensions at both an Administrative Council meeting and a
GAC meeting, and at both there was a consensus that most teachers would likely
expect the superintendent to have a personal vision of teaching and learning (Bass &
Riggio, 2006; Kouzes & Posner, 2003). Furthermore, my articulating it would send
a strong message that Discovery School District was placing a priority on teaching
and learning. As for the issue of compromising the integrity of the co-creation pro-
cess, we concluded that this should not be a concern as long as we provided teachers
with a collegial hierarchy-free environment to develop their personal vision. Also,
we concluded our vision could serve as a compass to be used by educators through-
out the district while we were in the long process of co-creating a shared vision.

Whether my direct engagement in this process inhibited our efforts to break down
the cultural barriers to collaborative leadership or whether it confounded the dis-
trict’s ability to create a vision that was truly shared may never be known. However,
we do know that the process of creating a vision for teaching and learning in Discov-
ery School District created a special synergy throughout the entire district that was
motivating for educators, parents, and trustees and that it contributed to improved
student learning.

A Final Observation

While I initially believed that the strategic plan that had been developed immediately
prior to my assuming the role of superintendent was just another document that
would serve little meaningful purpose, its design allowed for strategic thinking and
adaptive learning. While the initial 10 goals of the strategic plan were unwieldy and
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typical of traditional strategic plans that have been much maligned, we were able to
work with the school board and its stakeholders to reshape the strategic priorities to
those that we deemed most important for the improvement of student learning. As
a result we were able to develop a vision for education that was genuinely shared
by teachers, administrators, and the other stakeholders in the district. Teachers and
administrators accepted more responsibility for their own learning and began to dia-
logue more frequently about important educational issues; collaboration within and
between schools became much more common; new programs were introduced and
programs such as music, drama, the visual arts, French, and physical education were
rejuvenated; and student academic performance began to improve as well.

By the fourth year, the strategic plan that I had inherited was fully redeveloped
through a process of strategic thinking and adaptive learning that fully engaged
district partners. The new redeveloped strategic plan comprised of only two goals:
(1) to challenge and develop the learning and achievement capabilities of each stu-
dent and (2) to create a safe, caring, and socially just learning environment. While
it was formatted to meet perfunctory government requirements and approved by the
school board with a supporting budget, the fundamental principle underlying it was
organizational learning that required strategic thinking and adaptive learning.

When I left the district after my fourth year as superintendent, I could reflect on
the experience and feel that I had left the district in a better position to learn than
it was when I had inherited it. I had wanted the district to be a high-performance,
professional learning community of enabled and empowered constituents who were
engaged as leaders throughout the organization, and I think we had made a quantum
leap toward that goal.

Through the Lens of Critical Friends

We have to admit that upon first reading the superintendent’s My Voice claim that the
original strategic plan (approved just prior to his appointment) provided direction
for leadership actions throughout his four-year term as superintendent of education,
we were skeptical. To us, it appeared that it served little more than to satisfy a legal
mandate and to appease those school board trustees who felt some ownership of it. In
response to our challenging him on his view, however, he insisted that it did remain
as a foundational document until the development of a new strategic plan during the
last year of his term as superintendent. In defense of his argument, he insisted that
we once again review each of the school board’s annual reports for that period. Our
review revealed that each report provided a detailed account of the annual progress
made on each of the 10 strategic goals of the original plan. He noted as well that the
progress related to each of these goals continued to serve as a central component
of his and his district staff’s annual performance review (personal communication,
August 2008). We suggest, though, that the accomplishment of the other goals such
as “building a progressive and dynamic identity for Discovery School District” oc-
curred only as a byproduct of the district’s success related to its innovative teaching
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and improved student learning. And as we view it, in the final analysis, it was not
the strategic plan that made the difference in this district. It was leadership, strategic
thinking, and adaptive learning.

It is apparent that at the outset the superintendent struggled with what he per-
ceived to be a conflict between his accountability to the school board to imple-
ment a strategic plan that in his view was seriously flawed and his commitment
to organizational learning. It appears, however, that his understanding of strategic
thinking and adaptive learning allowed him to navigate through this conflict and the
challenges that he perceived to be inherent in the very document that was designed
to support district growth. It is our view that without his in-depth understanding of
strategic thinking and adaptive learning, it is highly likely that the plan would have
been simply another document to gather dust on the shelf. While the authors of the
strategic planning document made reference to organizational learning and noted
that it was “intended to be a living document designed to merge action, reflection,
and adjustment,” evidence gathered from our involvement as critical research friends
during that time suggests that the concept was poorly understood by key district
leaders, with the exception of the program specialist who had written this portion
of the document. In light of the fact that this specialist moved to a senior posting in
another school district shortly after the plan was adopted, it was fortunate that the su-
perintendent was aware of the empirical literature related to organizational learning,
strategic thinking, and adaptive learning and knew how it applied to practice. We
also believe that our engagement as critical friends throughout this period provided
essential support as we provided opportunities for school board trustees to engage
in research activities. We conducted a series of full-day seminars on organizational
learning that engaged them in a variety of strategic thinking exercises designed to
build their capacity for strategic thinking and adaptive learning.

Unfortunately, at the point that Discovery School District was poised to move
forward with a new strategic plan, the district’s life was cut short. At the end of the
superintendent’s fourth year, in a massive and sudden restructuring initiative, the
ruling government arbitrarily consolidated 10 existing English-speaking school dis-
tricts into four new districts. Discovery, which was really beginning to emerge as a
provincial leader in many aspects of education, was consolidated with three existing
boards to make one large school district, and its identity, along with its existing poli-
cies, structures, practices, and many existing relationships, was dissolved with the
stroke of a pen in the provincial legislature. Just why the districts were consolidated
has never been clearly articulated; however, the rhetoric of the time would lead us to
believe it was an attempt by government to improve the operational efficiency of the
administrative infrastructure and at the same time improve accountability measures
by increasing the capacity of the districts to deliver educational services to students.

Over the last two decades much has been made of increasing levels of account-
ability in education both locally and globally. Many of these accountability mea-
sures have not met with the anticipated success (Fullan, 2005), and often the reason
can be traced to incompatible agendas from governments, districts, and schools and
to the absence of systemic thinking. That is an argument that can be made in this
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instance. We deal with this issue in more detail in Chapter 7, Systems Challenges to
Growth and Sustainability of Meaningful Educational Reform.

In conclusion, we acknowledge that bureaucratic contexts in which school boards
and provinces govern education often make it very difficult to plan strategically
within an organizational learning framework, and this case exemplifies this princi-
ple. While the school board was very committed to working within that framework,
government officials and the provincial school board’s association often challenged
their approach (superintendent’s email archive). In respect to strategic planning and
school development, government was following a very top-down, authoritarian ap-
proach that appeared to conform to that which Redding and Catalanello (1992) had
eschewed nearly two decades ago as an ineffective first iteration of change where
the plan was completed by senior administrators and/or a leadership team with an
apparent assumption that because it was planned, it would be executed and change
would occur. As researchers and students of change, we prefer to see a model sim-
ilar to Redding and Catalanello’s fourth iteration that emphasizes constant readi-
ness, continuous planning, improvised implementation, and action learning, which
is consistent with the strategic thinking and adaptive learning approach practiced
in Discovery School District. Fortunately, Discovery School District was able to
navigate successfully the divide between the government’s mandated first iteration
approach and the fourth iteration.

References

Bass, B., & Riggio, R. (2006). Transformational leadership. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
British Columbia (2008). District achievement contracts. Retrieved May 10, 2008 from

http://www.gov.bc.ca./bced/
CCAF∼FCCAF (2008). Public performance reporting. Retrieved May 10, 2008 from

http://www.performancereporting.ca/
Dufour, R. (2004). Leadership is an affair of the heart. Journal of Staff Development, 25(1), 67–68.
Emery, E. (2006). The future of schools: How communities and staff can transform their school

districts. Toronto: Rowman and Littlefield Education.
Fullan, M. (1993). Change forces. London: Falmer Press.
Fullan, M. (1999). Change forces: The sequel. London: Falmer Press.
Fullan, M. (2005). Leadership and sustainability. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.
Goho, J., & Webb, K. (2003). Planning for success: Integrating analysis with decision making.

Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 27, 377–391.
Hall, G., & Hord S. (2006). Implementing change: Patterns, principles, and potholes. Toronto:

Pearson Education.
Hamel, G. (2001). Strategy innovation and the quest for value. In M. Cusumano & C. Markides

(Eds.), Strategic thinking for the next economy (pp. 181–195). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Kouzes, J., & Posner, B. (2003). Credibility. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Lane, R., Bishop, H., & Wilson-Jones, L. (2005). Creating an effective strategic plan for the school

district. Journal of Instructional Psychology, 32(3), 197–204.
McHenry, W., & Achilles, C. (2002). A district level planning model. Paper presented at the annual

meeting of the American Association of School Administrators, San Diego, California.
Mintzberg, H. (1994). The rise and fall of strategic planning. New York: Prentice-Hall.



84 5 Strategic Thinking and Adaptive Learning

Mintzberg, H. & Lampel, J. (2001). Reflecting on the strategic process. In M. Cusumano &
C. Markides (Eds.), Strategic thinking for the next economy (pp. 9–32). San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass.

Newfoundland and Labrador. (2000). Achieving excellence: A guidebook for the improved account-
ability of public bodies. St. John’s, NL: Government of Newfoundland and Labrador.

Newfoundland and Labrador (2002). Excellence in strategic planning: A workshop for Newfound-
land and Labrador School Board’s Association. St, John’s NL: Author.

Newfoundland and Labrador. (2005). Guidelines for multi-year performance-based planning.
St. John’s, NL: Government of Newfoundland and Labrador. Retrieved March 2 from
http://www.exec.gov.nl.ca/exec/cabinet/transacc/pdf/GuidelinesforPlanning.pdf

Nova Scotia. (2007). Governing in the public sector. Halifax, NS: Government of Nova Scotia,
Retrieved March 2 from http://www.gov.ns.ca/tpb/

Pascale, R. (2001). Surfing the edge of chaos. In M. Cusumano & C. Markides (Eds.), Strategic
thinking for the next economy (pp. 105–129). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Redding, J., & Catalanello, R. (1992, May). The fourth iteration: The learning organization as a
model of strategic change. Thresholds in Education, 47–53.

Reeves, D. (2002). The daily disciplines of leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Sackney, L. (2007). Systemic reform for sustainability. Government of Saskatchewan. Retrieved

June 25, 2008 from http://www.publications.gov.sk.ca/
Saskatchewan. (2006). Continuous improvement framework guide. Retrieved June 25, 2008 from

http://www.publications. gov.sk.ca/
Senge, P., Roberts, C., Ross, R., Smith, B., & Kleiner, A. (1994). The fifth discipline fieldbook.

Toronto: Doubleday.
Sheppard, B., & Brown, J. (2000, April). Pulling together or apart: Factors influencing a school’s

ability to learn. Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the American Educational Re-
search Association, New Orleans, US. http://www.eric.ed.gov/. ED443144.

Strategic Planning Roundtable. (1993). Planning for change: A source book for strategic planning.
Durham, NH: New Hampshire Leadership Center.



Chapter 6
Professional Development and Capacity
Building

Abstract Professional learning is critical to organizational effectiveness. Schools
and school districts are composed of individuals, and these organizations learn and
change only as individuals learn. Unfortunately, the traditional models of profes-
sional development have not really been successful in fostering individual pro-
fessional learning or in changing individual’s professional practices. This chapter
describes the process of implementing a new model that shifts the focus from the
traditional approach of professional development where either the “experts” or the
formal leaders decide what is important for teachers to learn, to a focus on personal
professional learning that assumes that organizations must support individuals as
they strive to meet personal goals that are connected in meaningful ways with the
organization. It assumes that the organization cannot force meaningful professional
learning, but must establish conditions that encourage and support individuals to
learn professionally. This chapter traces how this shift occurred and the challenges
faced by the school district. It required not only changes in the culture, but also
structural changes for district personnel to allow for personal choice.

The work of teaching professionals has become increasingly complex and demand-
ing as schools and school districts have been increasingly held accountable for
ensuring that nearly all students perform at high levels of academic achievement
that was “once assumed to be the purview of a few” (Schlechty, 2001, p. 10). With
this increased accountability, the expectation of the public and governments from
schools and school districts is that they meet the diverse needs of individual learners
so that each student will attain a high standard in the achievement of curriculum
outcomes. In spite of such a lofty goal, little has been done to support teachers in
its realization (Elmore, 2002; Liebeman, 1995; Smylie, 1996; Starratt, 2004). In
essence, teachers are expected to accomplish this task as solo practitioners in their
own classroom environments, and at the same time they are expected to contribute
as teacher leaders in a school development process that theoretically should im-
pact student learning (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2007; Ryan, 2006). This
latter activity, school development, consumes a considerable portion of teachers’
professional development time. For instance, Sheppard (2008) found that in one
Canadian province, 86% of the teachers perceived school development planning to
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be the primary determiner of their professional development. Given that teachers of-
ten find that they do not have time to complete all the tasks related to their classroom
responsibilities, they tend to resent the amount of time that they have to commit
to school development planning as they perceive it to be related only remotely to
their core classroom responsibilities (Ryan, 2006). On the other hand, professional
development that is focused on classroom-related activities that might be viewed
more positively by teachers occurs, predominantly, only when new curriculum is
being introduced, and then it is rarely more than a one-shot event (Fullan, 2001;
Sheppard, 2008). As a result, this too has “a terrible reputation among scholars,
policymakers, and educators alike as being pedagogically unsound, economically
inefficient, and of little value to teachers” (Smylie, 1996, p. 10). Having observed the
limited attention given to professional development focused on the actual teaching
and learning processes in the classroom, Elmore (2002) concluded that

there are few portals through which new knowledge about teaching and learning can enter
schools; few structures or processes in which teachers and administrators can assimilate,
adapt, and polish new ideas and practices; and few sources of assistance for those who are
struggling to understand the connection between academic performance of their students
and the practices in which they engage. (p. 4–5)

It is apparent that rather than emphasizing professional development as a means
of educational improvement, the most common approach is to hold teachers ac-
countable without providing the necessary time and resources to build teachers’
professional capacity. In our view, such an approach is based on a flawed theory of
action “that the problems of schooling are due in large part to the lack of direction,
excessive discretion, and low accountability within the education system” (Smylie,
1996, p. 9). If teachers are to be held accountable for meeting increasingly high
expectations for the learning of all students, those holding the expectations must
assume responsibility to provide teachers with the necessary professional develop-
ment in order to develop their capacity to meet the demand. The imposition of bu-
reaucratic work rules and procedures that often accompany the high expectations is
simply wrongheaded (Elmore, 2002; Glickman et al., 2007). Sheppard (1996) found
that meaningful professional development, on the other hand, not only contributes
to the development of new classroom capabilities, but also leads to increased levels
of teacher commitment to the school and their colleagues; it improves collegial col-
laboration and enhances teachers’ willingness to experiment with new instructional
approaches.

Our argument here, however, is not simply that teachers should be provided with
opportunities for more professional development. As a matter of fact, in spite of
considerable support for the importance of professional development to improved
classroom practice, Sheppard (2008) found that 28% of the educational profession-
als in one Canadian province perceived their professional development experiences
to be a waste of time and 38% viewed them as not relevant to their needs or the
needs of their colleagues.
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Having taken note of the weaknesses of the common approaches to professional
development, Smylie (1996) recommends that if professional development is to lead
to improved teaching practices,

teachers’ opportunities to learn should be problem oriented and grounded in inquiry, exper-
imentation, and reflection. They should be collaborative, involving interaction with other
teachers and education professionals as sources of new ideas and feedback. These opportu-
nities should be coherent, intensive, and ongoing . . . [and can occur through a variety of]
structures and processes . . . [that] include individually guided study, clinical supervision,
and training; interactive learning from curriculum and instructional development and school
improvement; and individual and collaborative inquiry, such as action and teacher research.
(p. 10)

Results of a large-scale study of a professional development initiative in science
and mathematics in the USA conducted by Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, and
Yoon (2001) provide us with guidance for quality professional development as well.
They found that reform-type professional development that includes mentoring,
coaching, and study groups that often takes place during the regular school day was
more effective than traditional activities such as workshops, institutes, courses, and
conferences. Also, they found that professional development that engaged groups
of teachers from the same school was longer in duration (both contact hours and
time span), was focused on content knowledge, employed inquiry-oriented learning
approaches, and was highly coherent with district directions and other professional
development experiences was more likely to lead to an increase in teachers’ knowl-
edge and skills and to positively influence teaching practices.

Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, and Gallagher (2007) found findings similar to
those of Garet et al. (2001) with an important addition—the need to consider teach-
ers, their context, their personal professional goals, and differing curricula:

when considering how to “localize” their professional development activities, providers
. . . need to consider not only teachers’ own contexts but also the program’s demands on
teachers and how those demands can be met within their contexts . . . . There must be a
good “fit” between the curriculum and the local context, and . . . fit is shaped partly by the
effectiveness of the professional development activities themselves and also by the ability
of providers to meet other demands of teachers and by teachers’ own judgments about
how coherent a program is with their personal professional goals and their goals for their
students’ learning. (p. 952)

Similarly, Borko (2004) concluded from her review of relevant empirical evi-
dence that professional development experiences that explicitly focus on subject
matter and how children’s ideas about a subject develop can help teachers to better
foster students’ learning. Moreover, she concluded that the development of “strong
professional communities can foster teacher learning” (p. 6) and instructional im-
provement.

Having reviewed the existing literature related to professional development,
Glickman et al. (2007) concluded that a considerable knowledge base exists re-
lated to successful professional development programs and propose the following
common characteristics that can serve as guidelines for improved practice:
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1. Involvement of participants in planning, implementing, and evaluating pro-
grams

2. Programs that are based on schoolwide goals but that integrate individual and
group goals with school goals

3. Long-range planning and development
4. Programs that incorporate research and best practice in school improvement

and instructional improvement
5. Administrative support, including provision of time and other resources as well

as involvement in program planning and delivery
6. Adherence to the principles of adult learning
7. Attention to the research on change, including the need to address individual

concerns through the change process
8. Follow-up and support for transfer of learning to the school or classroom
9. Ongoing assessment and feedback

10. Continuous professional development that becomes part of the school culture.
(pp. 353–354)

Hall and Hord (2006) view professional development as an essential component
of educational reform, but emphasize the importance of placing an emphasis on
individual teacher’s learning rather than group learning. They contend that schools
are composed of individuals and they (schools) learn only as teachers learn. Con-
sequently, while many change processes can be directed at various groups, in the
final analysis, it must be recognized that “successful change starts and ends at the
individual level” (p. 7). Similarly, Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, and Kleiner (1994)
highlight the importance of personal professional learning in their learning organi-
zation discipline of personal mastery. They contend that “the central tenet of this
discipline [is that] no one can increase someone else’s personal mastery. We can
only set up conditions which encourage and support people who want to increase
their own” (p. 193). A focus on personal professional learning shifts the model of
learning away from traditional models, where either the “experts” or the “manage-
ment personnel” decide what is important for employees to learn. The following
conditions are necessary if personal professional learning is to be facilitated: (1)
The organization must support individuals as they strive to meet personal goals
that are connected in a meaningful way with the organization, (2) staff at all levels
(including administration) must engage in relevant learning activities, (3) adequate
support must be provided for individual engagement in learning, (4) all professional
development and training opportunities must be relevant to the individual’s learning
need, and (5) there must be personal and organizational commitment to it.

It is this emerging knowledge base related to professional development that
guided leadership practices of the superintendent of education and the work of the
critical friends in Discovery School District.

Professional Development in Discovery School District

As the last five chapters have shown, Discovery School District’s approach to leader-
ship was based on a collaborative leadership and organizational learning framework.
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This approach (more fully described in Chapter 2) requires that “knowledge have
a shared, social construction common to all members of the school organization”
(Louis, 2007, p. 4). It requires the facilitation of collaboration and distributed
leadership roles as the school communities learn from each other (Senge et al.,
1994). It requires a culture of trust and high expectations, where individuals feel
valued and respected (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). This approach, in addition to the
emerging literature related to professional development, had profound implications
for professional development and capacity building within the school district even
though it was tempered by the provincial context.

From a legal perspective, Discovery School District operated within a leg-
islative framework and was dependent on government for its entire professional
development budget including the allocation of professional development leave
days (see Chapter 7 for a more detailed discussion of budgeting in Discovery
School District). Government control of the professional development budget and
the leave days limited the school district’s discretion in respect to the amount
of professional development available to individual teachers as there was little
time available beyond that required for the mandated school development pro-
cess and the implementation of new curriculum (Sheppard, 2008). The school
district had little flexibility related to purpose and the amount available for pro-
fessional development; in reality, however, it had considerable discretion over
the nature of professional development, particularly in respect to school
development.

Within that context, in the early years following its formation through govern-
ment legislation in 1997, Discovery School District embarked on a number of initia-
tives. It was through the first school development initiative that we became involved
as university critical friends aimed at developing teacher leadership and professional
learning. Aside from the action learning/professional learning project, Discovery
School District focused on implementing information communications technology
(ICT) in all classrooms within the district and committed funds to ICT infrastructure
development (high-speed connectivity with classroom access and network commu-
nication using Lotus Notes).

Professional development of teachers with limited time and resources revealed
itself as a huge challenge. In order to finance their ICT initiatives, the district hired
a partnership coordinator who developed school–community partnerships that en-
abled them to leverage external funds from external agencies (primarily through
various federal government programs, which otherwise would not be accessible
to schools or the school district). One such program provided ICT hardware and
software to schools in order to provide community ICT access so that parents of
the school and other community members could develop their own skills outside of
regular school hours. The ICT infrastructure was available to teachers and students
during the regular school day. Also, Discovery deployed technology resource teach-
ers as a means of building capacity to support the implementation of ICT in class-
rooms. The improved capacity led to increased use of ICT in classrooms throughout
schools in the district and contributed to the ability of schools to access additional
federal funds through two other federal government initiatives: GrassRoots and the
Network of Innovative Schools.
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The ICT research and professional development initiatives in the Discovery
schools had three components.

1. The Learning School/Classroom. The first component was based on the premise
that if schools are to make meaningful improvements to support teaching and
learning, they must increase their organizational capacity. Teams of teachers
and researchers engaged in team learning and action research to implement ICT
into teaching and learning at the classroom level. The target of our investigation
as critical research friends was the relationship between leadership, organiza-
tional learning, and the implementation of innovative classroom practices with
a particular focus on teaching and learning in the classroom. As part of this
project, we worked with school district and department of education personnel
to develop a list of teaching and learning practices that were considered within
Discovery School District to be exemplary. For several years this appeared to
have had little impact on teachers’ professional development. Another project
(the Xerox project) between the Faculty of Education, Discovery, and a private
sector company allowed recent graduates with ICT skills to work in the class-
rooms as participant-observers where they provided technical support to class-
room teachers, thereby providing a learning environment for teachers where they
felt more comfortable in their initial use of the technology in their classroom
practice.

2. The Learning Community of Schools. This component focused on the use of
online professional development to support organizational learning and action
research. The Internet provided the means that would allow teachers to move
outside direct delivery mode into a virtual professional learning environment that
was independent of unique school settings. Interschool collaboration allowed
for opportunities for collaborative learning and organizational capacity building.
Teachers from selected schools explored collaborative professional development
using Learning Village software developed with IBM for the project (in part-
nership with the Faculty of Education, IBM and Discovery). In the development
stage, we involved a different group of schools than the ones involved with the
first component, the learning school/classroom. We anticipated that by engaging
different schools, we would increase the level of collaboration throughout the
district.

3. The Learning School District. The first two components were combined to build
the organizational capacity of the school district and to explore the question,
“Can ICT facilitate the creation of learning communities where there exists
a culture of learning for all—a requirement if Canadians are to be leaders in
the knowledge society?” It was hoped that each component would comple-
ment the other. The virtual professional development model (Learning Village)
would allow interschool collaboration, through asynchronous access by indi-
vidual teachers, that would facilitate across-school professional development
activities that were grounded in successful practices emerging from the school-
based component (team learning, action research, and organizational change). In
principle, the combination would provide a model of collaboration, professional
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development, and capacity building through the utilization of the capabilities of
high-speed, multimedia networks that would also connect schools with parents
and community.

In conjunction with the learning school district focus and as a result of the ex-
isting university–school district partnership, Discovery School District was invited
to become a partner in a national project with a large urban school district in an-
other province. The project, entitled On-line Professional Development for Educa-
tors Network (OPEN), was funded by the national Office of Learning Technologies,
with in-kind contributions from two universities and two school boards. Actual com-
mencement of the project occurred at the same time as the superintendent assumed
his position. The goals of the project were as follows: to support the professional de-
velopment of k-12 educators across Canada to integrate education technology in all
areas of the curriculum; to support management of educational change using ICT at
classroom, school, district, provincial, and national levels through ICT professional
development (PD); and to facilitate improved student achievement. There were six
specific project objectives: develop professional learning environments that promote
collaboration in rural and urban settings, support implementation of ICT in class-
rooms and schools (as part of school improvement efforts), provide opportunities for
professional collaboration and problem solving to support successful application of
models in various contexts (rural and urban) in different parts of Canada, provide PD
resources (models, classroom approaches, and assessment tools) that can be used by
teachers to integrate technology, build capacity with the partner organizations that
can provide leadership and expertise for further expansion, and conduct and dis-
seminate research that demonstrates how ICT facilitates learning and change within
a rural or urban educational community (students, teachers, preservice interns, ad-
ministrators, faculties of education, parents, and private sector).

My Voice

Having been part of the critical friends research team in Discovery School District,
I was keenly aware that in spite of the district’s efforts to bring about change in
the district’s schools and classrooms, results were disappointing. While each of the
initiatives described above may have contributed to educators’ professional learning
throughout the district, their impact appeared to be minimal. I assumed the role of
superintendent of education at a point in time when we, the critical friends, were be-
ginning to recognize that each of the research and development initiatives in which
we had been engaged was occurring as an isolated project that lacked sustainability
beyond the end of project funding and therefore was likely to have little district-
wide long-term impact. For instance, an internal assessment report of the Learning
Village Project two years following its adoption revealed that the level of school and
community connectivity and parent and teacher use of the Internet was insufficient
to continue with the project. After two years, there was practically no interschool
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collaboration or communication through the Internet with parents or the community.
This led me to conclude at the time that “This is a wonderful product with great
potential; however, I think we have purchased a snow blower to mow the lawn.”

Adopting a New Approach to Professional Development

Having been a member of the Provincial Advisory Committee on the Coordination
of Professional Development and having reviewed the existing literature related to
professional development, I realized the necessity of altering the approach to pro-
fessional development within the district. Consequently, in my opening address as
superintendent of education to school principals and program specialists, I commit-
ted to working with district personnel to improve professional development within
the district. I noted that,

In spite of the importance placed on professional development, there remains little posi-
tive support for the traditional models of one-day in-services or workshops that are held
at a district or provincial level. Equally, the evidence related to the impact of professional
development on the classroom and the teaching and learning is less than impressive. (Su-
perintendent’s opening address to school principals and program specialists)

Further, drawing on the evidence related to successful professional development
and personal mastery (Senge et al., 1994), I stated that while professional develop-
ment is critical to school success, it must be job embedded and driven by individual
teacher-identified needs in the context of the priority learning targets that arise from
the school’s shared vision with considerations given to personal needs, professional
requirements, teaching assignments, new courses/curriculum initiatives, the school
development plan, and the district strategic education plan. Also, I emphasized that
it must be student focused. Therefore, the priority for professional development
must be placed on supporting individual teachers in a continuing quest to improve
their teaching and learning practices.

In order to initiate change in existing professional development practices, I sought
the support of the Administrative Council and GAC to create a new program spe-
cialist position for personal and professional learning. This person would lead the
development and implementation of a new empirically based professional devel-
opment approach that was based on principles that had been articulated in a 1998
report of the Provincial Advisory Committee on the Coordination of Professional
Development that had been established by the Department of Education but re-
sulted “in little or no action at the provincial level” (Sheppard, 2008, p. 9). Within
six months of his appointment, the new program specialist, with the support of a
district team of professionals that included teachers, principals, and other program
specialists, had developed a model of personal professional learning that redefined
both professional development and professional personnel evaluation practices. The
latter evaluation processes now focused on professional learning, rather than on the
all too typical perfunctory top-down accountability-driven assessment that had pre-
viously been the case. GAC accepted the new personal and professional learning
model, and implementation began in year two of my tenure. The new personal
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professional learning program adopted by the district was founded upon the ex-
isting best practices and emerging empirical literature (Garet et al., 2001; Glickman
et al., 2007; Guskey, 2005; Joyce & Calhoun, 1994; Loucks-Horsley, 1994; Smylie,
1996; Sparks & Hirsh, 1997) and was driven by teacher-identified needs that were
articulated in personal professional growth plans. These growth plans were an es-
sential component of the revised professional development model in the district as
it required that all teachers develop an annual personal-professional learning plan in
collaboration with formal school leaders (such as lead teachers, department heads,
or school principals) and altered the model of accountability in respect to personal
professional learning.

In the past, all teachers were held accountable for attendance at professional
development sessions. The approach was based on the assumption that training
was synonymous with changed practice and that experts were someone other than
teachers. It held teachers accountable for attendance at training sessions, but teach-
ers were not held accountable for their learning or for any follow-up action as a
result of that learning. The reality, of course, was that teachers decided whether
they would implement the change (Glickman et al., 2007; Guskey, 2000; Hall &
Hord, 2006; Hargreaves & Evans, 1997). In the newly implemented model, teachers
were accountable, in consultation with the formal leaders (principal, vice principal,
department heads, and/or district personnel), to decide what professional develop-
ment they needed in order to implement curriculum and instructional changes nec-
essary to foster student learning in the context of provincial, district, and school
policies, goals, and objectives. Each teacher determined his/her priority needs, and
the school leaders and district program staff attempted to facilitate delivery on these
articulated needs. The district and school boards were accountable for the provision
of an adequate level of support and the required resources for individual’s learn-
ing experience, while the professional learner committed to sharing new knowl-
edge with district colleagues and, where applicable, the utilization of that knowl-
edge to improve school and classroom conditions in support of student learning
(DiBella, Nevis, & Gould, 1996). A valued component of the professional learning
experiences supported by the district was learning from external sources. In support
of this, the district established a professional development fund to support annually
a select number of principals, program specialists, and teachers to attend national or
international conferences in support of their professional learning goals.

While we were implementing a new approach to professional development in
Discovery School District, a Ministerial Panel on Educational Delivery in the Class-
room was in the process of examining the education system in order to advise
the minister of education on ways to advance the classroom reform process and
to address the outstanding issues of improvement and effective program delivery.
Their report, Supporting Learning (Williams & Sparks, 2000), created a multia-
gency committee, the Professional Development Alliance, which was tasked with
developing a new collaborative framework for teacher professional development.
Both Brown and I were invited to be founding members of this Alliance. While
we were instrumental in shaping the Alliance professional development model, our
engagement as Alliance members also contributed to a reshaping of the new Dis-
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Elaborations
Professional development is the continual renewal of personal knowledge and expertise that leads to improved professional
competence in support of student learning.  Professional development engages individuals and groups in a broad range of
teacher activities including teacher preparation, in-service, individual development, program implementation, staff
development, and organizational development. 
Educators refer primarily to teachers but also include professional personnel at school districts, the Department of Education,
Memorial University and the Newfoundland and Labrador Teachersí Association. 
Learners refer to both educators and students, all of whom are engaged in lifelong learning and who continually learn from
one another in a variety of ways.
Supporting Student Learning: All professional development is focused on enhancing student learning.
Policy/Guidelines include definitions, beliefs and best practices that impact on professional development in the province.
Policies and guidelines also refer to frameworks and procedures for recognizing participation in professional development.
Each educator determines his or her PD needs in the context of policy/guidelines and other inputs.  Inputs, both internal and
external, refer to those forces that drive the need for professional development activities, including new curricula, the findings
of research into aspects of teaching and learning, policies and regulations, strategic plans, social and economic conditions and
individual professional growth plans.
Needs Analysis refers to such activities as setting annual agendas, monitoring the impact of professional development
initiatives and highlighting particular areas of need, both organizational and individual.
Providers. Providers include the individuals, groups and mechanisms through whom or which professional developmental
activities are undertaken.  Providers can be internal or external to the province or the education system.  Within the provincial
education system, PD providers include teachers, program specialists/consultants/officers (District, Department of Education,
NLTA), Special Interest Councils of NLTA, Memorial University, the Centre for Distance Learning and Innovation (CDLI)
and the NLTA Virtual Teacher Centre (VTC).
Forms of PD.  Forms of PD include the various ways professional development can be organized and delivered, including
institutes, workshops, learning teams and individualized learning.  These forms of PD may be undertaken face to face, through
mediating technologies (e.g. web-based), private study, or combinations of various types.  

Fig. 6.1 Professional Development Alliance Model

covery School District model during its early stages of implementation. In the final
analysis, when the new model for professional development was adopted as the
provincial model for professional development (see Fig. 6.1) through the work of
the Provincial Professional Development Alliance, Discovery School District was
in its third year of implementation.

This new model of professional development was essential to improved profes-
sional learning throughout the district, but GAC believed that without a specific
focus on improving classroom practices, it might do little more than provide im-
proved learning opportunities for teachers without having any meaningful impact
on what they do in the classroom or on student learning. It was toward that purpose
that GAC engaged in the development of a shared vision for teaching and learning as
described in Chapter 5. We (GAC) believed that such a vision would help the entire
organization and individuals within it to focus their personal-professional learning
goals on continuous improvement of their classroom practices.

While I have no empirical evidence that the professional development initiatives
that were focused on achieving the shared vision of teaching and learning (outlined
in Chapter 5) contributed to improved classroom practices or student learning, there
are a number of indicators that suggest a trend in a positive direction. Over the span
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of a four-year period, there was an 11% increase in the extent to which teachers
perceived that their school had a vision statement that guided their actions, a 13%
increase in teachers’ perceptions that there was a clear plan for moving toward their
vision, and a 27% increase in the extent to which individual teachers perceived
that their colleagues were committed to improvements in teaching and learning
(Sheppard & Brown, 2007).

A second indicator of how the shared vision of teaching and learning influenced
teachers’ professional learning plans relates to the use of ICT in support of student
learning. Because classroom use of ICT in support of student learning was identified
as a component of the vision for teaching and learning, a large number of teachers
identified it as a personal professional learning goal. Because the skill levels of those
identifying this as a learning goal varied, the district brought together a leadership
team of program specialists and lead teachers in this field to develop and implement
a professional development plan to meet the needs of teachers at three skill levels:
beginner, intermediate, and advanced. Essential to the plan were follow-up activities
and supports that assisted early users to build on their initial professional develop-
ment experience (Discovery School Board, Annual Report, 2002–2003). Recogniz-
ing that there were few examples of best practices in the classroom use of ICT to
support student learning within the district, the district established a series of pro-
fessional learning centers. These centers were established at each level of schooling
(primary, elementary, intermediate, and high school) and in one categorical and one
non-categorical special education class. The lead teachers for these learning centers
assumed responsibility to develop, pilot, and document through a written innova-
tion profile best practices in the use of ICT as a classroom tool focused on holistic
learning, reflective problem-solving exercises, collaborative grouping, and social
interactions that promote higher-order thinking and meaningful learning. Moreover,
they archived resources for the purpose of having a digital repository that could be
shared by others. The resources and innovative profile of best practices were made
available to those teachers who were in the early-use stages (Hall and Hord, 2006)
in the adoption of ICT as a classroom tool. In the first year, the centers were a huge
success as suggested by the following comment by a special education teacher who
was an early user:

The students have improved and learned more in one month than they had in years. Inte-
gration obviously works, and my colleagues are right on the bandwagon! Again, Thanks!
We couldn’t have done it without you guys. (Discovery School District, Annual Report,
2002–2003).

As for improvements in student learning, province-wide tests in grades 3, 6, 9,
and 12 revealed that the district experienced rapid improvement in scores at all lev-
els as documented in the following excerpt from correspondence from the deputy
minister of education to the chairperson of the school board:

It is clear the efforts your board had made to improve student achievement is paying off,
as is evidenced in the district’s improved criterion referenced test (CRT) and public ex-
amination results in 2002–03. As you know, this trend is continuing, as [this year’s] . . .

scores indicate [the district] has once again produced excellent results. (deputy minister of
education, personal communication, October 15, 2003)
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DISCOVERY SCHOOL BOARD PRESS RELEASE

A recent national report on the Quality of Public Education in Canada published by the
Learning Partnership states that, “When it comes to figuring out a math problem or writing a
report, Canadian students rank among the world’s best.”

This being the case, parents of students in Discovery School District should certainly be
excited about the most recent provincial assessment results:

� Discovery Grade 3 students performed the highest in the province in language arts.
� Discovery Grade 6 students performed the highest in the province in language arts.
� Discovery Grade 6 students performed the highest in the province in mathematics.
� Discovery Grade 9 students performed the highest in the province in reading, mathemat-

ics, and science.
� Discovery Grade 9 students performed above the provincial average in 6 of 7 areas of

French.
� Discovery Senior High students performed above the provincial average on 10 of 11 pub-

lic examination courses and performed as well as the provincial average on the eleventh.

Board Chairperson, Carol stated, “The Board is ecstatic about the latest achievement re-
sults! Just a few years ago, students in Discovery School District achieved average results in
respect to students in other school districts in this Province. Overall, they are now leading
the way.”

Fig. 6.2 Student achievement press release

Also, the extent of the improvement in comparison to other school districts in
the same province was outlined in a school board press release (see Fig. 6.2).
Unfortunately, the full potential of the new professional development approach in
Discovery School District is difficult to assess as it became a victim of government
restructuring (see Chapter 7) during the year following the completion of the shared
vision.

Through the Lens of Critical Friends

It appears that our early research/professional development partnership initiatives
related to leadership for the implementation of the district’s ICT agenda helped build
the capacity related to the use of ICT for teaching and learning within the district.
Furthermore, the links to the university appeared to help keep the district informed
on recent research and trends, and their active involvement in research raised their
awareness of possibilities and what was happening in other Canadian jurisdictions;
new software and hardware created excitement about the new possibilities. In spite
of those positive aspects, we were somewhat disappointed that these initiatives did
not lead to more district-wide sustainable changes in teaching and learning. Fortu-
nately, our partnership with the district continued, and we were able to participate
in the development of a new empirically based professional development approach
focused on improving teaching and learning throughout the entire district.
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The implementation of the district’s new model of professional development was
not without its challenges, however. Because the new model was based on profes-
sional choice, there was a great deal of resistance from some program specialists
who had normally decided what was important for teachers to learn. There was re-
sistance at the provincial level, as well, as the Department of Education consultants
began to realize that the district was no longer willing to mandate that teachers
attend training sessions that external sources (such as those at the Department of
Education) felt necessary. The district was able to overcome the provincial resis-
tance by securing the support of the deputy minister of education. As reported in
Chapter 4, resistance from program specialists began to evaporate as members be-
gan to recognize that the new approach resulted in improved professional learning,
improved programming, and increases in student achievement.

A significant threat to the success of the district’s implementation of the pro-
fessional development model resulted from a misinterpretation of “professional
choice” by a newly hired assistant superintendent of human resources. She approved
one teacher’s request to engage in a costly training program that had no apparent
connection to his teaching duties, but was focused on one of the key goals of the
district to promote healthy living. The teacher was in his last year before retirement
eligibility and used the opportunity to train at the board’s expense for a new job
outside of the organization. This gap in the district accountability system further
eroded support for the new professional development model and dictated detailed
clarification of personal mastery, personal and professional growth, and professional
development to ensure that the purposes of the district were well served. Upon re-
flection, it reveals the challenges of bringing clarity to new initiatives during the
implementation stage. Also, willingness to admit that this gap existed without se-
rious reprisal for the decision-maker demonstrated the organization’s tolerance for
failure related to risk taking. This encouraged others to take measured risks and
not to hide inherent failures or mistakes, but to treat them as learning experiences
(Kouzes & Posner, 2003).

A second threat to the district’s new approach to professional development re-
sulted from the government’s continued reduction in the level of funding for pro-
fessional development to all school districts. In spite of this reduction to an already
lean budget and the board’s focus on reducing a large accumulated budget deficit,
the school board believed that professional development for teachers and principals
was important and worth fighting for. They became more focused on teaching and
learning and had come to recognize the importance of teacher professional develop-
ment as well. For instance, a trustee indicated that he was delighted that the district
had produced videos highlighting exemplary teaching practices. In his view, this
was one of the most significant professional development initiatives the district had
taken in his term in office as he saw it as modeling the type of teaching that was
expected. He observed that the school board had become more focused on teaching
and learning and had become more supportive of teacher professional development.
Moreover, it is noteworthy that the importance of professional development as a
means of improving student learning was noted in each of the board’s annual reports
during that period and the trustee boasted that in spite of government cuts to the
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professional development budget, “we made it a line item in our budget and when
things got tight we fought to keep it there, and so far we have succeeded” (Brown,
Dibbon, & Sheppard, 2003).

While teachers remained highly critical of the inadequate level of funding for
professional development, it appears that they may have recognized the school
board’s commitment to it in the face of declining resources. During this period,
the percentage of teachers who perceived that the organization supported them in
the achievement of their personal professional goals rose by 25% over a four-year
period (Sheppard & Brown, 2006).

Leithwood (1996) has argued for central policy initiatives that define expected
outcomes, but at the same time allow schools to develop the learning capacity to de-
termine their own processes and implementation strategies. In spite of the district’s
new approach to professional development, it is not surprising that schools were not
anxious to assume this role as most continued to work within the mindscapes of the
traditional model (where program specialists decided the professional development
program), and it is likely that principals were not confident that they could make
these decisions either. Their engagement in the development of a decision matrix for
teaching and learning (see Figs. 4.4 and 4.5), their engagement in the development
of the shared vision for teaching and learning, and the school’s ownership of the
school-level implementation and decisions related to teacher professional develop-
ment proved to be effective strategies in overcoming these mindscapes. It clarified
the role of principals (and the school) in determining what professional development
was needed, who would be involved, and how it would contribute to meaningful
changes in classroom practices. It demonstrated as well that district personnel had
roles to play that were supportive of schools, rather than as agents of top-down ac-
countability. This was particularly evident in respect to the locally developed videos
that provided images of the teaching and learning vision in practice, provided a
celebration of current practice, and highlighted for individual schools, principals,
and teachers that they were members of a family of schools through which they
could both contribute to and draw strength from the entire district.

As a result of the redefined roles of program specialists who now worked as part-
ners and boundary spanners between schools, families of schools, and schools and
the school district, the professional learning capacity was enhanced. For example,
one program specialist brought together a team of lead teachers to develop learning
experiences for teachers in the use of ICT as part of their teaching and learning
repertoire. Within a two-year period, nearly every school in the district had two
learning centers that served as centers of excellence for the use of ICT in support
of student learning. These centers were available as professional learning centers
for teachers and thereby contributed to increased teacher capacity for the use of
ICT in the classroom. Beyond the expectation that increased teacher capacity would
improve classroom practices, there was an unanticipated direct impact on student
learning. Many of the district’s schools were in rural regions where students trav-
eled long distances by school bus. While teachers provided regular tutorial sessions,
many students could not avail of them because of their home location. As a result of
the developing expertise of lead teachers in the ICT professional learning centers,
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several of them designed multimedia learning clips that provided tutorial learning
experiences that all students could access at home. These learning clips became so
successful they became a model for schools throughout the entire province.

While we did not collect data that would allow us to confirm that either the shared
vision of teaching and learning or the new approach to professional development
made a positive difference to classroom practices and student learning, the anec-
dotal evidence and our general observations as participant observers in support
of that view is compelling. Among the most compelling of our observations was
the excitement and energy that we observed among the teachers and various other
participants during the inaugural screening of each of the k-6 and 7-12 classroom
practices videos.
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Chapter 7
Systems Challenges to Growth
and Sustainability of Meaningful
Educational Reform

Abstract Effective school districts function as complex adaptive learning organi-
zations that work with multiple partners to mitigate the varied systemic factors that
frequently inhibit student learning. This chapter reveals the challenges and successes
of a school district that experienced considerable success functioning in this man-
ner. The district was even able to overcome most of the challenges imposed by the
traditional hierarchical bureaucratic controls of government; however, in the final
analysis, sustainability of meaningful reform was largely dependent on long-term
government support.

As we have established in previous chapters, most observers of the school systems
in the Western world conclude that educational reform is challenging, and as a con-
sequence, the most significant elements of today’s schools remain the same as they
were throughout the second half of the previous century. For the most part, teach-
ers still operate in isolation from one another; they deliver content to students, use
paper-and-pencil tests to determine how much information students have retained
at a particular point in time, and use the accumulated results of these tests across
a number of subject areas to determine whether a student passes or fails and how
well she/he has done in comparison to her/his peers. Having observed the apparent
intransigence of school systems to change, we share Elmore’s (2002) view that “the
existing structure and culture of schools seem better designed to resist learning and
improvement than to enable it” (p. 4).

While we accept the view that reform efforts have not done much to change
schools and that the existing structures and culture perpetuate the status quo, we do
not accept contentions that teachers and educational administrators are to blame for
this reality. Rather, we believe that change has not occurred because most educa-
tional reform efforts have been simplistic, externally imposed solutions that have
been either poorly designed or inadequately implemented. For the most part, educa-
tional reform has focused on dealing with single factors and political “quick-fixes”
that fail to address the complexities and systemic nature of the problems in the pub-
lic education system and “what takes place in classrooms” (Knapp, 1997, p. 227).
We concur with Emery (2006) who suggests that it appears that would-be reformers
repeatedly have “understated how hard it is to get from here to there” (p. xi) and who
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contends that little meaningful sustained change in education is likely to be achieved
without the recognition that “education is a system, not a collection of parts” (p. 2).
Frequently, inadequate attention is given to implementation of the reform initiative
and its systemic nature. As a result, only a select few—the innovators and leaders—
become engaged in it, while the majority give it superficial attention as they await
the introduction of yet another fad. This typical simplistic approach to reform that
is based on a naı̈ve assumption that adoption is synonymous with implementation,
in our view, is a primary reason for the lack of sustainability of change initiatives.
If implementation efforts fail to go beyond the introduction of a reform initiative,
asking why that initiative has not been sustained is irrelevant because there has been
no reform to sustain!

Toward Meaningful School Reform

Throughout this book, we have argued that in response to the well-documented
failure of school reform, there has been a growing body of empirical evidence
that has fueled support for the importance of organizational learning as a promis-
ing approach for bringing about meaningful, sustained improvement in schools
and school systems (Fullan, 2005; Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Hall & Hord, 2006;
Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). Employing an organizational
learning framework requires recognition that schools are just one component of
a complex adaptive learning system that is composed of multiple dynamic inter-
related subsystems that interact to influence student learning. Fullan (2005) and
Sackney (2007) suggest that there are three primary sources of formal leadership
that must work together in order for school systems to function as professional
learning communities: schools, districts, and government. Figure 7.1 (a slightly
modified version of the leadership framework by Leithwood et al.) recognizes these
three leadership sources and identifies how they interact with other stakeholders
and multiple variables to influence student learning. Critical to the understanding
of this framework is the assumption that the relationships among the variables in
the framework are interdependent and complex and that each variable potentially
directly and indirectly impacts other variables that either facilitate or inhibit stu-
dent learning. For instance, school leaders influence and are influenced by provin-
cial/state government; district leadership; other stakeholder groups such as unions,
professional associations, community and business groups, federal government, the
judicial system, and the media; and multiple professional learning experiences. In
spite of the interdependence of each of these leadership sources, each independently,
either directly or indirectly, influences school and classroom conditions and student
learning. For example, the Youth Criminal Justice Act and related Supreme Court
rulings (Mackay & Sutherland, 2006; R. v. A.M., 2008) have had major implica-
tions for Canadian schools, and some parents and educators believe that both have
made it much more difficult to maintain safe schools as they argue that the bal-
ance has tipped too far in favor of individual freedom rather than student safety
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Fig. 7.1 Linking leadership to learning

(Johnson, 2008). Aside from the fact that student safety is independently of ut-
most importance, it is a school condition that directly impacts student learning
(Ma, 2002). If students do not feel safe, they are unlikely to be focused on learning.

Among the most recognized and well-established influences on student learning
are factors related to student and family background. These factors have been found
to account for more than 50% of the variance in student achievement outcomes
(Harris, Chapman, Muijs, Russ, & Stoll, 2006; Kohn, 2002; Stoll & Fink, 1996).
For instance, in a recent study of intermediate students (Atlantic Evaluation and Re-
search Consultants, 2008), we found that two background factors commonly used as
measures of socioeconomic status (CMEC, 2007, 2008b)—mother’s education level
and the number of books in the home—were associated with huge differences in
students’ post-secondary aspirations: 31% fewer students with mothers having less
than high-school education and 40% fewer students who have very few books in the
home indicated that they aspire to getting a post-secondary education in compari-
son to the those who are most advantaged in these respects. Fortunately, however,
as indicated in Fig. 7.1, there is some evidence that the negative impact of family
background factors that limit students’ ability to learn can be somewhat mitigated
by school leadership (Harris et al.) and by social policies designed to support fam-
ilies and communities (Ungerleider, 2003). Ungerleider argues that social policies
that include “decent minimum wages, generous parenting policies, universal day
care and early-childhood education, fair employment standards, and health care”
(pp. 294–295) are required if society is to expect meaningful improvement in student
learning in public schools. It is obvious that government leadership is required if any
of those social policies are to become a reality.

School leaders may be able to mitigate the negative impact of the family and
community factors by providing direct school support to the family and through ef-
forts to engage the larger community in providing supports. However, direct school
support to families is difficult to provide in a system that has been typically resource



104 7 Systems Challenges to Growth and Sustainability of Meaningful Educational Reform

challenged and where school leaders are notoriously overburdened. Furthermore,
some argue that mobilizing the larger community in support of public k-12 educa-
tion in an increasingly fast-paced, self-centered world may be somewhat idealistic
and perhaps even naı̈ve.

Beyond the direct impact of family and community background on student learn-
ing, Knapp (1997) offers another perspective of how families and other members of
the larger school community impact efforts to bring about school and classroom
reform. He suggests that in final analysis

perhaps, the most problematic thing that intervenes between reform and the classroom is
the degree to which the public (a) perceives good things to be happening in . . . classrooms
and (b) is willing to give the reforms time to demonstrate how far reaching the resulting
improvements might be. (p. 259)

No doubt, public perceptions have considerable impact on the decision-making
among political leaders (government or district trustees) who need to demonstrate
results prior to the next election (Galway, 2008). If the electorate perceives a new
program or an initiative is less than positive, in all likelihood it will become an
election issue or may even be dropped before an election is called.

Within the context of their more traditional in-school leadership role (e.g., in-
structional leadership), school leaders influence the schools’ ability to learn, thereby
impacting school and classroom conditions and teachers’ professional commitment,
professional engagement, and openness to be innovative (Sheppard, 1996) that have
been found to be associated with improved student outcomes (Hallinger & Heck,
1999; Hanushek, 2004; Mulford, Silins, & Leithwood, 2004). As for the impact of
teachers on student learning, the evidence is convincing that “individual teachers
have a powerful effect on students’ academic achievement” (Hill & Flynn, 2006;
Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). Knapp (1997) draws attention to the impor-
tant role of teachers in bringing about educational reform as he argues that the suc-
cess of any reform initiative is ultimately dependent on “what teachers themselves
internalize as the operative standard to which they hold themselves accountable”
(p. 257). If this is indeed the case, there is little doubt that the meaningful engage-
ment of teachers in the educational reform process is essential.

Given the complex, systemic nature of the multiple factors that impact student
learning as noted above, it is readily apparent that any expectation that any one
group or agency can identify and impose solutions to mitigate the impact of all of
those factors is unrealistic and naı̈ve. Our argument is that meaningful sustained
educational reform will occur in schools only through collaborative leadership and
organizational learning that is systemic and adaptive and that engages the multiple
sources of leadership of each of the interrelated subsystems in purposeful interaction
focused on improving student learning.

As noted in Chapter 3, we believe that the school district has the most potential
for fostering such large-scale systemic reform; however, long-term success is highly
unlikely “if the larger system [and in particular government] is not a partner in
fostering the sustainability agenda” (Fullan, 2005, p. 80). In the next section we will
explore some examples of how Discovery School District interacted with the major
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system partners and how the district was influenced by these partners and how it
attempted to influence them.

Systems Thinking in Discovery School District

The federal government has no formal jurisdiction over k-12 education in Canada.
However, laws related to children and youth as well as special federal programs
targeted at youth employment, regional economic development, second-language
programs, and the development of the national communications and technology in-
frastructure have had a huge impact on school districts such as Discovery School
District. For instance, Discovery School District benefited greatly from various fed-
eral programs. By working in partnership with other local agencies (e.g., Regional
Economic Development Boards), Discovery School District accessed many federal
government programs offered through Human Resources and Development Canada
(HRDC) and Industry Canada. As a result of funding and human resource support
provided by these federal government agencies over the course of a decade, the
district championed improved connectivity to the district’s schools, private homes,
local businesses, and agencies throughout the entire geographic region served by
the school district. The programs brought computer hardware and software into the
schools along with several hundred highly skilled support personnel, and they pro-
vided learning opportunities that built the capacity of teachers, parents, students,
and the general public in using ICT for learning, business development and commu-
nication (e.g., Discovery School Board, Annual Report, 2003). Moreover, with the
support of the provincial Federation of School Councils, Discovery School Board
was able to avail of a federal program that directly targeted meaningful parental
involvement in the life and education of students in their early adolescence as a
means of reducing risk factors and improving learning outcomes for children from
challenging socioeconomic circumstances (Discovery School Board, Annual Re-
port, 2003).

In recognition of the negative impact of low socioeconomic conditions on chil-
dren’s educational success, Discovery School District was committed to actions
to mitigate these negative forces. While predecessor school districts together with
other social agencies had lobbied both the provincial and federal governments for
the establishment of early childhood education programs, it had resulted in little
action. Therefore, shortly after Discovery School District was founded in the mid-
1990s, it established its own early childhood intervention program for preschool
children. Because early childhood education was beyond the mandate of the school
district, however, it was more challenging to access external resources to support
the program. Nevertheless, the district persevered, and as a result of the successes of
their early intervention program over a six-year period, the provincial government
adopted the program for the entire province. Clearly, this is one example of how
school districts can influence provincial directions rather than to be just passive
recipients of top-down mandates. As a result of its leadership, Discovery School
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District impacted learning opportunities for children throughout the entire province
at the same time as they benefitted from the additional resources and financial
supports that accompanied the provincial implementation of the early intervention
program.

In addition to the early intervention program for preschool children, district pro-
gram specialists for primary education and literacy held a number of sessions with
parents of preschool children throughout the district. These sessions focused pri-
marily on the importance of reading and language development and the need for
direct parent involvement in their children’s education. Moreover, district personnel
engaged school councils in a conversation about the importance of early childhood
intervention and encouraged them to support community-based preschool initia-
tives. The district recognized that in spite of their efforts focused on overcoming
the typical learning deficits of low socioeconomic conditions, many children would
arrive at school less well prepared than others that were more socially and economi-
cally advantaged. Given this recognition, the district committed to “the development
of a k-12 literacy plan with increased emphasis on reading and writing interventions
for k-4 students” (Discovery School Board, Strategic Plan, 2004) to optimize the
likelihood that all children, with the exception of those with profound learning ex-
ceptionalities, would be reading at grade level.

Also, the superintendent became involved as a provincial and national advocate
for the recognition that socioeconomic factors and the extent to which the student’s
community and family value education have considerable impact on school and
classroom conditions and individual student achievement. In this advocacy role,
through several national forums, he challenged provincial governments for their
increased emphasis on test scores in specific subjects and condemned right-wing
think tanks for their ranking of schools based on student scores on these tests,
with little consideration of these aforementioned wider social conditions (Sheppard,
2001, 2002, 2004).

In spite of the considerable leadership exercised by Discovery School District
as it attempted to engage multiple sources of leaders to influence the varied factors
that impact on student learning, in the final analysis, government control presented
huge challenges to the sustainability of its reform agenda. In the remainder of this
chapter, we explore several of these larger system challenges.

Systems Challenges to the Discovery School District
Reform Agenda

Challenge 1: Government Control of Financial and Human
Resources

Discovery School District was funded entirely by government. Teachers, district
educational personnel, and senior administrators were paid directly by govern-
ment, and the remaining budget was allocated to the school board as a grant with
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specifically designated components (as opposed to block funding) as follows: in-
struction, repairs and maintenance, school secretarial, maintenance wages, and op-
erations. For the most part, government expected school boards to allocate the
resources by components in similar proportions to that which they received. A par-
ticular challenging aspect of government’s approach to budgeting for school boards
was the government’s total control of capital expenditures and the reduction of the
budget allocation for repair and maintenance. During the mid-1990s, as government
became increasingly obsessed with reducing the provincial debt, capital spending
in education was drastically reduced. Also, the funding for repair, maintenance, and
cleaning was reduced from a rate of $0.96 to $0.55 per square foot as a cost-cutting
measure, and it remained at that lower rate for more than a decade following. An
additional challenge related to this reduction in the repairs and maintenance budget
was the escalating costs of servicing the growing emerging technology infrastruc-
ture (the purchase of which was largely funded through school-level fundraising).
Because there was no special budget allocation either to employ computer technol-
ogy support specialists or to purchase hardware, all school districts in the province,
including Discovery School District, were forced to reduce already underfunded
support staff allocations (school secretarial and custodial) in order to provide at least
minimal essential service in this emerging area (Warren, Curtis, Sheppard, Hillier, &
Roberts, 2003).

Given these circumstances, the Discovery School Board was restricted in its abil-
ity to purchase cleaning and maintenance supplies and to enter into preventative
maintenance contracts. This led to a deterioration of many school facilities that over
the course of a decade resulted in leaking roofs and windows and the build-up of dust
and mould. In such circumstances, considerable time and effort was spent in crisis
management, lobbying government for more resources, and restructuring school
systems in order to eliminate those buildings that posed the greatest safety threat
or health hazard to their occupants. In spite of those challenges, Discovery School
District was able to improve its external performance rating for occupational health
and safety by 50%. While this was something to celebrate given the challenging
circumstances, in reality, the improvements occurred because of the considerable
priority that was given to it by school board trustees, district and school personnel,
and parents. While we applaud the focus on the safety and comfort of students and
school personnel, we are convinced that the challenges presented by the inadequate
level of funding necessitated an inordinate effort to achieve this safety goal that
diverted attentions away from a collective focus on improving teaching and learning
processes.

In addition to controlling school board funding, the government maintained con-
trol of the allocation of classroom teachers, guidance counselors, student support
specialists, and school administrators through the use of a school-based formula.
Throughout the period of our study, Discovery School District experienced a rapid
decline in student population, and as a result the existing bureaucratic formula ap-
proach to allocating teachers by school created multiple challenges related to pro-
gram delivery in small schools and contributed to large class sizes in larger schools
(Shortall & Greene-Fraize, 2007). While the school district had some flexibility in
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teacher assignment to individual schools, removing a teacher unit from a school to
which the unit had been allocated through the government formula and assigning it
to another school, when both schools were perceived by the school community as
understaffed to begin with, proved to be politically challenging. Similarly, the grow-
ing demands of information technology created challenges in respect to teacher allo-
cations. Because there was no allocation of information technology teachers, these
units were taken from elsewhere. Most commonly, schools replaced the teacher-
librarian unit with an information technology resource person that may have nega-
tively impacted both student and teacher learning resource support.

Even more problematic, as noted by the Individual Support Services and Path-
ways Commission (Langdon & Somerton, 2007), was the control by government of
the allocation of categorical special education teachers to schools:

The overwhelming message gleaned from the . . . hearings was that the ISSP [Individual
Support Services Plan] and Pathways models resembled a good idea gone awry, a sound
concept which has lost its focus (p. 6) . . . . [And] of equal concern was the approval process
for . . . applications for categorical service. Once developed, applications are forwarded to
the Department of Education for approval. All stakeholders noted the irony in a system of
decision making where those who know the child the least, have the final decision over their
programming. (p. 54)

Beyond maintaining control of funding and the allocation of all teaching pro-
fessionals, government held control of labor negotiations for all school district
employees as well. While school boards were invited to participate in the nego-
tiations, they had no authority to make decisions. In spite of their lack of power
during labor negotiations, they were held entirely responsible for managing any job
actions, such as work stoppages or strikes that resulted from them. During the five-
year time span of our study of Discovery School District, there were two lengthy
general strikes of all support staff including school secretaries, student assistants
(for students with special needs), and cleaning and maintenance personnel. During
both labor disruptions, schools remained open with the support of essential cleaning
services that were provided by a small group of striking workers and supplemented
by district management personnel. Teachers were expected to attend to any students
with special needs without the support of a student assistant, and school principals
were expected to function without the support of administrative assistants (school
secretaries). While these labor disruptions (strikes) were not necessarily a direct
function of government control, the expectations placed on school district adminis-
trators by government during those strikes created long-term challenges to the Dis-
covery School District reform agenda. Beyond disrupting the teaching and learning
agenda for several weeks, the engagement of district personnel in managing the
strike was detrimental to the district’s agenda of increasing collaborative leadership
and shared decision-making in order to facilitate organizational learning. As found
in other studies (Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000), it also
negatively impacted staff morale and the level of trust between school and district
office personnel.
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Challenge 2: The Difficult Transition from Purpose to Practice

While education in Canada is a provincial responsibility and there is no federal min-
istry of education, the visions and purposes of k-12 education across the country are
similar (Atlantic Evaluation and Research Consultants, 2008; CMEC, 1997, 2007,
2008a; Council of Atlantic Ministers of Education and Training [CAMET], n.d.;
Western and Northern Canadian Protocol for Collaboration [WNCP], n.d.). In the
four Atlantic Provinces, for example, CAMET (n.d.) have agreed to common goals
through the articulation of Essential Graduation Learnings that are focused on the
following: aesthetic expression, citizenship, communication, personal development,
problem solving, and technological competence (e.g., New Brunswick, Department
of Education, n.d.). These Essential Graduation Learnings that form the foundation
of curriculum and grade-level outcomes of k-12 public education reveal that the
articulated purpose in all four of these provinces is to develop culturally literate
citizens who are committed to lifelong learning and democratic citizenship, are able
to compete in a global economy, and have the capacity for critical thought and the
skills and attitudes needed to live in a caring and just society. In addition to those
articulated goals, there is an overarching universal recognition in the articulated
goals of all schools, school districts, and the provincial departments of education
that schools must be safe, caring environments that exist as meaningful social spaces
for children and adolescents, rather than as just places to be endured as they prepare
for adult life. Within that context, Discovery School Board committed to the fol-
lowing vision statement: “To challenge and develop the learning and achievement
capabilities of each student in a safe, caring, and socially just learning environment”
(Discovery School District, 2004).

While there are minor variations across Canadian provinces in respect to what
Canadians want from the public school system, in general, most want schools to
be focused on providing strong foundations in reading, writing, and numeracy and
expect them to ensure that their graduates can demonstrate the attainment of an ad-
equate performance level on provincial tests in English language, mathematics, and
science and to ensure that they are prepared for post-secondary education and the
changing labor market (CMEC, 2008a). Moreover, they expect schools to strengthen
common moral values; promote citizenship education and political engagement;
promote healthy living; develop social skills and technological competence; develop
their abilities in and appreciation of the arts, music, and our cultural heritage; and
attend to students’ personal development (Canadian Council on Learning, 2007;
Ungerleider, 2003).

In spite of an apparent general “motherhood and apple pie” agreement on the
overall purpose of k-12 education, there is less agreement in respect to what this
purpose looks like in practice, the value assigned to the various aspects of the pur-
pose, and how educational success is measured. Some citizens contend that public
schools have become soft and that they are engaged in purposes other than those that
are most essential. They emphasize the need to get “back to the basics” and call for
increased accountability for the attainment of high standards in science, mathemat-
ics, and English language as measured through high stakes tests. This group appears
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to hold assumptions that one can define the basic purpose, align the curriculum to
this purpose, develop high standards for meeting it, construct assessment to measure
whether all students meet the standard, and reward or punish schools on the basis
of whether their students meet the standard (Brooks & Brooks, 1999). In contrast,
others argue vehemently against the “back to the basics” agenda contending that
the only meaningful purpose of education can be to develop individuals’ desire and
ability to be lifelong learners and that what is learned in schools must be authentic
and must enable students to learn who they are and how to respond to challenges
they will face in order to live a fulfilling life (Littky, 2004; Starratt, 2004). Starratt
(2004) argues, for example, that “high-stakes testing shrinks the vision of teachers
[and leads to] inauthentic . . . superficial learning” (pp. 1–2). This latter group be-
lieves that the purpose of education must be on the development of a caring, wise,
thinking, responsible citizen who has the resources to contribute to the social and
economic welfare of self and others and to the enjoyment of life. Yet other citizens
place priority on preparing individuals for the new knowledge economy and on the
development of strong generic employability skills that include problem solving
abilities, communication skills, computer skills, and interpersonal skills (including
the ability to work effectively as part of a team) that can be applied to many different
challenges that individuals face (Conference Board of Canada, 2008).

Given the pluralistic context of a democratic society such as Canada, and the
multiple constituencies that hold a stake in public education, the complexity of
reaching consensus on the level of priority to be placed on the varied and somewhat
competing priorities is apparent. Indeed, such agreement may not be possible. While
this may be a positive aspect of most democratic societies, it presents a challenge
for those responsible for k-12 public education. For instance, in Canada, teachers
find themselves confronted on a daily basis with attempting to meet those multiple
interests while at the same time they feel compelled to adhere to the narrow expecta-
tions imposed by provincial testing regimes that place priority on English language,
mathematics, and science (Atlantic Evaluation and Research Consultants, 2008).
As a result, some teachers feel compelled to teach only tested topics in designated
subject areas and to limit time spent on other areas of the curriculum (Laitsch, 2006).
Having observed this phenomenon in the USA, Goodlad (2001) opined that, over the
long term, these competing perspectives of educational purpose present an ongoing
challenge to sustained meaningful reform as the emphasis shifts according to the
dominant social political forces at a particular point in time.

Challenge 3: Localized Education in a Globalized World

Throughout the last decade or so, public schools and school boards in Canada,
similar to those in other countries—at least those countries that are members of
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)—have be-
come favored targets of various conservative think tanks (e.g., Atlantic Institute
for Market Studies, 2008; Fraser Institute, 2008). Some politicians have targeted
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the school system also, through popular political platforms of improving schools
by legislating higher standards and increasing the accountability of educators to
meet those standards (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Schlechty, 2005; Starratt, 2004).
Also, provincial policies and practices throughout Canada have become increas-
ingly impacted by national and international agendas that appear to be somewhat
driven by globalization and the rapidly emerging information and communication
technologies (Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard, & Henry, 1997). While these influences are
somewhat insidiously imbedded in ongoing social change, the direct observable
shifts in provincial policies, structures, and governance appear to be largely influ-
enced by the OECD and the Canadian Council of Ministers of Education (CMEC)
as they respond to “the political work of various social movements” (Taylor et al.,
p. 3). Taylor et al. argue that as “society has become more complex, and inter-
est groups more assertive . . . education is no longer discussed in terms of broad
visions and ideals but in terms of what governments believe to be possible and
often expedient, and what interest groups feel they can persuade governments to
do” (p. 3). As a result of such a shift, “education is increasingly regarded as an
[economic] commodity, [rather than] a public good” (Shaker & Grimmett, 2004,
p. 29). Considered as a commodity, it must be quantified so that the educational
assets of a province/state or country can be compared to others. As a consequence,
there has been increased accountability in the form of narrowly defined centrally
controlled test measures at the expense of authentic learning that is more difficult to
quantify.

Consistent with this approach, most provinces in Canada have implemented their
own testing program and the ministers of education issue regular press releases
touting the success of their education accountability initiatives using test scores
as evidence (Shaker & Grimmett, 2004). For Discovery School District, the mea-
sures included public examinations at the high-school level and criterion reference
tests in mathematics and English language arts in grades 3, 6, and 9 and science in
grade 9. Additionally, schools in Discovery School District were held accountable
for student performance on CMEC’s (2007, 2008b) assessment regime: OECD’s
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Pan-Canadian As-
sessment Program (PCAP, formerly known as SAIP), both of which are focused on
student achievement in mathematics, reading and writing, and science.

While the focus on testing in Canada has not become high stakes in comparison
to the No Child Left Behind (U.S. Congress, 2001) program in the USA (Brennan,
2004; Laitsch, 2006; Nichols & Berliner, 2005; Raudenbush, 2004), it has created
significant pressure on educators and students as test scores have become the pri-
mary public indicator of a student’s and a school’s level of success, thereby confirm-
ing the accuracy of Littky’s (2004) contention that “tests . . . dictat[e] what we as a
society hold valuable in our young people” (p. 5) Holding a view of education that
is more focused on personal development, Littky contends that “our addiction to
testing is blinding us to what we believe in our hearts are the important lessons our
children should learn” (p. 5). Littky’s view is shared by Grubb and Oakes (2007),
who caution that any gains in test scores most often come “at the expense of other
goals . . . including equity; curricular relevance; and student interest” (p. 29). Those
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of us who have been monitoring this phenomenon are beginning to observe the truth
in Kohn’s (2002) warning that,

if the sole goal is to raise achievement (in the narrowest sense of that word), then we may
end up ignoring other kinds of learning. It’s difficult to teach the whole child when you are
held accountable only for raising reading and math scores. (p. 20)

As OECD countries pursue an economic globalization agenda, provincial and
national boundaries are becoming increasingly blurred. While it is likely that those
involved directly in public education (in particular, teachers and school administra-
tors) have thought little about the influence of the OECD’s globalization agenda and
the concomitant management practice of corporate managerialism on their work,
there is little doubt they readily recognize many of the structures, processes, and
agendas that are consistent with this management practice and how they impact
their daily work (Taylor et al., 1997). These include an emphasis on fiscal efficiency
that has resulted in the consolidation of school boards and the creation of larger
school districts with fewer staff; school closures; decreased spending on education
relative to other public sector spending such as health care that has resulted in crum-
bling infrastructures, inadequate classroom resources, reduced teacher professional
development opportunities; and as noted above, increased accountability of educa-
tors and educational leaders for the improvement of student achievement levels on
standardized tests.

Consistent with the corporate managerialism agenda, politicians and their of-
ficials, irrespective of educational expertise, have assumed the right to make key
decisions regarding pedagogical matters in public education and teaching and learn-
ing. This has contributed to the displacement of professionally initiated innovation
and the erosion of the autonomy of educational leaders and teachers who have been
reduced to being mere functionaries who are expected to implement centrally de-
termined curricula (Mulford et al., 2004). “Instead of [educational] organizations
having the autonomy to consider, plan, and launch their own change initiatives . . .,
external forces such as [governments] and . . . policymakers, the courts, and various
experts have set the change agenda” (Hall & Hord, 2006, p. 1). These externally
imposed change agendas appear to be set without any consideration of the fact
that professional educators are knowledge workers and leaders who have the pro-
fessional expertise to lead and make key decisions regarding the organization of
schools and student learning.

While school boards have had little input into such externally imposed agendas
and have had little control over the consequence of them, they have had frontline
responsibility for their implementation and as a result have become primary targets
of the public’s loss of confidence in the public education system, thereby making
them and the entire public education system an easy target for political platforms
and even more centralized control by government. Overall, it appears that the impact
of globalization and the corporate managerialism agenda has been the entrenchment
of political and bureaucratic power-over control of public education by politicians
and government bureaucrats—a circumstance that has presented a huge challenge
to the sustainability of educational reform.



Systems Challenges to the Discovery School District Reform Agenda 113

Challenge 4: A Market-Oriented Approach to School District
Restructuring

It is within the above-noted context that over the course of the last two decades,
some OECD countries have either eliminated school boards altogether (e.g., New
Zealand) or have made them optional (e.g., England) (Anderson, 2003). Within
Canada, New Brunswick eliminated school boards entirely in 1996, but reinstated
them in 2000 in the form of district education councils (Bowman, 2002). Other
Canadian provinces have engaged in school board restructuring that has primarily
focused on the consolidation of a number of smaller boards into larger entities.
While the long-term impact of school board, consolidation initiatives may be judged
as positive (short-term pain for long-term gain), in the short-term, it appears to have
negatively impacted the sustainability of meaningful educational reform. At least,
this seems to be the case in the home province for Discovery School District. In
this province, two major legislated educational restructuring initiatives that occurred
over a 15-year period appear to have diverted the attention of educational leaders
away from a teaching and learning agenda. The first restructuring in that province
was initiated by a Royal Commission Report (Williams, Warren, & Pound-Curtis,
1992) and was legislated in 1997. It resulted in the elimination of a religious-based
educational system, the reduction of school districts from 27 Anglophone school
districts to 10, and the creation of a Francophone School Board. Discovery School
District was created as a result of this restructuring initiative. In 2004, a second
restructuring of school districts led to the reduction of the 10 Anglophone districts
to four geographically large districts, eliminating all but one of the existing boards,
including Discovery School District that had been created only seven years earlier.

During focus group interviews with two individuals who had been superinten-
dents of education during the first period of restructuring, one interviewee observed
that his school board trustees felt under siege throughout the 1990s and therefore
their attention and that of the educational leaders were diverted from the student
learning agenda:

As superintendent it really took a lot of my focus away from instructional leadership and the
normal district leadership activities that I would have been involved in. The whole structure
was influenced by the potential of the impending shift.

The second concurred with this view stating that

During those years, the politics and the demands of that exercise certainly detracted not only
my personal energy, but I think the decision making energies of all the senior professional
educators in the province as well as the elected school board members . . . . These were very
exhausting and very demanding times and I think the system probably suffered . . . from a
drift in terms of focusing upon student learning . . . because of that.

Both superintendents concurred that following the actual restructuring event in
1997, the teaching and learning agenda continued to be hijacked because of the
requirement to eliminate any duplication of schools that had existed as a conse-
quence of the previously existing denominational system. This process of school
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consolidation was highly legalistic and mired in political controversy. One superin-
tendent noted that

the media was consumed with it, and most school closure decisions were challenged in
the courts. As a result, there was nothing else that the school board and district personnel,
including program specialists, could focus on. Our agenda relating to teaching and learning
that we had started earlier was ignored.

Besides, he lamented (with nods of agreement from the other superintendent)
that

the process of school closures that resulted from the 1996 restructuring was primarily fo-
cused on questions of finance, the politics of school closures and the legalities of property
ownership and the publics’ right to be consulted prior to any school closure, thereby dis-
tracting us from real educational questions.

In summary, the first restructuring that commenced in the early 1990s refocused
the attention of school boards, school personnel, and parents away from issues di-
rectly related to student learning toward structural and governance issues. A decade
later, schools boards were just beginning to reestablish a focus on teaching and
learning when a second restructuring initiative was mandated by government with-
out any advanced notice. Once again the school district focus was on issues of
structure as the existing school boards became little more than caretaker boards
for several months while the interim boards struggled with their new role.

While the basic school board restructuring event occurred within the designated
time frame of five months, the interim school boards and the new district superinten-
dent reported that the newly designed system was underfunded and understaffed and
that little meaningful attention could be given to the teaching and learning agenda
for the following two to three years. For instance, one superintendent of education
commented,

From an administrative perspective, I will say we made it work, but from an instructional
leadership view, I don’t think anyone was under any illusion that things were happening
in schools the way they normally did . . . . The ranks of district consultants and program
coordinators were decimated!

Moreover, fewer school boards meant that there were fewer school board trustees.
As a result, the provincial school boards association struggled with its identity and
continued existence for at least two years following the legislated school board con-
solidation diverting their attention and that of the superintendent away from any
consideration of the student learning agenda.

During the 2004 restructuring, Discovery School District was consolidated with
three other school districts, which required extensive downsizing of personnel. The
superintendent of the newly created district reported that 40% of the district-level
support and instructional personnel of the previously existing districts were declared
redundant. He noted as well that when this reduction was combined with the elim-
ination of 75% of the trustee positions, this led to the elimination of much of the
organizational memory in respect to governance, administration, and instructional
development and greatly reduced the possibility of direct engagement of district
professionals in the delivery of program support at the school level. The budget
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allocation for the newly created school district was drastically reduced as well. Re-
view of correspondence between the officials at the Department of Education and
the newly formed school district reveals that school district officials contended that
it was impossible to provide essential services to schools with the existing resource
levels. The typical response from Department of Education officials was that even
further reductions were required to realize the savings required by government. The
focus was on “making do.” Minutes of school board and senior district adminis-
trator meetings reveal that during the first two years following this latter school
board consolidation, the focus was primarily on policy development and issues re-
lated to administrative structures. Additionally, considerable time and attention was
given to dealing with and responding to public concerns and media attention related
to the poor physical conditions of many school buildings that had resulted from
chronic underfunding over the course of several decades. Amidst these challenges,
the department of education expected the school board and district administrators
to develop an infrastructure plan that would see the elimination of any remaining
nonessential schools and to engage in public consultations to fulfill the requirements
of government’s mandated strategic planning process. Once again, little attention
and low priority was given to the student learning agenda.

Both of the government restructuring initiatives as described above reveal that,
while governments are able to legislate structural reform, such reform is not neces-
sarily positively related to improvement of student learning, at least in the short term.
As a matter of fact, these two reform initiatives described above diverted the atten-
tion of district personnel away from a focus on teaching and learning and nullified
preexisting district-level reform efforts related to improved classroom instruction.
A superintendent summarized the overall impact of both reform efforts as follows:

While it appears that we may now be poised to offer a better education to our children
than in the past, we may have done a disservice to a whole generation of students in the
process of getting here as attentions have been diverted away from the core business of k-12
education—student learning.

Several senior district and provincial educators in the province recalled that prior
to the first restructuring of school boards, there had been a major focus on the im-
plementation of resource-based learning and cooperative learning that appeared to
have gotten lost for more than a decade as school boards and schools dealt with
issues of restructuring.

Findings of a recent study of intermediate schooling in that province (Sheppard &
Sheppard, 2008) provide some support for the accuracy of the views that there had
been little focus on changing teaching practices, as district administrators, program
specialists, school principals, and teachers reported that classroom teaching and
learning remained largely a teacher-directed phenomenon. For instance, a principal
of a large middle school in Discovery School District reported that prior to the 2004
restructuring of school districts, 80% of the classrooms in her school were con-
nected to the Internet, and several classrooms were set up as professional learning
centers; however, since then there has been little district emphasis on the integration
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of technology in the teaching and learning process and the school has not been able
to sustain momentum without their support. Another principal reported that,

the most common teaching strategies . . . are chalk and talk. The most common classroom
structure is seats and desks in rows . . . [and while] all classrooms have three technology
drops, there are no computers there. This is not a question of cost because computers
can now be purchased inexpensively ($300–$400). But there is not much purpose to put
computers in classrooms if teachers are not going to use them.

Beyond the directly observable effects of restructuring on teaching and learn-
ing, perhaps little recognized is the extent to which the government-imposed school
board restructuring initiatives negate the potential benefits of their own mandated
strategic planning process. Prior to being eliminated by government mandate, all
school boards in the province had engaged in a lengthy process of strategic planning.
For instance, as noted in Chapter 5, Discovery School Board had spent considerable
time developing a strategic plan that allowed for the engagement of multiple partners
and adaptive learning. Unfortunately, a key partner—the provincial government—
was missing from that plan. While the plan could have been adapted to account for
major changes from any source, including government, it could not withstand the
immediate elimination of the school board itself. Clearly, as a result of government’s
arbitrary approach to the abolition of the boards, there was considerable loss of time
and human and financial resources that had been invested in the strategic planning
process by each of the individual boards.

Another casualty of school board consolidation that has been recognized by some
is the loss of local leadership capacity when a school board is removed from a
region. This is particularly true when school districts have begun to function as
professional learning communities and have engaged in various community part-
nerships in support of both improved student learning opportunities and commu-
nity development. For instance, Discovery School Board had developed a shared
vision that was supportive of student-centered learning. Assuming that previous at-
tempts, a decade earlier, to introduce a student-centered approach to learning had not
been successful largely because of challenges related to access to learning resource
materials, district leaders proposed that the Internet could provide the solution to
the earlier challenges. An impediment to the realization of that proposed solution,
however, was that many schools in the district were in geographically rural-remote
regions that lacked the necessary technology infrastructure to make this possible. To
address this infrastructure challenge, the district brought together various corporate
and community partners and was successful in obtaining federal funding for the
development of broadband technology infrastructure in those regions. As a result of
the leadership of the school district, the entire region gained access to broadband
infrastructure.

A former associate superintendent of education observed that Discovery School
District had been involved in multiple partnerships of this nature. Referring to a
list of Discovery School District Annual Reports (2000–2004), he noted that these
partnerships had benefitted not only the school district and its schools, but also other
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government agencies and the larger community. He opined that much leadership was
lost as a result of school board restructuring:

The government does not see the larger role that a school district can play within a com-
munity. The role of the district was similar to the role that teachers played [in previous
times] when we had a school in every community—the leadership came from teachers who
lived in those communities . . . . I think in a sense the school board became that individual
teacher in the larger community. Because the expertise was in the Discovery School District
Office, the skills and knowledge were available everywhere in that district. It provided the
leadership that I think we’ve lost to a large extent.

Given the likelihood that the provision of such leadership at the local level by
school boards is a common occurrence rather than an anomaly, if governments
were to “wear their systems hat,” they would recognize that the consolidation or
elimination of school boards may impact more than just the school system. While
governments may see the whole, and perhaps even some of the parts, it appears that
they do not see the interconnections.
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Chapter 8
Recognizing What Makes Effective
School Districts

Abstract School districts matter, but only effective districts have a positive impact
on student learning. After having spent five years researching and working in one
school district, the authors outline five understandings related to the complexity of
school district leadership and the role of the district superintendent in transforming
a district into a professional learning community that positively impacted teaching
and learning.

When we started our journey of discovery related to school leadership two decades
ago, we were focused on school principals and their role as instructional leaders.
After having determined that the effectiveness of instructional leadership was de-
pendent on how it was perceived by teachers and their willingness to engage as
leaders, we began to focus on understanding how principals could facilitate the
development of a strong teacher leadership team. We believed that if principals
and teachers were exposed to the evidence related to shared leadership and school
development and if they articulated a commitment to both, change would follow.
Much to our disappointment, we learned that our assumptions were not at all accu-
rate. While teacher leadership teams existed in all our study schools, in most they
were relegated to being advisory to their school administrators and there was no
distribution of leadership roles to other teachers outside the team. Not surprising,
then, the majority of teachers in our study schools perceived generally that their
engagement in school development was a waste of time. In contrast, in a few higher
performing schools, we observed that the teacher leadership team and other teachers
felt empowered to make decisions within a defined sphere of influence and viewed
decision-making within the school as a shared responsibility.

Similar to many other researchers, we eventually concluded that a huge challenge
to the development of teacher leadership was the pervasiveness of the traditional bu-
reaucratic hierarchy and the inability or unwillingness of principals to share power.
We pondered, “If we were able to assist schools to develop stronger teacher leader-
ship teams, could these teams be an effective counterbalance to barriers presented by
the hierarchy and the negative forces of either the laissez-faire or autocratic school
principal?” Once again, it was not long before we realized the fallacy of that as-
sumption. In reality, we found that there exists a great deal of skepticism among
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formal leaders and followers alike related to any form of collaborative leadership.
Most perceive it to be an “ideal” model with little practical application in the “real”
world, and even those who subscribe to a collaborative leadership approach find it
quite difficult to implement within the deeply entrenched societal mindscapes that
are accepting of the norms and practices of the bureaucratic hierarchy.

This led us to conclude that shifting to a collaborative approach to leadership
will not occur simply by providing more theoretical information or merely the op-
portunity, nor will it occur as a consequence of decree. Because collaborative lead-
ership occurs as an interaction of constituents and formal leaders within an always
changing context, and because it is outside of existing cultural norms, it will not
likely be more than empty rhetoric if not implemented as a complex innovation.
This requires commitment and action of a formal leader who functions within, but
pushes the boundaries of, constituents’ level of tolerance for change. Even then, it
will take years to make the transition from reliance on the hierarchical structures and
norms of the traditional bureaucracy to a professional learning community where
collaborative leadership is the accepted norm.

While our early research work was centered entirely in schools, most of it had
occurred in partnership with school districts. As we began to better understand the
challenges posed to schools by the school district and the existing mindscapes of
the bureaucratic hierarchy, we realized that any fundamental sustainable change to-
ward teacher leadership at the school level was unlikely. Predominantly, school and
district structures, policies, regulations, and procedures were designed to maintain
order and control, and little attention was given to school development or teacher
leadership. District personnel perceived school development as another project that
had little bearing on the work of the district or schools. Concomitantly in schools,
teachers perceived it as just one of the various perfunctory processes required by the
school district.

While there are examples of individual schools led by transformational leaders
that have successfully engaged in collaborative leadership and professional learning,
these are the exception; even in those schools, sustainability of collaborative leader-
ship and professional learning has been found to be rare when key leaders departed
the school. In reality, most schools lack the capacity to lead such a complex trans-
formation. We conclude that without the pressure and support of a school district,
most schools will continue to function as isolated bureaucratic hierarchies that are
controlled by the school principal—school councils, notwithstanding. In fact, with
the frequency of principal succession, school council membership turnover, and
the constantly shifting priorities of governments and well-meaning but ineffective
school districts, it is more likely that as one school begins to learn, another will
unlearn.

Our argument, however, is not that all districts have a positive impact on student
learning. As a matter of fact, there is convincing evidence that most school districts,
like schools, continue to function as traditional hierarchical bureaucracies that in-
hibit, rather than facilitate, meaningful school reform. We understand, therefore, the
reason some governments have chosen to sidestep school districts altogether and
have attempted to reform schools directly through mandates and the use of top-down
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accountability models. Unfortunately, while such approaches have become popular
among politicians in various jurisdictions around the globe because they produce
rapid gains in provincial, state, or national test score averages, in the final analysis,
the gains are superficial and schools have remained fundamentally unchanged. In
truth, learning has become even more superficial and inauthentic, and increasingly
large groups of students continue to be disenfranchised.

We conclude that ignoring the potential leadership role of school districts in
bringing about meaningful continuous improvement of teaching and learning or
eliminating them all together is simply wrongheadedness! The accumulated ev-
idence suggests that all school districts matter. While ineffective districts inhibit
school reform, effective districts are a positive force. Neither ignoring the ineffec-
tive school districts nor eliminating the effective ones constitutes good practice,
however. A more constructive long-term approach is to focus on determining the
attributes of effective school districts and strive toward replicating those attributes
in all districts. Determining the attributes of effective school districts, however, is
not an easy task. Even though there is growing empirical evidence in support of
collaborative leadership and professional learning communities as a way forward,
it has not found its way into the mainstream practice of either schools or school
districts. In sum, there is little precedent and few guidelines available for school
districts that desire to lead the fundamental shifts in practices and structural changes
required for success.

It was with the objective of contributing to the needed evidence that we engaged
in our district study and have written this book. We have spent decades of collective
experiences as educational leaders and/or researchers of leadership and have spent
five years engaged in research and development, working (as superintendent) and
researching (as critical friends), in one school district focused on the facilitation of
collaborative leadership and organizational learning. As a result, we have arrived
at five understandings or recognitions. We are all familiar with the experience of
recognition. It means developing insights into a situation or a state that is new for us.
Some refer to it as an “aha” moment or eureka. Aristotle referred to it in his Poetics
as an anagnorisis, as a change from ignorance to knowledge (Cave, 1990). In drama,
it speaks to the complex actions in the plot where the character acts in ignorance and
later realizes (recognizes) what is the truth. For us, at the end of this book, it signifies
our new understandings related to the complexity of school district leadership and
the role of the district superintendent of education in transforming a district into a
professional learning community that successfully leads to meaningful, sustainable
educational reform in its schools. These recognitions are as follows:

Recognition 1: A school district superintendent who has an in-depth understand-
ing of the emerging empirical evidence and developing theories related to ed-
ucational administration, leadership, and organizational change can facilitate
collaborative leadership and organizational learning in a school district.

Recognition 2: Leading a shift to collaborative leadership and organizational
learning involves considerable risk and is dependent on the existence of mutual
respect and trust between constituents and the formal leader.
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Recognition 3: Structural changes, when combined with clearly defined rules of
engagement, facilitate cultural change.

Recognition 4: School districts must share a collective moral commitment to each
child’s learning success and must share a common vision of teaching and learning
that will help achieve that commitment.

Recognition 5: School district leaders must think systemically and strategically and
enlist leaders from multiple sources to collaboratively engage in strategic think-
ing and adaptive learning.

Recognitions: Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations

Recognition 1: A school district superintendent who has an in-depth under-
standing of the emerging empirical evidence and developing theories related to
educational administration, leadership, and organizational change can facili-
tate collaborative leadership and organizational learning in a school
district.

While there is mounting evidence in support of collaborative leadership and orga-
nizational learning as the best hope for bringing about meaningful improvement
in organizations such as schools and school districts, the pervasiveness of the bu-
reaucratic hierarchy has shown itself to be highly resistant to such efforts. In truth,
shifting from the bureaucratic hierarchy with its multiple control systems is an inher-
ently complex process that requires considerable time and effort and, perhaps more
importantly, considerable leadership expertise. Our observations suggest that at the
school district level, the superintendent of education is best positioned to lead the
required change. If not the superintendent, minimally, it must be led by a senior-level
leader in the district, and even then it must be fully supported by the superintendent.
In the face of the inherent paradox of encouraging collaborative leadership from
within a bureaucratic hierarchy, it is essential that the district superintendent has a
strong theoretical base and extensive experience as an educational leader. As noted
above, there is no recipe, it is very complex, and it entails considerable risk.

Regrettably, it has been our observation that many school district superinten-
dents do not have the theoretical understanding or experiential base required for
success. As a consequence, many superintendents perceive that empirically based
approaches of leadership such as collaborative leadership are “out of touch with the
real world of practice” and eschew them. These superintendents prefer to focus on
management and administrative duties, maintaining the status quo, pandering to the
whims of the most vocal school board trustees, and overseeing the implementation
of programs that are determined by the government. Perhaps, even more problematic
are those superintendents who embrace the concepts of collaborative leadership and
organizational learning without sufficient clarity, and as a result, naively ignore the
hierarchical realities of schools and school systems. In such cases, the consequences
for both the school district and the superintendent are devastating!
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Giving attention to improved preparation programs for senior-level educational
leaders would most certainly improve leadership practices and over the long run
would no doubt contribute to the ever-elusive meaningful educational reforms. To-
ward that objective, we recommend that researchers and academics must become
more concerned about knowledge mobilization and must work directly with senior
leadership practitioners to help bring more clarity to the paradoxes of employing
collaborative approaches to leadership within the generally accepted bureaucratic
hierarchical structures (the real world).

Recognition 2: Leading a shift to collaborative leadership and organizational
learning involves considerable risk and is dependent on the existence of mutual
respect and trust between constituents and the formal leader.

The norms of hierarchical leadership are deeply imbedded into school district cul-
tures and the mindscapes of the major constituents (school board, principals, em-
ployees, parents, government officials, the media, labor unions, etc.). For those su-
perintendents who wish to lead change to collaborative leadership, there is a dearth
of evidence and lack of a precedent. The journey within the traditional hierarchy
is largely uncharted. Consequently, such change is inherently dependent on adap-
tive learning that is required in order to navigate through the countless minefields
that will most certainly be encountered along the way. It involves considerable risk
for the leader as he/she must engage as a change agent leading constituents to the
very limit of their level of tolerance within their existing mindscapes—a process
that is somewhat similar to the ebb and flow of a rising tide—pushing to a new
limit each time. While the objective is to challenge the mindscapes, if change goes
beyond the limit of tolerance of constituents, the superintendent will lose credibil-
ity with them, and the likelihood of success will be limited. As a matter of fact,
failure to understand constituents’ level of tolerance for change will eventually
most likely result in the termination of the superintendent’s contract. Accordingly,
the superintendent who travels this journey must have a high personal tolerance
for risk.

While one aspect of this risk relates to a necessary dependence on adaptive learn-
ing that is inherently dependent on tolerance for failure, another aspect is associated
with the level of trust that exists between the constituents and the superintendent.
This trust is highly dependent on the mutual respect between the parties. On the one
hand, if a superintendent is to expect constituents to share leadership, he/she must
engage in ethical practices that demonstrate respect for them and their perspectives
and that engender their trust. On the other hand, constituents must behave ethically
as well, and their practices must demonstrate respect for the superintendent and
his/her perspectives.

Success of collaborative leadership is dependent on an assumption that both
formal and informal leaders will behave ethically and that most will strive to ac-
complish goals that have been collaboratively determined. It is, however, particu-
larly risky for the formal leader, given expectations of the traditional hierarchy that
he/she is the person in charge and will be held accountable. In actual fact, it is
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common practice for a formal leader to be dismissed by the corporate board (e.g.,
school board) when actions of constituents have had serious negative consequences
for the organization, even if the formal leader had not endorsed the action in the
first place. Consequently, it would be naı̈ve of the superintendent to be unaware of
naysayers and saboteurs and those who might be seeking advancement at his/her
expense.

While the personal risk for constituents who engage in collaborative processes
is not usually as dramatic, it has been well documented that past efforts at shared
leadership and shared decision-making have failed because constituents have per-
ceived that they were engaged in superficial and perfunctory processes. Rather than
feeling valued for their contributions, they have felt that they were being used as
pawns in a game of manipulation. In such circumstances, many constituents who
were committed to their leadership responsibilities and had invested considerable
time and effort have felt betrayed. Accordingly, many constituents are reluctant to
spend time and effort in school or district leadership activities. In schools, teachers
have come to believe that their engagement in schoolwide leadership activities takes
valuable time from their core work of teaching and learning. Similarly, school prin-
cipals believe that they have no time to waste on district leadership activities that
they perceive are not directly related to their own school.

In order to counteract such negative perceptions of shared leadership, recip-
rocal accountability mechanisms between formal leaders and constituent leaders
must be built into all strategic initiatives in order to engender the mutual trust
that is essential to the leadership interaction between constituents and the for-
mal leader. In Discovery School District, the superintendent’s articulation of his
vision for district leadership as “collaborative and rooted in respect for people”
provided the foundation for structural changes (e.g., GACP and GAC) and the de-
velopment of collaborative processes (e.g., shared decision-making matrices and
the new approach to personal professional learning) in Discovery School District.
These changes required the active engagement of constituents and formal leaders
in collaborative decision making and defined clearly the accountabilities that in-
dividuals across the various groups had to one another. For instance, the shared
decision-making matrices that were developed collaboratively clearly defined the
means through which each group was accountable to the other. The accountabilities
of constituents and formal leaders were well defined in the new personal profes-
sional development approach as well. As a result of the new approach, teachers
were accountable for determining their professional development needs within the
context of curriculum and instructional changes necessary to foster student learn-
ing in the context of provincial, district, and school policies, goals, and objectives.
Formal leaders within the school were accountable for working collaboratively with
teachers to determine these priority needs and to work with school district lead-
ers to deliver on those needs. Reciprocally, school district leaders and the school
board were accountable for the provision of an adequate level of support to meet
the identified professional development needs within the context of the available
resources.
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Recognition 3: Structural changes, when combined with clearly defined rules of
engagement, facilitate cultural change.

As noted above, the cultural norms that perpetuate the acceptance of the traditional
hierarchy and top-down management approaches are deeply entrenched in the mind-
scapes of the multiple and varied sources of leadership that define a school district.
Entangled with the cultural norms are the hierarchical structures that hold consider-
able legitimacy because they are the only organizational structures that constituents
and formal leaders have ever known. While we agree with others who have ob-
served that structural changes alone will not result in fundamental change, we are
convinced that structure and cultural norms are so intertwined that linear approaches
that call for initial structural changes followed by efforts at changing professional
and organizational cultures will result in disappointment. We propose that changes
must be strategically focused at replacing those structures that are supportive of the
traditional practices and procedures of the hierarchy with others that support collab-
orative leadership and shared decision-making. Concurrently, to minimize the pos-
sibility that the new structures will not be overwhelmed by the hierarchical norms,
the formal leader must ensure that new rules of engagement (e.g., defining shared
decision-making) are defined collaboratively by formal leaders and constituents and
that these new rules are devoid of hierarchical norms of practice.

In Discovery School District, the structural changes initiated by the superinten-
dent were designed to replace existing district administrative structures that had
heretofore supported top-down decision-making. The newly created collaborative
decision-making bodies included GACP, GAC, and Families of Schools. In addition
to these new groups, the role of program specialists was redefined from a line-
authority role (in practice) to a coordinating and boundary-spanning role among
schools, within families of schools, and between families of schools and GAC. The
structural changes provided the mechanisms for constituents’ meaningful engage-
ment in collaborative leadership and contributed to breaking down the cultural norm
of teacher isolationism and the collectively held, deeply entrenched, suspicions of
collaboration and shared decision-making.

Although the district-level structural changes, noted above, provided the means
for shared decision-making, at the beginning the norms of hierarchy continued to
predominate decision-making as constituents deferred to those that they recognized
had more formal authority within the hierarchy. As a result of this recognition, the
superintendent saw the necessity of further defining the rules of engagement. He in-
troduced dialogue and consensus building to GAC members and facilitated sessions
through which GAC members could practice in a non-risk environment. Following
that, GAC engaged in a lengthy process of developing two decision-making matrices
in teaching and learning and repair and maintenance that clearly defined the rules of
collaborative engagement.

The initial response of GAC members to the development of decision-making
matrices was one of skepticism. As a result of past experience within the hierarchical
context, school principals were unconvinced that their input would be given equal
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weight to district-level personnel. District-level personnel were nervous as well.
They were concerned that in a shared decision-making process where principals rep-
resented the largest number, their voices would be lost. Both groups were operating
within the traditional norms of hierarchy. Principals believed that decisions would be
made by those closest to the top of the hierarchy, while program specialists who had
always been closer to the top felt threatened. They feared they would lose power,
while principals believed that shared decision-making would be merely advisory.
These fears and suspicions dissipated as GAC members acquired new knowledge
about dialogue and consensus building and as they had opportunities to utilize that
knowledge throughout the process of developing the shared decision-making ma-
trices. When the collaborative decision-making matrices were finally developed,
each matrix defined the powers and rights of all GAC members in two key areas
(teaching and learning and facility repair and maintenance), and thereby contributed
considerably to the development of mutual trust among members.

The structural change that led to the creation of GAC provided a forum for
collaboration; however, the interventions by the superintendent led to the shared
development of rules of engagement for collaborative decision-making. Both the
structural change and the new rules of engagement contributed to breaking down the
cultural barriers of the traditional hierarchy that previously had stifled constituents’
engagement in district-level decision-making. As well, through this process, school
principals developed their own leadership capacity, thereby giving them the confi-
dence to distribute leadership in their own schools. While this increased collabo-
rative decision-making in schools, in turn it increased the likelihood that the per-
spectives brought to GAC by school principals would be derived from collaborative
processes at each school, thereby giving school-level personnel meaningful input
into both school and district decisions.

Our investigation of the extent to which the collaborative processes employed
at the district level were replicated in schools revealed that while few school struc-
tures had been altered, teachers had become more engaged as collaborative leaders.
We were able to confirm, for example, that teacher engagement in decision-making
during the development of the shared vision of teaching and learning was extensive
as they engaged with colleagues within their own school and across other schools
in their Families. The result of their work was brought to GAC by the principals of
each Family, and approval of the shared vision by GAC was based on an assumption
that it had been endorsed through a consensus process at each school.

Recognition 4: School districts must share a collective moral commitment to each
child’s learning success and must share a common vision of teaching and
learning that will help achieve that commitment.

While it is likely that there will always be differing and completing perspectives of
what constitutes student learning, there is little debate that learning is the central pur-
pose of schools and school districts. There is considerable support in the literature,
however, for the view that a school district must go beyond a generally understood
vague sense of purpose that may exist in a particular province, state, or country
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(Deal & Peterson, 1999; Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton, & Kleiner,
2000). As in the advice offered by the Cheshire cat to Alice, in Lewis Carroll’s
Alice in Wonderland, if you do not know “where you want to get to . . . then it
doesn’t matter which way you go” (p. 57). Given the competing perspectives, it is
imperative that a school district develop in collaboration with all its constituents a
shared vision of what the purposes should look like in practice, the value assigned to
the various aspects of the purpose, how it can be accomplished, and how educational
success should be measured.

In spite of the accumulation of supporting evidence, the development of an au-
thentic shared vision (a vision that meaningfully guides the organization and is truly
shared) is unlikely to happen without a strong formal leader who is committed to
collaborative leadership (Green, 2001; Sheppard & Brown, in press). In some mea-
sure this was the case in Discovery School District; however, the story is a little more
interesting than that. In actual fact, while the formal leader (the superintendent) had
initiated the creation of GAC as a means of facilitating collaborative leadership,
it was GAC that instigated the development of a shared vision for teaching and
learning as the council members were convinced that it was essential to their goal
of improving student learning for each student. Beyond instigating it, they led the
process of co-creating the shared vision through the active participation of multiple
sources of leadership. As a result of both the development and implementation of the
shared vision, the breadth of collaborative leadership expanded as did engagement
in organizational learning. It formed the foundation of other initiatives such as the
teacher personal professional learning program, and it identified specific roles and
responsibilities of district constituents that included parents and school councils.
Also, it led to the creation of two classroom practices videos that were used as
capacity-building tools for multiple constituents throughout the district.

Recognition 5: School district leaders must think systemically and strategically
and enlist leaders from multiple sources to collaboratively engage in strategic
thinking and adaptive learning.

Glickman, Gordon, and Ross-Gordon (2007) draw our attention to the one-room
schoolhouse of the past, where “the teacher was responsible for all that transpired
within its four walls; therefore, . . . what the teacher wanted to do about the curricu-
lum and instruction was what the school did” (p. 20). The legacy of the one-room
schoolhouse has perpetuated norms of isolation and inward thinking in many of
our schools today. These norms unfortunately have influenced parents and other
community members, and as a consequence, many struggle with how they can be
involved meaningfully in schools. Accordingly, systemic thinking and the direct en-
gagement of the larger community in schooling are challenging concepts for those
in the teaching profession as well as for other constituents such as support staff, par-
ents, students, and other stakeholders. While some schools within Discovery School
District struggled somewhat with engaging the larger community, the district itself
appeared to fare reasonably well with the exception of its struggles with provincial
government mandates. Discovery School Board and in particular the superintendent
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was very aware of the role of the multiple factors and varied sources of leadership
that impacted on student learning. As a result, the district expended considerable
effort to engage all constituent groups in the creation and realization of the district’s
vision “to challenge and develop the learning and achievement capabilities of each
student in a safe, caring, and socially just learning environment.” As a matter of fact,
the district strategic planning group included representatives of each of the primary
constituent groups throughout the school district. However, even this latter group
recognized the challenges of engaging other constituents as leaders in support of
the district’s vision.

The processes and structures that were created to foster collaborative leadership
and organizational learning in Discovery School District were created within the
context of existing mandated government structures, laws, policies, and regulations.
While these government-imposed structures and mandates created challenges for
the district in their efforts to bring about systemic reform, they did not prevent it.
Even with major government interference, Discovery School District was able to
elicit support from other system leaders (e.g., schools councils, school principals,
various community and business leaders, the provincial teachers association, and
key department of education officials) to moderate the potential limiting effects of
some government-imposed initiatives. For instance, it was through working with
other system leaders that Discovery School District gained provincial support for its
model of professional development. Similarly, the district functioned within the le-
gal mandates of the government-imposed traditional strategic planning model. Even
though the government model with its mandated perfunctory processes at times di-
verted the efforts of the school board and district personnel away from their learn-
ing agenda, it did not prevent their engagement in organizational learning. Rather,
through collaborative leadership, strategic thinking, and adaptive learning, the dis-
trict was able to satisfy most of the requirements of the mandated strategic planning
process. For Discovery School Board, the official strategic planning document as re-
quired by the government mandate was just a snapshot of the board’s strategic think-
ing at a particular point in time as they moved through multiple adaptive learning
iterations. Even after major government restructuring that resulted in the elimination
of Discovery School Board, the larger commitment to collaborative leadership and
organizational learning and some of the processes and structures such as the Fami-
lies of Schools and the mirror image-plus model for program specialists all survived.

The aforementioned notwithstanding, the elimination of Discovery School Board
did compromise the continued development of the growing learning culture as the
new board and its much larger school district forged its own identity. Personnel from
the previous Discovery School District who held key leadership positions (e.g., the
superintendent) in the new district remained committed to sustaining their reform
agenda. They advocated for creating the new school district as a professional learn-
ing community. Sustainability of that agenda in a new district, where the majority
of schools and personnel had little or no experience with it, proved to be over-
whelming. In fact, it appears that at least during the first two years many senior-level
constituents (e.g., program specialists, senior education officers, assistant superin-
tendents) held a negative perception of those efforts, believing that it was an attempt
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by those in the previous Discovery School District to impose their structures upon
all others. This circumstance was not conducive to the facilitation of organizational
learning.

Like Sackney (2007), we conclude that the key to building sustainability of re-
forms is to build leadership capacity at the multiple levels of the educational system
(the classroom, the school and the school district, and the province) and to foster
coherence among those levels. In the case of the government-imposed reform that
led to the demise of the reform agenda of Discovery School District, the government
eliminated a large portion of the leadership capacity that had been developed in that
district. Moreover, it set in place policies, procedures, and bureaucratic structures in
the form of hierarchical controls in order to ensure accountability and as a means of
creating coherence among the various levels within the bureaucracy. Unfortunately,
the model adopted was based on the toxic hierarchical assumptions that accountabil-
ity must be in the form of control and that the “responsibility for coordination and
control . . . [must be] located at least one level above the people who are doing the
work, and learning, or the planning . . . where superiors have the right and responsi-
bility to tell subordinates what to do and how to do it” (Duffy, 2004, p. 12). Such a
level of central control may give the appearance of improved fiscal and bureaucratic
accountability and may force perfunctory compliance of rules and regulations of
government; however, for the Discovery School District learning community, the
result was that many schools regressed (at least somewhat) to the old restrictive cul-
tural norms that have been identified as inhibiting meaningful educational reform.

Final Thoughts

Our case study reveals that school districts can facilitate collaborative leadership and
organizational learning within the context of hierarchical structures, and as a result,
they can make a difference to student learning. School districts such as Discovery
that function as professional learning communities are adept at working within the
complex dynamic interrelated subsystems that define the learning environment for
schools. Within that system, school district leaders both influence, and are influ-
enced by, other sources of leadership throughout the entire system. It appears that
Discovery School District functioned very well in that environment. District leaders
appeared to recognize the complex adaptive nature of the district and the multiple
sources of leadership that impacted on student learning. As a result, the district en-
gaged the support of varied leadership partners in initiatives designed to overcome
many of the system-imposed challenges to meaningful educational reform that was
focused on improved student learning. It was able to deal with government control of
financial and human resources, the lack of clearly defined educational purposes, and
the impacts of globalization and the increased focus on narrow learning outcomes.
Unfortunately, however, it could not withstand a provincial government-mandated
school district restructuring that eliminated the district and severely threatened the
sustainability of the district initiated reforms.
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We are not arguing that school board restructuring is inherently wrong, or even
that the elimination of Discovery School Board was ill-advised. Indeed, thinking
systemically and in the long term, this decision may have been a correct one.
We are convinced, however, that politicians must resist the political temptation of
using the promises of educational reform as a convenient political platform, and
governments must prevent bureaucrats who know little about teaching and learning
from interfering with the work of schools and school boards. We suggest that a
more effective strategy for governments is to work with successful school districts
and researchers in the field of leadership to ensure that school boards and district
leaders are aware of and understand the emerging empirical evidence in support
of collaborative leadership and organizational learning and to support them as they
engage in the challenging work of transforming themselves from traditional hierar-
chical bureaucracies to dynamic professional learning communities.

At the outset, we promised that we would give an account of the challenges, mis-
takes, successes, and self-doubt experienced by one superintendent who attempted
to employ his understanding of the emerging empirical literature on leadership to
facilitate organizational learning in a traditional school district. We hope that we
have been successful in our efforts and that we have contributed to a much needed
dialogue about the role of district superintendents in leading meaningful educa-
tional reform. There is little doubt that managing the status quo is much easier.
The structures and approaches of the status quo are within the generally accepted
organizational norms, and leading within that context requires a set of skills that can
be learned and applied. For those superintendents who are committed to evidence-
based collaborative leadership and the facilitation of a school district as a profes-
sional learning community, there are many challenges and few guidelines. We trust
that we have left readers with optimism that collaborative leadership can exist within
the deeply ensconced societal norms of hierarchy and that we have provided some
images of how, with the support of the government and school board, a district
superintendent can foster organizational learning directed at improving authentic
student learning.

The recognitions that we experienced help us explain what we saw and what we
were a part of in this study. They answer questions for us. Yet, we are aware that
this is not the final word. Although we recognize certain truths at this time, we are
aware that time may change our recognitions! By providing the details we have of
Discovery School District, we hope that you will experience your own recognitions.
If you can see yourself in this case study, if you too recognize the truths in what we
have portrayed, then we have succeeded.
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