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Every educator engages in effective professional learning every day so every student achieves.

MESSAGE FROM
 THE PRESIDENT
Lately, I’ve been engaged in conversations around our 

schools being populated with “21st century learners”. This 
has caused me to think more deeply about what that means for 

student and adult learners. Is there a 21st century professional development model and if 
so, what does it look like?

I see this model encouraging a blended solution between face-to-face discourse with the af-
fordances of social media and online collaboration. This would allow teachers to exchange 
ideas and reflect upon current teaching practices while expanding the learning community 
of teachers.

Online professional development for teachers can provide real-time, ongoing work-em-
bedded support and can lead to potential benefits including opportunities for reflection by 
asynchronous interaction, and the contribution of teachers who “find their voice” through 
mediated interaction. It is convenient and allows access to experts and archived resources 
that logistical and fiscal constraints would otherwise limit. Continuous, ongoing profes-
sional development provides educators with more convenient “anytime, anywhere” learn-
ing materials and resources offering more personalized professional learning opportuni-
ties. In order for online professional learning communities to be effective, organizational 
and leadership practices within the school have to be in place and teachers need to develop 
collaborative practices and a shared language around the practices.

Blended professional development in the 21st century incorporates technology so teach-
ers can communicate with like-minded professionals and be an active part of knowledge 
building communities.

What doesn’t change are the features of effective professional learning for today’s teachers 
and leaders:

• grounded in inquiry and reflection
• participant-driven and focused on improving 

planning, instruction, and assessment
• collaborative, interactional, and involve
 sharing of knowledge
• ongoing, sustainable, and supported through 

modeling and coaching so teachers can
 implement their new learning
• connected to the teachers’ work with students
• aligned with school and system goals

As we approach sunnier days and warmer weather, 
may I remind you of our upcoming Learning For-
ward Ontario Spring Conference on May 2nd and 
May 3rd at the beautiful Hockley Valley Resort. We 
have an impressive line-up of keynote speakers as 
well as breakout sessions that will be of interest 
to system leaders, staff developers, coaches, and 
those interested in 21st century learning and the 
integration of technology into education. Looking 
forward to seeing everyone there!
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According to Gottman and DeClaire (2001) emotional con-
nection is fueled or frustrated by how we reach out to con-

nect (bids) and how we respond (turning toward, turning away, 
or turning against) to those who respond to us. 

Gottman and DeClaire describe a bid as a question, gesture, a 
look, a touch – any single expression that says, “I want to feel 
connected to you”. But even our best efforts to connect can be 
jeopardized as a result of one basic problem – failure to mas-
ter… the bid. 

When someone makes an emotional bid, we can respond in one 
of three ways: turn toward, turn away from, or turn against. 
How we respond can make or break a relationship. 

We will be more effective at building emotional connections if 
we are mindful of others’ emotional bids for connection and 
if we respond in ways that enrich emotional connection with 
others. As Gottman and DeClaire (2001) observe, “if you don’t 
pay attention, you don’t connect” (p. 66). In addition, we can 
be intentional about reaching out to connect or letting go when 
the situation warrants. 

Strategy 1: Pay Attention

Gottman and DeClaire suggest that if we are mindful of emo-
tional connection, especially when people do not appear to 
want to connect with us, we can go a long way toward building 
relationships. 

If you can see past a person’s anger, sadness, or fear 
to recognize the hidden need, you open up new pos-
sibilities for relation. You’re able to see your coworker’s 
sullen silence as a bid for inclusion in decisions that 
affect his job, for example. Or you can recognize that 
your sister’s agitation says she’s feeling alienated from 
the family. You can even see the bid in your three-
year-old’s temper tantrum: He not only wants the toy 
you can’t buy for him, he wants your comfort in a frus-
trating situation, as well. (2001, p. 36)

MAKING 

By paying more attention to how we connect, we can do so 
much more effectively. 

Strategy 2: Make Lots of Bids;
   Respond to Lots of Bids

We can increase the emotional connection we feel with others 
if we are intentional about reaching out to connect with them. 
This can be done in many different ways. We can make a point 
of showing interest in people’s lives and families. We can find 
out what our conversation partners are interested in and ask 
them about their interests. We can write thank-you notes and 
place them in people’s mailboxes.

When I work with coaches, we often talk about “being a witness 
to the good,” that is, watching for actions that our colleagues 
do well and then telling them what we see. A coach or principal 
observing a teacher, for example, should always be watching 
for what goes well (student behaviour or teaching practices) 
and communicate that to the teacher. There are thousands of 
ways in which we can extend bids to our partners in school, and 
to build emotional connections, we need to be constantly trying 
out new ways to connect.

Our bids for connection will fail if they aren’t authentic. Most 
of us are quite savvy about spotting phony praise or bids for 
connection. What counts is that our bid for connection is based 
on something real, and is not a trick or technique. If we praise 
someone, but in our heart we don’t believe in the praise, we’re 
not being a witness to the good. Authentic bids arise when we 
see something that truly impresses or pleases us and we tell 
others what we see. If people believe we are buttering them 
up because we want to manipulate them, they will keep their 
distance. However, if they sense that we genuinely are inter-
ested, that we care, that we see the good they do, and if we 
communicate that awareness to them, that can be the start of 
a beautiful friendship.

If we find innovative ways to make bids for connection, and if 
we are mindful of how bids shape the emotional landscape of 
our schools, homes, and communities, we should find many op-
portunities to turn toward bids from others. To do this, we need 
to take the time to listen, observe, and interact. Taking the time 

CONNECTIONS

by Jim KnightEMOTIONAL
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to connect with others is just as important as taking the time 
to observe in the classroom. People long for connection, and 
that takes time. Emotionally intelligent leaders are constantly 
watching for opportunities to respond positively to others’ bids 
for connection.

Strategy 3: Let It Go

Imagine you are driving to the airport 
to catch a plane, a little behind sched-
ule. You encounter a traffic jam that 
puts you even further behind, and you 
start to realize that there is a very good 
chance that you will miss your flight. At 
that point, you have two options. One, 
you can try to roar past the traffic on 
the shoulder, annoying and endanger-
ing the other drivers, and then drive 
well above the speed limit, with the 
hope that your dangerous and reckless 
action will get you there on time; or 
two, you can let it go.

When you let it go, you decide that you can’t control the traffic, 
and that it is too dangerous to speed, dodge traffic, and so on, 
and to let the plane go, and you’ll try to catch the next one. (The 
good news is that since airlines are frequently behind, you still 
have a good chance of catching your flight!) When you let it go, 
you stop trying to control the situation, you stop doing actions 
that are dangerous, and you let the situation take care of itself.

Letting it go is just as important for communication as it is for 
driving, and not letting go can also be just as dangerous for our 
relationships as reckless driving can be for driver safety. When 
we let it go in relationships, we stop trying to control how other 
people feel or act. To let it go means to respect others enough 
to truly let them make their own choices about what they do 
and feel.

This is important when communicating one-to-one or with 
groups. For example, trying to control how someone feels about 
us is a surefire way to make it more difficult for that person to 
actually feel affection for us. At its extreme, trying to control 
how others feel about us is emotionally abusive, but the need for 
control can show up in other rather innocent kinds of personal 
interactions, and it almost always has a negative impact.

At its most innocent, not letting go is manifested in sharing our 
positive feelings and expecting something in return. Reducing 
love to an economic exchange (I’ve praised you, now you owe 
me praise) is often to remove authentic love from the relation-

Jim Knight (2011). Unmistakable Impact: A Partnership Approach 
for Dramatically Improving Instruction. Corwin Press, Thousand 
Oaks, CA.  Pages 232-235 - reprinted with permission.

ship. To let it go, on the other hand, is to share kindness, praise, 
or other generosities of the spirit without expecting anything in 
return. Authentic love occurs because we care about what is best 
for other colleagues and friends, not because we expect to get 
something in return for whatever we give.

The irony is that the people who 
love most selflessly, who give gifts 
with no strings attached, are the 
people who are the most loved. 
Indeed, there are few things more 
attractive than kindness, generos-
ity of human spirit, and warmth 
toward fellow human beings. To 
encourage love at home, at work, 
or in the community, begins with 
letting go of trying to control how 
others feel about us.

Letting it go also applies in group 
settings, such as team meetings, 
for example. For me, this is much 
more challenging than letting it 

go in one-to-one conversations. When we work on something 
that really matters to us with a project team, we often come 
to the table with an enormous amount invested in the team’s 
outcome. For example, I sit on research teams where we discuss 
methods, measures, and practices for something I have spent 
my professional career studying, and where the outcome of our 
conversation can really shape what happens to my work in the 
future. Everyone else on the team comes to the meeting with the 
same kind of commitment.

What I have learned is that if I try to control the outcome of 
the meeting by talking more than others, pushing for my ideas, 
directly confronting those who appear to disagree with me – or 
worse – my actions make it less likely that I will get my way. A 
better tactic is to let go of the need to control the meeting. This 
doesn’t mean that we silence ourselves. However, it does mean 
that we go into meetings open to being persuaded. Our goal 
should be to come up with the best plan, rather than to come up 
with our plan. If we let go of the need to control the meeting and 
focus on helping the voices of everyone be heard, more often 
than not, our ideas will be implemented. When they’re not, it is 
probably for good reason. n

REFERENCE
Gottman, J. & DeClaire, J. (2001). The Relationship Cure: A 5 Step  

Guide. New York: Three Rivers Press.



The Power of
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by Margot Heaton 

SELECTING THE
RIGHT PROTOCOL

TIGHT AND LOOSE
The terms tight and loose refer to how much choice 
a facilitator provides for participants. It is important 
to think about the types of choices being offered. A 
facilitator can select protocols that are tight or loose 
in the following areas: general structure, pairing and 
participation, prompts and responses. Once the pur-
pose of the meeting is clear, specific protocols tend to 
fit certain purposes better than others. For example, 
when a persistent school or classroom issue needs to 
be explored, such as student disengagement or disre-
spect for school property, a ‘Consultancy Protocol’ or 
a similar protocol that is aimed at solving problems is 
most appropriate. When a team is hoping to fine-tune 
a lesson or a prompt, such as a series of higher level 
questions that a teacher is planning on using during 
instruction, a protocol that fosters collective critical 
thinking like the ‘Tuning Protocol’ would be a natural 
fit. A team that wishes to dig deeper into characteris-
tics of successful teaching practices to enable reflec-
tion about their current instructional strategies, would 
likely benefit from a protocol like the ‘Success Analysis 
Protocol’.

GENERAL STRUCTURE
A protocol can have a tight overall structure like the 
‘Tuning Protocol’. This structure would be consid-
ered tight because the protocol is divided into dif-
ferent parts, the time is very specifically laid out, 
and at some points it becomes so ‘tight’ that certain 
people are not permitted to speak. This structure is 
much tighter that a protocol such as the ‘World Café’ 
protocol which provides a prompt and individuals join 
a group of their choosing and engage in discussion. 
This structure is considered loose because participants 
have the freedom to choose their group, choose the 
extent of their participation and they have control over 
the conversation, which means it might stray from the 
topic the facilitator had prompted.

There are many factors that influence the dynamic 
of a professional learning community team and 

its meetings. For example, when facilitators first in-
troduce protocols they can sometimes feel awkward 
and unnatural, leaving facilitators wondering if they 
have selected the wrong protocol or worrying that 
they made a careless facilitative move that altered 
the course of the meeting. It is important to remem-
ber that we become better facilitators because of our 
mistakes and our ability to reflect and act on them.

How do you know which protocol is best suited for 
your purpose? Below, I share some of the questions 
that I consider when attempting to select the best 
protocol for a given situation or need.

What is the purpose of our time together? 
What are we trying to learn?

In order to be successful, professional learning teams 
must be able to articulate what they are learning and 
why that learning is important. When a team has es-
tablished a shared, clear professional learning target 
it generates momentum, focuses the learning, and 
fosters ownership in team members, enabling them 
to assess their own progress towards that target. As 
a facilitator, it is important to be very focused in the 
selection of a protocol as it can be useful in providing 
the appropriate scaffolds and supports to help the 
team meet their targets. 

For example, I remember working with a team on 
the goal ‘improving teachers’ knowledge and abili-
ties to ask higher-level questions’. In my mind, I ask 
“What do I hope is accomplished by the end of the 
first meeting?” In this case, I would hope that at the 
end of the first meeting we would share a common 
understanding of higher-level questions and possibly 
design a few questions tailored to our units of study 
so that teachers could incorporate these into upcom-
ing lessons. 



When reflecting on the desired outcomes, I recognize 
that I will need to begin with a text protocol or a 
video response protocol. This will enable us to have 
focused dialogue and tease out big ideas to help us 
to better understanding higher-level questions. If I 
had assumed we were talking about the same thing 
when we were talking about higher level questions, 
or if I had asked team members to reflect on a time 
when teachers used higher level questioning in the 
classroom, it is likely that we would not share a com-
mon understanding which would seriously compro-
mise our collaborative learning.

In this article, I shared some of the many factors I 
take into account when selecting protocols that are 
suitable to the learning needs of the group. Learning 
communities and their interactions are quite complex. 
Thoughtful facilitation can occur when facilitators 
plan for the work by considering some of the various 
dynamics of PLC teams. As I grow as a facilitator, I 
continue to learn by reflecting upon my facilitative 
practice in meetings that were productive and suc-
cessful as well as those that were less effective and 
more challenging. Let’s be patient and forgiving of 
ourselves, knowing that through our experiences and 
our reflection, we are growing into skilled facilitators 
to support our collective learning as educators.

Share with us some of your experiences as a facilita-
tor and the factors that you consider as you select 
protocols for teams. It is through engaging in these 
rich exchanges that we are able to reflect upon our 
facilitative practices and build upon one another’s 
knowledge base to hone our skills. We appreciate 
your feedback! Send your e-mail to: editor@learning-
forwardontario.ca.
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Margot Heaton works as a Vice-Principal for the Greater Essex 
County District School Board. She is a candidate in the Joint 
PhD Program at the University of Windsor, Brock University, and 
Lakehead University. Her research interests are in professional 
learning communities. 

WHAT IS THE SIZE OF THE GROUP?
The size of the group can significantly influence the 
success of any protocol. In more intimate settings, 
there is additional accountability and it is particularly 
important to ensure that trust is fostered in the group 
by providing safe and loose protocols at the begin-
ning. ‘Tight’ protocols tend to feel very unnatural 
in small groups that haven’t yet established trust-
ing professional relationships. In larger groups, it is 
important to consider whether the group needs to be 
sub-divided and methods of ensuring accountability 
to support the learning of the professionals.

HOW WELL DO THE MEMBERS OF THIS 
GROUP KNOW ONE ANOTHER?
While it may seem like a minor detail, the answer to 
this question can significantly impact the outcome 
of the meeting and the learning that takes place. It 
is important to factor this into your decision regard-
ing which protocol is best for a given situation. While 
in some cases it might seem as though the team 
members know each other well, my advice is to tread 
carefully. Just because team members get along or 
spend time together outside of school does not mean 
that they have established relationships as colleagues 
and co-learners. I have learned that those situations 
can sometimes be among the most challenging since 
pre-existing dynamics that are not focused on teach-
ing and learning are at play.

HOW MUCH SHOULD I OR DO I WANT 
TO GUIDE THE DIALOGUE?
Determining how much guidance the facilitator wish-
es to provide is based on a variety of factors such 
as: purpose of meeting, level of knowledge of the 
team, level of knowledge of the individual members, 
required scaffolds to push thinking and learning to 
the next level, etc. In addition, a facilitator can share 
the facilitation and provide more or less freedom for 
participants in the learning by factoring in the dy-
namics of the group, the level of readiness, and the 
intended purpose of the meeting. Any structure can 
be “loosened up” or “tightened up” depending on the 
needs of the group by massaging the: number or na-
ture of the prompts provided and/or time allocation. 
A facilitator can also tailor the learning experience by 
altering the protocol itself by embedding or removing 
pieces of the protocol to better meet the needs of the 
team and by altering the level of accountability. 

INTERESTED IN JOINING
LEARNING FORWARD ONTARIO?

Please visit www.learningforwardontario.ca
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COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY
by Dawne Boersen

“The question confronting most schools and districts is not, “What do we need to know
in order to improve?” but rather, “Will we turn what we already know into action?”

Learning by Doing, A Handbook for Professional Learning Communities at Work, Richard DuFour et al (2006)

T he Huron-Perth Catholic District 
School Board has invested in teach-

ers’ professional learning, focusing on 
building capacity, and moving from the 
train-the-trainer model to designs that 
meet the unique needs of each school 
and addresses the goals set out in school 
improvement plans. The time was right 
to turn knowledge into action. During 
the 2010-2011 school year, the intermedi-
ate team at Holy Name of Mary Catholic 
School took part in a golden opportunity, 
engaging in collaborative inquiry and 
deepening our learning about how to bet-
ter meet the needs of our students. Over 
the course of the year, Learning Forward 
Ontario facilitated teams from different 
boards within the London Region, guid-
ing teachers, coaches, administrators, and 
staff developers through the collaborative 
inquiry process. The overarching intent 
was to learn more about the fundamen-
tal principles outlined in Growing Success 
while deepening knowledge about the 
collaborative inquiry process itself. This 
professional learning proved to be one 
of the most valuable and effective experi-
ences for our team and our students.

The Spring 2010 issue of Ideas Into Ac-
tion, published by the Ontario Leadership 
Strategy outlined the bank of research 
that supports collaborative inquiry as an 
effective professional learning tool that 
impacts greatly on schools and student 
achievement. Collaborative learning cul-
tures:

• engender trust
• cultivate a culture of change
• help to counter resistance to change
• promote relevant learning
 experiences for the teacher
• focus on student learning

This opportunity gave us a chance to 
put the research into action in our own 
school.

Goals of the Project

As part of our school improvement plan, we have a school-wide focus on 
“Teaching and learning incorporates 21st century content, global perspec-
tives, learning skills, resources and technologies.” Our intermediate divi-
sion decided to focus on developing the learning skills outlined in Growing 
Success, knowing that these are important skills to teach and develop, and 
by doing so, we would support growth in a variety of content areas.

Process

Our team was led through the four interactive stages of collaborative inqui-
ry. First, we framed the problem. Next, we determined a plan for collecting 
evidence, analyzed the data, and came together one final time to share and 
celebrate our learning. Of course, the bulk of the work happened back at the 
school and in the classroom, but we were able structure our learning very 
easily, following the framework that was given to us.

STAGES OF COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY

Problem Framing 
Collecting Evidence 
Analyzing Evidence

Celebrating and Sharing

As we considered the assessment for learning data teachers collected at the 
beginning of the school year, and the fundamental principles of Growing 
Success, we decided to focus on providing descriptive feedback to students 
regarding learning skills. Teachers taught the students about the learning 
skills and gave students multiple opportunities to practice. Descriptive feed-
back was given to all students, but for our marker students, we delivered de-
scriptive feedback through learning logs (written), oral conferences, and via 
our classroom moodles (on-line learning environments). After assignments, 
students were asked to reflect on their learning, either through a written 
learning log or online. Teachers gave feedback on their learning skills by 
responding to their reflections. Marker students were also given oral feed-
back.

As the work progressed, and our knowledge deepened about the learning 
skills and descriptive feedback, we narrowed our question to focus only on 
self-regulation. During a building capacity session back at the school, we re-
viewed Growing Success and other resources to inform ourselves about self-
regulation. Having a better understanding of what we were looking for al-
lowed for better development of the type of descriptive feedback we would 
be giving to students.

Research Question: How can delivering effective descriptive feedback 
through a variety of means (electronic, oral, written and peer) contrib-
ute to the improvement of self-regulation for intermediate students at 
Holy Name of Mary?
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Dawne Boersen is the Principal of Holy Name of Mary Catholic 
Elementary School, Huron-Perth Catholic District School Board. 
Dawne is also Learning Forward Ontario’s Treasurer. 

Outcomes

Using the qualitative and quantitative evidence collected 
during our inquiry, we determined that:

1. With increased purposeful teaching, students were 
able to articulate their area of strength and needs.

 As the instruction about learning goals began, stu-
dents initially set simplistic goals, such as focusing 
on organizing their belongings or time manage-
ment rather than on thinking critically on their own 
strengths, needs or interests. As instruction contin-
ued and deepened, with more focus on self-regu-
lation, students began to hone in on their personal 
learning needs. Self-reflections became richer and the 
focus became on improving learning.

2. Students became less mark-oriented and looked for 
feedback to support their learning.

 During the draft stages of work, stu-
dents were able to use the feedback 
that was given in written form via 
the moodle to make improvements. 
Receiving feedback over the com-
puter was efficient and motivating 
for the students, once everyone be-
came proficient at using the tech-
nology.

3. Students achieving at level one or 
two, identified as marker students, 
required more direct feedback and 
communicated through oral confer-
ences.

 Marker students seemed to have difficulty under-
standing the written feedback when not accompa-
nied by an oral conference. Having both an oral dis-
cussion and access to the written feedback seemed 
to help these students internalize the information 
more effectively. It also provided a document that 
other adults working with these students, either 
Educational Assistants or parents, could use to sup-
port them when the teacher was not available. This 
allowed a consistent approach to the work.

4. Students who are disengaged with their work still 
needed much prompting and support to complete 
tasks.

 Although providing feedback via the computer was 
motivating for most students, this effect was intermit-
tent among students who are disengaged from their 
learning.

Why Action Research?

“Action research is a powerful professional learning design 
that offers a systematic way for teams to explore issues 
and determine potential resolutions through collaborative 
inquiry, reflection and dialogue.” Action Research, Facilita-
tor’s Handbook, Canadian Council on Learning (2008)

Conclusions and Suggested Future Directions

We concluded that by using the online learning environ-
ment to deliver effective feedback to the intermediate stu-
dents, that students in general were able to learn more about 
their own personal learning style, were able to set achievable 
goals, and to reflect critically on their own personal learning 
needs. There were several sub-groups of students where we 
observed a specific impact. Firstly, we noticed a decrease in 
the number of times that students who typically achieve at 
level three and four and who needed constant approval and 
direction came to the teacher for reassurance during a task 
when given feedback online. Secondly, we noticed that stu-
dents who were disengaged from their learning still needed 
a lot of prompting to complete tasks and for the duration 
of this inquiry, showed little motivation to respond to the 
feedback. Thirdly, we noticed that students with special edu-

cation needs who had a good work 
ethic and/or support from home 
were able to use the online support 
well.

This inquiry has raised questions 
for us as well and will help direct 
our future inquiries. We wonder 
if students who are specifically 
taught learning skills earlier in their 
academic career will help prevent 
students from becoming disen-
gaged from their learning. We also 
wonder, as we move forward, if the 
impact we have seen will have a 
larger positive effect with students 
if we begin the process in Septem-
ber, and over time, if students will 

be able to use these skills to improve their learning to an 
even greater degree. We noticed a positive impact on indi-
vidual students and wonder if there will be a positive impact 
on how students work collaboratively in groups when given 
feedback. The use of computers was important to this study, 
and we still have students who have limited access/capabil-
ity to use computers. We need to problem-solve more about 
how to maximize the use of these tools for all students. We 
also want to be able to organize the classroom in such a way 
that students who need oral conferences to support the on-
line feedback are able to receive it and preserve their sense 
of self-worth. A final consideration for the future is the abil-
ity to monitor student work when it is submitted online, to 
ensure the integrity of the students’ own learning.

In the 2011-2012 school year, our team is moving forward 
in a similar collaborative inquiry, looking at the impact of 
introducing collaborative structures on students’ ability to 
demonstrate orally critical thinking skills. The collaborative 
inquiry process has opened doors to deeper, more relevant 
learning for all of our teachers. n
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Learning Forward Ontario is pleased to present an interview with Educational 
Consultant Lucy West. Lucy is recognized internationally for her innovative, ef-
fective, and cutting edge ideas and proven practices for transforming schools 
into multi-generational learning communities that thrive in the 21st century. In 
this interview, Lucy shares her thoughts about student and educator learning, 
ideas on how to support collaboration amongst adults and children, and provides 
practical suggestions on how to promote classroom discourse.  

Focus on What Really Counts

Learning Forward Ontario: What kind of work moves a 
school or school board forward?

Lucy West: Districts need to stay focused on essential ideas 
about what matters in improving student learning or improv-
ing everyone’s learning because that is what schools are re-
ally about. Schools are supposed to be learning organiza-
tions that improve adult and student learning because you 
can’t do one without the other. If adults aren’t willing to 
learn, they’re stagnant and they can’t teach students how 
to be continual learners. It’s not possible because the adults 
are not continual learners. If we assume that we have agree-
ment that everyone has to be a learner, the next thing is to 
develop the level of skill in our discourse. 

Professional learning communities need to focus on evidence 
of student learning, the instructional core, what’s working, 
and evidence of how we know it’s working – while still choos-
ing one or two vital behaviours that everybody agrees to 
develop. Now one of the reasons that talk, for example, is 
such an important vital behaviour is because it goes across 
all content areas. It goes across all levels of the system and 
across all age groups. When you learn to communicate well 
you will be successful in the 21st century. If you are not good 
at that, if you cannot articulate your ideas, listen to other 
people’s ideas, synergize divergent ideas, you’re not going 
to get very far in the coming years because that is what’s 
needed to succeed. If that’s not the culture in your school, 
then that’s the number one thing to change. Especially prin-
cipals at the high school level – that is their work. How do 
you develop integrated circles of learning communities? 

I have a lot of passion around talk, communication, etc., and 
I do believe – and there is plenty of research supporting the 
belief – that bringing people together to have conversation, 

An Interview with Lucy West,
Educational Consultant

to bounce work off of the instructional core conversationally 
is a very powerful thing to do. I’m proposing a hypothesis 
and the hypothesis is that the level and quality of discourse 
among adults in a school is mirrored in the classroom. So 
ask yourself, How much and how willing to collaborate are 
the teachers in my school? How willing are they to really dive 
into what teaching and learning is all about? How willing are 
they to question each other’s practice, to receive feedback 
from each other with some critical pieces to it – not just 
‘great job’ kind of stuff; not the polite norms that we’re used 
to living with, but really to question each other from a place 
of inquiry? I am not talking about a place of competition or 
attack because what we’re asking teachers to do is to teach 
kids how to do that – it’s called collaboration. 

People go through stages as they start to get into collab-
orative groups. The whole teaching profession for the last 
hundred years has been individual preference basically, and 
we work by ourselves in isolation. So you’ve got a hundred 
years of history here, probably more, and now we’re moving 
to this collaborative work. Well, when you put a bunch of 
individuals together in a group who are used to autonomy, 
their own preferences, etc., the first thing they experience is 
feeling like they have to compromise which is all about win-
ning and losing. It’s my point of view. I’m going to stick to it 
or I’m going to give in and just do what everybody wants me 
to do. Neither feels very good but it’s usually a first stage in 
learning to work together.

Then comes cooperation where we’re kind of nice to each 
other. Maybe we get a little bit farther along in our thinking 
where we can actually agree on something. And then comes 
collaboration. Collaboration takes a lot of skill. Collaboration 
is a deep process that is not about compromising, and it’s 
not about 100 percent consensus. It’s about using evidence 

by Jenni Donohoo

Engaging Thought Leaders
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in data and working on a project and looking to see what’s 
working and trying it again. So this adult path is mirrored in 
the classroom. You see the same thing with kids; they will 
compete with each other; they want a star. Then if you put 
them in groups you will see kids backing off and kids domi-
nating; maybe you’ll get to some cooperative language. And 
then eventually you will get to collaboration, if you’re paying 
attention to those things. So I’m always thinking on two lev-
els: How do adults operate? What kind of feedback are we 
giving each other? Are we willing to receive? And then what 
does it look like in the classroom? When we cultivate our own 
habits, they show up in the classroom and they raise the bar 
for what is actually going on in the classroom.

Learning Forward Ontario: How do we promote collabo-
ration amongst staff?

Lucy West: You address the idea of how people deal with 
differences in relation to what matters by developing their 
capacity to have discourse. Most of us in the western world 
do not collaborate very well so how can we teach the kids to 
do it? We have to immerse ourselves in the practices, in the 
experiences that we want kids to employ. So if we want kids 
to collaborate, argue, reason, question – then we have to do 
that together with each other and teach each other how to 
do it. In this profession individualism and preference often 
rule. So the question becomes how do we get the adults to 
practice what they want the kids to do? 

We must make room in our discourse for a diversity of ideas 
and then use evidence to determine which of the ideas are 
actually valid. We have to come to some agreement on what 
is going to constitute evidence of learning. Take for example 
a teacher who wants to lecture and another who is going 
to use discourse in the classroom and group learning. Next, 
you’ll have to figure out which class actually learned more 
so you have to agree on evidence of learning. And if it turns 
out that the class that engaged in discourse learned more, 
then the other teacher will have to change his/her lecture 
stance because it is not working. Not because he/she is evil 
but because it’s not working. He/she might like lecturing but 

it is not working. There may be a place for lecture. There are 
moments in this class when lecture takes place, but what we 
then have to figure out is when is lecture appropriate. Not 
whether it’s ever appropriate, but to what degree. When? I 
know it’s not 90 percent of the time, and that is what the 
teacher is doing. 

I suggest we provide structures that enable teachers to go 
watch what their colleagues are doing. They can see what 
they think is valuable in what their colleagues are doing and 
try something. It doesn’t have to be everything – just one 
thing. Let’s see if we can move teachers a couple of inches 
away from lecture towards a little bit more engagement of 
student discourse or something along that line. It is very 
deliberate work; it is very specific, and it stays focused on 
the instructional core. The only way you know what you are 
supposed to do is evidence of student learning and the evi-
dence has to go beyond test scores. It has to go to day to 
day evidence of student learning. I cannot wait for the test, 
whether it is on Friday, or six weeks from now, or at the 
end of the year. I need to know every day. Are my students 
learning and what are they learning? I need to have oppor-
tunities every day as a teacher to improve the repertoire of 
instructional strategies that I am using to improve student 
learning. I need to have opportunities every day to be able 
to sit with my colleagues and argue in a positive way, but in 
a real honest and frank way about what is and isn’t working 
in terms of improving student achievement. 

We are not public about our teaching and learning. I’ve 
worked with Richard Elmore many times and in his latest 
book, Instructional Rounds in Education, he provides some 
provocative statements – one of them being this:

What educators don’t have are explicitly shared practices 
which is what distinguishes educators from other profes-
sionals. In the United States anyway, educators are not 
highly respected professionals and we contribute to that 
image of who we are because we do not agree on what 
good practice is. We use the same term to mean a whole 
variety of different things. 

For example, what is accountable talk? We use 
terms in education that mean different things to 
different people. They get bandied about and when 
you actually walk into a classroom what you would 
call accountable talk and what someone else would 
call accountable talk are two different things. So 
one of the biggest issues in public education is get-
ting clear images together on what the thing is that 
we’re trying to do. We’re going to raise test scores 
or we’re going to improve student achievement or 
we’re going to close the gap or we’re going to dif-
ferentiate or we’re going to increase talk, or what-
ever it is – and we all go running off in our merry 
directions trying to do this thing. 
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The problem is we each have a different image of what that actually entails. So if you took 
your staff into the same classroom and everybody watched the same lesson, and then you all 
stepped out in the hallway to talk about it, would you all have focused on the same thing? 
Would you all have valued the same thing? If not, that’s where the work starts. If you’re 
all not heading in the same direction – you’re all heading in different directions using 
the same language – that’s a problem. 

Learning Forward Ontario: How do we promote classroom discourse?

So the question is: Are we really engaging students in ac-
countable talk? How would we know if we were? What hap-
pens in most classrooms is once the student gives the right 
answer, teachers move on. We don’t know why they gave 
the right answer. We don’t know if everybody else has the 
same thinking or agrees with the answer or not, but we 
heard what we wanted to hear so move on. That is what 
teaching is most of the time. My advice – slow down. Slow 
down and find out who heard what. So the basic begin-
ning moves if you want teachers to begin to work on this, 
if they’re convinced that talk is important and frustrated 
because they cannot get it going, then here is what you do. 
The first thing a teacher needs to learn to do is no matter 
what a student says when you ask a question, you ask them 
further questions. Like why do you think that, or tell me 
how you got that, or say more about that – any phrase that 
will get the kids to tell you what they are thinking, whether 
the answer is right or wrong because we have to help the 
teachers get away from the focus on right answers. It’s not 
about right answers; it’s about developing reasoning and 
the capacity to articulate and communicate. 

Secondly, the simplest, easiest move and one a lot of middle 
school and high schools teachers are afraid of is turn and 
talk. Several times in a lesson have the students turn and 
talk to each other about an idea on the table. Third, work 
to get restating by students of other students’ ideas. The 
teachers are doing the work when they do the restating. 
Getting students to listen to one another and value one an-
other’s ideas is central. That’s it. Whoever is doing the work 
is doing the learning. And finally, the teacher, at moments, 
revoices things. Revoicing is different from restating in that 
revoicing generally aims to add clarity or language to a stu-
dent generated idea so that other students can respond 
to the idea. So there are reasons why a teacher would re-
voice, but it is not at the beginning and it’s not every time 
a student speaks. It’s when the students are now at a place 
where they have been grappling with an idea and we need 
to give it some clarity. We need to highlight the idea. These 
are the three or four beginning moves of starting to get talk 
going in a classroom. n

REFERENCE
Elizabeth A. City, Richard F. Elmore, Sarah E. Fiarman and Lee 

Teitel, Instructional Rounds in Education: A Network Approach 
to Improving Teaching and Learning (2009)

Lucy West: What gets in the way of increasing student 
discourse? It’s actually kind of straight forward – teacher 
habits, believes, and pressures - outside pressures or what 
they internalize as pressures (for example, I’ve got to get 
through the curriculum). That is such a common refrain and 
it is so often what actually makes great learning happen; it’s 
really frightening. 

Students also come with habits, beliefs and history. If you’re 
starting to try and get talk going in high schools and kids 
have not had a history of being asked to do these things, 
they push back because it is changing their role. What 
you’re asking a student to do, what is required, is different, 
foreign and uncomfortable. They are no longer to be pas-
sive recipients and regurgitate information in order to meet 
the new goals of education. So whatever their history is, 
whatever their belief is, whatever their emotional stance is, 
and whatever their beliefs are about what the content is can 
get in the way. 

Teachers really need to consider the worthiness of the task. 
The purpose of classroom talk in countries in which they are 
getting high results is cognitive. It is not about developing 
self-esteem or self-confidence; it’s about keeping the cogni-
tive demand high and developing important ideas. In the 
United States we get so worried about whether the kids are 
self-confident and whether we’re going to embarrass them 
or hurt their feelings or this or that – we lose the depth, the 
rigor, the academic press of the lesson. 

Another important idea is that teaches model talk at its best. 
The teachers are actually walking the walk of how you talk in 
the domain. So if you’re working and you’re thinking about 
mathematics, you’re in a logical, reasoning domain. You’re 

thinking and talking in that 
manner. Teachers’ sequence 
of several questions that are 
designed to develop reason-
ing. What does this mean? 
What’s so funny here in terms 
of the numbers? What’s going 
on here? Not to get a right an-
swer – that’s not what makes 
or breaks the learning. What 
makes the learning is the cog-
nitive demand and the devel-
opment – the time to develop 
the ideas. 
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 So is what we say we believe emulated in our be-
havior?

Research studies reveal that what
people often do is different from

the theories they espouse.

Almost 60 years ago, Oliver (1953) published results 
from a study involving 119 elementary teachers not-
ing that classroom practices were “not consistent with 
their stated educational beliefs” (p. 47). More recently, 
in a study investigating the extent to which teachers’ 
beliefs were manifested in practice, *Lee (2009) uncov-
ered ten areas of discrepancy related to feedback. Ped-
der (2006) also provided recent evidence that showed 
that promoting learners’ autonomy is where the gap 
is the biggest between current classroom practice and 
teachers’ stated values. 
 
	 Examining,	 reflecting	on,	 and	openly	discussing	
the incongruence between espoused theories and 
theories-in-use are at the core of organizational learn-
ing.

If we are going to produce meaningful 
changes in education, we need to
recognize and acknowledge the

discrepancy between what we say
we believe and what we actually do.

This	can	be	difficult	and	challenging	work	as	people	
feel a need to preserve relationships and therefore, 
avoid engaging in conversations involving issues that 
seem too controversial to discuss. Dialogue becomes 

cautious, people advocate protecting the status quo, 
and critical issues that need to be addressed are by-
passed or covered up. As a result, theories-in-use are 
reinforced and genuine learning is inhibited. 
 
 To ensure that learning is not inhibited, school 
improvement teams can make their theories of action 
explicit.	 This	 involves	 articulating	 simplified	 causal	
statements that prescribe how to achieve intended 
consequences. Theories of action will serve two pur-
poses. Firstly, they will serve as a story line that will 
connect the school improvement team’s vision with 
specific	strategies	used	to	improve	teaching	and	learn-
ing (City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel 2009). Heath and 
Heath (2010) noted that ideas need to be translated 
into	specific	behaviors	in	order	to	remove	the	ambi-
guity from a team’s vision of change. Secondly, they 
will help teams to align their intended theory with 
the	 enacted	 theory	 through	 reflection	 and	dialogue.	
Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky (2009) noted that clos-
ing the gap between espoused theories and theories-
in-use	 is	 a	 difficult	 adaptive	 challenge	 but	 that	 “in-
dividuals and organizations alike come face-to-face 
with their real priorities” when this gap can no longer 
be ignored.

When formulating theories of action ensure they: 

• are committed to in writing; 
• contain statements of causal relationships that 

can be disproved; 
• adhere to the conditions under which continuous 

improvement will happen; 
• include new capacities that must be
 developed in order to ensure success. 

FORMULATING A
Theory of Action
School Improvement

BY JENNI DONOHOO, TEACHER CONSULTANT
GREATER ESSEX COUNTY DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD

More	than	thirty	years	ago,	Argyris	and	Schon	(1974)	made	significant	contributions	
to our understanding of organizational learning, coining the phrase theory of action 

to	describe	people’s	ideas	about	how	to	accomplish	tasks	and	goals.	These	theories	significantly	influence	how	
individuals and groups solve problems and make choices. Bushe (2010) noted that whether or not people are 
aware of their theories, they exist and that every goal-oriented action people take are based on some theory they 
hold about how those actions will lead to the attainment of their goals. Theories of action come in two types: 
espoused theories (stated as beliefs and values) and theories-in-use (actual behavior). This distinction allows 
us	to	reflect	on	the	incongruence	between	the	two.

FOR
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City et al., (2009) suggested that committing 
to a theory of action in written form “provides 
the opportunity to test our presuppositions 
about what we think will work against the evi-
dence of what actually works” (p. 56). Articu-
lating	 simplified	 causal	 statements	 that	 pre-
scribe how to achieve intended consequences 
will help school improvement teams in con-
sidering the causes (classroom practices) that 
precede the effects (student learning). Reeves 
(2010) noted that simplistic as it is, “in an envi-
ronment where only effects matter, causes are 
dismissed as irrelevant” (p. 16). Theories of 
action can be utilized by school improvement 
teams to ensure that causes are not treated as 
immaterial. Although they are committed to 
in writing, Fullan (2008) reminded us of the 
need	to	remain	fluid	in	our	thinking	when	for-
mulating and reformulating theories and sug-
gested that leaders use theories to guide their 
actions but remain open to “new data that 
may direct future action” (p. 8). Fullan (2006) 
also noted that if theories of action do not ad-
dress the conditions under which continuous 
improvement will happen, they are bound 
to fail. Finally, theories of action that include 
the development of individual and collective 
knowledge and competencies are more likely 
to achieve results (Fullan, 2006). 

After articulating causal statements, the sec-
ond step for school improvement teams is to 
identify assumptions that are implicit in their 
theories of action. Identifying the underlying 
assumptions upon which the theory is based is 
an important component of a theory of action. 
Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, and Flowers (2004) 
noted that “breakthroughs come when people 
learn how to take the time to stop and examine 
their assumptions” (p. 33). If we do not iden-
tify the assumptions that underlie our theories 
and test them against real events, we run the 
risk of holding invalid theories and enacting 
behaviors that are ineffective. 

Finally, school improvement teams engage in 
practice to discover if strategies work by test-
ing their claims and assumptions. Fullan (2011) 
referred to this as “deliberate doing” (p. 5) and 
noted it as the core learning method for effec-
tive leaders.

SAMPLE THEORY OF ACTION
The following theory of action was created by a school 
improvement team at a secondary school in Windsor, 
Ontario and is based on the following information:

Identified Student Learning Need

Students	experience	difficulty	comprehending
informational texts.

Identified Problem of Practice

The specialized vocabulary and advanced text
structures contained in text books present challenges 
for students.

Team’s Purpose

Determine	how	to	build	students’	proficiency	in
reading and comprehending informational texts. 

 Inquiry Question

What is the impact of explicitly teaching text
structures on students’ ability to read and comprehend 
informational texts?

THEORY OF ACTION
If we identify and implement common strategies to 

improve reading comprehension then students will 
know what to expect when they move from class to 
class.

If we focus on explicitly teaching text structures then 
students will organize their thinking in a manner that 
will assist them in constructing meaning.

If we teach students how texts are organized then stu-
dents	will	 be	 able	 to	 read	with	 better	 efficiency	 by	
selecting	specific	comprehension	strategies	that	fit	a	
particular text.

If students are provided with effective strategies to help 
them understand what they read then students will 
be motivated to use texts to advance their knowledge 
and understanding. 

If we meet regularly to share our learning then we will 
be more likely to be open and transparent about the 
challenges we are facing.
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*For more information about this study, see the Research Snapshot on page 15.

UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS
The following assumptions are implicit in the school improvement team’s theory of action:

• full participation and that consistency can be achieved across content areas;

• that teachers know text structures as well as strategies for teaching text structures to students;

• that teachers will be explicit in their teaching of text structures;

• that students will select appropriate strategies depending on text structures;

• that success will motivate students;

• success builds with an increase in practice and support.
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researchsnapshot
10 Mismatches Between Teachers’ 
Beliefs and Written Feedback Practice

Source of Research: Lee, I. (2009). Ten mismatches between teachers’ beliefs and written 
feedback practice. ELT Journal, 63(1), Oxford University Press.

What is this research about?
Teacher beliefs influence their instruction. 
This research explores the incongruence 
between teachers’ beliefs about providing 
feedback to students and their actual 
practices. Ten areas of  disparity between 
educators’ beliefs about feedback and how it 
actually plays out on written assignments are 
identified through this research.

How can teacher feedback be constructed 
so that it positively influences student 
learning and motivation? How can feedback 
become an effective tool to scaffold student 
development?

What did the researchers do?
Lee, an associate professor with the Faculty 
of  Education at the Chinese University 
of  Hong Kong, collected data to explore 
feedback practices from the perspectives of  
both teachers and students. A large sample 
of  student-written texts were collected and 
analyzed for the feedback that teachers 
provided. Teacher interviews were later 
conducted focusing on teacher beliefs and 
practices about feedback. In addition teachers 
participated in a questionnaire to reveal some 
of  their beliefs and their perceptions about 
their feedback practices. One goal of  this 
study was to investigate the extent to which 
teacher beliefs are manifested in practice. 
Based on the trends in the data, the researcher 
developed a list of  ten “mismatches” between 
teachers’ beliefs and their actual feedback 
practices. Lee then suggested next steps 
(outlined in the What you need to know... 
section) for teachers who are interested in 
examining and enhancing their feedback 
practices.

What did the researchers find?
 1 Teachers believe that good writing is more than simply form, 

BUT they provide most of  their feedback in this category.
 2 Teachers believe that it is best to focus feedback on specific 

errors or feedback for a specific purpose, BUT they mark errors 
comprehensively.

 3 Teachers believe that students benefit from locating and correcting 
their own errors, BUT they consistently correct and locate errors 
for students.

 4 Teachers believe that students have limited ability to decipher 
the editing codes, BUT they use them anyway.

 5 Teachers believe that scores or grades cause students to ignore 
teacher feedback, BUT they use them anyway.

 6 Teachers believe it is important to highlight students’ strengths and 
weaknesses, BUT they focus almost always on the weaknesses.

 7 Teachers believe that students should take more responsibility 
for their learning, BUT their practices take this control away 
from students, making it nearly impossible.

 8 Teachers believe that the writing process is helpful, BUT teachers 
ask students to write single drafts and provide feedback on 
these, responding to the product at the end instead of  providing 
feedback throughout the process. 

 9 Teachers believe that students will continue to make the errors 
that the teacher corrected in their work, BUT teachers continue 
to focus on correcting student errors.

 10 Teachers believe that the effort they invest in providing students 
with feedback is ineffective, BUT they do not alter their feedback 
practices.

What you need to know.. .

There appears to be some misalignment with teachers’ beliefs 
about feedback and their actual feedback practices. It may be 
helpful for teachers to clarify their beliefs about feedback, narrow 
their purposes for providing feedback, challenge their current 
practice, and evaluate the effectiveness of their feedback practices. 
In this way, feedback can be strategically shaped to better meet its 
ultimate objective, which is to improve student learning.  

What change can you make to your practice today, this week, this month?
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is your chance to experience an amazing professional 
learning opportunity and to collaborate with colleagues.  

1 Be inspired by our keynote presenters.
2 Attend a learning session with Learning
 Forward, Apple Canada, Fablevision,
 and leading authors and educators in our field.
3 Participate in a l iteracy or numeracy coaching session.
4 Attend a superintendent, administrator or consultant 
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