Chapter Three

Building a Culture of Inquiry, Reflection and Scholarship

Part A: Mobilizing Systems to Enhance Teachers' Research-

Based Professionalism In Improving Student Learning

Chapter Three explains my influence in helping to build a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship within a District School Board. Because of the importance of the connections between the personal and the professional in my thesis I share my life with the people as well as the tasks in my system portfolios. The first part of Chapter Three is focused on my system portfolios of Community Relations, Career Education and Assessment. My analysis is focused on how I mobilize systems to support people through connections, networks and relationships and then I look at the transferability of that knowledge from one situation to another. 

The second part of Chapter Three analyses how I have managed to provide sustaining support for inquiry, reflection and scholarship as a systems manager. It focuses in particular on my influence on the development of a culture of inquiry and reflection as I mobilize system supports and then create sustained supports through contributing to building communities and networks. The systematized knowledge that Catherine Snow (2001) is searching for already exists in my board and other boards in Ontario and across the world. I begin with my initiation into action research, the beginning years in Brant, the supports that I built up to provide sustained support for the teachers and principals in my district and as an additional benefit in other districts. 

I want to frame this part of the thesis with how I envisage the work of managing systems in a broad perspective. Rather that seeing myself controlled by regulations and legislation which are indeed a fact of life, I see the opportunities for accomplishing a vision of a better world in which students can develop optimally given their capacities. Part of what I do is carry that fervent belief and hope in a very visible, relational and action-oriented way. People see me doing and being that vision. In earlier chapters I talked about policy having the capacity to liberate even though governments frequently interfere, and I’ve also talked about that fact, there are vast arenas in which there is unlimited room for creative and productive work in a context of creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 2001, p.116-124). I have no delusions that managing systems is simple to do but there is a simplicity to it. 

Great groups need leaders who encourage and enable. Jack Welch once said of his role at General Electric, “Look, I only have three things to do. I have to choose the right people, allocate the right number of dollars, and transmit ideas from one division to another with the speed of light.” Those three tasks are familiar to almost everyone involved in creative collaboration (Bennis & Biederman, 1997, p. 26).

It is complex and demanding and requires a committed effort from all of the players to produce the synergy to improve the social order, in my domains (Csikszentmihalyi, 2001, p.116), focusing on students, school and office staff, families and communities to create a culture that supports student learning.

In Chapters One and Two, I shared two perspectives of my role, Executive Council and Family of Schools. In this section, I am connecting the functions in those aspects of my role with my system portfolios again with the unifying values of valuing the other and building a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship. Just to review, in my family of schools I am the supervisor of the schools through the principal. With system portfolios, I have responsibilities for particular focus areas in the entire school district and as well I influence operations that are not technically in my particular portfolio through input to policy and procedures. My portfolios have changed over the period of my tenure as a superintendent and since there have been many and I share some in other parts of the thesis
, I will deal with only a few. 

In more stable environments superintendents might have a portfolio like Curriculum, Special Education or Human Resources for an entire career. Commonly, Peter Moffatt
 gave me roles that required innovation, large-scale change and for which there was frequently no past practice in the board. I often referred to my portfolio as the ‘things that need doing but that don’t fit anywhere or that no one else wants to do’. I welcome and need that challenge and, in fact, seek it out. While support staff that worked with me had specific job descriptions, frequently they picked up other assignments that came my way. When staff work with me, working with the parents and community and in action research just comes with the role. If they have past experience in those areas, that’s a benefit and if they don’t, I take time to coach them and find great pleasure at seeing their growth. I have learned as much, and sometimes more, from them as they have from me. 

When I speak of my system portfolios, then, I mean those roles in my job description that affect the entire school district, not just my family of schools. Because of their higher profile, they are the ones on which the system judges my performance. That 

profile comes from the fact that staff and community across the entire district regard me as the resident expert in that arena and that those are the reports that I submit to the board of trustees for policy decisions and thus are the ones reported in the media. The concept of ‘expert’ is an interesting one. When Peter gave me the Career Education portfolio in 1995, I said that I knew very little about it. His response was that by virtue of my task commitment and attention to the area, I would be the ‘expert’ in six months. These portfolios
 have changed as many times as the membership of Executive Council for obvious reasons. The staff assigned to assist me in these responsibilities have changed as well because of term appointments, advancements, changes in job assignments (mine and theirs) and retirements.

In this section, I take you into my processes of growth and learning in order to understand how my vision and directions are created and implemented. I explain as well the connections between my career path and the personal and professional parts of my life. It is important to see the connections like the faces of a hologram. The work I do as a volunteer in the community is connected to and improves my work as a superintendent and derives from the same values I hold about children, families and learning. First some of the history of my system portfolios, career connections and volunteer work.

Community Relations and Parental/Community Involvement

My portfolio of responsibilities has included community relations and parental/community involvement from my first assignment in 1995 and, in fact, evolved from a combination of my interest, a need Peter and I saw in the system and a shift in society for greater involvement and accountability. I'm not sure of the origin of my interest but I think my experience as a mother, my work in special education, my leadership in the Community Teamwork committee for the Brant Board (Delong & Moffatt, 1994) and my involvement in The United Way, a fund-raising organization that supported families through a variety of organizations, provided the basis for the value. I had, and continue to have, a vision of a community that values education and an education system that values community. When Peter and I first talked about my areas of responsibility, we called this portfolio "Education-Work-Community", a bit cumbersome as a title but at least clear as to intent. By 1999, we changed the title to Community Relations which, while shorter, is less specific. In any case the work was a matter of bringing together the groups that had an investment in education inside the conversation so that people affected by decision-making had input into the decisions (Sergiovanni, 1992).

Out of our work together on The Community Teamwork Committee, Peter and I created a framework in which we saw Parental/Community involvement occurring at a variety of levels (Delong & Moffatt, 1996). We felt that we could encourage involvement if people had options that fit their interests, schedules and comfort. The levels included a spectrum of participation from working in school classrooms to going on field trips to providing advice on School Councils and governance as board trustees. We also recognized that we had a great deal of work with both community and staff in changing the system to a culture of involvement. Like Sergiovanni (1992), I see the assets that others can bring to the process of improvement, assets that have long been overlooked or ignored by educators. We are also finding in 2001 that we are using a ‘levels of involvement’ framework as a means to clarify what ‘involvement’ means when staff and community members volunteer for committee work. Our hope is that defining the kind of involvement might prevent some of the confusion caused when people think that an advisory committee is a decision-making committee.

 Many studies provide evidence that engaging parents and community in schools improves student learning (Coulombe, 1995; Epstein, 1995) but, in particular, involving parents in their child’s school work encourages higher achievement (Ross, 1994). As Peter Moffatt said in his system newsletter, ‘Keeping In Touch’ (1995), “In fact, there is a lot of research to suggest that involvement in “Home”work will have the greatest positive impact on student learning.” After three years of focus in the Brant Board, we had evidence of increased parental/community involvement in the six levels that we had designed in the Community Teamwork Committee (Delong & Moffatt, 1994, 1996; Moffatt, 1995-2001) but none that showed a direct co-relation to improved achievement. 

 During my years as Learning Resource Teacher, Department Head of Special Services and Coordinator in Special Education (1982-89) I learned to respect the role of the parent as essential to support the learning of the children with special needs. The time they spent at school was just not sufficient to bring about the changes necessary to guide them to improved learning. I needed the parents and community service agencies to work with us as partners in the process.  I saw my role not only as teacher of skills for the students but also as a builder of bridges, a scrounger of resources and an opener of doors so that the students would have support, opportunity and challenge to reach their potential. It is unlikely that educators can provide for the needs of students independent of the rest of their world. 

The United Way was a natural for my volunteer work, especially when the local organization was floundering because of its incapacity to change with changing times. I see volunteering in a community role as part of my commitment to improving the world for children and families. It saddens me to see reports on the decline in the numbers of volunteers in Canada, down 7.5 million in 1997 (Bains, 2001). I worked with the board of directors and the Executive Director to respond to the changing dynamic of the community and to build that capacity to plan for the future. The organization has never looked back and has had successive successful fund-raising campaigns.

Because of my work in The United Way I was invited to become a member of the Brantford General Hospital Board. Some days I wondered at the wisdom of my choice of volunteer work when I would deal with the economic rationalist policies of the government in my day-to-day work and then go to the hospital board and deal with the same pressures. Also, the hospitals were being restructured in the community and one of the local hospitals was closed – a similar amalgamation experience to the school boards.
 I think it helped me be more effective as a board member to understand the politics of the decision-making, budget, public and policy pressures and see that the government was attacking sectors other than education but it did not provide any relief for me from them. It appears in 2001 that the provincial government has decided that it has brought the health care system to its knees and is now being kinder and more generous. We can only hope that the same will happen in education.

For the years of this study, 1995-2002 I held this responsibility of building connections and partnerships with the communities. My extroverted nature made me the obvious choice on an executive team that was made up primarily of introverts who did not enjoy the social role. Because I had lived and worked in the Brant area for all but two years of my life, making those connections between the school system and the community met some resistance but at least I knew the geography and the community groups. When I am starting out to build a community partnership, I start with a system need and then make connections with people with similar interests who I feel will be interested in pursuing a partnership. Frequently it is a back and forth motion of testing out potential, seeing a way forward or a blocked route and trying again in a problem-solving process: Who would like to help me with this project that will mutually benefit our groups? One area was career education.

Career Education
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An area that Peter Moffatt and I identified as needing attention within this community-related portfolio was that of school-to-work connections. While there had been work done in cooperative education, a program which combines in-school and work experience components, it expanded considerably into more varieties of work placements through the work of program consultant, James Ellsworth. A Review of Career Education (Delong & Ellsworth, 1997) gave us information on how to improve programs and where we needed to go next. James brought a close alignment between academic studies and work placement by broadening the types of work experience and strengthening their connections to particular courses. 

When amalgamation occurred many of the programs and partnerships needed expanding to the other areas of the new district. In the six years of that portfolio, there has been remarkable progress in the spectrum of programs and the community partnerships that enhance services for students as evidenced in annual reports to the board. (Delong & Ellsworth, 1997; Delong & Morgan, 1999; Delong & Ellsworth, 2000; Moffatt, Director’s Annual Reports: 1995-2001).  When James chose to return to the classroom, Elaine MacAskill picked up the responsibility at the consultant level.  A year later, she left the board for a school administrator position in another board. While I have been able to hire the right people (Bennis & Biederman, 1997), it is an annual process of replacing at least some of them. Then I combined assessment with career education in a coordinator position, a position of greater responsibility than consultant. 

Career Education and Assessment
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With amalgamation, Diane Morgan whom I had worked with as teacher, principal and coordinator, was appointed Curriculum Coordinator- Assessment and Career Education after a difficult exercise in politics. With amalgamation, every appointment became a contest as to which former board the person would come from. With the re-structuring of support staff, Diane who had been coordinator in Brant was out of a job but by reorganizing some other staff I was able to retain her advisory/consultative role and to find meaningful work for her last year before retirement.

Diane and I have been colleagues and friends for over thirty-five years from the days that we were both secondary school teachers at Pauline Johnson Collegiate and Vocational School in the late 1960’s. Her subject specialty was Geography and mine was English. We both taught students, not subjects. I married and left teaching to raise my children but we remained connected partly because my ex-husband was active in the district teacher federation, the Ontario Secondary Teachers’ Federation (OSSTF) work and so was she and the meetings were frequently at our house. When I returned to part-time work, 1979-81, while my daughter was still in pre-school, I often provided temporary replacement for her or someone in her department or school as an occasional teacher. I returned to full time work in 1981 and was again active in federation, as was she. In 1984-86, I was Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation District President, a position she had held two years earlier. From 1986-88, we were in system coordinator positions at the same time, she in curriculum and I in special education, with then curriculum superintendent, Peter Moffatt. Those were intellectually-stimulating years with Peter pushing us as a team of six to develop and implement programs across the Brant County Board of Education. There was a close bond in that group and we were devoted to Peter. 

I left that role and went into school administration because of a values conflict with a new superintendent of special education and a desire to get into a line position which is recognized as a more likely route to the superintendency. “The latter (line positions) have historically provided the visibility, socialization, and other opportunities necessary for career advancement to the superintendency” (Brunner, 1999, p. 35). Curriculum positions were out of the line of advancement. In the last 3-5 years that has changed to a degree, partly because people like me demonstrated that lock-step advancement through school-based administrative posts (I never held elementary teacher or vice-principal positions) was not essential. Women especially experience broken career paths in careers and now there is a high demand for school administrators. As principal of an elementary school, I was able to talk with Diane, then Curriculum Coordinator, and get her advice on the needs of the teachers and students and she was regularly involved in my schools. My school improvement plans were always based on advice from her knowledge of curriculum and assessment.

As Coordinator of Assessment and Career Education, Diane was an expert in assessment and loved that part of the role. While she didn’t love the Career Education as much, she made every effort to do the necessary work but the advancement in assessment, evaluation and reporting in the new board was remarkable-holistic marking, leveling work and rubrics became common language. She taught me a great deal about curriculum and assessment. I did most of the community connections so she could focus on assessment. I enjoyed this work because I could carry information and relationships across domains to make creative connections and influence the culture of the community (Csikszentmihalyi, 2001, p.116). Diane and I struggled with our values through the early years of provincial testing and gradually managed to find ways of accepting the mandate and of using the results to help improve learning. (Delong & Morgan, 1998). I can remember our devastation when we received the second set of results and there was little improvement despite all our efforts. What had we done wrong? It was not a happy time. But being reflective practitioners by nature, we kept analyzing the data. We were a very productive team, which is not to say that there weren’t disagreements and testy conversations. Again, as with Peter Moffatt, our shared values and commitment to student learning made it possible to find a way through, if not agreement on everything.

There is a close connection in my life between the personal and the professional. Our relationship was not purely professional. When I was experiencing more freedom, as my children grew older, we were involved in more social events such as dinners and theatre. Like me, her job was on the line when amalgamation hit. Our most difficult time was in the transition between Brant and Grand Erie and she failed in her attempt to gain the curriculum coordinator position. As I said, that was finally resolved. During the breakdown of my marriage she was a friend to lean on. When she went through an episode fighting cancer I took a similar role. A workaholic like Peter and I, she and I would combine work and social so that a dinner together was often planning a presentation that we were doing together or writing a board report. 

I worried that in her retirement, we would lose contact but that has not been the case partly because I have been able to contract with her to support action research projects during 1999-2001. In 1999-2000, she provided support for An Action Research Approach to Improving Student Learning Using Provincial Test Results (Wideman, Delong, Morgan & Hallett, 2000) project and in 2000-2001, she supported action research projects focused on student-led conferences (Morgan, 2001; Delong & Moffatt, 2001
) and helped with Passion in Professional Practice: Action Research In Grand Erie (Delong, 2001b).

When Diane retired in June 1999, I felt a real loss but was fortunate to hire James Ellsworth (see above) another teacher that I had worked with at Pauline Johnson (PJ). I remember that he came to teach in 1968 at PJ, two years after I did and I called him “the rookie” and tried to be a mentor to him. I remember fondly his ‘hippie’ sandals and love for teaching. When he transferred to Paris District High School, he taught my children both of whom thought he was a wonderful teacher. In the Brant Board, he had worked with me as Career Education consultant and I knew the quality of his work. He had left that post because he missed the students in the classroom so much. I understood that completely. At the end of his first year in the coordinator role, he went through the same angst but he remained in the coordinator role with a concession that he could devote some of his time to the writing of a new History curriculum. A combination of my standards of valuing the other and building a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship is evidenced here. His intellect demanded some deep work in his passion area and I massaged the role to accommodate that. James is the only support staff member I can remember who kept being drawn back to his love for classroom teaching. For most, it is a demanding role but with much more flexibility and a larger stage and they resist returning to the school with its restrictions, as I experienced in 1990 going from Special Education Coordinator to principal.

As with Diane, James brought his particular strengths and interests: he found the Career Education part of the Coordinator of Assessment and Accountability more comfortable because of his former experience as consultant and while sustaining and enhancing the work of Diane in assessment, he put more attention on career education. After the first year, he grew in confidence in the role, and I left most of the work in Assessment and Career Education to him, meeting regularly Monday morning to keep the various tasks on track. One of my learnings from working with Diane was that I needed regular meeting times to sustain the relationship, to value the other and to keep track of projects with staff. We both are dialectical and dialogical and those meetings were essential to anticipating and solving problems and to reflecting on and refining reports to the board. He became the expert on the Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) testing processes which by then included testing of grades 3, 6, 9, and 10, success in the latter being a secondary school diploma requirement. Unlike Peter, Diane and I, James has a better sense of balance. He took up the role of helping me find balance between work and home and I think he has to some degree. His monthly reports on his activities include both his own efforts at finding balance and a reminder to find my own (Ellsworth, 1999-2001).

As I watched him grow in the job, I was reminded of my own learning in understanding politics. At the February 23, 2001 board presentation of the Board EQAO Action Plan for submission to EQAO, he did a very competent job of presenting the plan for improvement succinctly and concisely in language that the trustees could follow. He had a ‘professorial’ manner that could interfere with communication but we had worked on it and he became increasingly conscious of it. I thought about how much his presentation had improved from the first one in November of 1999. Then one of the trustees asked him if he was going to set a specific target for improvement. In his booming, radio announcer voice, he said, “No!” We had agreed that he would answer any questions pertaining to the content of the report and I would answer the political questions. This one slipped through. I remember doing the same thing in my first report to the new Grand Erie board in November 1998 when asked if I was going to release the school by school grade three results to the public. Because I was new to this portfolio and it had not been past practice in the former Brant Board, I said, “No.” Wrong answer. Later in discussion of the reports, in both cases, we did consider targets and did release the school by school results. I have learned, as has James, that an answer like, “I hadn’t considered that.” and  “What would you recommend?” are appropriate responses to trustees. For the action researcher, the opportunities to learn and improve are a constant.

How Do I Mobilize Systems to Work for and Support People? 

Uncovering what Jack Whitehead calls the wisdom I hold around knowing systems, my political ‘nous’, has emerged through a combination of the dialogic and the dialectic focused on my narrating, assessing and explaining my experiences. While I often appear to do things effortlessly, my prowess comes out of years of experiences, both successes and failures and as a result of creative collaborative (Bennis & Biederman, 1997) work with mentors like Peter Moffatt and colleagues like Ron Wideman, Associate Dean at Nipissing University
. My continuous push for advancement can partly be attributed to expectations from my childhood of high attainment and a need to feel that I have had a productive life in improving the world. I feel that I can have a greater impact on education in the broader sense as a system leader. Not everyone would agree with that. Because of that belief I have sought out and accepted system roles.

In the narratives above, I began an activity or project with a vision, not a blueprint, of a better way of doing things. I can visualize this in my head in a general way. Then my thoughts go to the people that can make it come to fruition, their connections to the concept and then different configurations on possible pathways to that improvement. I play with the pieces in my mind in different ways almost like turning a jewel in my hand. If I go this route how will it work? What problems will I need to overcome? Are there budget implications? Can money be found from internal budgets or are there resources in the community? This reflection may be quick or it may play out over considerable time. What does happen very shortly is that I try out my idea on people I trust like Peter Moffatt, Cheryl Black or James Ellsworth. They help me see the obstacles which, being the indomitable optimist I am, I am inclined to understate or overlook. Out of that playing with pathways in my mind and in dialogue comes a best alternative and that is where I start. 
HOW DID I LEARN ABOUT SYSTEMS?

I can’t be sure but it seems to me that working both in school board organizations, federations and in other systems was a factor in my knowledge of systems. I had been active in local, provincial and national teacher federation activities, holding elected office for many years. I have also held a systems position in the Brant board as Co-ordinator of Special Education Services and as well in volunteer positions as board member and President of the United Way and board member and Chair of the Brantford General Hospital Board– these too are systems. There is no such thing as a ‘system way of doing things’ but systems and organizations share some common practices with which I became familiar. They provided a bigger stage and opportunities to make connections across domains (Csikszentmihalyi, 2001, p.116). 

Why did I mention that I was president of the United Way and Chair of the hospital board? Status is not a concept I enjoy but I have to accept that I do want to be recognized for my contributions. Gaining promotions that I aspire to and feel qualified to handle buoys my spirits and makes me feel valued. I think I enjoy success as I define it and that definition does change. I feel that I get as much, even more, enjoyment out of seeing others succeed as I do my own. My ambition, and that is certainly what it is, has come as a result of needing and searching for challenging opportunities to test my capacities and to continue to develop and improve. Even as I write this I am keeping my eyes open to a director’s position having kept that consideration on the back burner pending completion of this thesis. Why do I want this? I would welcome the challenge of the most senior position in the school system and being the leader of the administrative team in a very challenging and exciting time in education. 

I have talked about not wanting this to be a study focused on gender. However, given that I do want to be an effective superintendent, the chair of the hospital board and perhaps director, I am aware of my active concern that women be seen in senior positions in organizations and on community boards. I am aware as well of the importance of role models for young women, my daughter notwithstanding, so that they are not limited by “mental models” (Senge, 1990) or stereotypes of what is possible. Maria Birkett, Marion Kline, Cheryl Black, and Ruth Mills and many others have talked about the importance of me as a role model for them. I want to have lived a life as an effective superintendent and senior woman manager. 

When Susan Noffke (1997) talks about issues of power and privilege, I think she is seeing those issues as negative ones. In my knowledge of systems I have a power to mobilize resources that allow people to do the things they want to do. When people like Cheryl Black or Greg Buckles or Ruth Mills
 come to me and say, “I want to try this strategy that they hope will help students learn better”, I will leave no stone unturned both within the school system and in the community to get them the supports they need. I think that is much like Brunner’s “power with/to” philosophy (Brunner, 1999). The only proviso is that I expect to hear in advance how they will find the answers to the question: ‘How will this strategy improve student learning?’ and afterward to receive a report on the answers they found.
 So while I devote myself to getting people the supports they require, I do require accountability for those resources as I feel I must be accountable to the board and the public as well as to my own values as standards of practice and judgment. I think that is a power for good, a privilege that I can and do use to improve the social order (McNiff, 1992). 

Ruth Mills, principal and leadership program chair, sent me an e-mail (when I was at Bath University in March) about the project that I encouraged that shows that systems’ influence:

Dear Jackie

I am writing to tell you how excited I am about our current Action Research projects.  Last night we watched the video from the kit. The kit that Ron Wideman and I developed has been a well-used support (Delong & Wideman, 1998a).  Everyone loved it and seemed energized by it.  The professional talk following the video was wonderful. Here were the voices of the teachers and administrators talking about their learning through action research.  Everyone has framed a question and the entire staff are embarking on their projects with zeal.  I have noticed a more positive twist to conversations in the staff room:  "let’s tell Bonnie (Kutsch) about our action research.  Maybe she can give us some feedback”  " I am so excited about this I have wanted to do something along these lines for a long time with my students.”  Because I regularly ask for feedback on how I am doing, people like Ruth let me know without prompting. We will talk when you return.

Love ya,

Ruthie

PS Thanks Greg for the money. This is the research fund that I have struggled to get and retain for four years – 1998-2001 and Greg, her family of schools’ superintendent, controls.

Ruth Mills

Principal

Lansdowne-Costain School

March 21.01

How has my postmodernist attitude affected my systems knowing? 

Another aspect of my ambition has to do with my penchant for innovation, change and my postmodernist attitude – I resist structures and rules. Tracking my career and my activities in it, there is a running theme of doing things differently, of challenging the status quo, of resisting traditional or sequential models. I think there must be a co-relation between living that way and encouraging that in others. It is not that I disregard tradition; it is just that I have to question "Why?" and  "Is it the best way?" It looks and feels like improvisation, a “recombining partly familiar materials in new ways especially sensitive to context, interaction, and response” (Bateson, 1990) and creativity, “ a person should enjoy pushing the envelope of a particular domain” and “promising signs are interest, curiosity, and an almost childlike naivete that questions everything, that is dissatisfied with the answer: ‘But that is how things have always been done’” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2001, p.118).  

In the years 1983 to 1999, a span of sixteen years, I took a number of innovative or at least ‘out of the ordinary’ career actions. Because of my break in service to raise my children, from 1973 to 1981 and because of an overabundance of teachers, I held a number of temporary teaching positions as I tried to get myself back onto permanent staff. In 1983, I was surplus to the school system and was offered a job that I was not qualified for and didn’t really understand. And yet I accepted the challenge of a position new to secondary schools in the board: Learning Resource Teacher. It was a choice because I was also offered Typing and Geography, positions that I had some experience in and understood. I chose the risk, went to summer school to get the accreditation and embarked on open seas. I loved the job. Once in Special Education I became an advocate and innovator. Because of my political action on the federation negotiating team, I was instrumental in creating the new position of Special Services Department Head. This was important because if you are not part of the decision-making structure in secondary schools, you are not involved in the decisions. In my experience in secondary schools, the decision-making body was Heads’ Council. If Special Education was going to have an influence on improving student learning, it had to be part of that structure. I applied for and was appointed department head of Special Services at Paris District High School. When I was elected District President of OSSTF in 1984, I didn't want to give up my headship and the influence of this new headship position so I negotiated a combination job of District President and Department Head, halftime each. 

Needing a new challenge in 1986, I applied for and was appointed to Coordinator of Special Education Services for the board, a position that had not been held by secondary staff and not valued by secondary teachers. As the superintendent introduced me to my new department members, "Jackie is a mover and shaker." In 1989 I was appointed to the elementary panel as principal. I had never taught in elementary schools and I had not been a vice-principal, a position I had stubbornly refused to apply for. This had not been allowed before in board. I believe that my break in service from January 1973 until 1981 (with part-time work from 1979 to 1981) provided me with the experience with change that gave me my flexibility and positive attitude to change and innovation.

How do my Connections Support Mobilizing Systems? 

If one eschews hierarchies, one is much more dependent on relationship and trust. I recognize as does Stewart (2001, p.70) that trust has limits but it needs supports such as the other’s competence, and community and networks. The word coined my Wenger and Lave in 1987 of “communities of practice” resonates with me (Stewart, 2001, p. 71). Connecting activities, understanding organizational systems and making them work to improve learning is my modus operandi. My involvement in the Ontario Educational Research Council (OERC) was a partnership that was of mutual benefit. For three years I had been part of the planning for the Act Reflect Revise Conference (ARR), 1997, 1998, 2000. In the planning for the 1999 conference, I was not involved and I was extremely upset when plans for it fell through. I committed to myself that I wouldn’t let that happen again. For three years, I had presented at and/or been a board member of OERC. 

In February, 2000, the ARR conference was held in Brantford (one of my purposes is to make programs and services easily accessible to Grand Erie staff). Lindy Zaretsky, special education resource teacher in York Region District School Board and some of her action research group presented at the conference. In conversations at the conference and at OERC board we recognized the sense in combining forces. She was responsible for the OERC conference in December, 2000 and wanted my help: York Region and Grand Erie could be the sponsoring boards. We both realized that holding two action research conferences a year was overkill and too much work so the ARR team and the OERC team became one. What I did lose in that change was the move of the conference to Toronto where it had always been held. But that was the case only for one year since the 2001 conference was held in Brantford. While OERC supports all kinds of research, action research became the dominant theme and Jack Whitehead the keynote speaker in the December, 2000 and 2001 conference. I think it is worthy of note that while I am ‘professionally selfish’ in that I want the conference to be accessible to Grand Erie staff, I am most willing to share the opportunities because I think it expands the supports for classroom research and potentially contributes to sustainability.
How did this come about? When I joined the OERC board in 1999, I had no intention of becoming president; in fact, I had the opposite intention. I just didn’t need the work. However, it was a combination in my mind of working with a person with that life-affirming energy (Bataille, 1962; Whitehead, 2000), Lindy Zaretsky, and providing ‘comfortable stages’ (Moffatt, 1998) for the teacher researchers to share their research (and Lindy’s pressure) that I quickly moved onto the Executive. I could see Lindy’s potential to influence systems if I coached her in the politics and processes. If OERC became a stronger organization, the continued support would be there for the teachers’ sharing of their knowledge. Our e-mails over 2000-2001 are evidence of her questions, my responses and her willingness and excitement about learning. 

I am always a teacher. I love to teach and learn. As I coach Lindy and Cheryl, I am aware of sharing my ‘nous’ so that they can be effective in working in organizations. I want to say this in humility because I realize that while I know some things, working with people like Lindy and Cheryl and the masters’ students, I learn new ways of seeing the world. Both the 2000 and 2001 OERC Conferences were very successful, as evidenced in the evaluations; I have that purpose of accessibility for Grand Erie staff back on course and I am also planning for succession. Cheryl co-chaired the 2001 conference with me with a team of action researchers working with her on the program and she joined the OERC board in 2002 in my presidential year. 

Another connection in this narrative is that of the Brock-GEDSB Masters Program. In 2000, Susan Drake was the President of OERC and one of the designers and instructors of the master’s course. Part of the original design of the program was that the students would present at the OERC conference and submit a paper to The Ontario Action Researcher (OAR) (http://unipissing.oar.ca). Because both Michael Manley-Casimir and I had access to funds, all of the students were able to present at the conference.
 Because of my connections, the action research facilitators included: Tom Russell, Jack Whitehead, Jack MacFadden and Ron Wideman. Ron and I held an OAR board meeting at the conference and I managed a little time with Jack Whitehead to work on my thesis as well. The connections are present in the “communities of practice” (Stewart, 2001).

How transferable is systems knowing?

One of my learnings in this study is that despite the trauma of the restructuring, and its concomitant stressors, and without my moving to the Norfolk area of the board, I would not have grown or learned as much.
 I changed school systems in essence with a new culture, new staff, new ways of doing things for me to understand, appreciate, adapt to and at times, change. In the Brant board I had come to the role of superintendent with credibility based on a good reputation in a variety of jobs and positive relationships with many people (needless to say, not all). In Norfolk I came not only with few personal relationships but also with the negative of coming from the ‘take-over’ board. In starting over I knew that it would be difficult but I had no idea how difficult. Because I had to start at square one with building relationships, I was forced to examine my values in foreign territory, to examine how I presented and how people related to me.

I find that systems knowledge is only partially transferable and very much contextual. I was very familiar with the Brant system but that did not mean that I was familiar with Norfolk. One of the major differences was that I did not start with well-developed historical relationships that would facilitate my entry to various people and places. Each meeting demanded my full attention to the dynamic, to the assumptions, to the relationships and to the preconceptions about who I was and what I symbolized for the group. That tension was very tiring. I rationalized that some of the negative perceptions were based on rumour and that if I could get in contact with people, they would see that I wasn’t an ogre. I tried very hard to see the new system from their shoes and be patient and understanding of the time needed to bring about the change and the new relationships. I visited every school in my family in short order and negotiated a more democratic format for the family of schools meetings.

After four months, I asked the family of schools principals and vice-principals to evaluate my performance, much as I had in the former family of schools.
 It was not an exercise in “group approval”:

Sometimes we have to forego group approval and even accept rejection, if it should happen, in order to follow what the ancients called “scientia cordis,” the science of the heart, which gives the inner strength to put truth, flowing from experience, over the need for approval. The science of the heart permits us to be vulnerable with others, not to fear them but to listen to them, to see their beauty and value, to understand them in all their fears, needs and hopes, even to challenge them if need be (Vanier, 1998, p. 88).
I did not expect wonderful reviews but the extent of the criticism
 I was not prepared for. It was in the second year that the relationships began to build and I felt less of the tension when I entered rooms with groups of staff. Some people began to see me as one of them and invited me into the family. When I hired principals and staff to system support positions, I stressed their role in the new system, not the old. Gradually, there was less talk of ‘Brantfordizing’ and more of creating a new system of Grand Erie. It seems evident to me that I was enabled to learn about myself and my kind of leadership because I had been stripped of the clothing of past history and had been forced to reinvent myself as leader in my new family. Moreover, I have been able to carry on my purpose of improving the school system. While respecting the past history of the region, I have been educating social formations (Delong & Whitehead, 2001) which has frequently been in conflict with the habitus:

The habitus, a product of history, produces individual and collective practices – more history – in accordance with the schemes generated by history. It ensures the active presence of past experiences, which, deposited in each organism in the form of schemes of perception thought and action, tend to guarantee the ‘correctness’ of practices and their constancy over time, more reliably than all formal rules and explicit norms (Bourdieu, 1990, p.54).

Many of my colleagues retire with a feeling of disappointment at what they have been able to influence in their careers. I think that there is evidence within my embodied knowledge as I live my life as fully as I can according to my values and within the systems that I have influenced to account for myself. I do not want to look back on my life or my research with either Clark’s (1997) pessimism or with the feelings of ‘miserable failure’ and ‘painful awareness’ so vividly described by Grant and Graue  (1999) at the end of their three years as editors of the Review of Educational Research.  They focus their awareness of their failure on the lack of practitioners’ voices in the Review: 

We tried to take some small steps to promote a more inclusive approach in research. In some ways it seems quite self important and arrogant now to think that we tried to make changes in a journal with such a long and esteemed history. But in other ways, we were trying merely to bring RER back to its roots of including diverse voice from the educational community. And that is where we failed most miserably. In looking back at the early volumes of the journal, we became painfully aware that we had been just as insular and just as provincial as our predecessors. We set up a conversation so that we, as academics, could talk to ourselves. We left out those off campus, who were actually doing much of the work of education. The editors of RER had spoken to them: "The Editorial Board presents this first issue in the confident expectations that it will be of great service to teachers, administrators, and general students of education." We had not. We got so caught up in the production of scholarship that we missed an opportunity to bring it to a broader audience (p. 395).

I want to focus on their failing 'most miserably, and their 'painful awareness' and move into a process of review and learning about educational research and theory which I think could help to avoid similar mistakes and pain for future editors of RER. In the next part of the chapter I describe and explain how I have actively sought to use my system’s knowledge to improve student learning by supporting teacher and administrator’s researching their practice and getting their voices into the public domain.

The process of researching my practice has provided a systematic means to better understand myself, my values and my transformation to a calmer, more balanced and more assured leader and to become more effective at mobilizing systems to support people. “This work we are about it as important a work as there is to be done. We must do it with courage, and with vision, but we must also do it with good theory and deep experience and practice – and some grace” (Dolan, 1994, p.167).

Part B: Sustaining Support for Inquiry

This second part of Chapter Three analyses how I have managed to provide sustaining support for inquiry, reflection and scholarship as a systems manager. It focuses in particular on my influence on the development of a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship as I mobilize system supports and then create sustained supports through contributing to building communities and networks. The systematized knowledge that Catherine Snow (2001) is searching for already exists in my board, and other boards in Ontario. I begin with my initiation into action research, the beginning years in Brant, the supports that I built up to provide sustained support for the teachers and principals in my district and in other districts. 

In this part of the thesis I am demonstrating my values as standards of practice of developing a culture of inquiry by providing system supports. As always, the valuing of the other runs through the descriptions and explanations since it is through them and with them in mind that I do my work as superintendent. I will start with my introduction to action research in 1995 and then move immediately to 2000 to the citations in my award for Leadership in Action Research. At the 2001 Ontario Educational Research Conference, the Director, Peter Moffatt
 in his keynote address said: 

One person deserves a lot of the credit for institutionalizing action research as an important component of the culture within our Board. This person has brought the force, the example, the support and the perseverance. She has developed the cadre of researchers who support each other. She has brought in the outside resources necessary to keep the movement fresh. She has been able to ignore the pessimists (Moffatt, 2001).

He presented me with the Board “goose keepsake” which recognizes extraordinary work toward our system goals of support and alignment, improved student learning, leadership development, communications and relationships and accountability. While I recognize that this is but one indicator, I will provide evidence over time of my claim to have contributed to building and supporting a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship. I will then provide a description and explanation of the growth of action research to arrive at a “critical mass” (Moffatt, 2001).

As a result of disciplined reflection on improving my practice my activities move from one innovative activity to another making connections through relationships as I move ever ahead with a vision of a system dedicated to improving students’ learning in a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship. I describe my learning and setbacks as I carry on the teacher research activities even in the tumultuous years of creating the Grand Erie District School Board. As well as describing how I expand the supports that I have built up to provide sustained support for the teachers and principals in the former board into the new district, I also share my learning of the means to sustain activities and processes into other districts. The supports include networks, project teams, organizations, conferences, publications, accreditation and other human and material resources. I begin with small groups, invest personally in individuals and then support them to be the leaders in the communities or networks. In the research on change, one of the implications recommended for school districts is “think big, act small in multiple pilot projects on many interconnected themes” (Williams, 1992, p. 52). 

Why did action research resonate with me?

In 1995, I was moving in a new direction and inadvertently and without any real understanding of the potential of action research I was leading my school system in that direction too. The idea that teacher research can improve teacher professionalism is not new but it was new to me. Buckingham saw it as the ‘scientific spirit of inquiry’: 

It is my firm belief that the emancipation and professionalizing of the teacher’s calling rests far more on the originality, insight, and expertness which the teacher evinces than upon any considerations having to do with salary, tenure, or legal status. Society cannot be compelled to respect anybody or anything. The surest way to win respect is to be respectable…[Nothing] would so effectively obtain for the teaching body the possession of professional expertness…as the open-eyed, open-minded, scientific spirit of inquiry (Buckingham, 1926, p. iv in Coutler, 1999, p. 4). 

Seventy years later, Susan Lytle and Marilyn Cochran-Smith (1994) take it one step further to the redefining of knowledge:

Research by teachers represents a distinctive way of knowing about teaching and learning…[Teacher research] will fundamentally redefine the notion of knowledge for teaching, altering the locus of the knowledge base and realigning the practitioner’s stance in relationship to knowledge generation in the field (p. 35-36) (Coulter, 1999). 

Lytle and Cochrane-Smith (1999b) trace the trends in the teacher research movement (1999a) and also talk about “inquiry as stance” and “inquiry as agency: the culture of  community” and in terms of the potential of teacher research:

From an inquiry stand, teacher leadership and group membership look very different from what they look like when teachers are “trained” in workshops or staff development projects. Taking an inquiry stance on leadership means that teachers challenge the purposes and underlying assumptions of educational change efforts rather than simply helping to specify or carry out the most effective methods for predetermined ends (1999b, p. 294-5).

Building on the work of Donald Schön (1983) and reinforcing it with an emphasis on teaching as a valued-laden practice (p.9), Tony and Kaye Ghaye (1998) created an evidence-based (p. 9) reflection-on-practice model which is cyclical, flexible, focused and holistic:

It is about knowing if reflection has led to any valued outcomes. Two of these are improvements in teaching and learning. Reflection-on-practice is a natural process of making sense of professional action: it is about using and learning from experience. Making sense of teaching is about seeing the process of reflection as a meaning-making process.  Not only is this necessary for good teaching, it is also a fundamental human necessity (p.6-7).
And in 2000, Richard Pring reviewed the work of Stenhouse (1975), Elliott (1991) and Foster (1999) in the field of ‘teacher as researcher’ and concluded: 

The notion of teacher as researcher is important. It is crucial to the growth of professional knowledge. It is a refinement of the intelligent engagement in an ‘educational practice’. It is a refreshing counterbalance to those who, in treating ‘educational practice’ as an object of science, necessarily fail to understand it. It is reassertion of the crucial place of professional judgment in an understanding of a professional activity (2000, p. 138).
It seemed to me in 1995, given my educational experience and my experience in professional development activities in the board and in teachers’ federations that the connection between teacher research-based professionalism, improving student learning and professional development made sense and had great potential for a better educational system.

How did we get started in action research in Brant County?
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 In the winter of 1994-5, Linda Grant, Executive Assistant for the Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF) and I represented OPSTF on The Common Curriculum: Policies and Outcomes, Grades 1-9 (1995) Implementation Team. The criteria the team established for organizations to access the $1.9 Million Innovation Fund set up to implement the curriculum included innovation, partnerships, improving student learning outcomes, willingness to share results, in-service training, and the use of technologies. Linda had visited with Jack Whitehead at the University of Bath in 1993 and came back with the idea of making a proposal to use action research as a process to implement the curriculum.  She talked to me about this idea of action research as having the potential to be a superior means of professional development as she had seen it at Wootten Bassett School near Bath University. This is an example of how ideas can travel from continent to continent: from this germ of an idea came a whole movement in Ontario.  Linda drafted the proposal which would include four Ontario boards of education, Ontario Public School Teachers’ Federation (OPSTF), Television Ontario (TVO), Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE) and Queen’s University. The proposal was awarded $200,000 in June of 1995. From this point emerged the birth and growth of action research in my life and in my board.  
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During the winter of 1995-96, I recruited and arranged training for teams of teachers to conduct action research in order to implement the new curriculum. In February 1996 in Toronto, we held a forum, Act Reflect Revise, for the teams from the four boards to meet in facilitated sessions to share their processes and research. The teachers were willing to take a risk, as was I, having faith in the potential of action research to improve student learning, to honour teacher professionalism and to help improve our practice. Lori Barkans, a member of the pilot study, the Group of Seven, wrote, 

It has become a source of great amusement to each of us that we volunteered so readily for such a mammoth undertaking without even fully understanding the meaning of the words ‘Action Research’. We did not feel any pressure when being given one hour to decide if we were interested in this unique project. All we knew was that it would be an opportunity to explore new options and, hopefully, improve the quality of the education that we were able to offer to our students  (Barkans in Barkans, MacDonald,  & Morgan, 1996. p. 23). 

In her writing it is easy to recognize the desire of the group to improve their practice for the benefit of students as well as my frequent flaw of moving processes ahead too fast. The comments the teachers made about the impact of the action research processes on their lives made the investment well worth the time and energy. “Action Research has allowed me to grow as a professional…Throughout this whole process, I have felt in complete control of all aspects, along with my two colleagues” (MacDonald, 1996, p.24) and “…there is satisfaction in knowing that in some small way you have tried to make a change, and at the same time, you have been able to grow as a professional.” (Morgan, 1996, p.25). 
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The story of the beginning of action research in the four boards is described in the issues of the Act Reflect Revise Newsletter (Grant, 1995-96) and in Act Reflect Revise Revitalize (Halsall & Hossack, 1996). The stories specific to the Brant County Board of Education are found in several articles: “OPSTF Sponsored Common Curriculum Innovation Fund Action Research Project: Action Research and Teacher Networking” (Grant, 1996); “A Journey Through Action Research” (Barkans, MacDonald, & Morgan, 1996) and “Banbury Heights Action Research: Home/School Partnerships” (Wilson & Churchward, 1996); “The Role of the Superintendent in Facilitating and Supporting the Action Research Process” (Delong, 1996); “Action Research: School Improvement that Honours Teacher Professionalism” (Delong & Wideman, 1996). 
 We learned a great deal during the 1995-96 school year about teaching and supporting action research processes. We had no manuals for what we were doing and were unaware of stories of people who were experienced in teaching practising teachers and administrators from whom to learn. Jean McNiff’s work was very helpful, particularly her booklet Action Research For Professional Development (McNiff, 1995). Tom Russell came from Queens’ University to share his experiences with teaching teachers to conduct action research and Lynne Hannay wrote a booklet for OPSTF Learning in Action Thinkbook (Hannay, 1995) that year and as well provided training sessions for the teachers in the boards “to help them formulate research questions and begin to establish appropriate data gathering techniques” (Hannay, 1996, p.72). During the January workshop on Data Collection and Analysis, I remember the surprise and dismay of the Banbury teachers, Jeff Churchward and Ed Wilson, when they realized that the data (and they had boxes of it) they were collecting were not answering the question they had formulated. They very good-naturedly accepted that and went back to the drawing board. 

It is important to remember that as these teachers were learning action research, they were learning a new curriculum and the role of the technology at the same time. My friend and colleague, Ron Wideman had moved from the Ministry of Education to TVOntario by this time and was part of a telephone conference to allow the teams to discuss curriculum issues. The photo of that conference call is interesting in that the participants are looking at the telephone! Now that we have videoconferencing working, it seems rudimentary communication.

In addition to publication of the projects in Act Reflect Revise Revitalize (Halsall & Hossack, 1996), both the Branlyn and the Banbury teams received much public attention for their work in presentations to the board and provincial curriculum associations, local and provincial conference workshops especially during the 1996-97 school year. The Banbury team was featured in a Globe and Mail feature on homework and on national radio.  As a result of her work, Lori Barkans was appointed to the Ontario College of Teachers’ committee on creating Standards of Practice for the province. 

From outside the board, Lynne Hannay, Head and Associate Professor at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto, Midwestern Centre (OISE/UT) with Research Officer Kathleen Schmalz completed a research project on the pilot projects in the four boards. Lynne conducted two workshops with the Brant teams and was involved in three of the forums. Kathleen interviewed Brant staff individually and in groups and made a report: “Report for the Brant County Board of Education: Observations arising from the 1996/97 study entitled: Action Research: Facilitating Teachers’ Professional Learning” (Hannay, 1998). It was a strange experience to hear Lynne present her research, Action Research: Facilitating Teachers’ Professional Learning (Hannay, 1998) at a session in the 1998 AERA in San Diego, and never once mention that one of the ‘insiders’ in the study was in the audience. It was the first time I had a sense of what it feels like to be the object of research, the one researched about, the one without a voice. And I didn’t like the feeling. Some feelings you just have to experience to deeply understand. As I write this, that sense of being violated floods back through my veins and it makes me angry. I make this point not to blame Lynne but to share what I felt: academic research from the outside can take away a person’s voice and leave them feeling used and thrown away. It is important to say that the report was highly complimentary and, although it doesn’t name me specifically, I was “the superintendent” (Hannay, 1998; Schmalz, 1998) referred to in the references to Brant County: 
The Superintendent was cited as an important catalyst to the project’s success. S/he provided knowledge of action research, support, a trust relationship and placed no pressure on participants. S/he initiated project involvement, gave strategic support, did the writing, provided extra professional development, gave personal support and was said to facilitate a “feeling of accomplishment” in teacher-participants (Schmalz, 1998).

The Group of Seven – Lori Barkans, Anna Morgan, Bev MacDonald, teachers, and Jesse MacDonald, principal, and Ed Wilson, Jeff Churchward, teachers, and Fran MacLean, vice-principal - became the workshop leaders for other staff to learn action research. Jean McNiff came in 1997 to teach and support them and Jack Whitehead came to teach, encourage and support the networks of action researchers on an annual basis. As the Group of Seven learned the process of action research, I learned as well. It was collaborative learning at its best (Delong, 1996b). After February, 1996 when I began my Ph.D. journey, I became a much better support for them as I researched my own practice. 

York Region Leadership in Action Research Award  (OERC)

From those early beginnings I want to take you to the Ontario Educational Research Conference (OERC) on December, 2000 where I was awarded the York Region/OERC Leadership in Action Research Award that I received. Lindy Zaretsky, President-Elect of the OERC said in her presentation of the award:

You are cited for:

· Facilitating the building of research networks to support a culture of inquiry and continuous improvement in classroom and school based research practices;
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Modelling reflective inquiry;

· Providing direct leadership and support to educators to enhance research-based professionalism in schools and classrooms;

· [image: image12.png]


Providing opportunities for individuals to develop their own leadership capacity for innovative practice; 

· Promoting the growth of a professional generated through action research.
I recognize that the award is a single event but the evidential base for the award is extensive and I will provide it in the following descriptions and explanation of the supports that I have created and connected for inquiry, reflection and scholarship in my school system.

The Growth of the Action Research Supports, 1997-2001

A Brief Overview

After the first projects and during the early years, 1997-1999, I invested personally in professional development sessions to teach teachers and administrators to conduct action research by leading many workshops in Ontario on action research, most in Brant and Grand Erie but others in the Peel and Toronto Boards, in Huron County with Jean McNiff and in Ottawa with Ron Wideman. Every year I brought in Jack Whitehead to talk to groups both locally and provincially. It was a signal to us of the progress we had made that during 1998-99, Jack and I felt that he had done enough ‘awareness sessions’ in Grand Erie and that from then on we would only conduct sessions with people who were actually conducting action research and needing support. In 2002 that is still the case: the awareness sessions are conducted by staff in the projects and area networks. Jack and I support those already engaged in data collection, analysis and writing.
I started the monthly meetings of Brant Action Research Network (BARN) and organized the Act Reflect Revise conferences where staff could learn and get support. For the first four years, I held the weight on my shoulders. During the 1997-98 school year, I met once a month with a group of ten to twelve action researchers, providing support and teaching them the process, as they needed it. Cheryl Black conducted a project in her classroom as her performance review process and grew steadily in her knowledge and skill. Over the next year, the supports grew steadily in the Brant board with Diane Morgan and Cheryl Black
 taking more of the weight and then gradually extending the influence into the Grand Erie Board. With the new board, I was able to pass the leadership of the support networks onto Cheryl and Heather Knill-Griesser, Dave and Lynn Abbey and Peter and Paula Rasokas. 

In 2001-2002, from a group of seven, the numbers have risen to well over 100 staff currently conducting action research projects in Grand Erie and a publication of thirty-five Grand Erie completed projects (Delong, 2001b). Action research is integral to leadership programs; the Ontario Action Researcher is in its fourth volume and principals are researching their practice for their performance appraisal process. An Action Research Approach to Improving Student Learning Using Provincial Test Results (Wideman et al., 2000) and Passion in Professional Practice: Action Research in Grand Erie (Delong, 2001b) have been published. Two groups of Japanese professors have visited to see action research in a school system, the Ontario Educational Research Council (OERC) conference focused on action research in 2000 and 2001 and fifteen masters student in a local cohort, who graduated with their action research degrees, are the new cadre of leaders. 

This has been a “passionate enquiry” (Dadds, 1995). It is truly delightful to feel that the personal drive, commitment and passion that I poured into the first three years of action research in the Brant board and despite the slowdown caused by trauma of restructuring of education, I can now play the supporting role. I encourage, provide opportunities and resources in a supporting role so that now I can focus on and enjoy watching the growth and development of the teacher researchers. While the work is never done, it is interesting that new people are discovering its impact. At the Teacher Training Agency conference “Using Research and Evidence To Improve Teaching and Learning” on March 7, 2001, Jean Rudduck pointed out to the group that while many people have just discovered teacher research, Jack Whitehead has been encouraging and supporting it for over 20 years and Catherine Snow (2001) is still looking for systematized knowledge. That support and inspiration for me and the action researchers in Grand Erie is Jack Whitehead. In addition, I want to make very clear that I was able to do all of these activities because Peter Moffatt
 was working with me to create that culture of inquiry and encouraging me in the processes. In the Action Research Kit video he said:

What will be necessary to make action research a vital element is the opportunity to dialogue and share. And I think that is where some of the system supports can come into place. And so, as Director of Education, I think we can support action research by facilitating the dialogue, by seeing that people engaged in any form of research are given the opportunity to share their findings on a stage that they are comfortable with. And certainly research projects involve the need for additional resources, or financial or technical I think the system can facilitate it.  I guess the best thing you can do to support action research at the system level is to create a culture that values research and that recognizes the research that has been carried out and the fact that the teacher is the person best situated to conduct research on learning and improve education  (Delong & Wideman, 1998c, transcript, p. 7).

That is the overview. Now I will share the variety of supports that I have created to support and sustain action research, to get the voices of the teachers and administrators heard and published and to build a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship. First the networks that I initiated and developed and now are sustained through the leadership of Cheryl Black, Heather Knill-Griesser, Paula Rasokas, Dave and Lynn Abbey and Karen McDonald. 

The Networks: Brant Action Research Network (BARN), Cayuga Action Research (CAR) and Simcoe Action Research Team (SART) 

It was at a session that Jack Whitehead was giving to my ‘Leaders of the Future’ program that he asked me (in front of the group, of course), “What kinds of sustained support are you providing the leaders so that they can continue their research and learning?”  The issue of sustained support is one that has stayed with me and comes to my attention any time I think some effort or program is done. It was with this prompt that in September, 1997, I sent an invitation to the system inviting staff to BARN, modelled after the Bath Action Research Group but with monthly meetings as opposed to weekly. Each session included a presentation with the early presenters from the Group of Seven and some dialogue and varied in size from ten to twenty participants. In terms of what made the difference in attendance at these meetings, it seemed that careful timing to avoid busy times of the year like report card writing, interesting presentations like ‘Using the Internet for Research’ and having food available were contributors to higher attendance. 

During the 1997-98 school year, I led the groups and as Elaine MacAskill, teacher consultant, gained confidence, she took more and more ownership. In the workshops, Elaine worked with Fran MacLean, who was vice-principal at Banbury Heights, one of the pilot schools, to teach the process and coach staff afterwards. This was a frustrating year because of the political unrest and the teacher strike that lasted two weeks but impacted on activities for months before and after. When we did get things going in the January, the group varied from ten to twelve. One of the changes I made in the second year was I added an additional meeting just for follow up from a workshop session on an aspect of the action research process and for informal sharing and dialogue. I used Jean McNiff’s (1988; 1992) publications and You and Your Action Research Project (McNiff, Lomax & Whitehead, 1996) as well as the kit (Delong & Wideman, 1998) for teaching the research process. A new tool I used that year that Linda Grant had given me was Field-Based Research: A Working Guide (B.C. Ministry of Education, 1992). Also this year I was giving new attention to teachers who were conducting action research projects as part of their teacher performance review (TPR) process. I had managed to get the action research process as part of the TPR system and had the begrudging support if not encouragement of members of Executive Council. One of these teachers was Cheryl Black.
 Her project, Developing Self-Esteem: An Action Research Project (1998), inspired many others to take up the challenge to research their own practice in addition to the benefit derived by Cheryl and her students. 

In 1998-2000 I was consumed with the work of the amalgamation of the school boards.
 Cheryl provided the leadership for BARN bringing together the group. She also was the system leader of CAR and SART although there were local leaders in Elaine Cooper, Paula Rasokas and Peter Rasokas. We described our research of this process in our paper for ICTR 1999: How can we, as teacher and superintendent, improve our practice by assessing our influence on each other in our roles as educational leaders and critical friends? (Black & Delong, 1999). The culminating event, a dinner meeting on June 22, 1999 for all three groups, was two presentations, one by Heather Knill-Griesser (2000) from BARN and Lori Weins (2000) from SART. Both of the presentations were reviewed and published in the spring 2000 issue of the Ontario Action Researcher electronic journal (OAR), guest-edited by Cheryl Black and Peter Rasokas (2000).

In 2000-2001, Cheryl Black and Heather Knill-Griesser were co-leaders of BARN with Heather, now teacher consultant, beginning to pick up more of the load of BARN. I was pleased to see the succession in such capable hands. Both SART and CAR also had capable new leaders – Paula Rasokas and Karen McDonald. In 2001-2 Karen McDonald was joined by Christine Stewart, program consultant, in the leadership of CAR and that group, the one that was slowest to start, in 2002, is now the fastest-growing.

Simcoe Support Action Research Network (SSARN) and Covey Action Research Team (CART)

 After a number of workshops on the process of conducting action research given by Jack Whitehead and me in my new family of schools, I set up support groups that I committed to work with myself even though I was finding direct involvement very difficult since amalgamation and fewer superintendents. I wanted to get action research into the culture of the areas of the board other than Brant. Starting in September, 1999, I met once a month with two groups who accepted an invitation to dialogue about their action research projects: five program support staff from the Simcoe School Support Office and six people who had taken the Covey Seven Habits (Covey, 1992) training in July, 1998: five principals, two from the former Brant Area, one from the former Haldimand area and three from the former Norfolk area, and Brad Kuhn, Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO) Executive Assistant. Because I wanted to clearly demonstrate support for research-based professionalism in my area office and connect it to the Covey training, I committed the time to these two groups. They were willing learners and came with commitment to the process and thoughts and writings to share. It was informal and frequently I provided lunch. For a first year group, I was pleased that two written projects from SSARN were submitted for review. Several of them came to the year end session on June 22 and others committed to finishing written projects. One of my regrets was that I was not better prepared for the sessions but perhaps because I have a penchant for organizing everything, their informality was their strength!

Voices of Principals
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Linda Grant, OPSTF Executive Assistant, invited me to conduct a research study with principals using action research. OPSTF would fund the production of a paper on the role of the principal for use in responding to the declared intention of the provincial government to remove principals and vice-principals from the union. I began in January, 1997 working with a group of seven elementary principals, five from my family of schools and two others, all volunteers, all of whom had responded to an invitation to research their practice.  Elaine MacAskill, program consultant, Career Education and Community Relations, joined the group in April. The once-a-month sessions were a combination of dialogue around the process of researching your practice and the roles and responsibilities of the principal. Sometimes I listened; sometimes I talked about the process; sometimes I facilitated dialogue on themes and metaphors. The sessions were taped and transcribed and I frequently asked for written feedback on how I was doing at facilitating the process. All that year, 1997, we made progress on getting their stories written and published. One principal asked to withdraw after a few sessions citing discomfort with producing an adequate story and I readily gave her permission to leave but kept the door open for her to return. I didn’t think there were any hard feelings because near the end of the work, she came to hear how we had done. 

Six principals produced six wonderful stories, some more ready to publish than others. I had planned to pull the publication together with Elaine in August of 1998. Like the 1999 Act Reflect Revise conference, obstacles got in the way: Elaine moved to be a vice-principal in another board; Linda moved on to the Ontario College of Teachers (OCT); the principals had their own issues to resolve; I was surviving amalgamation and new responsibilities. This was, however, my responsibility and I had failed to fulfill it. Not like me. It haunts me to this day.  It’s easy to say that in the pressures of change, things get lost but it doesn’t salve my conscience and it doesn’t fade away.  A failure doesn’t feel good. However, there is new hope. In a November 21, 2001 e-mail, David Pyper, one of the group, requested the unedited book for an Ontario Principals’ Council Committee examining the work of principals. This is clearly one of those “stories of ruin” (Lather, 1994 in MacLure, 1996).

I did, however, learn a great deal about supporting action research. This was my first group since the action research pilot group. Several sessions at the beginning were committed simply to building a supportive atmosphere where it was safe to talk about your values, beliefs, concerns and failures. The attendance at the sessions indicated their enjoyment of the sessions and commitment to the project. I worked hard at letting them find their own way to express their values and explanation of their professional lives. As I said, “I want to avoid being prescriptive so that your stories will be individual and true to your lives. There is no model for telling your story” (transcript of session, April, 1997). They were willing gatherers of data around their practice. The most difficult part was getting them to write their stories.  I met with some of them individually to see if I could help get them writing. Greg Buckles who was one of the group who responded with trepidation to the writing process.
 Gradually during the summer and fall of 1997, some stories started coming in and Elaine and I reviewed them, gave them feedback and in the fall there were four completed stories and then by early in 1998, all six. I was beginning to realize that I needed to find a way to get the action researchers writing earlier in the process. This was confirmed for me in working with Cheryl and BARN.

Now I want to talk about the conferences that I have planned and/or supported so that teachers’ and administrators’ voices would be heard and their research and learning would be shared on comfortable platforms (Moffatt, 1998) and in supportive communities.

Conferences

I. Act Reflect Revise, 1997-2001

The Ministry of Education Innovation Fund money was allocated for the 1995-96 school year but Linda Grant and I knew that we could manage to stretch it out until Christmas of 1996.  On the plane to New York AERA in April of 1996, we talked about next steps and decided to run another Act Reflect Revise (ARR) forum in 1997, this time in Brantford and to make it self-sufficient. The conference involved many of the same players -Jack, Tom, Lynne, and Ron. The exception was that by the time of the conference, Marg Couture, Executive Assistant at OPSTF replaced Linda who had taken a new job at the Ontario College of Teachers. Also Jean McNiff was going to attend. I was a member of the conference planning team, introducing speakers and leading several sessions.

I have never been able to just do one thing at a time.  Ron and I used the conference as an invitation to participants to contribute to a second publication of action research projects as part of a kit that would include a video. During the forum, board program staff organized interviews with fifteen participants taped by a local photographer to log over six hours of tape. As if organizing that wasn’t enough, I also scheduled a meeting of my validation team-Jean, Jack, Tom, Linda, Andre Dolbec for University of Quebec in Hull and Peter Moffatt (transcript and video 23/02/97). In addition I chaired a meeting of an action research symposium group with the same group with the addition of Marg and Jack MacFadden, president of Ontario Education Research Council. (transcript, 23/02/97) Jennifer James (1996) says, “Entrepreneurs and those with what I call ‘menagerie minds’ create resilience by always being immersed in a variety of projects and interests. They never depend on only one way to energize themselves, solve a problem or earn a living” (p. 43). I’m not sure those around me think I create resilience but I do get energy from a variety of projects and interests.

The evaluations of the conference were so good (ARR II Evaluations, 1998) that another ARR forum ran in Grand Bend in April of 1998. Again Jack, Tom, Ron and I were involved. From Brant, presenters included the Branlyn and Banbury teams, the compensatory education project with Ruth Mills (2000), the Voices of Principals with Greg Buckles and Dave Pyper, Elaine MacAskill on beginning action research and Ron Wideman and I presented the Action Research Kit (1998) which had just been released. 

Just when you think you can assume something is a ‘fixture’, it falls apart. A third forum planned for April, 1999 in Waterloo County failed. It failed for lack of registration but mostly because of staff change and overload – all of us – Marg Couture, Ron Wideman, Waterloo staff, me – were in the throes of upheaval and amalgamation. These conferences are dependent on the local team and in this case the Waterloo superintendent who contracted to support the conference retired and no one picked up the responsibility. However, we learned some things about what we needed to do for the next one. So I talked to Marg Couture in June, 1999 and offered to hold the Act Reflect Revise Forum on February 17-18, 2000 in Brantford. A conference team of friends and colleagues and a plan was in place: Cheryl Black to chair the committee with Grand Erie staff, James Ellsworth and ETFO representatives; Jack Whitehead would be keynote speaker; Peter Moffatt to give the luncheon address; Marg Couture and ETFO would manage the contracts, marketing and registration; Ron Wideman would be a facilitator. 

These pieces came together very quickly because of my conference-planning knowledge, my past experience with the ARR, my academic and professional networks and the critical mass of action researchers in the board: a combination of knowledge, experience, relationships and connections. The personal relationships and experience make projects like this enjoyable. Then a transition took place with the combination of ARR and OERC Conferences.

II. Ontario Educational Research Council Conference, (OERC), 1997-2001

[image: image15.png]



[image: image16.png]Unwrapping Educative Influence

Conferences

+ ARR Publication
« OERC «OAR

+ AERA «ARRR

«AR Kit

Improving
Student
Learning

Accreditation
+ M.Ed.

« BARN
« CAR

« SART
« SSARN
« CART

Research
Projects

« Compensatory
Education

Systems
« TPR
« PPR
« CRDi
« Staff Development

Leadership
« SLP
« Covey

DR

Action Research
Support Group



Since 1996, wherever I’ve been involved in educator groups, I have taken the action research process with me. My involvement on the Ontario Educational Research Council (OERC) Board and my work on the annual conference is another vehicle for supporting action research. I encouraged and supported teacher researchers to present their research at this conference for the years of 1999 and 2000 and brought Jack Whitehead to speak to the gathering. At the 2000 conference, fifteen Masters students (teachers, consultants and school administrators), four consultants and three teachers presented their action research projects and three other teachers attended with my support. The Grand Erie District School Board (GEDSB) group represented a significant number of the group in attendance.

The value of getting teacher researchers to present and be publicly accountable for their learning is captured in “Cohort Story: Re-Searching Together” by Robert Ogilvie (2000), one of the Master’s students. I had worked hard to get them all in attendance at the OERC conference in 2000 in terms of finding the money and organizing the sessions with Jack Whitehead, but the benefit was clear:  

We are lined up side by side in a manner that reminds me of Monday Night Football where  players introduce themselves in little video clips....

 
Phillip Sallewsky, Intermediate core French, Grand Erie District,...negotiating curriculum.

Janie Senko, Grade 5, Grand Erie District,..... integrating curriculum

Marilyn Davis, Secondary English, Grand Erie District.... improving 

student writing.
And so it goes, through all thirteen of us......not linebackers, quarterbacks and kickers, and hardly the Miami Dolphins, but a real team nonetheless.  We are the Brock/Grand Erie Masters Cohort, and seated in a row on either side of Jack Whitehead, we recite the litany of our names, jobs, and thesis/project topics to the assembled audience at the 2000 Ontario Educational Research Council conference.  I am the first to speak and as we move down the line I am at first attentive to the audience, but then quickly drawn back to a focus on us, for I am forcefully struck by how articulate, clear and confident we have all become.  This is not at all the nervous, halting and uncertain group which began together fifteen months ago, and I wonder yet again about the process that has enabled this to be so.” (p.1). 

I know from my own experience of presenting my work and holding myself accountable in a public forum that the preparation is as important as the actual presentation. A great deal of learning goes on as I try to synthesize what I’ve learned from my research and the dialogue with the academic and practitioner groups is invaluable in moving my thinking onto the next stage. Marion Kline articulated the same experience.
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In December 2001, Ontario Educational Research Council Conference, 2001, Brantford, Ontario: Co-Sponsored by Grand Erie DSB and York Region DSB: “Improving Student Learning: How Do I-You Know?” again shared the knowledge base of the practitioner-scholars in GEDSB and other boards. GEDSB staff constituted half the participants and half the presenters. 

III.
International Conference on Teacher Research

[image: image19.png]


Each of the years 1997-2001, at the International Conference on Teacher Research attached either at the beginning or end of AERA, the quality of teacher presentations in researching their classroom practice has impressed me. For the 1999 ICTR in Magog, Quebec, I sponsored, with financial assistance from GEDSB, ETFO and Ont. ASCD, four GEDSB staff to attend the conference: one principal, one vice-principal, one elementary and one secondary teacher. I felt particularly proud that two classroom teachers, whom I had coached through action research projects, Lori Barkans (Squire & Barkans, 1999) and Cheryl Black (Black & Delong, 1999), made presentations. Lori presented with Fran Squire on their work in developing the standards for the College of Teachers and Cheryl and I presented our joint research on supporting action research as a self-improvement/professional development model. Both of the teachers wrote their research papers as a result of their interest in action research and with the active involvement and support of another researcher. 
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I have vivid memories of the workshop session which Cheryl and I led which was advertised as a special session for administrators (ICTR brochure, 23/04/99). We planned the session to be experiential by having them write in journals about a recent incident in their lives that conjured up strong emotion so that they would have a deeper understanding of the potential of action research to tap into their values on education. As we were teaching the action research process using their sharing of those incidents, Cheryl was doing her part of the workshop when she lost her train of thought. I didn’t know whether to step in or hope that she would get back on track. I was afraid that if I moved into her part, she would lose confidence. Also with my being in the perceived ‘power position’ (she, the teacher; me, the superintendent), I worried that the group might be offended by a misuse of power. As I discussed in Chapter Two, Cheryl and I have explored the power issues frequently and feel that beyond our caring relationship, our ability to work in a collegial way, our joint papers, which include both voices (Black & Delong, 1999; 2000), demonstrate our collegial way of being.  

It had never occurred to me that she would be intimidated by the situation. It might have: here she was presenting at an international conference for the first time.  When she wasn’t getting back on track I filled in some pieces and carried on. I don’t think anyone was aware of the lapse. It has occurred to me since that here was a perfect example of a time when my high expectations were simply unrealistic. I need to remember that. There were a number of interesting events in that workshop made up of administrators as well as university academics with the exception of Lori and Cheryl. In the session I said that sometimes my expectations are set too high when I am supporting action research and people feel pushed.  Lori Barkans put up her hand and said that that had not been a full picture of what I do. She said, “That’s just not the full story. Jackie never asks anyone to do what she hasn’t done herself and provides incredible supports if you choose to accept the challenge that is offered.” That comment meant a great deal to me being unsolicited as it was. It was particularly significant because I had been privately critical of Lori when she had asked for financial assistance to attend ICTR because she had not been involved in an action research project that year. Later at the social event we talked and she informed me that she had taken on other responsibilities of late but was planning to engage in a new project. 

I felt very affirmed as a practitioner-scholar when a psychology professor from McGill University came to me after the session and said, “I hope you will keep up this work. I don’t think you understand how important it is. I know of no other superintendent who is doing this kind of work.”

Sometimes the most significant learning goes on when it is not part of the agenda. I was unable to get a ride back to Montreal to catch my flight so I took the ‘hump’ in the middle of the back seat of the car driving the four home that I had supported to attend. On the way back the dialogue was just outstanding and part of sustained support for inquiry and reflection. It was not just our shared learning but the relationships we built that makes doing our work together easier and so much more enjoyable. 

In 2001 in Vancouver, I was on an international panel with Gaalen Erickson, Joe Selese and Ian Mitchell on issues in teacher research. Jack Whitehead taped the session and made a CD-ROM of Gaalen’s three questions to the panel, on the doing, sustaining and communicating of teacher-research, and my responses. The CD-ROM is part of our exploring the potential of multi-media CD-ROM presentations for research and continuing professional development and the process of explicating the meanings of embodied values in explanations of educative influence. A combination of visual representation and text seems to enable me to get closer to an understanding of the ways in which my embodied spiritual, aesthetic and ethical values influence my own learning and the learning of others. In the CD-ROM you see the way in which Gaalen Erickson’s questions stimulated my thinking and my answers. It is difficult for a text on its own to communicate the meanings of my embodied values but I feel that you might more clearly see the life-affirming energy (Bataille, 1962; Whitehead, 1999) and delight I feel and am communicating to others in the particular clip where I am talking about the 'SWAT' 
 team response to supporting teacher-research.

An important connection that I made at ICTR was with Fran Halliday who now manages staff development in the Western Quebec School Board in Quebec. We met through Jack Whitehead when she was at Bishop’s University. I presented to her principals in Montreal in 2000 and on April 19-20, 2001, two teachers, Trudy Gath
 and Janie Senko presented on a panel and I gave the keynote address. These connections give the teachers opportunities to share their learning and to get the affirmation they deserve. 

The ICTR held in Montreal on April 5-7, 2002 followed AERA in New Orleans and came to be because Fran Halliday picked up a failed plan to hold it in Florida. Because of the timing, I did not attend but I encouraged and supported Donna Howey (Howey, [image: image21.png]


2001), a grade 1-2 teacher and novice researcher and Heather Knill-Griesser, program consultant, experienced researcher and BARN leader (Knill-Griesser, 2001), to present their research. In conversation with them on April 17, 2002 at a BARN meeting, I could hear that the experience of sharing their research on an international stage validated their learning. In the description of the session, I can see [image: image22.png]


my influence:

April 6, 2002

Presentation by Donna Howey and Heather Knill-Griesser

History of Action Research in The Grand Erie District School Board:

Jackie Delong (Superintendent of Education for the Grand Erie District School Board) was an advocate who exerted a system’s influence.  Jackie was:

1. internal to the organization and understood the inquiry process.

II.
provided networks and individuals with needed resources (workshops; release time; video equipment; professional literature).

III. brought people together in the form of action research networks to support each other and sustain inquiry - each network had an experienced chair person. 

IV. built capacity one person at a time (Howey & Knill-Griesser, 2002).
Organizations

I.
Ontario Association on Supervision and Curriculum Development

(Ont. ASCD)

During my years as a director of the Ont. ASCD, I encouraged the group to make action research a focus of the activities. There are several indicators that I was successful in doing this. Ont. ASCD was a sponsor of and actively involved in ARR II held in Brantford. During 1997-98, when Ron Wideman and I were the editors, the focus for the newsletter was action research and Peter Rasokas and Elaine MacAskill made action research a focus of the newsletters when they were editors in 1998-00. Ron and I were invited to conduct a full day workshop in Ottawa on August 22, 1998 on Action Research for about thirty educators and there is now an active action research support group in Ottawa. 

II.
Ontario College of Teachers (OCT)

In 1997, Linda Grant was appointed Manager of Standards of Practice at OCT and had the responsibility for the development of these standards:

The College is responsible to the public and the profession for ensuring teachers receive the training they need to provide Ontario’s students with an excellent education now and in the future. It sets standards of practice and learning for teachers and accredits teacher education programs and providers (OCT, 1998). 
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Linda brought her knowledge of education and action research to bear in the hiring of the right person (Bennis & Biederman, 1997), Fran Squire, Program Officer, who had just completed her doctorate in reflective practice (Squire, 1997) and who was charged with developing the Standards of Practice for the Ontario College of Teachers as they related to Action Research.  Lori Barkans was a teacher representative on the committee assigned with that responsibility. Fran involved Brant/Grand Erie educators in the validation of the draft standards and as writers of stories to give life to the written standards as Jack Whitehead and I had hoped (Delong & Whitehead, 1998). 

My role was to organize appropriate groups to meet with her. The first group who met on January 28, 1997 was Brant action researchers and they wrote about their experiences in action research and where their experiences were reflected in the categories of the standards. The second group met on two occasions in 1998 and the members came from all areas of the new board, some with and some without experience with action research. They all told stories of their professional lives that were prompted by specific standards. I had a number of purposes in these meetings: to make staff aware of the new Standards of Practice; to keep our connections and public profile with provincial bodies; to help Fran with her work of making the standards meaningful; to start building personal and professional relationships and culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship in the new board; and to contribute to work that might keep the Standards from becoming mere “linguistic checklists” (Delong &Whitehead, 1998).

On this last point, as the standards were being produced, Jack Whitehead and I had been in frequent contact with Fran Squire. At the time of the release of the draft standards, we wrote a response to the questions Fran asked in her paper presented at the International Conference on the Self-Study of Teacher Education Practices in the U. K. in August 1998 (Squire, 1998):

1. What implications arise when standards of practice are linked to action research endeavours?

2. How do we keep the spontaneity and individualism inherent in action research as we establish criteria for its recognition in the educational community?

Our response which was presented at the OERC 40th Annual Conference in Toronto on Dec. 4, 1998 and subsequently published in The Ontario Action Researcher (Delong & Whitehead, 1999) incorporated the U.K. experience with similar efforts by the Teacher Training Agency. It also included the research that Cheryl Black and I had conducted and that I had included in the paper to my validation group (Delong, 1998). We presented this challenge:

Our challenge is that each one of us should take the responsibility to share a story/case study that makes one or more of the standards exist in our images of ourselves in our educative relationships with our students and colleagues (Delong & Whitehead, 1998).
The irony is, as I mentioned in Chapter 2A, that here I was doing the very thing I was railing against: using the standards as a checklist to see if Cheryl and I measured up to the OCT standards of practice. I was, and Cheryl was, a living contradiction. (Whitehead, 1989). What the exercise does tell me is that even in the hands of someone of good intention the application of the standards can be mechanistic and lose the real quality of the life of the professional educator.

How have I integrated a culture of inquiry and reflection into the systems of the board? 

In all of the systems that I am responsible for, I integrate that vision of creating a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship into portfolios and staff that I’m directly (and sometimes even indirectly) influencing.  Whether you look at compensatory education, teacher and principal performance reviews, staff development, leadership, assessment or policies and procedures that I present for Board approval, the connections and relationships in that vision is evident. First, building that culture through my role in compensatory education. 

Compensatory Education

Because of my interest in equity issues in particular for children in low socio-economic schools, Peter Moffatt assigned me the responsibility for compensatory education. During the 1995-96 school year I worked with a committee to come up with criteria for accessing a $35,000 board fund for compensatory education. The seven schools that met the criteria of a compensatory school committed to choosing a strategy to improve early literacy, conducting action research and then reporting to the board on how well their strategy had worked. During the 1997-98 year I worked with curriculum support staff in the Brant area to train teachers in action research processes and then supported them to write and report. School administrators like Greg Buckles (1999) and Ruth Mills
  (1999) were exemplary in their efforts. All of the schools reported in June 1998, although it was a struggle for schools that lacked the leadership of people like Greg and Ruth. I managed to convince Executive Council that we needed to continue the work for the next year and the $35,000 was sustained for second year. Part of the reason was the politics of there being a reading program called Reading Recovery in the other two areas of the newly-amalgamated board and no program for early literacy in the former Brant area. I invited the same seven schools to commit to the same criteria and all but one agreed. The one school said that they found the action research process too demanding. I was up to my ears in work so I just let that go without investigating. I feel badly about that but there has been little time to backtrack. I was right in the middle of the stress of amalgamation. 

With my transfer to my new family of schools and no regular contact with the Brant schools, Ruth Mills, vice-principal of one of the schools who had learned action research from BARN and my workshops, took on the responsibility to lead the group and do the training. She did a wonderful job of ordering the literacy materials and coaching them in action research as there were new teachers and principals who were unfamiliar with the processes. Indicative of the number of changes that were going on, Ruth was moved to a principal’s position and left that school during that year. Despite the loss of the sustained support, two of the six schools reported and I just didn’t check on the rest (Mills, R. in Delong, 2001b, p. 261). Even though many of the projects did not get to the writing and sharing stage, the emphasis in the classroom by the teachers held benefits for the improvement of learning. I could look at this as a story of ruin (Lather in MacLure, 1996) but given the fact that I had been removed from supporting the projects to focus on amalgamation, I was pleased that two came to completion. There was money left in the account at the end of the 1999 school year and I gave it to the two schools - Woodman-Echo Place and Graham Bell –Victoria - that reported so they were rewarded for their diligence and could continue into the 1999-2000 school year. I figured that that kind of commitment deserved more resources to improve learning for students. 

Let’s look now at integrating action research, reflection, inquiry and scholarship into staff development.
 Staff Development and Leadership Programs

In my portfolio responsibility, Staff Development encompassed all employees for the board as well as the staff development model but the actual workshops for information technology, curriculum and special education in-service were the responsibility of the superintendents with those portfolios. I supported the action research in-service and support groups under this umbrella and budget. Also I worked with Maria Birkett
 to provide staff development to the non-educator groups (accounting, purchasing, secretarial, facilities staff) and at crossing educator/non-educator boundaries. This can be seen in the inclusion of non-educators in the Covey workshops where an emphasis was on self-evaluation and building relationships. A major part of this portfolio was leadership programs. A full description of the action research aspects of those activities can be found in the GEDSB Staff Development Model
 as well as the integration of that culture of inquiry and reflection through various parts of the document. In the ‘Assumptions’ we have written: “The Board supports self-directed staff development which encourages reflection, innovation and risk-taking”. In the ‘Guiding Principles, it reads: “Sessions need to be meaningful and relevant for adult participants and include dialogue, interaction, application and reflection” and “Opportunities for dialogue, research, sharing of ideas and networking are important staff development strategies”. And “Strategies for Conducting Effective Staff Development” include: “Encourage and support action research to improve practice” (Delong, 2001). This model, and its concomitant policy and procedures, represented the work of a very enjoyable committee in 2000-2001 and my many years in professional development.
 This integration can be seen as well in curriculum and assessment activities. Assessment was part of my assignment but curriculum was another superintendent’s portfolio.

Curriculum and Assessment

The core question in everything I do is: “How is this improving student learning?” And, of course, the follow-up question is: “How do you know?” Whether you look at the Professional Development sessions at Family of Schools meetings or the criteria for leadership selection or the compensatory education projects or the analysis of the provincial test results, the same questions come up.  It is a common understanding that those are the questions I will expect answers to whenever a teacher or principal or community partner presents a project or direction. If I don’t have the resources to support a project that has the potential to improve learning, I make a point of searching them out or making the connections so the individual can get the support s/he needs. The only catch is that I expect to see the results of the investigation.

Diane Morgan
 and I conducted an action research project with the Pauline Johnson Family of Schools which we reported in Curriculum Directions (1998) on the results of the first Grade 3 assessment to answer just those questions. In June 1999, Diane and I submitted a request for $17,000 for a research project for six teachers to analyze the assessment data for their grade to discover weaknesses in the program and investigate a strategy called “Corrective Action” (Sutton, 1997) through action research in the 1999-00 school year. When I presented it to Planning Council, a committee of principals and superintendents, I thought it had little chance of getting approval but I hoped to get the topic on the table for discussion. I was amazed and gratified to hear the principals talk about the essential nature of research proposals like it and, in fact, the need for a research officer in the board. Had the request failed, I had a back up plan to do the research through other budget sources. I really felt that day, July 5, 1999, that a culture of inquiry and reflection was beginning.

The 1999-2001 GEDSB Board Reports to the Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) on Grade Three and Six Assessment make frequent reference to the focus on improvement of instruction and student learning through reflection and inquiry.  These reports for 1999 and 2000 were exemplars for the province posted on the EQAO website. In the response from EQAO on our Board Action Plan, 1999-2000, the work in action research was cited as exemplary (letter dated, August 20, 2000).  In addition, new curriculum documents produced by board committees: The Good Math Program and the Good Language Program refer to action research as a means to improve student learning. 

An Action Research Approach to Improving Student Learning (Wideman et al., 2000), a full scale study that included GEDSB and North Bay-Parry Sound Catholic School District using EQAO test results as data for improving student achievement is covered later in this chapter. 

And my last area for integrating action research is in teacher and principal performance review processes, an area that is not in my portfolio but which I influence by my input to policy and procedures and through its implementation in my families of schools.

Teacher and Principal Performance Reviews
In the former Brant area I managed to get action research included in the ways open to staff and principals to complete the Professional Growth Strand (PGS) cycle (every three to four years for competent contract teachers). I used it regularly with the staff that I supervised as did many of the elementary principals in my family of schools. Of the secondary principals, I am only aware of the one completed by Cheryl Black’s principal (Wibberley, 1998). I don’t think it was as common in the other families of schools. I also used the self-reflection and journalling part of the action research process with two principals whose performances were unsatisfactory and required improvement.
 

In 1998-2001, in my new family I encouraged those interested to come to workshops, conduct their own action research projects and get support at SART meetings. Two principals, Peter Rasokas and Keith Quigg, worked through the action research process for their performance review in the 1999-2000 school year and in 2000-2001 six worked at it but only two completed the process, Virginia Chambers and Kim Cottingham.
  My hope is that this will become a part of the new performance review process that will be developed in 2002 and that the principals will work with teachers to start using it where teachers volunteer for it.  Of course, ideally this will reflect on how teachers work with students to help them pose and answer their own questions. We know that it happened in Cheryl’s classroom!

Publications of Practitioners’ Research

In the writing that I have done over the past five years, I have intended to influence the educators in Ontario to embrace action research as a means to improve student learning and the professional lives of educators. I have contributed writings to each of the organizations for whom I have worked. Also, still in the vein of developing a knowledge base from the work of practitioners and of providing ‘sustained support’, Ron Wideman, Associate Dean, Nipissing University, and I have made a concerted effort to publish educators’ action research projects and to bring their voices into the public forum. The knowledge base of ‘what is education’, ‘what is teaching’, ‘what is learning’ and ‘where is the path to improvement’ is lacking the voice of the practitioners. In the video, “Action Research: Improving Schools through Action Research”, Peter Moffatt, then Director of The Brant County Board of Education, said, “Teachers are the people best suited to conduct research on teaching and learning” (Delong & Wideman, 1998c) While it is not my intention to deny the value of the work of university researchers, if the knowledge of the practitioner is ever to be recognized as part of the  ‘real’ as in ‘academic’ knowledge, more of these publications of teachers’ and administrators’ work must arise. Mine is not a proposal for exclusivity but of inclusivity. The voices of teachers must be included.

1. Ont. ASCD “Curriculum Directions” and Newsletter

Carolyn Bennett, President of Ontario ASCD and former professor at Nipissing University encouraged members to contribute their action research work for publication in that “There is growing recognition of the importance of action research to the professional development of teachers” (Bennett, 1998). In that issue, Diane Morgan and I (1998) discussed Grade 3 Assessment: What we can do with what we learned from grade 3 assessment and described the research we had done with teachers and principals on the results of the provincial testing. In summary, we noted: 
Teachers need to take control of their own professional learning and to know that they have valued knowledge that should be shared with their colleagues. Parents and the community must become our partners in this most important endeavour. Working together in the schools and within the community is the path to increased accountability and confidence in our educational system (p.30).
We put forward six “Strategies for Improving Students’ Achievement Levels”, one of which was, “Developing and supporting a culture of reflection, collaborative inquiry and action research” (p.10-12). 

During the 1997-98 school year, Ron Wideman and I edited four issues of the Ontario ASCD Newsletter all focused on action research (Delong & Wideman, 1997/98). Each issue featured an action research story or project from a teacher or principal. In 1998/99, Peter Rasokas and Elaine MacAskill, new members of the board of directors became the new editors of the newsletter and placed less emphasis on the publishing of action research articles. Such is the transitory nature of influence. 

2. Act Reflect Revise Revitalize!
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The first publication from the Action Research pilot projects came out of a call for papers at the first forum in February, 1996 (Hossack & Halsall, 1996). All of the leaders agreed to write at least one paper and to support teachers to write about their projects. Ron Wideman and I first formed our writing partnership and described our concept of action research as a means to school improvement and to encourage teacher professionalism in “Action Research: School Improvement that Honours Teacher Professionalism” (Delong & Wideman, 1996). We had worked together on the review and writing of The Common Curriculum, Policies and Outcomes, Grades 1-9 (1995) in 1994-5 when he was the Project Manager at the Ministry of Education and I was an elementary principal. However, this was the beginning of our collaboration as writers. 

In this article, we brought together my experience in supporting teachers in Brant conducting action research and his own research into the adult learning model, 

Action research begins from the natural investigative process teachers have been shown to use when making changes in their classroom practices (Wideman, 1995). Action research makes that natural process more systematic and effective. The experience of Brant County staff indicates that the following factors support a practitioner engaging in action research:

1. a minimum of two creative, reflective teachers/administrators as critical friends

2. a supportive administrator/principal who encourages risk taking and who celebrates successes

3. a school culture that honours professionalism and reflective practice

4. time to plan and to record one’s research in a journal that includes observations and reflection

5. information and in-service on how to 

· frame a question

· collect data

· analyze data

· work with critical friends

· share the research process and results with others

6. a self-generated research plan, including questions and research processes, validated through discussion with one’s critical friends

7. the capacity to publish and accredit the practitioners’ action research and results  (p. 16-17).
In my article, “The Role of the Superintendent in Facilitating and Supporting the Action Research Process” (1996), I articulated one of my values of not asking people to try things that I’m not involved in myself as part of my commitment to building a culture of inquiry and reflection:

This article is an example of “Walking the Talk”. It is my attempt to model the process of “Act Reflect Revise” and to share our learnings with other teachers, principals and superintendents. The action research experience invites us to model for others what we do. I want to demonstrate to the school staff with whom I’ve worked on this project that I haven’t asked them to do anything I’m not willing to do myself. And some of my learnings, I learned:

1. that teachers’ gut instincts are good;

2. that teachers intuitively do the right things in the classroom; they fall down in the articulation;

3. that there is incredible excitement created when teachers prove to themselves that what they are doing is valuable;

4. that action research is authentic assessment;

5. that action research reinforces self-esteem and is self-fulfilling for teachers;

6. that it strengthens talent in the classroom;

7. that research on improving teacher practice belongs with the practitioner in the classroom (p. 58). 

In addition, both of the pilot project teams contributed their stories of research and growth, the one teacher group on improving early literacy and the other on involving parents in their child’s learning. It is interesting to note that the report of the primary teachers (Barkans, MacDonald & Morgan, 1996) is very personal and emotional and that of the intermediate teachers (Wilson & Churchward, 1996) is very much focused on the actual research process and yet the oral presentations were in both cases very personal and emotional (videotape, 1996).  The report of the principal of the Branlyn team, Jesse MacDonald (1996) “A Principal’s Progress”, showed his excitement, the potential of action research and his next steps:

I feel that Action Research can be a powerful motivation to the staff who have in the past felt uncertain of the change environment…The exciting part of action research is that it is a natural part of any thinking professional’s actions. I still need to learn ways to introduce and excite other staff about their latent wishes to improve their practice. Perhaps the best vehicle for this will be the three “trail blazers” that made such a difference in our practices at Branlyn this year. Being given the opportunity to be part of this initiative has been one of the greatest opportunities for me to be a team member without having to be in the traditional principal role all the time (p. 57).  

It is an impressive record of teacher and principal growth and improvement in student learning that would not be on record were it not for the OPSTF/ MET initiative and the influence of Jack Whitehead. It is interesting to note that Ron’s and my early learning about the potential of action research stands the test of time, some six years later. 

3.
The Action Research Kit: Action Research: School Improvement Through Research-Based Professionalism 

No sooner was Act Reflect Revise Revitalize (Halsall & Hossack, 1996) published than Ron Wideman and I started discussing next steps. As the date of the conference was coming up, we recognized a need to have a next generation of support for teachers conducting action research. Not satisfied to just repeat the print publication and recognizing as Jack Whitehead says of the other media:

You can actually start to analyze those fundamental human values that you bring into your human relationships which are really crucial to education but which you can’t communicate easily just through the words on a page  (Transcript of videotape, Delong & Wideman, 1998c). 

Thus the idea of a professional development kit that would include a video was born and subsequently supported by OPSTF. To that was added Jean McNiff’s generous gift, her ‘how to’ book: Action Research For Professional Development (1995). The whole professional development kit included two books (Delong & Wideman, 1998b; McNiff, 1998) and a video program (Delong & Wideman, 1998c).

The process of creating the kit and of our learning, our collaboration, our frustrations and challenges are described in the book, Action Research; School Improvement through Research-Based Professionalism (Delong & Wideman, 1998b). In ‘About This Book’ we stated our purpose:

Our greatest delight is that we are providing a forum for teachers to share their learning through action research. Their stories are engaging examples of what is possible and valued in education. The voices of teachers need to be heard and have a significant place in the development of educational theory. We are also delighted by the quality of the contributions by educational administrators and teacher educators to the dialogue on action research. We want to celebrate and support the professional teacher taking control of his/her own learning, the process of school improvement and the development of educational knowledge (p. 11).

True to the intent of the text, our contribution was ‘walking the talk’ and we shared our learning in the project in “Learning from Collaborative Action Research: How This Project Has Contributed to Our Professional Growth” (p. 106). In the article we talk about our areas of learning, about some proposed standards of practice in action research, about the making of the video and about our future directions. We have followed up on all the next steps we proposed and have accomplished three of the four in the creation of The Ontario Action Researcher electronic journal (1998-2002). 
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The book contained work from teachers who had contributed in Act Reflect Revise Revitalize (Halsall & Hossack, 1996) as “Multi-Year Updates and Reflections” as well as first year projects. In fact, sixteen Brant County staff, elementary and secondary teachers, principals, curriculum support staff, a superintendent and the director all wrote articles. Ron and I made final decisions on articles that needed revision, how the book would be organized, and the layout. Elaine and I made sure all the articles were submitted on disk and, where possible, with photos, in a package to OPSTF. Marg Couture and the publisher produced an attractive book and the kit package. 

We hired a local photographer to tape the interviews and shots of teachers in classrooms, and Ron, Elaine and I chose the shots, wrote the script, provided the narration and arranged for digitization of the video at a local studio, all for under $500.00. As neophytes in video production, we described the learning process,

We chose to develop the book and the video using an inductive approach that gave voice to what participants felt important to communicate. The video was developed from over 6 hours (actually 8 hours) of taped interviews as opposed to taping from a predetermined script. We learned that this made the editing process highly complex but it was worth it to communicate the integrity of educator’s thoughts and feelings. 

We included the video program in the package because video is a highly effective way to communicate the strongly-held values and beliefs of participants as a “living” message. The video is intended to support the book – many of the same people are represented in both. But the visual images provide a quality that print has difficulty capturing – particularly as Jack Whitehead says, in communicating the human values and sense of professionalism underlying people’s work (Delong & Wideman, 1998b).
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One of the areas that we stressed when we launched the kit in formal presentations at Nipissing University on March 26, 1998 and at The Brant County Board of Education on April 6, was that of 126 pages in the book, 100 of them were written by teachers.  I was very gratified that the chairman of the board, Arlene Everets, and vice-chair, Lois White, accompanied Elaine and me to the launch of the kit in North Bay, a trip that used up almost two days. They spoke with great pride about the kit and our work both in North Bay and again in Brant. Ironically just at a time when I should have been able to indulge in the celebration of a major accomplishment, I was facing the prospect of losing my job.
  The value of keeping records can be seen in the difference in the photos of the two media events above and in the quality of my e-mails. I sincerely thought I was hiding my emotions at the time but the photos belie my intent and show the strain. 
After the kit was published, Ron, Marg Couture and I (1999) published “What We Have Learned By Building a Collaborative Partnership” in the International Electronic Journal For Leadership in Learning (http//:www.ucalgary.ca/~iejll) about the process of building the partnership between a university, a board of education and a teacher federation. 

Abstract

This paper contributes to the literature on why collaborative partnerships between schools and universities thrive or fail. It describes what we have learned through a successful collaborative partnership among the Brant County Board of Education, Nipissing University, and the Ontario Public School Teachers' Federation. The paper describes the constellation of factors that influenced the success of the partnership. We had a clear and compelling cause and a history of collaboration that pre-dated the partnership. Our relationship was based on shared values, purposes and collaborative skills that enabled us to resolve issues of power and voice. We were able to influence decision-making in our organizations and they were able to cut through red tape to translate their commitment into effective action amidst a challenging provincial context. 

That partnership continues in The Ontario Action Researcher.

9.
Ontario Action Researcher (OAR) www.unipissing.ca/oar

Once the kit was published, Ron and I considered how we would continue our work in providing sustained support. We did not want to repeat ourselves so another print publication was not considered but we did want to make use of the technology. Thus the idea of an electronic journal was born. We consulted with our partners – all in the throes of change – and found them willing to continue the moral and financial support. In this publication, Nipissing has taken on the largest part of the structural support in the allocation of technical staff to design and maintain the web site and to manage the receiving and sending out articles for review.  Once Ron and I had the support of our organizations, we set about putting together an organization and systems to make it work. We created a board with directors representing our organizations and veteran action researchers and planned for the implementation. We decided on board meetings by conference call, draft purposes, the peer review process, the first issue and subsequent issues for two years, potential guest editors, general web site ideas for website designer, Mickey Sandula, and potential links to other sites.

From the birth of the idea in the spring of 1998 to the first issue in December, Ron and I exchanged many e-mails and telephone calls to produce this journal for action researchers. As we said in our article in the book in the kit, “We prefer working collaboratively rather than in isolation. And it is more fun. We find the synergy created by the collaborative process results in enriched thinking for both of us” (Delong & Wideman, 1998, p.106). We wrote the editorials on a laptop in a meeting room at OPSTF or ETFO head office because Ron would make the four hour trip from North Bay and it was just over an hour of drive for me. We have worked regularly at improving the site, the reviewing process, the forms for reviewers, the turnaround time (which now is about 3 months) and expanding the location of the contributors. In the first and second volumes, most of the writers were from our connections in our organizations. The first two issues had projects from three teachers and one principal from Grand Erie as well as an article from Jack and I and one from Fran Squire from OCT.  The editorials tell the story of the journal’s progress. In the first editorial where we talked about our intentions:

We intend to provide an on-going forum for sharing action research studies and the growing knowledge base about the potential for action research to improve student learning and teacher practice. 

Action research is an approach to school improvement that honours teachers' professionalism. Individually, and in groups, teachers identify questions about their practice, make appropriate changes, and collect data to discover the impact of those changes. They record their studies and share the results of their investigations with others. The key research questions are, "How do I improve my practice?" and "What evidence can I gather to demonstrate the impact of my work?" (OAR. Vol. 1, No. 1). 

In the second, we made the connection between the OCT Standards of Practice and action research and our continued commitment to building that knowledge base from practitioners’ research:

Action research is imbued with the process of self-assessment and evaluation and enables the teacher to act in constructive ways designed to investigate and improve practice. If the teachers' action research projects are shared, a body of knowledge is developed over time that informs understanding of the meaning of the standards and enables their further clarification and improvement (OAR. Vol. 2, No. 1).

Our editorial in the third issue focused on our future directions. We were determined to invite more contributors from outside our own organizations so we started with the fourth issue to use guest editors. We were very pleased with the short turnaround to get the publication up and running and we met our expectations of putting out three issues in the first full year. We have tried to improve each volume and have included photos in the papers in previous volumes but next, we want to include video clips in order to communicate more clearly the values of the teachers. In 2001-2, we are planning for succession. We have found the next two editors, Cheryl Black and Kurt Clausen, and have a transition team of the four of us for the 2001-2002 year. Again the sustainability of the supports are essential to continuing to get the teacher’s voice and knowledge into the public domain.

10.
An Action Research Approach to Improving Student Learning Using Provincial Test Results 
Another victory narrative (Lather in MacLure, 1996) is the story of my work with teachers using test results to improve student learning. It is a story of influence. As one of the principal investigators of An Action Research Approach to Improving Student Learning Using Provincial Test Results (Wideman, Delong, Hallett & Morgan, 2000), I supported teachers to improve their practice and student learning by using test results: 

Abstract

During the 1999/2000 school year, seventeen elementary school teachers and five consultants from two Ontario school boards, conducted action research based on the 1999 EQAO provincial test results for Grades 3 and 6 and the use of feedback/corrective action to improve those results.  Paired with a "critical friend", individual teachers analyzed their schools' results and identified areas for improvement.  They identified action research questions, investigated the questions in their own classrooms, collected data to evaluate the impact of their work, and recorded their investigations.  The teachers' own assessments and the 2000 EQAO test results indicate substantial success.  Teachers began to see provincial test results as friendly data that schools can use to improve student learning, and action research and feedback/corrective action as powerful methods to do so.  The study contributes to understanding how provincial testing can be used to improve student learning and what constitutes effective teacher in-service education.

The research of these teachers and the students’ improved achievement, I believe, are evidence that researching your practice brings improvement in teaching and student learning. (See Chapter Five: Findings in Wideman, Delong, Hallett, & Morgan, 2000)  This work, one of many collaborative works with Ron Wideman, was shared in a presentation at the Checkmark conference at the University of Nipissing on November 2, 2001 and at the OERC Conference on December 7, 2001 in Brantford. 

8. Passion For Professional Practice: Action Research in Grand Erie District School Board. (2001) 
James Ellsworth, Cheryl Black, Karen McDonald and Diane Morgan assisted me in editing a publication of the work of the action researcher projects in the Grand Erie District School Board during 1999-2001. It is a celebration of the knowledge base of the thirty-five projects from teachers and administrators in the district and the first run of copies sold out at the OERC Conference in Brantford, December 6-7, 2001. In January 2002, a second run was distributed to the trustees and schools in the district.

And the last of the supports and networks for inquiry, reflection and scholarship is the creation and implementation of the masters cohort group, a partnership with Brock University. With the addition of this program, the knowledge of the practitioner has been given added value through the accreditation process at the academy. One of the projects (Suderman-Gladwell, 2001) can be found on Jack Whitehead’s website http://www.actionresearch.net.

Accreditation: Brock-GEDSB Masters Program 

I wish to clarify how I want you, the reader, to approach this story of the master’s cohort in the context of my story as a whole. This story is a part of my explanation of my efforts to create, support and sustain a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship through a professional model of staff development. I think that part of the sustainability is through the accreditation and the accreditation is much more feasible and enjoyable with a community, a cohort group, to support you. As well as showing and explaining the nature of my thesis, I feel that it is important to be just as clear about what it isn't going to address. While the sustainability point related to the cohort is most significant, there's another whole thesis analyzing the difficulties of accrediting new forms of educational knowledge in the academy. 

Where did the vision for the program begin?

In the first two Act Reflect Revise conferences in 1996 and 1997, Jack Whitehead spoke to the large group audiences about the importance of getting advanced accreditation through masters and doctoral degrees for teachers' action research. Most of the group was not ready for the message at that time. In fact, one of the other speakers, Lynne Hannay, took him to task for emphasizing the value of formal over informal action research. It is important to recognize that in Ontario unlike many U.S. states, advanced degrees are not required, not highly-regarded and may even be resented in school boards. Part of this denigration comes as a result of the historically theoretical nature of advanced degrees and their perceived lack of application and connection to the real world of schools. 

Part of my vision of what an on-site program might look like came from Jean McNiff at the Herstmonceux Conference in August, 1997. Jean showed me the work she was doing in Ireland in a partnership between a religious organization and the University of West England providing a masters program off campus and providing the support to a group of teachers. Besides being an action research degree, the program I envisaged would require a structure that would remove some of the obstacles that I had experienced that made it difficult for practitioners to conduct research and complete a degree. These included reduced driving distance, shortened timelines, cohort model for support and encouragement, reduced costs, school board moral, financial and technical support, and an available and appropriate vehicle for publishing the projects. 

I had played with the idea of an on-site masters program in discussions with Queen’s University in 1997. It didn’t happen because at that time I wasn’t far enough along in my thinking to work through the logistics and I didn’t yet have the pressure of people needing it. And then sometimes a marvellous synchronicity and synergy occurs. Seeing Cheryl develop in her understanding of action research and her emerging interest in school administration added to the pressure to bring a master’s course to Brantford. She was ready for the accreditation of her knowledge and, to my mind, she clearly had the capacity. At the same time, I felt that the documentation of the impact she was having on student learning was essential to get accredited by the academy, published and shared with the educational community to broaden her influence. And I felt that there were others like her wanting the accreditation. Over the period of the four years of a growing critical mass of action research in the district and with Cheryl in mind, I saw indicators that there might be a growing clientele for a masters program, another means to building a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship in the school system.

How did we create the program?

[image: image32.png]



[image: image33.png]


I looked for a Dean of Education who would be willing to break out of tradition to offer an action research masters program. I had tried out the concept on Susan Drake, professor from Brock University, about a year prior and while she liked the idea, she felt her institution was not ready. Then we met at the Ontario Education Research Council Conference on December 5, 1998 and again discussed the possibility over dinner with Jack Whitehead and Ron Wideman. Susan said that she felt the time might be right because the new Dean, Michael Manley-Casimir, was welcoming innovation. I encouraged her to talk with him and if he showed interest to set up a meeting with the three of us. To my surprise, a meeting was set. I went to the meeting feeling that realistically the idea was a long shot. 

The three of us met in Michael’s office. I described a master of education program restricted to a cohort group of Grand Erie staff to be held on-site using the action research process. Michael not only listened intently to my proposal but also suggested that we move immediately to a seminar room so that we could design a program on the display board. We mapped out a list and sequence of courses over two years using the courses in the university calendar. Michael would teach the first course and Susan would teach the second. We would need more help as time went on. We discussed asking Jack Whitehead to teach the Action Research course in the spring. It was only the beginning of a political process to get the program offered that I was unfamiliar with. Once again I was reminded of the limited transferability of systems knowledge - knowing one system like a school board does not mean knowing a system like a university. 

The next major hurdle was presenting the proposed program to the Graduate Studies Department. Both Michael and Susan were concerned about the resistance that could be expected from the group. Michael first presented the proposal to that group. It was given tentative approval with questions to be answered and then had to get full approval of the department on March 10, 1999. I would be in San Francisco for the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development Annual Meeting/Conference but I agreed to return early to participate in the presentation. I was totally unprepared for the resistance and obstacles presented. They included the fact that the staff was already stretched too thin, students would be drawn away from another program, cohort groups are too insular, it was contrary to policy to partner with one school board and concerns were expressed about the rigour of qualitative/practitioner research.

I naively thought that university personnel held loftier values and set students and program needs above territoriality, loss of power and fear of change. These very human responses to change reverberate across groups and organizations. A change is a crisis. It is an important learning for me that I need to recognize that and deliberately remind myself each time I am attempting to change something, no matter how apparently small it seems to me. This has become more apparent to me as I have come to realize that I need and enjoy change, particularly change of my own making. Even when the change is forced on me and appears to be negative, the outcome is that it is an opportunity for me to learn and grow. Amalgamation was a case in point.

By lunch break at the Graduate Studies meeting, it appeared that the negative forces were winning. I felt that there was a meanness about the dialogue which I found disappointing. I guess I expect more altruism among academics: just my usual naivete. Gradually a compromise appeared to form: the program could run if it was not restricted to the Grand Erie Board staff and it would be a pilot requiring a report at the end of the first year. We could live with this, especially when we could control the advertising and admit the first fifteen who were qualified and who applied. At a celebratory dinner that night, we planned our next steps and another meeting. 

What were the organizational issues?

On March 31, 1999, Michael and Susan came to make a presentation to interested students in Grand Erie. I was worried because my reputation was at stake since I had in essence said that we could find the staff interested in taking the program. Imagine my joy when over forty people came, but I still had the worry of how many would register. Out of the group who came to the initial information meeting, seventeen applied. On June 2 we met to review the applicants. As we poured over the applications, there was only one that was in dispute. Susan and I wanted to accept one candidate despite a mediocre academic record and Michael felt that it might be unfair pressure on the person given the strength of the group. Susan and I convinced him to give the candidate the opportunity to decide. The student decided to accept and has done extremely well. 

And a very interesting group they were. A high percentage were from Visual, Dramatic and Music Arts backgrounds; one trained in a seminary; one was a rookie teacher; most were experienced teachers with a balance from elementary and secondary schools. On June 17 we met to set dates and to select readings for the fall course which we called, “Personal and Professional Ways of Knowing”. We brought our favourite articles and chose ten to go to the bookstore for printing and copyright. The program started in September, 1999 and was held at The Teacher Resource Centre in Brantford on two Saturdays a month during the work year and two days a week for four weeks in July. 

Later that week, June 20th, 1999, I met with Peter Moffatt to review my goal package for the year. During that meeting I said to him that I was still amazed that I could sit in a meeting with two university academics and feel completely at ease. He said, “I’m not surprised; you have studied your practice and the action research process in depth for over three years.” 

On July 12, 1999, Michael e-mailed me to ask if I would teach the second day of the course because he would be away. I agreed. Then Susan and I designed and taught the Narratives Course and the Reflective Practice Course from January to March, 2000 and September to December. Jack Whitehead taught the Proposal course in the May-June.

What problems arose with the ethical review process?

Setting out on a new course is exciting and creative but often feels like trying to fit a square peg in a round hole. Making this innovative program fit into university traditions was an exercise in frustration. Most issues that caused conflict and consternation were easily solved. Having to submit marks in a particular range at awkward and prescriptive times was an irritant but having to follow ethical guidelines that were totally inappropriate for the action research process was the ultimate test of “creative compliance” (Whitehead, 1999). I am shaking my head even now as I remember the tension that I felt at recommending at one Saturday session (Oct 21, 2000) that the group "play the game". This was contrary to my values and I was clearly a living contradiction (Whitehead, 1989). I tried to justify my recommendation with the promise that I would work to get this process amended, knowing full well that that would take much more than my influence.

Geoff was able to be analytical as he wrote to Jack Whitehead about his intention to make this ethical review issue the subject of his research:

Jack,

As part of my project, I want to trace what I see as the conflict between the values of the university as expressed in the standards used to judge the ethics of our action research inquiries, and the values that we are expressing in our proposals.  Specifically, there are the calls for confidentiality and non-identification, provisions for non-participants, provisions for power relationships, and other values such as the need to return participants to the original state, and the value of "objectivity."  All of these factors are either irrelevant, impossible, or meaningless in the context of self-study.  Since many of the inquiries in the group reflect your understanding of action research, I need to trace the roots of your understandings.  It seems to me that Habermas, Schon, Polanyi among others would give insight.  Apart from your own writing, where else should I look for the roots of your concept of action research?   
Thanks, Geoff Suderman-Gladwell  (e-mail, 2001).

This resonates with Tish Cotty's struggle as a teacher-researcher in standing firm in her own educational standards of judgement (Dadds & Hart, 2001).
I think the words of Trudy Gath, one of the masters students, in her January 2001 paper tell the story of the ethical review process and her refreshing attitude of taking advantage of any opportunity to learn (her use of bold print):
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Upon a response to my proposal from the Research Ethics Board, my perceived progression came to a screeching halt.  The Ethics Board rejected my proposal, as I had thought they would, but they wanted me to change and clarify fifteen aspects!  My first reaction was extremely negative, as I took their response personally.  (I have to learn not to take things personally.) Upon reflection, I tried to see what I could learn from the experience.  From my journal:

     I feel like I am going to scream and never stop once I begin.  I just received a response from the Ethical Review Committee for my research project.  The Committee, all high and mighty, says that I need to resubmit my proposal.  They sent me a list of fifteen items that need to be addressed before I may have permission to proceed with my work.  I see that they expect me to explain, explain, and explain until I am blue about how I can continue to study my own practice.  

     I am so upset by this because now, I will spend another four hours or so explaining, revising, photocopying, and wasting paper when I could be reading relevant material that pertains to my topic, literature that may help me to improve in what I am doing!  I am angry at the fact that I need someone from a committee to give me permission to research my own practice!  I am fuming at this setback.

     From the above setback, I learned to try to understand the position of the Ethical Board in that they have a job to do to ensure the safety of human participants in research projects.  I realize that I cannot be a special exception to the bureaucratic rules that exist.  I must exercise “creative compliance” and just work around this obstacle.    After all, I have managed to overcome many other obstacles before.  Regardless, I must push on with my research in my own, very ethical, ways.  To my great relief, my proposal was accepted by the REB last week.

Discovering that my anger can be productive, rather than destructive makes me feel better about my emotions because I feel they are helping me to learn.  I am learning that one must know oneself before lasting changes and improvements can be made in practice.  “Clearly, self-knowledge makes a difference; it provides us not only with the tools to learn but also with a foundation for all we do with students”  (Cohen, 1999, p.19) (p. 3).

I agree with Trudy. I find anger is a useful emotion if I use it to motivate me, incite me to respond in productive ways to improve my practice and the social order (McNiff, 1992). Such an event occurred on November 3, 2000 at a presentation of the Ontario Ministry of Education and Training (MET) at a regional meeting of The Ontario Public Supervisory Officers Association (OPSOA). After a full morning of provincial directors of MET telling us that what we thought mattered little since the government was going to implement its mandate irrespective of our concerns and only if we were particularly devious would we influence decision-making, I became increasingly outraged. The final straw was the description of the plan for teacher testing and accountability. After four years of work by Linda Grant and Fran Squire and many others at The Ontario College of Teachers (OCT) to develop standards of practice for the province, the MET had taken over the task to once again develop standards of practice. 

When I asked if this had not already been done, the presenter seemed surprised that anyone noticed this redundancy and indicated that the past work would be taken into account and that the new standards would be more useful for implementation. In any case, a project team was being hired to create these more ‘quantifiable standards’ to ensure uniformity and accountability across the province. It was useless to push any further and one is naïve to go head to head with a government this powerful and insensitive. However, I know that I have and can create space strategically for professionals to be creatively compliant (Whitehead, 1999).

The more I thought about this, the angrier I got. As I analyzed my anger I recognized that I was the problem and the solution. I was a living contradiction. I needed to get my thesis done and contribute to that evidential base of living educational standards of practice and judgment and I needed to exhort the masters group to the same end. In an interview, McGill University ethicist, Margaret Somerville said: "Sometimes, it is unethical to avoid controversy" (Greenspan, 2000, p. A23). That indictment appears to be true of some of our politicians as well as of me.

Therefore, at one of the Saturday sessions, I told the story of this incident to the masters students. I stressed to them the significance of what they were doing in researching their practice for the purpose of improvement in student learning. External standards deny what we believe but we are so weak in the exemplars. I exhorted them to write and publish their living educational standards of practice so that we, as professional educators, can demonstrate to the politicians and the public that we are professionals who hold ourselves accountable. We need the evidential history that is a track record in practice. Just articulating the theory of being accountable or of how it might work is clearly insufficient and not compelling. The projects of the masters group will provide the exemplars and build that evidential history (Black, 2001). At the same time that I was asking them to articulate and publish their standards, I committed to doing the same. 
What co-ordination and power issues arose?

I do not wish to forget the implementation problems that had to be solved on a regular basis. There were the site problems: photocopying costs, access to building on weekends, upsetting the office coordinator with garbage left on the weekends. Implementation problems included tensions around an outside lecturer who came from another research paradigm, changing expectations in the products of the courses and around my involvement in the program.
There were stressors associated with being off-campus. When Michael, Susan and I discussed the parameters of the cohort masters program, I was very certain that the site needed to be in the school district. What I had not foreseen was the difficulty of joint instruction and performing as a team. Michael was the Dean and therefore this program was not his only priority; Susan and he were on campus and I was off campus and therefore out of the conversation much of the time. And I was not a professor, just a part-time instructor. Therefore, planning was a challenge. 

Let me say very clearly that I thoroughly enjoyed teaching the two courses, Reflective Practice and Narratives, with Susan. The student evaluations of the Narratives course were excellent and I just didn’t hear about the other. What I want to do here is show one of the difficulties that arose in this type of off-site cohort program. One week when Susan was not feeling well, she asked me to take the lead on the Saturday program. I prepared and shared the agenda. When she arrived she was feeling better than anticipated and regularly interrupted and amended the plan that I had prepared. And then announced to the group that contrary to what they had been told the week before that only she and Michael would be supervisors. This came as a surprise to them and to me. One part of me felt relieved that I could focus on my writing but another was angry at the insensitive way that I had been informed. I think that I am a good team player and partner and I tried not to show my confusion to the group but I felt angry. Over lunch I asked Susan about this turn of events. Because she had been away the week before and thought she was conveying Michael's direction, she said that she was unaware of the impact of her actions. She apologized to the group and me and said that she would get direction from Michael. 

In the midst of feeling moral outrage, I reminded myself that I had made an error in the winter of inviting Jack Whitehead to teach the Action Research course in the spring of 2000 before we had made a final decision as a team. Michael brought this to my attention and I apologized because he was right. Another example of the difficulty of this arrangement.

While I know ‘power issues’ can arise at any time, I was not prepared for it to be a factor in the masters program. After what appeared to Jack Whitehead and I to be a highly successful experience at the OERC 2000 Conference, over dinner on the Friday night Michael announced that I could no longer be involved in instructing the program because some of the students had come to him to say that they were uncomfortable because of “power issues”. We have a difference of perception on this: Mike says that I offered to withdraw. He may be right but I am certain that I had no intention of not being involved in the program prior to that meeting. To say that I was upset would be an understatement. Here I was espousing a value of non-hierarchical and democratic relations and being accused of exerting negative power. Later Cheryl sent an e-mail to Michael asking him to resolve the issue with the cohort group. (Black, e-mail Jan 30 01). His e-mail to Cheryl and to the group contextualized on the issue of ‘conflict of interest’: 

Date: Jan 30, 2001 from Michael Manley-Casimir to Cheryl Black.

Hello Michael,

I debated for a while before sending this email.  A number of people

in the cohort have been asking me where Jackie is and/or what she is

up to.  I've tried to be rather vague.  I told Heather that Jackie is

no longer directly associated with the group, however, I don't feel

comfortable telling anyone else.  Jackie asked me not to say anything

and I don't want to betray that confidence.  Is this a concern that

needs to be addressed with the group?  The introduction of other

research options and Jackie's absence are causing people to begin to

put two and two together.

Cheryl

Yes, I became aware of that tension at the last class meeting. As you know

from the previous e-mail [before Christmas] Jackie chose to withdraw

because I raised the concerns of some students that they felt she presented

a conflict of interest...I can certainly speak to this issue at the next

class if you think this would help..it does seem to me that the cohort is

entitled to know what happened... from my point of view, [as I think is

also Jackie's position,] the central concern is that each student complete

the degree with a credible project and experience, and from Brock's point

of view [which I get to define and interpret] that is essential....anyway

please let me know what you advise...Mike

I wondered where the issue of ‘conflict of interest’ lay. Was it that members of the group were intending to make unethical statements about their colleagues in schools? If so, then I felt good about bringing that to the forefront. Action research must be an ethical process and not an avenue to air grievances without recrimination. I considered bringing the issue into the open at the session on February 24th when I shared my paper entitled “My Living Educational Theory: My Standards of Practice/ Standards of Judgment”
 but I was conscious of the personal relationships which I valued and of making the group feel uncomfortable. Despite several attempts at clarifying what ‘power issues’ meant, there has been no clarification forthcoming. To this day I have no clear understanding of what caused my severance from the program and Cheryl and I and Jack Whitehead and I have discussed it many times to no avail. With Greenleaf’s (1977) “test of prudence in the sense of being cautious, circumspect, or discreet” (p. 211) in mind, I may have to accept that it will remain unresolved. I am reminded of Donald Schön’s reference to the ‘artistry’ of reflective practice as “the close link between expert action and understanding which occurs whenever we deal sensitively and effectively with ‘situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict” (Schön 1983: p. 50). In other works, ‘artistry’ is required on all those many occasions when there is no simple general rule, no ‘right way’ of doing things (Winter, Buck & Sobiechowska, 1999, p.2). I think this was a situation where there was no general rule and where I spent much time in the ‘artistry’ of reflective practice.

How did the students evaluate the masters cohort program?

I include some of the helpful suggestions that Cheryl Black and Heather Knill-Griesser  (2001) have made for future cohort programs: 

More small group sharing and analysis of stories or, for validation and presentations, would perhaps be a better use of our time.  A group of 16 for validation presentations can become a bit unwieldy.  It allows some people to dominate the conversation and others to hold back.

More class writing exercises could be based on the books mentioned above. Smaller assignments such as those we wrote for the narratives course, helped us to find our writing voice and I think gave us some confidence in our writing. 

In order to maintain flexibility, sometimes the expectations were changed many times throughout the course.  That was frustrating for those of us who planned ahead to get things done on time. Finding a balance between flexibility and ‘flying by the seat of the pants’ is tricky but should be attempted. Along the same line, criteria for assignments sometimes changed. Rubrics to assess completed written assignments would be helpful, where appropriate (p. 2-3).

How did it go and where to next?

At a presentation on the last day of classes, July 6, 2001, Marion Dowds said, “Thank you for making your vision our reality”:

Thank you for using imagination to conceive the vision of the cohort group which has been such an important part of our learning and our lives for the past 2 years, and for modelling your own learning for and with us.  Most importantly, thank you for putting into practice transformational leadership, the ability to effect change through the creation of the cohort group.  One of the writers who has become a hero for me during these past 2 years is Thomas Green.  Writing about the voice of conscience as imagination Green says this voice leads to a 'vision which, if acted upon, will change the future.'  You have shown us this achievement is possible.

July 5 on behalf of the members of the Masters Cohort

Best wishes, Marion.

I thanked her and Michael and Susan for their support for the vision. That journey from initial support to begrudging and tenuous support to proceed and the ethical review process was a bumpy ride through the Brock University Faculty of Education. Without Michael’s commitment it wouldn’t have happened. Bob Ogilvie (2000) described my intentions with the Masters cohort:

[It was] the brainchild of Grand Erie Superintendent Jackie Delong in the spring of 1999.  She envisioned a co-operative venture with a university which would provide an opportunity to both further her work in action research and develop a more coherent leadership pool within the Grand Erie Board” (p. 9).  

The partnership met the standards that I had written for the board (Delong and Moffatt, 1996) that it be of mutual benefit, ethical and improve services and programs for students. The university and the school system benefited from the group of students conducting good research, research that would improve the practice of the teacher-researchers and the learning of the students in their classes and contribute to a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship. The ingredients that made it work were mainly the same ones that Marg Couture, Ron Wideman and I (1999) had experienced and written about in The International Electronic Journal of Leadership in Learning (IEJLL): “What We Have Learned By Building a Collaborative Partnership”:

As project leaders, we had a history of collaboration; Our relationship is based on shared values, purposes and collaborative skills; a challenging provincial context made the partnership important to our organizations; we were able to influence decision-making within our organizations; and our organizations were flexible enough to translate their commitment into effective action.

As I plan for the next master’s cohort partnership, I am taking into account the recommendations of Heather and Cheryl and my own experiences to build an even better program. I believe that my naivete has developed into a more insightful understanding of the issues of getting a practitioner-researcher's masters program legitimated by a university and I see a growth in my own understanding of the literature on 'paradigm wars' and the contested nature of what counts as educational knowledge. I feel that I have been in what Habermas (1976) called a 'legitimation crisis' and that I am much more aware of the difficulties of agreeing on what counts as a definition of a professional standard of practice and what counts as valid evidence to show the standard in practice (OCT, 1998; TTA, 1998).
In thinking about Gary Anderson and Kathryn Herr’s article in the 1999 June/July issue of Educational Researcher, I feel that we have done what they are suggesting as a way to improve schools and the accreditation process: a school board/university partnership. I recognize that there remain many issues to solve in the partnerships between school districts and universities. I hope that you agree that it is a fascinating story that could contribute to our insights into some of the problems and possibilities of getting embodied/living forms of educational knowledge legitimated. It is a contribution to the 'scholarship' debate (Schön, 1995) and the need for a new epistemology of practice. 
How am I educating social formations?

Part of the reason that I can now take a secondary role in the support of action research is that I have helped to develop a culture that supports it. Even when I am not physically present, people feel my presence through my systems influence. I am there in a direct sense through the budget and moral support but not always in physical presence. Even though I was no longer actively teaching the masters group, I made a point of getting invited to share my writing so that they would know that I might not be there in person but I was still in the background caring about them. My commitment to freeing teachers to tell their stories is a part of the system. The spiritual and aesthetic qualities that I espouse and model can be seen to pervade the system in a communal sense. Carolijn
 talked about the “SWAT” action research team calling her to join. Lynn Abbey and James Ellsworth carry the spirit, the aesthetic value of a caring, supportive organization but the SWAT team lives in Grand Erie!:

I talked to John Verbakel and I emailed Dave Abbey.  Now ....it was like magic!!.  All of a sudden I was swept up by the action research SWAT team. James Ellsworth called me and asked me to be part of a portfolio team receiving funding for action research.  Several special dates were  discussed where training would be given and opportunities to share with other practitioners given.  Dave Abbey emailed me back with all sorts of suggestions.  Lynn Abbey phoned and agreed to be my "Critical friend" or Mentor as we like to call it.  John agreed to let me go on several PD days for my project.  I knew that I was in a learning curve here and it is really exciting.    I am going to really think things through before I meet with Lynn on Monday.  

(MacNeil, C. e-mail of March 14, 2001: her journal entry of October 2000)

I had a vision but not a blueprint in terms of “educating social formations” (Delong & Whitehead & Delong, 2001) through my contributions to a culture of valuing the other and building a culture of inquiry, reflection and scholarship in a transformatory rather than an imperialist process that stifles individuals. Said (1993) talks about the importance of narratives in the development of culture and that we are inclined to forget that culture includes both the positive – “each society’s reservoir of the best that has been known and thought, as Matthew Arnold put it in the 1860’s”- and negative sides of its development:

Now the trouble with this idea of culture is that it entails not only venerating one’s own culture but also thinking of it as somehow divorced from, because of transcending, the everyday world. Most professional humanists as a result are unable to make the connection between the prolonged and sordid cruelty of such practices as slavery, colonialist and racial oppression and imperial subjection on the one hand and the poetry, fiction and philosophy of the society that engages in these practices on the other (p. xiv).
When Cheryl Black and I presented our paper at ICTR, 1999 in Magog, Quebec, we described our work together in supporting action research groups over two years. In addition, I shared a visual that I had constructed of my work over four years enhancing the capacity of the system to support action inquiries and where Cheryl had provided leadership in the broader frame. Below is that visual which shows the various groups, structures, systems, publications that I had created to support action research across the system and province. 
At the centre is “Improving Student Learning” since teaching and learning is always my focus. I am reminded of the statement of the speaker at the 1997 AERA Superintendency SIG session that superintendents are only interested in their careers and not in children and learning, a statement to which I objected. It is through 
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relationships and connections to build a culture of inquiry and reflection that I influence the system. Outside the shell is the environment of waves that I felt could represent the variety of ways in which I have supported and integrated action research across school systems. Under the headings conferences, publications, support groups, leadership programs, accreditation, projects and systems policies and procedures, I listed the waves that wash through the shell and affect the centre-improving student learning. My capacity to support action research has grown from the days in 1995 with the Group of Seven to a “critical mass” (Moffatt, 2001) that it is apparent in many aspects of the organization.

One of the significant vehicles for supporting action research has been through steadily increasing and more stable budget allocations. To start I found bits of money in various budgets and then I worked to get budget for supporting practitioner research. Although for the 2000-2002 years I managed to get a discrete budget of $60,000 from the Educational Change Fund, long term I need to continue my efforts to incorporate it into the base budget. 

And last, and most significantly, while I was supporting action research activities with the encouragement of Peter Moffatt, the Director, the work never actually appeared as one of my responsibilities in my portfolio until September of 2000 as “classroom research”.   A significant event.
While my intention in the implementation of research-based professionalism (Whitehead, 1989) in the system was entirely in a vision of good, the impact of my drive and task commitment was sometimes viewed as imperialist, as “pushing”. Would there be as strong an action research movement in the board without that pressure and support? (Fullan, 1993). I doubt it but the examination of these power issues provides an insight into my synthesizing capacity, the aesthetic of the way I give form, as an artist gives form, as well as my use of power. 

In reference to Couture (1994), Maggie MacLure (1996) asks, ‘If he’s right, what must we have forgotten in order to tell these smooth stories of the self?’ I want to take care that the story I tell of the growth of action research in the Grand Erie District School Board is not a “smooth story of the self.” My tenacious hold on moving toward a vision of a culture that supports research-based professionalism has not made me popular with some of my colleagues. The progress has been made at great cost, physical, emotional, and intellectual, to me. It has been a passion of mine for seven years. Sometimes leadership is hard on the ego and sometimes it is so affirming that I am amazed at the sheer pleasure it brings. The pleasure comes from seeing a teacher like Cheryl Black
 or a principal like Kim Cottingham
, sharing their own living theories of their work in improving student learning in their schools or classrooms.

Perhaps the most important way in which I support action research is that I do it. For a senior administrator to be ‘walking the talk’ is empowering for staff. When I share my research I show myself willing to be vulnerable especially in the democratic evaluation processes.
 These are not always “victory narratives’ and sometimes are “research as a ‘ruin’, in which risk and uncertainty are the price to be paid for the possibility of breaking out of the cycle of certainty that never seems to deliver the hoped-for-happy ending” (MacLure, 1996). This kind of opening up to real feedback on my performance also has the benefit of breaking down the hierarchical structures that can impede learning both in this context and in the classroom. As I teach the process to the principals or to the masters group, I can speak with the “authority of experience” (Russell, 1995), having done it myself. 

I continue to support action research as a means to fulfill my vision of a learning organization where staff, students and community have the programs, services and ethos in which they are supported and encouraged to take risks, improve themselves and create a good social order (McNiff, 1992).  I feel strongly that the potential of teacher/action research to improve school effectiveness and capacity for change (Stoll & Myers, 1998) in the current climate of accountability is great and largely untapped. Teacher research (in its broadest sense) can create a dissonance that is “not only inevitable, it is also healthy and necessary for change to occur” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p.22). In attempting to assess and synthesize my life and learning and to share those learnings, I feel as Oliver Wendall Holmes, Jr. who once said: "I don't give a fig for the simplicity of this side of complexity, but I would die for the simplicity on the other side" (Peck, 1997, p. 15).

In this next chapter, I engage with some of the literature on educational leadership as I describe and explain my life as a senior manager and create my own epistemology of the superintendency.

This is a photo from (Wideman, Delong, Hallett, & Morgan 2000) of my friend and colleague for over 30 years, Diane Morgan, former Coordinator of Assessment and Accountability, now retired and working as a consultant on contract. 








James Ellsworth, teacher, philosopher, scholar and friend; I have known James for 30 years.





Ron Wideman, Associate Dean at Nipissing University, and I have been co-writers of many articles and a Kit, colleagues and friends for over 8 years.
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Linda Grant, Executive Assistant, OPSTF, then Manager of PD Services, OCT and now educational consultant. I have known Linda, a member of my Validation Group, for ten years.
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Lori Barkans, Anna Morgan, Bev MacDonald, elementary classroom teachers, risk-takers extraordinaire. I have known them for six years. They were part of the original Group of Seven.
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Fran MacLean, vice-principal, Ed Wilson and Jeff Churchward, classroom teachers, presenting their research at the OERC Conference, December 5, 2000. I have known them for six years. They were part of the Group of Seven.
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Lindy Zaretsky, York Region Vice-Principal, President of OERC, presenting me with the first ‘Leadership in Action Research Award’, December 8, 2000. I have known Lindy and her tireless efforts for action research for four years.
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Rick Denton, Greg Buckles, Dave Pyper, Jesse McDonald, June Ayrhart, elementary principals, members of the Voices of Principals action research group. I have known them for 10-15 years.








Nancy Carroll, grade 3 teacher, Houghton Public School presenting at OERC, 2000 on her research on her practice.
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The 2001 OERC Conference team: Peter Rasokas, Heather Knill-Griesser, Cheryl Black, me, Karen McDonald, Lynn Abbey, Geoff Suderman-Gladwell, Dave Abbey.
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Cheryl Black and I presenting at ICTR in Magog, Quebec, 1999 our research on our influence in supporting practitioners to research their practice. Note our pleasure as we enjoy working and sharing our experiences.
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Fran Squire, OCT officer responsible for the investigation of action research in developing the Standards of Practice. I have known Fran, a true reflective practitioner,  for five years. She is now teaching at the University of Ottawa.
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Marg Couture, Executive Assistant, PD at OPSTF. A passionate supporter of action research and partner for Ron and I in publications. I have known Marg for 10 years.
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Both of these are photos of the launch of the Kit. The photo on the left is March 26 at the University of Nipissing with Ron and on the right is on April 6 at the Brant County Board of Education: before and after learning of my potential demotion.
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Michael Manley-Casimir, Dean of Education, Brock University, designer of new student-focused programs. I have known Mike for three years.
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Trudy Gath, core French teacher, Masters grad. I have known Trudy for three years.
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Heather Knill-Griesser, primary program consultant, Masters grad, BARN leader. I have known Heather for five years.
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