Networks of Inquiry and Innovation

Two BC educators write about Innovative Learning Environments
and outline how they can lead to new designs and improved outcomes.

by Judy Halbert and Linda Kaser

n Portugal, children of

travelling circus fami-
lies often enroll in more
than 40 schools per year.
Escola Movela (The Mov-
ing School) was designed
to increase the retention
and success of these learn-
ers through a careful blend
of personal contact, regular face-to-
face connections and thoughtful use
of technology. The Chiamale Emozi-
oni School (Call Them Emotions) is
organized around the promotion of
life skills, socio-emotional compe-
tencies, critical thinking and active
engagement. It is closely connected
with the local teacher education col-
lege in Locarno, Switzerland.

At the Saturna Ecological Educa-
tion Centre, the environment is the
main learning resource. Learning
takes place inter-generationally, in-
dependently, and as much as pos-
sible in the community and natural
world. The Culture Path program in

a school in Finland aims at enhancing
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the social, emotional, and physical
well-being of children through cul-
ture and art, by ensuring that every
student has access to the city’s cultur-
al services. Teachers develop practical
strategies to implement cultural edu-
cation in nine critical paths related to
the arts, libraries, and theatre.

In the Gold Trail School District, an
initiative connecting three remote el-
ementary school classrooms has been
designed to dissolve geographical
boundaries and overcome rural isola-
tion. Learners in these communities
participate in video-conferencing, on-
line collaborative work and literature
circles, and the exchange of student-
created multimedia content. They
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From Portugal to Lo-
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carno, Lytton to Fin-

land and Saturna Island,
what do these initiatives
have in common?

In each place, educators have re-
sponded to the needs of their learners
and communities by thinking in new
ways about learners, teachers, con-
tent, resources, time, pedagogy and
organization. Each of these settings
has been identified as a promising in-
ternational case study of an Innova-
tive Learning Environment (ILE).

What does that mean? What's the
connection with BC? What does this
have to do with networks of inquiry
and innovation here at home? In this
article we will provide a short history
of the ILE research study, describe
the principles of innovative learning
environments, provide brief examples
of the ways in which schools in BC



are at the leading edge of new forms
of learning, and outline the approach
to inquiry and innovation that in-
forms the work in the BC Networks
of Inquiry and Innovation.

Innovative Learning Environments
For the past few years in BC, pol-
icy makers, school and district
leaders and teachers and community
members have been engaged in dis-
cussions regarding the ways in which
the system can become more respon-
sive to learners. These discussions,
as well as consultations and policy
reviews, are paralleled in developed
countries around the world. Despite
consensus on the need for high levels
of learning for all citizens and inno-
vative thinking in knowledge-based
systems, many schools in many coun-
tries still operate as they did at the be-
ginning of the last century. There is a
global desire for change.

Several years ago the Organization
of Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (OECD) in partnership
with their Centre for Educational
(CERI)
launched a study of innovative learn-
ing environments. The ILE study

Research and Innovation

was designed to answer the ques-
tion: How can today’s schools be
transformed to become learning and
teaching environments that develop
lifelong learners with the attitudes,
skills and knowledge required?

The first phase of this project fo-
cused on how people learn and under
which conditions they can learn more
readily. This led to the publication, in
2010, of The Nature of Learning: Us-
ing Research to Inspire Practice. As the
title suggests, this compendium aims
to inform educational policy through
evidence-based reflections from lead-
ing international educational re-
searchers and learning specialists.

The second phase involved an in-
ternational meeting in Helsinki in

the fall of 2008. In January 2009,
the BCSSA hosted the International
Congtess of School Effectiveness and
Improvement (ICSEI) in Vancouver.
As Congress Conveners, it was impor-
tant to us that the program reflected
the quality inquiry work taking place
in BC schools.

David Istance, who heads the Inno-
vative Learning Environment study,
attended the Congress and observed
first hand the learning initiatives be-
ing presented by teams of BC educa-
tors. As a result, BC was invited to
be part of the international project
team so we have been actively seeking
out and submitting potential BC case
studies. The Gold Trail Connected
Classroom initiative and the Saturna
Ecological Environment Centre are
just two BC examples that meet the
criteria for inclusion in the project.
We know there are many others.

One of the key outcomes from the
research informing 7he Nature of
Learning was a series of seven broad,
transversal conclusions about learning
with significant implications for the
design of learning environments. The
force and relevance of these conclu-
sions do not reside in each one taken
in isolation from the others. Instead
they provide a demanding framework
in which all should be present for a
learning environment to be judged
genuinely innovative. These prin-
ciples suggest that a quality learning
environment:

* Makes learning central,
encourages engagement,
and develops self-regulated
learners;

* Involves learning that is social
and often collaborative;

* Is highly attuned to the
learners’ motivations and the
key role of emotions;

* Isacutely sensitive to the
individual differences among
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the learners including their
prior knowledge;

* s demanding for each
learner but without excessive
overload;

*  Uses assessments that are
consistent with its aims, with
strong emphasis on formative
feedback; and,

* Promotes horizontal
connectedness across activities
and subjects, with the
community, and both in and
out of school.

The research behind these con-
clusions represents a broad range of
perspectives and is current, thorough
and compelling.

From the large number of case
studies submitted to the initial phase
of the ILE project, an international
panel identified a select number for
in-depth analysis. The Gold Trail and
Gulf Island case studies are part of
this mix. These analyses are currently
taking place with the goal of sharing
the international examples of trans-
formational practice. The third and
current phase of the ILE project is
to prepare these more in-depth case
studies as well as to submit additional
cases for a further round of study.

While the international endorse-
ment is encouraging, it is more im-
portant to us that educators in BC are
able to take advantage of the oppor-
tunity to learn from innovative work
taking place around the world — and
in our own backyard. Over the next
year, with financial support from the
Ministry of Education, we will be
capturing on video and in print the
stories of innovative BC sites. This
documentation will describe the ways
in which school communities are cre-
ating more engaging and responsive
approaches to learners and learning.
Some of these sites are already sharing
their learning as members of provin-



cial networks of inquiry, which allows
colleagues in other parts of the prov-
ince to learn from their work.

In 1970, literacy researcher James
Britton stated that ‘reading and writ-
ing float on a sea of talk.” We suggest
that in 2012 innovation floats on a sea
of inquiry. As educators begin to fo-
cus on questions of real importance to
their learners, in their contexts, inno-
vative practices emerge and take hold.

Networks of Inquiry
and Innovation

We have learned a great deal

about networks and inquiry
from the strong traditions and linked
approaches across BC. The primary
teachers have long been a power-
ful force for early learning. Literacy
networks, professional specialist as-
sociations, and school-community
networks all add to the rich set of
connections BC educators can access.
Individual school districts have also
incorporated inquiry networks as a
central feature of district change pro-
cesses including one metro district
that has recently developed formal
inquiry roles for teacher leaders.

In our book, Leadership Mindsets:
Learning and Innovation in the Trans-
formation of Schools, we identified and
illustrated seven leadership mindsets
required to shift systems from sort-
ing to learning. The challenge of
creating greater quality and equity
for all learners requires that we bring
a networked mindset to our work.
The challenges are too great for any
one teacher, school or even district to
go it alone. In recent years we have
worked with thousands of BC educa-
tors through the Network of Perfor-
mance Based Schools, the Aboriginal
Enhancement Schools Network and
the Healthy Schools Network. Our
experience with these networks has
led to an even stronger conviction
about the importance of sustaining

and enhancing networks of inquiry
and innovation as a key strategy in
creating a more responsive system.

The idea of ‘every learner crossing
the stage with dignity, purpose and
options’” has emerged as a compelling
vision for network educators. As we
sustain the original focus of using the
BC performance standards to help all
learners coach themselves to deeper
levels of learning, Network schools are
also inquiring into ways to increase
learner engagement, social-emotional
connections, self-regulation, critical
thinking, healthy living and indig-
enous knowledge and respect.

For the past decade Network
schools have focused their inqui-
ries on formative assessment strate-
gies, drawn primarily from the work
of Dylan Wiliam. These coaching
strategies are all aimed at developing
learners as owners of their own learn-
ing. We see direct links between the
principles for innovative learning and
the formative assessment strategies
(see chart opposite page).

Network schools are already incorpo-
rating many of the learning principles
— as well as the coaching assessment
strategies — into their inquiries. For
the past two years, the staff at Hart-
ley Bay School incorporated Tsim-
shian ways of knowing in an attempt
to increase learner success and engage-
ment. They paid attention to the prior
knowledge of their learners and sig-
nificantly enhanced the connections
with their community. The impact on
attendance, engagement and academic
success has been impressive.

In schools such as Randerson Ridge
Elementary and Smithers Secondary,
educators are engaging learners in
hard work and challenge by moving
inquiry to the level of the individual
learner and fuelling their desire for
learning as a result. As Tristan, Grade
9, stated, “Finally someone asked me
what I wanted to learn.”
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The staff at Don Christian Elemen-
tary was concerned about the degree
to which their learners truly valued
diversity. By designing activities to
individual differences and
prior knowledge, by connecting more
closely with the community, and by
encouraging more cooperative learn-
ing, they saw considerable growth.
“By welcoming all the cultures and
honoring their place and history in
our school, we opened doors. Our
children were able to connect with
families and open doors between fam-
ilies that did not exist before.”

Nala’atsi is an Alternative Second-
ary School for Aboriginal students in
Grades 10-12 in the Comox Valley.
Attendance, engagement and a sense
of connection with the community
have been challenges for these learn-
ers. The staff inquiry led to Nalaatsi
students meeting with Aboriginal
community members twice a week to
work together on projects designed
to promote cultural awareness and
develop shared knowledge. The com-
ments from the participants reflect the

respect

positive impact on social-emotional
learning and horizontal connections:

* I highly recommend that
everyone do this project ...
lots of fun times but also lots
of serious messages in the
writing pieces. Female age 17

* My mask and my literature
piece are hanging in a place of
honor. Male age 17

* I took my mask and the
poster to my woman’s group
and they were amazed by
the messages and the artistic
ability of our entire group.
Elder age 76

* I thoroughly enjoyed myself
and was sad when it was over.
I looked forward to coming
into the school and doing art
with the kids! £/der age 84



We appreciate the
generosity of Network
schools in sharing their
inquiry learning through
the publication of their
case studies. These case
studies provide a rich
set of examples of the
ways in which schools
are developing imagina-
tive approaches to meet-
ing learner needs. They
also

show how what

can begin as a small
inquiry in one setting
can lead to significant
innovations in practice
with wide spread im-
pact. The evolution of
intentional cross grade
learning strategies from
its early days in Surrey,
to the work at Glenview
Elementary in Prince
George that is influenc-
ing literacy practices
across BC as well as in
New Zealand is simply
one example.

We also look forward
to learning from the ex-
periences of the schools
involved in the rural lit-
eracy and growing inno-
vations projects as many
of these sites have long
been involved with net-
worked ways of think-

Learning Sciences Principles

Coaching (Formative)
Assessment Strategies

Learners must own their own learning
- including learning how to be actively
engaged and meta-cognitive.

Learners are the owners of their learning.

Learning must be social and the learning
environments must encourage well-
organized cooperative learning.

Peers are developed as thoughtful
learning/teaching resources for each
other.

Learning professionals need to be tuned
into learner emotions and motivations,
and understand the key role that
emotion plays in learning.

Regular, thoughtful, formative feedback
helps to move individual learning
forward for each learner.

Learning professionals are acutely
sensitive to the individual differences
among learners, including their prior
knowledge.

Learners are the owners of their own
learning.

Learners are engaged in programs that
demand hard work and challenge from
them — without overload.

Learners are involved in responding

to effective questions in discussions,
activities and tasks that elicit evidence of
learning.

Learners are in an environment
characterized by clarity of expectations
and formative feedback.

Learners have clear quality criteria -
often co-developed with their teachers -
and know on which specific aspect they
need to focus.

Learning is connected across areas
using horizontal connections — across
areas of knowledge, of subjects, of the
community and of the wider world.

Learners are provided with or develop
clear and important learning intentions
- that connect across knowledge areas
and to life-long learning.

ing and change. As we make delib-
erate efforts to incorporate and link
the findings from the international
research on innovative learning envi-
ronments with a persistent emphasis
on self-regulated learning and forma-
tive assessment, we believe that we
can move more quickly to realize our
vision that ‘every learner will cross
the stage with dignity, purpose and

options.’

NOII - A Disciplined Approach
to Inquiry and Innovation
\Ne did not know when we
started the Network of Per-
formance Based Schools that we
would still be engaged in system level
inquiry a decade later. Nor did we
anticipate that the work of Network
schools in BC would have a signifi-
cant influence on other provinces and

countries. We didnt anticipate that
educational study groups from Wales,
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New Zealand, the Yukon, Ontario,
the USA, Australia, the UK, Malay-
sia and Qatar would come to BC to
see the ways in which networks of
BC schools are working together to
strengthen learning.

We didnt expect that the model of
NPBS would be used to address ac-
tive, healthy living. And we hadn’t
imagined the positive response from
schools encouraged to focus on the
goals of district Aboriginal Enhance-



ment Agreements through inquiry at
the classroom level as a part of the
Aboriginal Enhancement Schools
Network. We did not predict that
AESN would be described by the
deputy of Aboriginal and Northern
Development Canada as a model for
other provinces and countries.

At the same time as inquiry is be-
coming an increasingly common
approach, we must be alert to issues
of depth and sustainability. We have
seen, even in the past decade, a num-
ber of programs, initiatives, new tech-
nologies and innovations that have
over promised and under delivered.
Inquiry requires a disciplined ap-
proach. Innovations need to be based
on a deep understanding of learning
and learners. The international learn-
ing environments research provides
an invaluable evidence base.

Conceptualizing the inquiry pro-
cess as a spiral of double and triple
loop learning provides a useful frame-
work and a disciplined approach to
inquiry and innovation. There is no
shortage of questions to explore. Mas-
ters papers, action research projects,
and individual school change projects
often start with a question. Unfortu-
nately, these questions are not always
connected to student learning needs.
They may be interesting, engaging,
and even a lot of fun for the adults
involved — they just don’t lead to
substantive changes for learners.

We have argued for some time
that powerful, disciplined questions
must be directly linked to identified
student learning needs; they must
drive professional learning; they must
lead to real changes in learning and
teaching; and, the impact must be as-
sessed. The more we work with the
spiral of inquiry, we more we realize
how much there is to each stage. We
are currently working on an inquiry
handbook based largely on the ex-

periences of leading educators across

BC and we plan to have this available
by 2012. For a brief description of
the network spiral of inquiry and the
key stages, please visit www.noii.ca

Innovation and Inquiry —

Good Work in BC and Beyond
hese are challenging times in
education — both international-

ly and locally. We have been through

tough times before in BC and we
have become stronger as a result.

We remain optimistic that educa-

tors will continue to focus deeply on

what matters most — and will experi-
ence the satisfaction that is inherent
in good work. In their book, Good

Work, When Excellence and Ethics

Meet, Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi,

and Damon point out that “few

things in life are as enjoyable as when
we concentrate on a difficult task, us-
ing all our skills, knowing what has

to be done” (p.3).

The task we are facing is difficult
and we know what has to be done.
The system must be transformed
to meet both the quality and eq-
uity needs of all learners. We know
much more about learning and how
to reach all learners than was con-
ceivable even a decade ago. We have
seen how powerful it is when teams
of educators work together to explore
important questions — across roles,
across schools, across districts and
across countries.

We have a greater understanding
about the ways in which leadership —
both formal and informal — can cre-
ate the conditions for inquiry and in-
novation to flourish. There is a strong

evidence base around the forms of
professional learning that have a di-
rect impact on student learning. This
new knowledge as well as the impera-
tive to shift the system to a deeper
focus on learners and learning com-
pels us to act. We say to our gradu-
ate students that once we have the
knowledge about what today’s learn-
ers need, and we fail to act on this
knowledge, that this is akin to edu-
cational malpractice. Strong words —
and we mean them.

Inquiry isnt about the pursuit of
the perfect question or the next ex-
citing project. It is about being open
to new learning and taking informed
action. Innovation isnt about sprin-
kling initiatives like pixie dust hop-
ing they will stick, nor is it about
what’s new and groovy. Innovation is
about recognizing that old forms are
not working for all learners, identify-
ing what the key needs of our learn-
ers are, and then creating new forms
based on knowledge about what does
work. We agree with Gardner and his
colleagues that real happiness is found
through taking on worthy challenges,
often against formidable odds.

The schools in the ILE research
study, as well as hundreds of BC
schools BC, are exploring ways to en-
gage all learners in new and powerful
forms of learning. More young people
are experiencing success as a result.
We welcome the opportunity to probe
more deeply into the international case
studies and to share the stories of in-
quiry-oriented innovative sites. There
is much to learn from the leading edge
work in BC and beyond. & v5?

References and notes for this article are on page 18.
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2011 (“Walking together for a better future”). They can be reached at jhalbert@

telus.net and lkaser@telus.net
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skills are surely helped by flash cards
or math games and extra practice
helps. I also believe a high school stu-
dent in courses leading to university
will need to spend extra time learning
the material if they want to achieve,
get used to working independently,
and maximize their options for the
future. Students who miss class time
should make up key assignments, but
they will often need to have some
support to do that — such as pre-
arranged lunchtime or after school
help sessions to make sure they are
able to keep moving forward. All that
considered, I believe that in the vast
majority of cases, assigning work to
students to be completed outside of
class time without any support has
little positive effect, and can even be
counterproductive for some students.

Changing requires a simple ques-
tioning of our belief systems as par-
ticipants in the education system. I
think it’s time to replace the beliefs
that drive assigned homework, such
as: “practice makes perfect,” “com-
pletion shows learning,” and “com-
pliance indicates engagement” with
some more complex thinking, and
begin using the strategies that re-
search indicates work for all learners,
including:

* discussing the course outcomes
with students

* thoughtful lessons designed for
outcome mastery

* opportunities for guided
practice in partners or groups

* frequent and specific feedback

* time for students to reflect on
their learning, and

* more flexibility in regard to
how students may demonstrate
their learning.

If engagement is high enough dur-
ing class time, students will learn
more than enough to be successful,

and further learning will be sparked
by interest and some time to process
what happened in class. It is time to
pay less attention to how much work
our students have done, and more at-
tention to where our students are in
their learning and what we are doing
to help move them along the con-
tinuum.

I’'m not about to issue any kind of
“No More Homework” edict at my
school. Ideally, teachers, along with
parents and students, need to reflect
on these issues with the support of
our professional learning commu-
nity, decide what works best for the
learning in their classes, then work
at an appropriate pace to replace fa-
miliar strategies with more effective
ones over time. The great thing about
my VP and I still having some teach-
ing time, aside from having more
direct student contact, is that we get
to experiment in practical ways with

instructional concepts like the ones
listed above, share what worked and
what did not work with our staff, and
support them as teaching colleagues.

This has been one of the most enjoy-
able facets of our tenure at the school,
and has been much more effective than
simply standing on the sidelines issu-
ing advice and quoting research. One
topic we can never engage in, however,
is how to get kids to complete home-
work. We don’t assign any.

Postscript: My parents and I had a
good laugh over the article when I first
posted it online. Pop said he didnt
think there was any way I could be
“up there” all that time and still not
get any work done. I told him, “You
clearly underestimated my resolve.”
I attribute most of the achievement
gain that occurred the following year
to paying more attention in class —a
concept now known as student en-
gagement. {j voh

This is a slightly edited version of a blog entry posted by Peter Jory, Principal,
Lake Cowichan Secondary on his blog, | Have an Opinion About Learning (http.//
peterjory.blogspot.com/) You can follow him on Twitter at @PeterJory and email

him at pjory@sd79.bc.ca
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