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ABSTRACT

This study is concerned with the potential of scboolwide action reseacch to act as a

catalyst for school improvement. Members of the faculty at School X were Interviewed in

order to determine their knowledge and undemanding ofthe process ofschoolwide action

research, and to determine the consistency of their views relative to the strengths and

wealc:nesses ofscboolwide action research as a means to school improvement.

The data for this study were collected through three primary sources: interviews..

document analysis, and participant observation. Thirty-minute interviews were conducted

with ten teachen and two administrators at School X The findings indicate that the staff at

School. X supports the philosophy and process ofschoolwide action research. This process.

however, needs refinement in order to ensure that all staff members have a clear

understanding ofwhat is entailed. The findings also indicate that school improvement efforts

are DOt ncassarily guided by a needs assessment based on sound methods ofdata gathering.
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CHAPTER!

INTRODUCTION

Change in education begjns with people who are dissatisfied with the way things

are and who start to explore alternatives. Goodlad (1975) contends that -me optimal unit

for educational change is the single school with its pupils, teachers, principal-those who

live there every day-as primary participants" (p. 175). Similarly, Schlechty (1990) states

that "a panern ofparticipatory leadership is esseotiaI to the creation ofa shared vision

directed toward a clear purpose, especially when that purpose has to do with working on

knowledge and with knowledge workers" (p. 52).

Inquiry, another capacity ofchange, is related to coUaboration. "Inquiry means

internaliziog norms. habits, and techniques for continuous learning" (Fullan. 1993. p. 13).

Fullan further suggests that teachers, as change agents, must possess the capacity to be

life·long learners who, in tum, can stimulate students to be continuous learners.

There is growing suppan for the notion that researcb by teachers has the capacity

to effect change within their schools. "T~cbers. as professionals, want their experience

and expertise to be valued and used., and they are in a position to make informed decisions

and to provide crucial insights into the teaching/leaming process" (Midgley and Woods,

1993. p. 245). Communitiesofteachel" researc:ben have the potential to play an active

role in shaping the agenda and the implementation of school reform. This participation.

however. must be seen as authentic. Law (1993) suggests that "progress in educational

reform will be achieved only when teachers are recognized. as equal partners in the

educational enterprise" (p. 41).



Schoolwide action research bas potential as a catalyst for school improvement.

Schoolwide action research takes those involved on a journey of inquiry. ~As we

experiment with and implement action research, we build our learning community'"

(Calhoun, 1994. p.lOO). Calhoun further notes that in conducting schoolwide action

research, it is necessary to structure routines for continuous confrontation with data on the

health of the school community. This coUective inquiry is a cyclic process and can become

a formative evaluation ofschool improvement initiatives.

Purpose

Fullan (1991) states. "in theory, the purpose ofeducational change presumably is

to help schools accomplish their goals more effectively by replacing some structures.

programs. and/or practices with better ones" (p. 15).

This study is coocemed with determining whether schoolwide action research

holds promise for effecting schoof improvement. Furthermore, the study aims to

determine whether or not the teachers at School X clearly understand and suppon the

principles ofme school improvement process. 1be critical source oftbis inquiry will be

the teachers and administrators on staffat School X. The study includes a representative

sample of the teachers 00 the staffwho are members and ooo-m~of the school

Leadenhip Team.. Consideration was given to having a fair representation of teachers in

grade divisions from Kindergarten to Grade 6; and in areas of specialization such as,

special education, guidance, and library resources.



Background

The school under study is located in urban Newfoundland. School X bas a student

population ofapproximatdy 450 in grades K-3, and a suffof24 who, for the most pan.

are either at mid-point or beyond in their careers. The school services children from both

the city and the outlying communities.

School X launched its school improveDlmt initiative at a two-day retreat in

October, 1991. With the help ofa facilitator, the staffexamined the school's strengths

and weaknesses and developed a mission statement. The weaknesses that were identified

became the focus for school initiatives over a two year period from 1991-1993, although

effons to address certain identified weaknesses continue to the present.

In the school year 1994-1995, the School District produced a document entitled

The DjMg Framework for program C'lfQwxb and Improvement (Appendi."( A). This

document has become the guide for educational initiatives within the district. Included in

the District Framework is an action plan for scbool·initiated change. The plan is

predicated on the beliefs that schools must be student-centered and that the

implementation ofchange must be school-based. Proposed changes are coordinated by an

implementation team consisting ofme principal a facilitator, and teachers. It is the team"s

responsibility to develop a plan consistent with the District Program Framework and for

bringing about change in a particular area of the school's operation.~

Frmu:;wprk for program r.rowtb and Improvement has become the road map for school·

based initiatives at School x..



During August 21-25, 1995, a team ofteachers from School X attended a week·

long leadership institute. This institute was a col1aborative effort between the School

District and the Faculty ofEducation, Memorial University. One ofits goals was [0 aid in

the establishment ofleadership teams that would introduce school improvement initiatives

within their partiOJ.lar schools.

This study examines the efforts towards school improvement that have been made

at School X throughout the 1995-96 scbool year. It examines the process of schoolwide

action research and bow well this process is understood and supported by participants.

Definition ofTerms

For purposes of this study, the terms below are defined as follows:

Scboolwid; Attign R§eircb: "scboolwide action research is primarily a process

ofcollecting data about an ongoing system (our school) with the purpose of improving

practice teaching and learning.... (Calhoun, 1994, p. 13).

School Impmv;meot: a focus OD sustaining and extending the school's strengths.

addressing priority areas identified as needing change., attending to the needs ofeach

learner, and providing opponunities for the greatest involvement ofall. the school's

partners.

~: behaviours which stimulate increased effectiveness within school

communities.



Research Questions

The following questions were formuJated from previous research to guide the

present inquiry. They ace reponed in the Rattlts section ofme thesis:

Does schoolwide action research hold promise in enabling schools [0 improve?

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses associated with the implementation of

scboolwide action research?

Design of me Study

"'Qualitative research occurs in the participant's nanual setting and collecting data

in the participants' own language. The view of reality is multiple, and socially

constructed" (Doyle, C., Kennedy, M., and Spain, W., 1995, pp. 1-2). Because of the

descriptive nature of this study, qualitative methods ofdata collection were used. The

data collected is the result ofa case study. "Case study is not a methodological choice,

but a choice ofobject to be studied" (Stake as cited in Denzens and Lincoln. 1994). In

this paper, the case under study is School X.

[n studying the potential that schoolwide action research bas for creating school

improvement, data were collected from three sources: interviews, document analysis, and

participant obse:rvarion.

lnterviews ofapproximately a haIf-bour in length were conducted with 10 teachers

and 2 administrators. Four of the 10 teachers ace members of the scbool Leadership Team

ofSchool X. All teachers have been on staff since the beginning of the 1995 school year.



Audio tapes of teachers were reviewed aod coded as to the type of information contained.

Categories of respol15eS were derived and used to tabulate data.

LimitatiooslDelimitations of the Study

+Owing to the localized nature ofmis case study, it may prohibit generalizing to other

schools.

+It can only be assumed that respondents gave honest answers to the interview questions.

Organization ofthe Thesis

Chapter I gives a brief description of the study including its purpose., design,

background informatioa, and the research questions proposed; states its limitations; and

oudines the organization of the thesis. Chapter 2 reviews the research literature related to

this study, delineates the philosophies and principles associated with school improvement;

and descnbes the model ofschoolwide action rescarc.h. Chapter 3 describes the research

design utilized in the study. It includes information on the interview questions and the

coding and analysis ofdata. Chapter 4 presents the results oftbe interviews. These data

are discussed within the context ofthe research questions. Chapter 5 contains a summary

of the study, its conclusions, and the implications oftbe findings for stUdents, parents.,

teachers, and administrators. It also contains recommeodatiollS for future research.



CllAPTER2

REVIEW OF THE UTERATURE

This study is concerned with the use ofschoolwide actiOD research as a model to

bring about school improvement. To provide a theoretical foundation for the study, the

literature on educational change and learning organintions is reviewed in the sectiOQ

'World Views'. Section One examines bow differing world views can either suppon or

obstruct change. Section Two examines 'Change' in the CODtext ofeducational change.

Section Three, 'Themes in the Implementation Process', examines some of the main

themes in successful change at the school level The final section, 'Scboolwide Action

Research'. deals with scboolwide action reseacch as a process for improving schools.

World Views

Change will pull us into the future - the pace ofchange has accelerated to a

level where it is 00 longer an option, but a necessity for us as educators to

understand the intricate forces at play during this process and somehow

learn bow to increase our capacity to manage its complexities (Ryan.

Kilcber&:Haynes, 1993, p. 18).

Educators 00 longer can wear the blinders that block the reality of the changes

needed in our educational system. Predominantly, schools are organized from a

functionalist world view. The functioDalist geoenlly sees schools as serving to socialize



students to adapt to the economic, political, and social institutions of that society

(Feinberg and Soltis, 1992, p. 6). Functionalism. has accounted for many of the

unsuccessful reforms that have been attempted in education. Changes that have been

mandated from the top-down, with little or no consideration given to implementation.

conflict with a world view that encompasses the pbilosopby ofa 9¢Qp1c-c;ntmi and~

~ approach to education.

Most change means learning, which involves altering our mindsets and our

behaviour, and requires commitment, know-how, and new ways ofthink:ing (Ryan,

Kilcher, & Hynes, 1993, p. 19). What maner'S cannot be mandated. Educators must

embrace change as an opportunity.

The future ofschool based restructuring and accountability may rest on

four conditions: a vision ofsuccess for all students, plans shaped by school

partners, a work culture that ourtures and expects development and

success, and staff empowerment and commitment to provide the energy

system for success. Today's leaders must be able to enhance the school's

problem-solving capacity and empower groups of teachers and others to

address pressing educational Deeds (Snyder, Anderson. & Johnson, 1992,

pp.79-80).

According to Senge et aL (1994) a shared vision entails building a sense of

commitment in a group through creating shared images of a desired future, and by



developing the principles and guiding practices that will enable the group's goals to be

met.

An lnterpcetist's world view enables educational institutions to be stUdied from a

different vantage point. Interpretivism has a local rather than a global orientation.

Feinberg and Soltis (1992) note that interpretists are more concerned with the culture­

bound frameworks of partiOJ1ar schools and with the ways individuals understand and act

in specific social contexts than with finding geoera.llaws or all-eocompassing explanations

An interpretist's view, which allows educatioaaJ problems to be stUdied at the grass roots

level, appears to make sense when attempting change at the school level. The

stakeholders at the loca1leve1 must be empowered to bring about the necessary changes.

Ifeducators., both individually and collectively, do not take on the challenge to

make the necessary refon:ns, there are others who will. The newly emerging beliefs

support the sustainable development of full human potential (Harrison., 1992). Change

should concern itself not only with changes in values and behaviours of educators.. but also

with those of stUdents. Harrison notes that major educational authors and leaders advise a

careful examination of the constraints which affect learners. teachers. schools, and school

systems. Educators must reflect upon their philosophy about education and work: towards

restructuring. It isn~ to develop a positive and courageous attiwde towards

change (Harrison, 1992).
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School Improvement

Fullan (1991) states that"in theory, the purpose ofeducationaJ change presumab{y

is to help schools accomplish their goals more effectively by replacing some structures.,

programs and/or practices ..mb benet ones" (p. 15). Funbermore, FuUan is hopeful about

the prospects for school reform, saying that because there is now a bank of literature on

the change process from which to draw, and because more people in leadership positions

utilize this knowledge, educators are in an excellent position to effect change.

lfrestrueturing requires that all pans aftbe educatioaal system must change. then

it may be necessary to view organizations differently. In resuucturing, all the pieces must

be dealt with at the same time.

From a very early age., we are taught to break. apart problems to fragment

the world. This apparently makes complex tasks and subjects more

manageable. But we pay a hidden, enormous price. We can 00 longer see

the consequences ofour actions; we lose our intrinsic sense ofconnection

to a large whole. When we then try to"see the big picture", we try to

reassemble the fragments in our minds. to list and organize all the pieces

(Song.. 1990, pol).

The old paradigms ofviewing change and organizations as individual pieces are

unacceptable. Understanding comes about through looking at the whole picture. Senge
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promises that when a holistic view is taken "'earning organizations" can be built. Learning

organizatioDS, according to Senge are ooes in which people continually expand their

capacity to create the resuhs they desire. In such an organization. new patterns of

thioking are 011ftlU"ed. and coUective aspiration is set free. People are encouraged to learn

how [0 [earn together.

Lidlerman and Miller (as cited in Lieberman, 1986) also advocate a holistic stance.

"New research bas focused on what makes "effective schools"'; characteristics such as a

sense oforder, high expectations., strong leadership, schootwide control of instructional

decisions, and ctear and agreed-upon goals are identified as leading to improved

instruction and raised student achievement" (p. 97).

Furthermore., Lieberman and Miller are optimistic about school reform. Their

recommendation is to link the process and products of schoo! improvement with what we

know about schools, teachers, and bow they change. Furthermore, the challenge for those

concerned about the education ofour youth is to apply the results of research 00 the

school improvement process and to build on the climate for reform generated by

provincial and federal reports.

Fullan (1991) contends:

The failure ofeducational change may be related just as much to the fact

that many innovations and reforms were never implemented in practice (i.e.

real change was never accomplished) as to the fact that societal. political

and economic forces inlubit change within the educational system.
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FuIlan (1991) suggests that the implementation ofany new program or policy

involves at least three components. or dimensions:

(I) the possible use ofnew or revised materials (direct instructional

resources such as auricuJum materials or technologies). (2) the possible

use of new teaching approaches (ue. new teaching strategies or activities),

and (3) the possible alteration ofbeliefs (e.g. pedagogical assumptions and

thcQries underlying particular new policies or programs). (p. 37)

The first component is perhaps the easiest to initiate. The second component. a

change in teaching style to suit new materials, is more difficult and will require new skills.

Cbanges in beliefs are the most difficult to effect. The development of a clear belief

system is imperative in bringing about true restructuring.

There is now SO~ consensus amongst researchers aD the three broad

phases to the change process. Phase I-variously labelled initiation.

mobilization, or adoption. consists of the process that leads up to and

includes a decision to adopt or proceed with a change. Phase IT­

implementation or initial use (usually the first two or three years ofuser
involves the first experiences ofattempting [0 put an idea or reform into

practice. Phase ill - called continuation. incorporation, routinization, or

institutionalization - refers to whether the change getS built in as an
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ongoing part of the system. or disappears by way ofa decision to discatd or

through attrition. Finally there is the outcome. (FulIan, 1991. p. 49)

Change is not a simple linear process. Wrthin organizations. patterns of recurring

events tend to be reasonably stable over time. When there is a shift in the pattern. change

is said to have occurred. In other words, bringing about change in the school means

modifying the events in the cycles. "Change is reflected only when a new pattern ofevents

is repeated systematically" (Hanson, 1991, p. 130). Hanson, like Senge, envisions a more

expansive approach to planned change in which the organization establishes built-in

problem-solving capabilities that provide for creative experimentation in educational

organizations.

Initiation is the stage leading up to, and including, the decision co proceed with

implementation. Fullan lists eight factors that affect initiation decisions:

existence and quality of innovations

2. access to innovations

3. advocacy from centra! administration

4. teacher advocacy

S. external change agents

6. community pressure/support/apathy

7. new policy - funds from government

8. problem-solving and bureaucratic orientation. (Fullan, 1991. p. SO)
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Thc need for change can result from any oDe ofseveral factors. The moSt effective

beginnings ace those that have relevance, readiness. and resources. Readiness involves the

practicality ofthe school to develop the innovation. Resources concern the provision of

support. lnDovations that are site-based and evolve from a need at the schoollevei result

in a more successful implementation.

Goodlad (1915) argues that if the school is itseIfan agent ofcbange. then schools

must have the momentum to change and to continue to change. The school must have a

disposition toward making and remaking a change.

Without such momentum. layer upon layer of so-called reform will be laid

upon the school, weighing it down and more and more encumbering its

very ability to change. Teachers may be good., obedient automatons.

learning all the right words and even exhibiting a little spirit aCthe intended

reform, but they will go right on doing what they have always done.

Nothing changes but the appearance ofchange. (p. 61)

In the same text., GoodIad (1975) explores the thesis that an effective change

strategy is one through which those within a given institution become responsive to the

requirements that ensure institutional renewal and to the outside resources most likely to

expedite that renewal. The concept ofthe single scbool whose students, leachen, and

principal are primary participants has to be the primary unit for change.

The change process is uncoDtroUably complex and profound. The solutions.

according to Fullan, lie in better ways ofthio.lciDg about, and dealing with. the
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unpredictable processes. Success can be found only through the discovery of panerns that

emerge through the actions taken in the change process. Fu1lan, like Senge. suggests

"systems thinking'" as a new language for thinking about change.

To harness the forces ofchange., Fullan (1993) suggests eight basic lessons. Each

one is somewhat paradoxical and aU are interdependent:

You cannot mandate what matters (The more complex the change. the less

you can force it).

2. Change is a journey Dot a blueprint (Change is non-lineae, loaded with

uncenainty and excitement and sometimes perverse).

3. Problems are Our Friends (problems are inevitable and you can't learn

without them).

4. Vision and Strategic Pla.noing Come Later (premature vision and planning

blind).

5. lndividualism and collectivism must have equa.I power (There are no one­

sided solutions to isolation and group thinking).

6. Neither Centralization oor Decentnilization Works (Both lop--down and

bonom-up strategies are necessary).

7. Connection with the wider environment is critical for success (The best

organizations learn externally as well as internally).

8. Every person is a change agent (Change is too imponant to leave to the

experts. personal mind-set and mastery are the ultimate protection). (po 21)
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Dealing with these polar opposites demonstrates why change is such a complex

process. Change begins with individuals becoming learners who then work actively to

create a learning organization. Continuation. or institutionalization. is tbe process of

adoption ofa specified change. This is the goal ofimplementation, and it must be

embedded in the structure and have committed followers.

In planning for educatiooal change. it is necessary to be aware of the factors

affecting implementation. As outlined in Table I (Fullan 1991), existing evidence

emphasizes twelve factors critical to the change process. These factors are pan ofan

interacting system which, over time, operates as a dynamic process. [fanyone of these

factors is working against implementation, the process will be less effective. The more

factors supporting implementation, the more effective it will be.

The first three factors are related to the nature of the change itsdf. The need for

change, a clear picture of what is proposed, and the development ofquality materials

constitute the major barriers to implementation. This dictates the need to set up a process

whereby the necessity for change, and its implications for action., can be developed with

those involved over a period of time.

The effects of the next five factors depend on the quality ofthe plan guiding the

implementation process. School systems without carefuUy devised plans for change will

be the least successful. FulIan (1991) recommends five factors that enhance the chance for

effective change in school systems:



Table I

Factprs Affecting Irnp1mf!DtatipD

Characteristics / Faetor5

A Characteristics oftbe

Innovation or Revision

B. Characteristics at the School

SyS[em Level

C. CharacteriS[ics at the Scbool

levet

D. Factors External to the School

SyS[em

17

Description

1. Need for the change

2. Clarity, complexity of the change

3. Quality and availability of materials

4. HiS[ory of innovative attempts

5. Expectations and training for principals

6. Teacher input and professional development

(m-service, technical assistance)

1. Board and community support

8. Ttrne tine and monitoring

9. Overload

10. Principals' actions

11. Teacher/teacher relations and actions

12. Role ofthe Ministry ofEducation and other

educational agencies (FuUan. 1991, p. 68).
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1. have clear expectations and provide tnlining and foUow-up that encourages

principals to take responsibility for facilitating implementation in their

schools.

2. have set up a system for obtaining teacher input about the need for a given

change and have provided opportunities fur professional development on a

continuous basis during implementation. Teacher input means teachers are

giving and receiving help and bdping to define the change in practice.

3. have obtained parent and board suppo"- for the direction ofchange.

4. recognize implementation as a process which takes some time., and which

requires monitoring an information system during the implemcotation

period.

S. take some steps to address the overload problem which occurs when

teachers are attempting to implement several curricula simultaneously.

It takes considerable planning to ensure that all five steps are carefully interwoven into the

plan.

The effectiveness of implementation is dependent aD occurances at the school

leveL A principal who takes on an active role as a leader in the change will influence the

extent of implementation. The school environment must be such that there is

collaboration, as opposed to isolation. amongst teachers. When teachers have an

opportunity to heJp each other to deal with the difficulties in the implementation stage., its
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success will be more likely. It is important,. therefore. that teachers be given the time for

interaction with their peers.

Monitoring and evaluation should continue throughout the implementation

process. It includes information systems, resources, and action on the results through

problenxoping and solving (Fullan, 1991, p. 86). In becomi.J:lg change agents., educators

should be backtracking coDStant1y to re-evaluate goals and pwposes in order to r:va.luate

the direction in which to proued. According to Peters (1987), the best "systems- to

ensure correct choices are:

acleacvisioo.

2. sharing stories that illustrate how others., at all levels, have reacted to novel

situations consistent with the vision, and

3. recognition for jobs weU done (p. 486).

Mowtoring serves two important functions (FuIlan, 1991). First. it facilitates

access to good ideas through making information on innovative practices available. This

helps in dealing wir.h the problem of isolation among teachers, schools, and districtS.

Second, monitoring exposes innovations to scrutiny which enables mistakes to be weeded

out and good practices to be developed further. A1 the scboollevel monitoring both the

results and the process ofchange is imperative. Research 00 effective schools shows that

paying constant attention to students' academic, personal, and social development is

essential for success (Mortimere, P., Sammons. P.• Stoll, L., Lewis, D., and Ecob, R.,

1988; Oddeo &. March. 1988),
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Themes jn the Implc:mc:nrarign Process

Sarason (1971) suggests that things remain unchanged because our ways of

observing and tbinkiog have DOt changed. '"This should not be surprising when one

recognizes that the agents ofchange from outside the school culture are too frequently

ignorant afthe culture in which the change is to be embedded, or if they are pan afthe

culture. they are themselves victims efthat very fact" (Sarason, 1971, p. 236).

RestrUcturing bas to begin at the grass roots level and involve all stakeholders within the

system. Senge states that "a learning orgaoization is an organization in which people at all

levels are., collectively, continually enhancing their capacity to create things they really

want to create" (O'Neil. 1995, p. 20).

Goodlad (1975) suggests that, under cenain conditions. a school can become an

effective agent ofchange. In his view, staff dialogue., because it is a critical factor in

initiating and su.staining change efforts within the schoo~ is an essential component ofany

change strategy...Getting that dialogue going and working toward its greater salience,

comprehensiveness., and relevance to significant regularities of schools is critical"

(GoodJad., 1975. pp. 176 & 177). For meaningful dialogue and. subsequently, effective

change to OCOU", then time must be provided for all members of the organization to work

and study together. Scbool improvement has been inherently frustrating because time to

study collectively as a faculty has not been available (Joyce & Calhoun. 1995, p. S I).
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[fdialogue and study are imponant tenets ofeffective school change, personnel

must be given the opportunities for teacher interaction and professional development.

Hargreaves (1995) proposes that restructuring is one of the principles for school renewal

The structure of teacher isolation within schools is the resuJt afthe egg..crale pattern of

organization found in most schools. Because teachers ace captives of their own schedules,

the problem of isolation is perpetuated. Within such an organizational struetUTe,

coUaboration becomes another- time-consuming addition. Hargreaves (1995) recommends

that administrative ingenuity can hdp solve some of these structural problems.

Routinely coordinated planning times can bring together teachers who

teach the same grade or subject. Placing Ist and 6th grade teachers in

adjacent classrooms can begin to break down stereotypes and the

boundaries between the upper and [ower ends ofelementary school. Peer

tutoring can have the same effect. bringing together oat only stUdents of

different ages. but also the teachers who supervise them.. (p. 12)

Bennis' and Nanus' (1985) notion oforganizing for innovative learning suppons

the idea that organizations need to be redesigned to become more receptive to learning.

In such open orga.nizations people share a~ of norms. values. and priorities that

contribute to learning. These values include being alert to cbange, searching for new

challenges. and showing respect for innovation and risk-taking. "What the leader hopes to

do is to unite the people in the organizarion into a "responsible community". a group of

interdependent individuals who take responsibility for the success ofme organization and



its long term survjvaF (Bennis & Nanus. 1985, p. 211). In creating such an organization.

leaders contribute to developing the competence of individuals and groups as effective

problem-solvers.

Similarly, Leithwood and Fullan (1984) argue for the need to provide continuous

effective professional development:

The required approach involves a variety offormats (workshops. one-te­

one, sharing among users.. meetings. visits) and a variety ofparmers (peers.

administrators. local consultants. external resource personnel) interacting

on a continuous basis and focusing on specific problems. Long-term

effectiveness depends onc~ the norms and organizational

ammgements in schools, so that they stimulate (and even make inevitable)

the kinds of interactions we have described. (p. 8)

Further suppon. for school change bas to come from district office. Fullan (1991)

recommends that district office must ensure that direct implementation suppon. is provided

in the form ofavailable quality materials, in-service training, one·to-one t~hnica1 help,

and opportunity for peer interaction. "Becoming entrenched in the belief that significant

improvements in the quality ofeducation can be accomplished without providing teachers

with adequate resources impedes the initiation, implementation, aDd institutionalization of

changes" (Ryan, Kilcber 8£ Hynes, 1992. p. 19). Tune for teacher collaboration, relevant

materials and ongoing professional devel.opment are key ingredients to successfu.l change.



Visign Byildjng

VISion-building is another crucial building block of the change process. Goodlad

(1966) suggestS that "the task of improving education is a shuttling process. a weaving

back and forth between envisioni.ng and doing. Without action, this vision cannot take

form; without vision. this action can Bever lead to new paths" (p. 85). A vision is the

shared values and beliefs that a school possesses. "VISion helps schools to define their

own direction and to develop an attitude that says 'we're in charge ofchange' "(Stoll &

Fink, 1996. p. 51).

Similarly. Barth (1990) contends.

Nothing so professionalizes work in schools as educators who create

within the schoolhouse visions ofgood education. Everyone who works in

a school is not only entitled to a unique and personal vision of the way he

or she wouJd like the scbool to become. but has an obligation to uncover.

discover. and rediscover what the vision is and contribute to the betterment

of the scbool community. (p. 159)

Bennis and Nanus (1985) maintain that a vision articulates a view ofa realistic.

credible. and attractive fuwre for the organization. In imponant ways. it creates

conditions that are better than those that currently exist. Bennis and Nanus take the

stance that an organization's vision helps to empower those who work in the organization:

When the organization has a clear sense of its purpose. direction, and

desired future state and when this image is widely shared, individuals are
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able to find their own roles both in the organization and in the larger

society ofwbicb they are a part. This empowers individuals and confers

status upon them because they can see themselves as part ofa worthwhile

enterprise. (pp. 90 and 91)

Under such conditions. the human resources of the organization are working towards a

common end. These authors contend this is il m.aJor precondition for success.

FuIlan (1993) maintains that both teachers and administrators need to develop

personal vision. The process requires an examination of the reasons for entering the

teaching profession. Although personal vision begins independently of the organization. it

can become me route to organizational change. Without a willingness to take the risk of

expressing this vision, however. a unity oflcindred spirits is unlikely to be achieved.

Without personal vision, the most common results are "group think" and superficial

attempts at change. Schlecbty (1990) maintains that "indeed. group think is a dangerous

commodity ifan organization is to be creative and responsive, for group think is inherently

conservative. What is needed ace group structures that encourage individuals to think

creatively and reward individuals for such thoughl:" (p. SO).

Building a shared vision requites designing and evolving processes so that all

members ofan organization can speak frankly about matters ofpersonal concern and be

heard (Senge, 1994). Funbermore. Senge suggests, ..the content ofa true shared vision

cannot be dictated, it can only emerge from a coherent process of reflection and

conversation (p. 299).
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Schlechty (1990) adheres to the premise that creating an articularecl vision for an

orga.n.izaoon is an act of participatory leadership. Equally important is the development.

refinement, and moulding ofa vision that is widely understood and embraced within the

organization. A clearly articulated purpose., and a well-thought-out vision that is

consistent with that pwpose, enable all those who work within the school to serve that

purpose effectively. A shared vision that is directed towards a clear purpose is imperative

in creating more effective schools.

OrganiZino",! {.earning

"Organizatiooallearning is the process by which an organization obtains and uses

new knowledge, tools, behaviours, and values" (Bennis & Nanus, 1985. p. 19\). Learning

occurs at all levels afthe organization, and involves both groups and individuals. New

knowledge is translated into new goals and oew ways ofdoing things.

Berman and McLaughlin (1979). in their discussion of maintenance systems and

development systems, see true development systems as having the capacity to adapt to the

uncertain and constantly changing environment in ways that enh.ance its delivery function.

The system can continually adapt because afits ability to be reflective and to effect

change. R.e--examinatiOD and replacement become standard operating procedures.

Cultural norms· e.g. risk·taking, and professionalism SUppOI1 an

expectation and atmosphere for change at all levels; organizational

structUreS and incc:Dtives - e.g. speci.aJized change agents and regularized
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participation of staff in proposal generation establish an infrastructure that

makes the initiation and implementation of change a standard operating

procedure fur problem solving (p. 63).

In order (0 manage change effectively, schools must become proactive in searching

out, facing, and attempting to solve their problems. "Problems and conflicts are natural

dynamics that permeate change, and change means coming face to face both with

anticipated and unanticipated ones. It means learning to resolve and manage conflict'"

(Ryan, Kilcher. & Hynes, 1993, p. 20). Solving problems is one means by which one

learns.

Senge (1994) advocates dialogue and skillful disalssion as the moSt effective

practice for team. learning.

During the dialogue process, people learn how to think together - not just

in the sense ofanalysing a shared problem or creating new pieces of shared

knowledge. but in the sense ofOCOJpying a collective serw"bility. in which

the thoughts. emotions, and resulting actions belong not to one individual

but to all of them together. (p. 358)

Dialogue is a reflective learning process which enables the organization to value all its

members.

Senge contends that traditional discussion is oriented toward advocacy. People

discuss in competition with othen in order to have their ideas accepted above others. This

competitive aanospbere undermines learning. and problems rarely get solved as ideas and
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solutions often do DOl get the consideration they deserve. "Most. teams need new tools

and skills to both broaden and focus the scale and scope of their conversations-to make

them both more divergent and more convergent-when appropriate'" (Senge. 1994. p.

385). Senge advocates 'slcillful discussion' in which the team intends to achieve some

form ofclosure such as arriving at a decision on an issue, reaching agreement, or

identifYing priorities.

Dialogue enables the team to explore shared meaning and slcillful discussion allows

it to come to a conclusion. Together. dialogue and skillful discussion can improve the

quality ofa team's coUective thinking and interaction.

By learning as much as possible about its changing environment and where

it seems to be going, the organization can develop a sense of its purpose.

direction, and desired future state. When this sense is widely shared in the

organization, the energies orall the members orthe organization are

aligned in a common direction and each individual knows bow his or her

own el'fons contribute to the overall thrust. (Bennis & Nanus. 1985, p.

213)

TMm BujldingICol!abgratiye Decision Making

"History has brought us to a moment wbere teams are recognized as a critical

component ofevery enterprise - the predominant unit for decision making and getting
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things done" (Senge, 1994, p. 354). Teams are defined as groups of people who need

each other to accomplish their goals.

Within the context ofscbools, Rallis (1988, p. 643) argu~ that two conditions

must exist simultaneously in order to have effective leadership teams:

policy makers and administrators must provide the structUres and the

resources to enable teacher leadership to grow, and

2. teachers must become more professional

Furthermore, in schools with effective teams, principals have provided time, an

essential resource. Tune allows team. members to meet during regularly scheduled periods

for dialogue and coUaboration.. Rallis' stUdy also points out the value of training for team

members. This provides teachers with a sense ofempowerment which helps develop a

culture that encourages professional growth and sharing.

It is not enougbjust to establish teams if these teams are not given legitimate

power in improvement effons within the schools. Leaders must have a genuine belief that

their staff members as a group are more effective at developing solutions to problems than

they can by themselves.

RJlllis (1988) suggests that effective schools require strong leaders.. but any school

bas the need for a variety ofleadership. In schools wbeTe teams are working effectively.

administrative support is visible and strong. Principals can give support by scheduling

time for team activities, gathering the required information, and facilitating the completion
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of paperwork.. They do [lot run or control the meetings, however, since teachers are

viewed as experts in the field of instruction.

In Garmston's and Wellman's (1995) diso.tssion ofadaptive schools. the concept

ofsbared leadership is supported. All members afthe organization must have the

knowledge and skill to manage themselves, students, or other adults. "Leadership is a

shared function in meetings., in staffdevelopment,. in action research, and in the c1assroom­

(p. II).

Similarly, Joyce and Calhoun (1995), suppon the idea ofa leadership team. Such

a team enables decision·making and leadership roles to be expanded. Its responsibility

would be to lead all members of the community in studying the school. its students. and

ways to make the school better. This ought to be the essence ofschool improvement.

As an educational leader. the principal must be aware of the factors conducive to

the success of team building. Williams (1983) suggests the following factors as

prerequisites to the successfuI accomplishment of the purposes of the group:

exchange of worthwhile ideas

2. availability ofnecessary factual knowledge

3. cordiality among members

4. willingness to worle.

5. involvement in decisions

6. recognition of individual contributions to the group effon (p. 29).
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"'The priDcipal needs to be aware afthe exceUeot potential for instructional impro"'ement

through action research and cooperative field experimentation. The skillful administrator

will develop those skills necessary to conduct effective group sessions and to assist others

in becoming strong group leaders or members" (p. 30).

Senge (1994) contends that the leadership team. must master the management of

organizational change, including its design. structure, and implementation. This must be

accomplished through methods that eogage the entire organization and secure its

commitment to a shared vision and a search for truth..

SchOQIEd; Action R;sgrsb

A critical question for those involved in school improvement is, "Where do we

begin?" Goodlad (1975) argues for the individual school as the unit for improvement and

for those associated with it as the persons to effect the necessary changes

Silberman (1970) argues that schools suffer from "mindlessness". According to

Silberman, mindlessness is the failure to think seriously about educational purpose and the

reluctance to question established practice. He suggests that educational institutions must

establish strong purposes and adopt a process ofcontinual seIf..examination if they are [0

understand "'the what" and "'the why" of what they are doing.

Furthermore. Silberman states that when the emphasis is shifted from teaching to

learning. when schools become "centres for inquiry" rather than buildings for the one-way
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transmission of informatioa, teacbers become learners along with their studentS; in

Dewey's pbrase., they become 'students of teaching' (SiIbenna.a. 1970, p. 522).

Although written over two decades ago, this wisdom stili bolds true. Schools

must become centres of inquiry and learning: if they are to actualize the goal of school

improvement.

Whitford, Scblecbty and Shelor (1987) suggest that action research holds much

promise for those interested in educational reform. From their perspective., action

research bas the potential to make a major contribution to professionalizing teaching.

When teachen engage in action research they begin to value research as a process. When

teachen have oppommities to use a research process to explore questions arising from

their practice and experience, they develop ownership in the decisions that are made (Kyle.

D., Hovda, R., & Whitford. B.• 1987). Carr and Kemmis (1983) state that "action

research is a form ofself-reOective inquiry that can be utilized by teachers in order to

improve the rationality and justice of (a) their own. practices., (b) their understandings of

these practices., and (e) the situations in which these practices are carried OUt- (p. 152).

Action research is a form ofinquiry that can effect changes and improvement in learning

and teaching at a particular site.

Ifschool improvement must begin with the individual school and the teachers

within that school. then actioc. research should hold promise as a catalyst to effect change.

Educational action research requires the development of se!f-reflective communities of

teacher researchers who are committed to educational reform through the critical
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examination of their own practices. Oja and SmuJyan (1989) describe alI coUaborative

action research in terms of the following characteristics:

+provides a methodology which involves teachers in every aspect. of the research

process

+combines goals of improved practice, a better theoretical understanding, and

professioaal development

+focuses on the process ofiodividuaI professional development through

involvement in collaborative stUdy groups

Funbermore., Oja and Smulyan (1989) describe four basic elements of the action

research method:

Action research is collaborative.

2. Action research is practical. It concerns itself with changing and improving

a situation on the basis of teacher problems and concerns (Ebbcun. 1985).

3. Action research entails professional development. Sagor (1992)

acknowledges the importance of the continuous asking and probing of

questions that go to the heart of the teachingfleaming process as an

important element ofaction reseacch. Such questioning can lead to

continuous professional development.

4. Action research entails creating conditions for project structure (time and

support). Time must be available for following through the cycle of



33

problem formation, daIa. coUectiOIL, daIa. analysis. reporting of results. and

the action planning (Sagor. 1992).

Calhoun (1994) defines schoolwide action research this way:

Schoolwide action research is a fancy way ofsaying, "Let's stUdy what'S

happening at our schoo~ decide awe can make it a better place by

changing what and bow we teach and how we relate to students and the

community; study the effects; and then begin again." It is a "rolling" rather

than "lock" step model for changing the workplace. (Huberman, 1992. p.

I)

Schoolwide action research can be used to study what is happening to students and

educators in the learning community with the intent of bringing about improvement.

Action research is a viable means of effecting change within schools.

In the quest for school improvement., action research:

• is a route to immediate student outcomes

• can help develop the school as a learning community

• can build organizational capacity to solve problems

• is a staffdevel.opment program through the study of literatUre and on·site

data and determining optimum actions for implementation

• can be personal professional development. (p. 100)

Through experimentation with, and implementation of, action reseacch, educators

are able to build learning communities. "Pan: of the promise inherent in action research is
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its use as a model to suppon the amem movement toward "site-ba.sed'" decision making­

(Calhoun, 1994, p. 1(0).

According to Fullan (1991). educatiooaJ. change depends on what teachers do and

think; and teachers should be at the center of this change. Fullan uses the term 'interactive

professionalism' because he sees teachers interacting in small groups., planning, testing

new ideas, attempting to solve problems, and assessing effectiveness. Within this

paradigm teaCbers would be continuous learners and problem solvers. Similarly, Murphy

(1991) notes "the goal is to move away from a position in which teachers are treated as

hired hands (Sizer, 19&4), or property (Rease, 1989), or assembly line workers (Purpel

1989), to one in which cha.nge is teacber-driven, not authority-driven" (Soltis. 1998; Wise,

1989, p. 40). Sagor(l992) suggests that _._ "foStering srudeut growth and development is

the primary objective ofour public scbool systems" (p. I). SNdent growth and

development are the direct result ofinsuuctional interactions betWeen student and teacher.

Therefore, Sagar (1992) argues, it should be clear that ... "school refonn should focus on

nunuring and developing the teaching profession" (p. 1). Calhoun (1994), lends timher

support:

In applications [0 education, action research addresses the problem of

organiz:ationaJ effectiveness in service of the client (the school

improvement application) while simultaneously addressing the need to

create a more coUegiai and satisfying workplace and to reduce the isolation
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that has separated teacbtts from teacben and teachers from a.dministrators

and community members. (p. 15)

Today, action research is being revitalized. Glickman (cited in Calhoun.

1994)

..desaibes a frame'NOd::: ofdemocratic governance., educational focus. and action

research as integral dimensions of renewing education. Within this framework, the

principles that guide shared decision-making within the organization are expressed

in a school "charter'. the focus on teaching and learning is expressed in a school

"covenant". and the school faculty uses the "critical study process" ofaction

researcb [0 assess the results of its current programs on commonly valued goals.

(p.19)

A process such as this allows the school to become a center of inquiry and reflection.

thereby enabling the schoo! to become perpetually self·renewing.

Calhoun (l993) desaibes three kinds ofaetion research:

Research carried out by a single teacher is individual teacher research.

2. Research conducted by a group of teachers in consultation with

professionals outside the school is coUaborative action research.

Research conducted by the entire faculty is school wide action research.

In scbool wide action research. a school faculty selects an area or problem

ofcoUective interest, then collects, organizes and interprets on-site data.

Data from other schools, districts, or the professionallittrature are
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funnelled into the coUective decision-making process afthe faculty. who

then determines the actions to be taken. The process is cyclic and can

serve as a formative evaluation afthe effects afthe actions Ween. (p. 64)

According to Calhoun (1993), schoolwide action research focuses on three aspects

ofscbool improvement.

1. It seeks to improve the problem-solving ability afthe organization through

repeated cycles.

2. The intent is that: all students benefit thus making schools more equitable.

3. Schoolwide action research attempts to increase the breadth and content of

the study. All stakeholders (students. parents, and the genera.! community)

may be involved in the data collection. interpretation. and the action plan.

Schoolwide action research can benefit schools in severa! ways:

"For teachers, principals, and district office personnel, action research

promises progress in professionalization" (Calhoun. 1993. p. 62). This

process enables educators to develop their problem-solving capabilities

thus improving what is happening at the scboollevei.

2. .At.. major benefit ofaction research, experts say. is that it helps educators

use data-rather than preferences or hunches-to guide improvement effons

(Willis, 1995, p. 5). Serious change means knowing why changes are being

initiated and what they mean for the stUdents. Change effons must be

connected to the local goals and needs oCthe school.
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3. Action research addresses the quality ofstudents' education (its primary

goal) as weu as the professional growth of teachers. It bas the potential to

lead directly to actions that change the environment.

4. "Action research also beips teachers think much more critically about

change" (Wtllis, 1995, p. 5). Teachers are DOt as inclined to "jump on band

wagons' when the research process becomes .seccnd oa.ture. Teachers. as

action researchen, are more apt to investigate before implementing

something new.

The literature claims that schoolwide action research can be the catalyst to bring

about necessary reform within our schools. It allows those at the front tine to initiate

change based upon prompt investigations. Through lhe development of schoolwide action

research, schools can start to develop into leaming communities.

Sagor (1995) suggestS that self-renewing schools are ones in which professionals

have a shared vision., value professional inquiry as a vital aspect of school life, and have

studcO[ learning at the heart of all decision making. In dynamic schools. dedsions are

based on data rather than on biased or majority-ru.le decision making. The objective is

improvement in student learning. In such an environment. true professionals engage in

disciplined inquiry. Theories are tested and results shared. and teachers learn from each

other,

Joyce and Calhoun (1995) suggest that many faculties have attempted to improve

their schools without examining the existing knowledge base that may be relevant to their
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