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Abstract 

The York Region District School Board (YRDSB) is the third largest school district in the 

Province of Ontario. The Board is situated within York Region, one of the fastest growing 

communities within the Greater Toronto area. The needs of the 21
st
 century learner are vastly 

different from the industrial age upon which the current education system was founded. As an 

education system tasked with preparing learners for the future, innovation has been named a 

foundational practice. Leaders within the organization are actively pursuing improved capacity 

for innovation and examining what innovation in education means. The goal of this inquiry was 

to reflect on the current capacity for innovation within the YRDSB, understand what 

organizational factors promote and inhibit innovation, and consider what would increase the 

YRDSB’s capacity for innovation in a more systematic way. This inquiry adhered to Royal 

Roads University Research Ethics Policy and utilized the action research engagement model 

with an appreciative stance. Specific methods used included two photovoice focus groups, and 

seven individual interviews. Participants included an interdisciplinary group of Regional 

employees working out of a common location, as well as members of the middle management 

and senior leadership teams. The findings and subsequent recommendations highlighted the need 

for a common understanding of innovation within the YRDSB, uncovered assets that could be 

more intentionally utilized, and identified key innovation-promoting structures, processes, and 

leadership behaviours. An innovation framework is proposed to support the YRDSB in moving 

forward its innovation agenda. 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

 In this chapter, I will provide the context for this inquiry. Specifically, I provide a 

working definition of innovation which grounds this inquiry and articulates the significance of 

innovation to the York Region District School Board (YRDSB). I outline the YRDSB 

organizational context, articulate the main research question and sub-questions, and highlight the 

possible impact if innovation is not pursued within the YRDSB. 

Innovation offers the possibility of renewal and growth. “Learning and innovation go 

hand in hand. The arrogance of success is to think that what you did yesterday will be sufficient 

for tomorrow” (Pollard, 1996, p. 114). Given the many diverse definitions used to define 

innovation, it is important to highlight the definition used within this inquiry. Central to this 

inquiry was an examination of the organizational factors that promote innovation. Additionally, 

given organizations consist of individuals; it is also important to consider the role of individuals 

within innovation. Teresa Amabile (1988) provided a foundation for understanding the 

interdependent relationship between the individual and the organization by uniquely defining the 

relationship of creativity to innovation. Amabile (1988) defined creativity as “the production of 

novel and useful ideas by an individual, or group of individuals working together” (p.126). She 

defined organizational innovation as “the successful implementation of creative ideas within the 

organization” (p.126). When considering innovation within organizations the Amabile (1988) 

definition is useful due to the clear focus on implementation and the acknowledgment of the 

relationship between individual creativity and organizational innovation.  

Considering that this inquiry is conducted within the education sector, the innovation 

definition provided by educational researcher Matthew Miles (1964) is also worth considering. 

He defined innovation as “a deliberate, novel, specific change, which is thought to be more 
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efficacious in accomplishing the goals of a system” (Miles, 1964, p. 14). This definition suggests 

that innovation is a change that supports a system to better achieve its goals. When considered 

alongside Amabile’s (1988) definition of organizational innovation, the Miles (1964) definition 

strengthens the significance of innovation by relating it to the goals of the system. When taken 

together the definition of innovation becomes “the successful implementation of creative ideas 

within the organization” (Amabile, 1988, p.126) which advance “the goals of [the] system” 

(Miles, 1964, p.14). It is advantageous to consider these two definitions together as one 

highlights the process of innovation, and the other the relationship to the system. This combined 

definition was used in this inquiry.  

Inquiry Context 

In 2014, the York Region District School Board (YRDSB), where I am employed, 

launched a new Mission, Vision, Values, and slogan (Appendix A). With Inspire Learning as the 

newly minted slogan, a mission statement that articulates inspire innovation and innovation 

explicitly stated as a core value, the stage is set for this inquiry (to read further see Appendix A). 

Since the inception of this inquiry, the focus on innovation has been expanded, and it has been 

named a foundational practice for the YRDSB (York Region District School Board, 2015). 

Though not yet officially defined by the YRDSB, a foundational practice is a practice generally 

considered foundational to all work within the organization. For the YRDSB, innovation is 

therefore both a core value and is considered foundational to the organization in achieving its 

strategic goals. To lend further weight to the importance of innovation to the YRDSB, 

throughout my two years of coursework as a Royal Roads M.A. Leadership student, I had 

multiple consultations with inter departmental YRDSB colleagues as part of completing course 

assignments. During these consultations, the importance of innovation emerged consistently. 
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There is the potential for innovation within the YRDSB to be reduced to words on a 

page if it is not intentionally actualized. Given this new orientation towards innovation, leaders 

and staff within the YRDSB are regularly considering what is required for the YRDSB to 

actualize this new value and implement innovation as a foundational practice? This is the frame 

for this inquiry: How can the YRDSB enhance their capacity for innovation? The following sub 

questions will support an increased understanding of the YRDSB’s capacity for innovation: 

 What are the organizational conditions, processes, and structures that encourage 

innovation? 

 Where does innovation exist currently within the YRDSB and what promotes it? 

 How can the YRDSB anticipate and overcome the roadblocks to innovation? 

 How can the YRDSB pilot emergent, innovative ideas? 

Royal Roads University (RRU) has a mandate of applied research (RRU Strategic 

Direction, 2014). Applied research is defined as an “original investigation undertaken in order to 

acquire new knowledge...directed primarily towards a specific practical aim or objective” 

(OECD, 2002, p.30). The RRU School of Leadership Studies (SoLS) fulfills this mandate for 

applied research by requiring students to demonstrate leadership while conducting applied 

research within their own organization wherever possible. The action research engagement 

(ARE) model designed by SoLS is intended to support students in engaging members of an 

organization, around a topic of inquiry the organization wishes to explore. This model will be 

discussed further in Chapter 3.  

I have been employed by the YRDSB for 12 years and have been in my current role as 

the Mental Health Lead since 2012. As the Mental Health Lead, I guide the YRDSB in 

implementing the district’s mental health strategy—a strategy which creates the conditions that 
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support mental health in both schools and workplaces. The goal of the strategy is to promote 

optimal mental health for all students and staff members. Initially, the topic of this inquiry was 

purposefully selected as it was outside the scope of my current role. This year however, mental 

health has been identified as one of three foci within the YRDSB Board Improvement Plan 

(BIP), alongside Math and Modern Learning. All foci within the BIP are required to demonstrate 

that the foundational practices (equity, innovation, leadership) are demonstrated within all 

strategic actions. This recent shift increases the direct relevance of this inquiry to the YRDSB 

mental health strategy. The mental health strategy requires us to critically examine our current 

practices, assess the impact of these practices on mental health, and to think and behave in new 

ways. The relationship between innovation and this work is evident. Both organizational change 

imperatives demand we improve, move forward, and ensure relevancy to our staff members and 

students.  

Significance of the Inquiry 

 As introduced above, the YRDSB is committed to pursuing innovation. This is 

demonstrated by the explicit attention to innovation in the Mission, Vision, and Values (see 

Appendix A). Pasi Sahlberg (2014) suggested that the ability to renew and adapt within a 

changing landscape is an essential task of the education system. The YRDSB operates within a 

constantly changing external landscape. Education is intended to equip students with the skills 

and competencies they need to be successful in the world they live in both now and in the future. 

The future we are preparing our students for is rapidly shifting and presents a challenge to an 

education system that by necessity must ensure its relevance. Jain (2013) suggested, 

Our education system was developed for an industrial era where we could teach certain 

skills to our children and they were able to use these skills for the rest of their lives 
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working productively in an industry. We are now living in a fast paced technological era 

where every skill that we teach our children becomes obsolete in the next 10 to 15 years 

due to exponentially growing technological advances. (para. 3) 

Ensuring that education remains relevant within a continuously changing external context is a 

complex challenge and speaks to the importance of expanding the innovative capacity of the 

YRDSB in order to respond to this complex challenge. 

Since the inception of this inquiry, the YRDSB has appointed a new Director, and has a 

renewed senior leadership team with 35% of its members newly appointed. As mentioned 

previously, this renewed senior leadership team deepened the focus on innovation, naming it a 

foundational practice alongside leadership and equity, beginning 2014. This enhanced focus on 

innovation highlights the significance of this inquiry, and occurred in advance of the data 

collection, strengthening the impetus for this work. Two recent advances within the YRDSB 

relate to the Modern learning focus highlighted previously. The first is the annual international 

Quest Conference sponsored by the YRDSB, which was focused on Modern Learning this year 

(occurred November, 2015) and this focus will continue for the 2016 Conference. This will 

provide a platform for considering innovation in education. The second recent advancement 

related to the Modern Learning focus is the creation of a Maker Space which is currently housed 

in the professional library. This Maker Space is designed to encourage collaborative ideation and 

design. Both of these initiatives will be further discussed in the Recommendations within 

Chapter 5 as they can be aligned with the findings and conclusions resulting from this study. 

These changes suggest the YRDSB is motivated to further cultivate an environment 

which generates innovative practice. Their efforts could be helped by a deepened understanding 

of how to enhance innovative capacity. This inquiry will support the YRDSB in a context 
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specific understanding of innovation. The inquiry is grounded in a review of the innovation 

literature and an exploration of the current context of innovation within the YRDSB. It provides 

recommendations for the YRDSB on how to enhance their capacity to cultivate innovative 

thinking and move to innovative action.  

Organizational Context 

Demographics and structure.  

The YRDSB is one of the largest school districts within the Province of Ontario (York 

Region District School Board, 2015) and is situated within York Region, Ontario. The geography 

of the district is vast covering 1,762 square kilometers, encompassing both urban and rural areas, 

and home to the Chippewas of Georgina Island First Nation, located on Georgina Island in Lake 

Simcoe (York Region, 2011). 

 York Region is one of the most diverse geographies in Canada (York Region, 2011).It is 

home to over 200 distinct ethnic groups, and the three largest visible minorities are Chinese, 

South Asian, and West Asian. Over 43% of York Region residents are born outside of Canada. It 

is projected that by 2031, 55-62% of York Region’s population will be immigrants to Canada 

(York Region, 2011). The YRDSB has approximately 24,000 students who are not fluent in 

English and considered English Language Learners (York Region District School Board, 2015). 

In addition to ethnic and cultural diversity, there is also great variability in socioeconomic status 

ranging from extreme poverty to wealth. The characteristic diversity of York Region is paralleled 

in the YRDSB student body.  

The YRDSB is a very large, hierarchical organization with complex infrastructure. A 

Board of 12 elected Trustees/community members, two student trustees, the Director of 

Education, and the Senior Team together map the landscape of public education within York 
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Region (see Appendix B for the organizational chart). Centralized, regional decision making 

occurs by Board and Senior Team members. Senior Team members who operate as Area 

Superintendents (four geographically determined areas) translate those decisions into the 

local/area context. 

As the largest employer in York Region, the YRDSB employs approximately 15,000 

staff, and serves 122,000 students. These staff and students are distributed across 174 Elementary 

schools, 32 Secondary Schools, and eight Administrative Centers (York Region District School 

Board, 2015). The majority of YRDSB employees are unionized. Each union works to ensure 

clear and concrete roles, responsibilities, and work conditions for staff members, ensuring 

members operate within clearly defined parameters.  

  The YRDSB is governed by the Province of Ontario’s Education Act and strategic 

direction is represented through the Trustee’s Multi-Year Plan, Director’s Annual Plan (DAP), 

and Board Improvement Plan (BIP). Copies of these plans are made available to the public on 

the Board website (www.yrdsb.ca). As outlined previously the YRDSB Mission, Vision, and 

Values are central to all decision making. 

 As a publicly funded education system, the YRDSB is accountable to the public to be 

good stewards of the taxpayer’s investment. The YRDSB Mission, Vision, and Values reflect 

this responsibility: 

We are individually and collectively responsible for creating the best possible school 

community to support the achievement and well-being of all individuals. We are 

responsible for the delivery of effective and sustainable educational programs and 

stewardship of Board resources. (York Region District School Board, 2015, Values 

section, para. 5) 
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The YRDSB adheres to the Provincial Ministry of Education curriculum expectations 

which are designed to ensure a standardized, consistent education system for the Province. 

Within the Province of Ontario all assessment, evaluation and reporting is based on the policies 

and practices described in Growing Success: Assessment, Evaluation, and Reporting in Ontario 

Schools, First Edition (York Region District School Board, 2015).  

Political climate. 

Senge (2006) advised that understanding the complex political dynamics of large 

organizations is essential when considering organizational change. The following description of 

two salient features of the YRDSB organizational climate is based on internal knowledge 

stemming from my position as an employee.  

The YRDSB operates within a context of standardized testing and comparison at the 

local, provincial and international levels. This creates a climate where school systems strive to 

rank well. Public scrutiny of academic achievement may create an environment that is 

understandably risk averse. Conversely, it is possible that the drive for achievement could lead to 

greater innovation and this may, in turn, impact the organization’s capacity for innovation. Senge 

(2006) asserted that innovation in public education is of utmost importance. “We all know that 

education for the 21st century must change profoundly from education for the 19
th

 and 20
th

 

centuries—this requires space for innovation, not just pressures for performance” (p. 362). 

Hargreaves (2007) asserted that the goal of school boards should be “putting learning first, 

before achievement and testing –rather than equating achievement with tested attainment” (p.17). 

He advocated that schools be encouraged to work together, rather than positioned to compete 

against each other in the quest for achievement. Though beyond the scope of this study, it may 

be important for the YRDSB to consider what impact the culture of standardized achievement 
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testing has on innovation within the YRDSB. I include these details here for the purpose of 

outlining the climate of assessment and standardization in which this study occurred. 

During the course of this inquiry the YRDSB has been involved in significant labour 

action, beginning Spring 2015. The process of contract negotiations can impact organizational 

climate. It is difficult to predict what impact the labour process and resultant contracts will have 

on the environment for innovation. It is anticipated that post labour negotiations the system will 

aim to re-stabilize after this period of uncertainty. There is potential for this to inhibit innovation 

as the desire for stability may create a system averse to any further disruption or change. 

Employees may feel limited in their capacity to be innovative as newly negotiated contracts 

could impact the potential for experimentation and prescribe a definitive role for staff members. 

An alternate possibility is that the current disruption may create an environment tolerant to 

change and uncertainty.  

Despite the disruption to business as usual generated by the labour action, the YRDSB 

system maintained operations and demonstrated flexibility and fluidity in managing change. This 

ability to embrace different ways of doing things, and the demonstrated capacity to adapt could 

build momentum towards continued change and innovation. Though the impact (if any) of labour 

action on innovation is at this time unknown, it will be important for the YRDSB to be mindful 

of this possibility and mitigate any potential risk to pursuing innovation. Again, this contextual 

information is included as backdrop to the study, not as findings resulting from the research. 

Research findings which will be discussed in Chapter 4. 

Overview of the Thesis  

 This thesis is organized as follows: Chapter 2 provides an overview of the literature—

establishing a foundational understanding innovation and exploring a framework for innovation 
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which highlights the role of people, leadership, the organizational environment, and processes 

that promote innovation. Chapter 3 outlines the Action Research Engagement (ARE) model, the 

two methodologies that informed this inquiry (i.e., action research and appreciative inquiry), and 

the two methods used to collect data (interviews and photovoice focus group). Project 

participants, study conduct, data analysis and the ethical issues related to this inquiry are each 

considered in detail in Chapter 3. Following that, Chapter 4 highlights the seven inquiry findings 

that draw directly from participants’ words and four conclusions that present a meta-analysis of 

the findings as they relate to the literature introduced in Chapter 2. Finally, Chapter 5 proposes 

five recommendations derived from an analysis of the findings and conclusions examined against 

both the relevant literature and ongoing organizational initiatives. It also suggests the 

organizational and future implications resultant from this inquiry. 

Chapter Summary  

Within this chapter I provided an introduction to the inquiry, examined the significance 

of the inquiry to the YRDSB, and outlined the YRDSB’s organizational context highlighting 

potential implications for innovation. With this foundational context in place, Chapter 2 will 

explore the relevant innovation literature and ground this inquiry in a theoretical understanding 

of key innovation concepts.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 The following literature review examines innovation and its determinants. To support a 

broader understanding of key factors that influence innovation, this review will focus on (a) 

understanding innovation, (b) the role of people/individuals, (c) the role of leadership, (d) the 

organizational environment, and (e) processes that promote innovation. To begin, literature 

outlining a foundational understanding of innovation is presented. Following this, a framework 

for innovation is presented and the balance of the literature review is organized around this 

framework. This framework examines several key components of innovation which together 

contribute to innovative practice and the creation of innovative products, services, processes, 

etc., which when implemented support innovation and organizational change.  

This Literature Review draws primarily from the creativity and organizational 

innovation literature, as they are both relevant to this inquiry and are interrelated. Literature is 

drawn from seminal contributors to this field, as well as from multiple applied disciplines. A 

multidisciplinary approach to examining the literature is significant as leadership is a field that 

crosses multiple disciplines. Given this thesis is intended to satisfy the requirement for an M.A. 

Leadership, a substantive focus on leadership is applied. The multidisciplinary nature of the 

literature review also follows the advice of Glesne (2011) who advocated that qualitative 

researchers take a multidisciplinary approach. To this end, both theoretical and empirical sources 

are explored, i.e., a range of definitions of innovation (to support an understanding of the scope 

of innovation) and concrete examples of how theory was applied in practice. Promising 

innovation processes such as design thinking are explored in depth. The purpose of this literature 

review is not to examine the literature as it relates to the YRDSB (this analysis occurs in 

Chapters 4 and 5). The literature reviewed here provides a broad overview of key concepts 
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related to creativity and organizational innovation and adds context to the primary inquiry 

question: How can the York Region District School Board (YRDSB) develop capacity for 

innovation?  

Understanding Innovation 

 To effectively implement innovation within the YRDSB, it is helpful to begin with an 

understanding of how innovation is described and defined in the literature. Articulating examples 

of how innovation is defined will illuminate key elements of innovation. Within the following 

paragraphs a variety of definitions of innovation are explored, the relationship of innovation to 

creativity is examined, and the importance of a rationale for innovation is highlighted.  

Defining innovation.  

 Within the literature, the concept of innovation is “notoriously ambiguous and lacks 

either a single definition or measure” (Adams, Bessant, & Phelps, 2006, p. 22). The presence of 

many diverse definitions poses a significant challenge and can create confusion across sectors 

(Adams et al., 2006; Baregheh, Rowley, & Sambrook, 2009). Organizations pursuing innovation 

ultimately determine and articulate the definition of innovation they will utilize within their 

organizational context.  

 For years the practice of innovation was considered the domain of Research and 

Development (R&D) and applied to technological products, thereby limiting its application 

across sectors (Gallaher, Link, & Petrusa, 2011). The field of innovation has since evolved and 

expanded providing greater opportunities for pursuing innovation(Gallaher et al., 2011), but 

perhaps increasing the complexity of how innovation can be understood. The abundant 

definitions of innovation are largely context specific, representing a sector or discipline such as 

technology, marketing, healthcare, etc. (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). Many definitions focus 
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on the production of a new technology, process, or product designed to improve upon the current 

state and benefit the end user (Baldridge, 2009; Wong, Tjosvold, & Liu, 2008). To demonstrate 

the breadth of the application of innovation Baregheh, Rowley, and Sambrook (2009) referenced 

several sectors: business and management; economics; organizational development; knowledge 

management; marketing; entrepreneurship; and the field of technology, science, and engineering.  

Different categories of innovation further cloud the landscape. To demonstrate the 

diversity inherent in the field of innovation, a few examples are offered here. Examples include 

management innovation (e. g., Birkinshaw, Hamel, & Mol, 2008), workplace innovation (e. g., 

Oeig, Dhondt, & Korver, 2011), employee driven innovation (e. g., Cavalcante, Kesting & 

Ulhoi, 2011), and social innovation (e. g., Westley, Goebey, & Robinson, 2012), to name a few. 

Baregheh et al. (2009) engaged in a content analysis of 60 definitions of innovation that 

cross multiple sectors and disciplines. In their review, they acknowledged that definitions of 

innovation reach back to the 1950s when the economist Joseph Schumpeter defined innovation 

as a necessary process to renew the value of an organization’s assets. The goal for Baregheh et 

al. (2009) was to produce a definition that transcends multiple disciplines and could be 

commonly understood. They concurred with the assertion by McAdam, Reid, and Gibson 

(2004) that “the absence of a common definition for innovation is problematic” (Baregheh et al, 

2009, p 1334). Establishing the common themes evident within the examined definitions, 

Baregheh et al. proposed a multidisciplinary definition of innovation. This definition described 

innovation as “the multi-stage process whereby organizations transform ideas into 

new/improved products, services, or processes, in order to advance, compete, and differentiate 

themselves successfully in their marketplace” (Baregheh et al., 2009). Their work produced an 

inclusive definition of innovation which extends beyond product formation and includes 
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processes and services. This definition can be understood and applied across sectors and 

disciplines, allowing the possibility of a cross sector understanding of innovation, thereby 

increasing the potential for collaboration.  

Though inclusive and multidisciplinary in nature, the Baregheh et al. (2009) definition 

limits innovation to being understood at the organizational level. As highlighted in Chapter 1, 

the Amabile (1988) definitions of creativity and innovation articulate the interdependent 

relationship of individual creativity and organizational innovation, further expanding our 

understanding of innovation as a process involving both individuals and organizations. Layering 

in the Miles (1964) definition of innovation which relates innovation as a change which furthers 

the goals of the organization, a holistic understanding of innovation emerges. When these 

definitions are considered together it is apparent that innovation involves the creativity of 

individuals, specific organizational goals, processes and environments, and the generation of 

products, services or processes which create change. An understanding of the interrelationship 

among these elements may provide a possible framework for innovation within the YRDSB. 

This will be explored in further detail in the Chapter 2 summary and again in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Innovation versus creativity.  

 Often the two terms innovation and creativity are used interchangeably or confused with 

one another. To provide evidence of this, some examples are provided here. John Kao (1997) 

defined creativity as inclusive of innovation, considering creativity to be the whole process of 

idea generation, development, and implementation. It can be challenging to navigate the research 

literature on creativity and innovation as not all theorists take the same approach; some integrate 

the terms inclusively as Kao did, while others discern a difference between the two. Ken 

Robinson (2015) suggested a linear continuum beginning with imagination, which evolves to 
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become creativity (applied imagination), and results in innovation (applied creativity). Gurteen 

(1998) also considered creativity to be the generation of ideas, differentiating innovation as 

acting on those ideas. Similarly Amabile, Burnside, and Gryskiewicz (1999) differentiated the 

concepts suggesting creativity as an initiating step in the innovation process, asserting that 

innovation will not happen without being preceded by creative ideation. As outlined in Chapter 

1, within this inquiry, creativity and innovation were considered as intricately linked but unique 

from one another. Creativity was considered the process of ideation with innovation being the 

implementation of those ideas (Amabile, 1988).  

The importance of rationale.  

 The literature on innovation is vast and articulates numerous key elements of 

innovation. Cordingley and Bell (2007) stressed the importance of having a rationale for 

innovation, cautioning against innovation for innovation’s sake, particularly when moving 

innovation to scale across a system. They suggested that changed practice requires not only a 

change in practitioner knowledge and behaviour, but also “an understanding of the underpinning 

rationale” (Cordingley & Bell, 2007, p. 4). Rationale could be considered an essential element of 

innovation, suggesting the importance of innovation having relevance to the raison d’être of the 

organization.  

Moore and Westley (2011) argued that a strong value proposition framing innovation as 

both valuable and needed is necessary to garner both political will and support. Robinson (2012) 

articulated that the creative ideas preceding innovation must have value. Some theorists suggest 

that innovation should address a problem worth solving, asserting that “you only create value if 

you solve a problem that matters” (Anthony, Duncan, & Siren, 2015, para. 9). This sentiment 

was described as moral purpose by Fullan (2003) who suggested that education systems have a 
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moral imperative to close the gap for all students. “A compelling and inclusive moral purpose 

steers a system, binds it together, and draws the best people to work in it” (Hargreaves & Shirley, 

2009, p.76). To build the rationale for innovation in the YRDSB, it may be helpful to consider its 

core business of student achievement and well-being.  

Understanding innovation summary. 

Establishing a foundational understanding of innovation and the rationale for why 

innovation is significant to the organization may be a helpful first step for organizations wishing 

to pursue innovation. A comprehensive knowledge of the elements which contribute to 

organizational innovation may also be helpful. Multiple elements which support organizational 

innovation and produce a framework for innovation are explored in the following paragraphs. 

A Framework for Innovation 

Systematic frameworks for innovation are considered a key element of success (Rao & 

Weintraub, 2013; Tripathi, Guin, & De, 2013). O’Connor and Ayers (2005) considered an 

innovation framework an essential tool which can guide organizations in the various stages of 

innovation; emphasizing that having an innovation culture alone was insufficient. Evident 

throughout the literature are numerous components which contribute to innovation. When 

considered together these building blocks could combine to generate a framework for innovation. 

Within the literature the term framework and model are often used interchangeably. For the 

purpose of consistency the term framework will be used for the remainder of this inquiry 

(particularly in Chapters 4 and 5).  

The following paragraphs outline several elements significant to innovation including 

(a) the role of people/individuals, (b) the role of leadership, (c) the organizational environment, 

and (d) processes that promote innovation. These elements provide a possible framework for 
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innovation and align with those proposed by Puccio and Cabra (2010) in their systems 

framework for creativity. Their systems framework outlined four key interdependent elements: 

person, process, environment, and leadership (Figure 1). Given Amabile’s (1998) definition of 

innovation as the “successful implementation of creativity” (p.126), the Puccio and Cabra 

systems framework is useful when considering innovation. It provides a comprehensive 

systematic approach to examining the key contributors to innovation which are highlighted in the 

following paragraphs. The role of people, leadership, the environment, and the processes that 

promote innovation will be explored in depth. Product relates to the foundational understanding 

of innovation explored in the preceding paragraphs—it is what emerges as a result of the 

interaction of these elements, which when implemented lead to innovation.  
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Figure 1. Systems Model of Creativity. Adapted from “Organizational Creativity”, by G. J. 

Puccio and J. F.Cabra, 2010, The Cambridge Handbook of Creativity, p. 148. Copyright 2010 by 

the Cambridge University Press.
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The Role of People within Innovation 

Within any innovation process there is an initiating idea which generates from a person 

or group of people. The role of people within innovation is significant. Much of the innovation 

research demonstrates a bias towards externalized knowledge sources, with employee knowledge 

being underexplored (Aasen, Amundsen, Gressgård, & Hansen, 2012). Hatch (2013) suggested 

that most innovation strategies miss the significance of human and social capital, over focusing 

on technical capital. He advocated that human capital is a precursor to innovation but requires 

the social capital needed to build effective relationships which encourage innovation. Tapping 

into the inherent capacity of employees acknowledges the potential within the collective 

workforce; building innovation capital. Though there is vast research which describes the role of 

individuals within innovation (e.g., Amabile, 1988; Amabile, 1998), organizational innovation 

requires that the strengths inherent in individuals is accessed. Empowerment could be considered 

the intentional act of leveraging the strengths people bring to the practice of innovation and is 

explored in the following paragraphs. 

Employee empowerment as a vehicle for innovation.  

 Employee empowerment is considered essential to innovation (Hill et al., 2015; 

Tripathi, et al., 2013). The research on employee empowerment is vast and provides many 

practical strategies for organizations pursuing innovation.  

 Employee driven innovation is a growing field of research which explores the role of 

employees in moving innovation forward and has employee empowerment as a central tenet. 

Zidulka (2013) suggested organizations allow employees the autonomy to experiment, but 

cautioned they do so in a balanced way. Borins’ (2002) research on Canadian public sector 

innovation revealed that 82% of innovation is generated from middle managers and frontline 
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staff. Timmerman (2009) suggested organizations create a culture of innovation with employee 

empowerment at the core. He suggested employee empowerment requires leaders to inspire a 

vision for innovation, provide recognition, and encourage risk taking. The role of leadership will 

be explored more deeply later in this chapter.  

 The literature identifies multiple companies that are considered leaders in innovation. 

When comparing what these companies have in common, a strong belief in and demonstration of 

employee empowerment is evident. Pixar is described as a collaborative organization believing 

all staff members contribute to “the collective genius of the whole” (Hill et al., 2015, para. 7). 

The Harvard Business review featured another example of an interesting process of employee 

empowerment offered at Adobe (Burkus, 2015). The Adobe Kickbox contains materials which 

enable an employee to “generate, prototype, and test a new idea” (para. 1). These include a one 

thousand dollar credit card, instructions, innovation tools, a coffee gift card, and a chocolate bar. 

This is an interesting applied approach to employee empowerment which has the potential to 

build momentum towards innovation. While some might argue the Kickbox is an incentive-

driven process, it nevertheless demonstrates empowerment by providing opportunity and 

resources for employees to pursue their creative ideas. 

 Empowering employees serves as a key driver in generating innovative ideas but also 

positively impacts scaling innovation across a system. Aasen et al. (2012) suggested that 

employee driven innovation increases engagement and ownership, reducing potential opposition 

to change as a result of innovation. They advised that innovation could be limited by 

organizational boundaries often found within hierarchical systems, but suggested this could be 

overcome by intentionally opening up those boundaries. Davenport (2011) expressed that 

“everybody’s ideas matter” (p. xii), advocating for the “democratization of innovation” (p. xii). 
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Organizations which empower employees may be better positioned to generate, scale, and 

sustain innovation.  

 It bears consideration that empowering students would also serve as a key process in 

pursuing innovation. While not as extensively represented in the innovation literature, the 

capacity of students as sources of creative thinking should be considered. Kelly and Leggo 

(2008) asserted that environments which stimulate creativity are: 

Built upon a foundation that engenders a belief in students: that they have worth, and 

that what they say is worth hearing…. they must be empowered to speak with their own 

voices about their life world, and be validated while doing so. (p. 32) 

Using similar principles to ensure student empowerment in the innovation process would be a 

worthwhile consideration for innovation within education. Design thinking, addressed later in 

this chapter, highlights the importance of end users in the innovation process. Students are the 

end users within the education system; therefore, utilizing their creative capacity may hold 

promise for innovation at the classroom level.  

The role of diverse perspectives within innovation.  

When considering the role people play in organizational innovation, there is extensive 

literature which highlights the importance of diverse perspectives and suggests diverse 

perspectives are a key driver of innovative practice (e.g., Amabile, 1988; Burr & Larsen, 2010; 

Hill et al., 2015). Amabile (1988) outlined that differing perspectives “combine and combust in 

exciting and useful ways” (Workgroup features section, para. 1). She described the significance 

of diverse perspectives in promoting creative thinking.  

Hill et al. (2015) highlighted the importance of diverse perspectives in generating 

creativity and collaborative problem solving, subsequently leading to innovation. In their study 
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of companies with lauded innovation capacity, they observed three organizational climate 

features: (a) creative abrasion, (b) creative agility, and (c) creative resolution. Creative agility 

allows quick trial and error of potential solutions, and creative resolution is the capacity to 

integrate different and sometimes opposing ideas. Burr and Larsen (2010) agreed with the need 

for divergent thinking and emphasized that reducing complexity and controlling conflicting 

perspectives will, in fact, hinder innovation. 

Ribberstrom (2013) argued that “we have the greatest chance for truly groundbreaking 

innovation when we tear down silos, cross boundaries, purposefully learn from the unfamiliar, 

unknown, and unexpected, and actively and purposefully step into the intersection of different 

perspectives” (para. 2). Diverse perspectives fuel divergent thinking, increase potential 

perspectives, and increase capacity for ideation. Hill et al. (2015) further asserted that innovation 

most often emerges from “the interplay of ideas and interactions of people with diverse 

expertise, experience, or points of view” (para. 6). Amabile (1998) echoed the importance of 

diversity, cautioning against homogeneous teams—encouraging leaders to construct teams with 

different thinking and expertise. Westley, Goeby, and Robinson (2012) suggested a proportional 

relationship between diverse perspectives and the potential for innovation. It is evident within the 

literature that leveraging the diverse perspectives of people within the organization may be a key 

innovation promotion strategy.  

 Bringing people with diverse perspectives together can be achieved through the creation 

of social networks spanning multiple disciplines and levels within an organization or system. 

Suciu and Petrescu-Prahova (2011) described innovation as a social process with social networks 

acting as core drivers. They stressed the significance of social networks for both leaders and the 

workforce, suggesting they promote networked knowledge—expanding the potential for 
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innovation. Moore and Westley (2011) proposed social networks as mechanisms to support the 

scale and spread of innovation across disciplines and contexts. They suggested that capitalizing 

on social networks maximizes the potential for innovation to bring about transformative change 

within a system and beyond. Ribberstrom (2013) cautioned that organizations tend to diffuse the 

impact of diversity by deciding what type of diversity they need for a particular task (e. g. for 

this we need teachers and engineers). He encouraged organizations to break away from 

predictable diversity and aim for the unpredictable. By remaining open to whatever emerges, a 

greater degree of creativity and innovation is possible.  

 Burr and Larsen (2010) asserted that innovation is an emergent property arising when 

perspectives conflict. They advocated that conflicting intentions be encouraged in order to create 

the emergence of something new. Similarly, Piggot-Irvine (2012) suggested “embracing 

constructive conflict as an opportunity to surface new ideas and challenges in a way that opens 

up creativity, innovation, and learning” (p. 7).  

Hill et al. (2015) asserted that passionate discussion and disagreement are vital to 

innovation, requiring vulnerability and relationships that can withstand conflict. These ideas 

support the significance of relational capital. Moore and Westley (2011) suggested two types of 

relationships are pivotal. Each type is necessary at different stages within the innovation process. 

They theorized that diverse relationships which consist of conflictual, divergent positions are 

essential for developing creative ideas. They suggested that consensus seeking cooperative 

relationships may result in settling for sub-par ideas, as participants do not challenge one another 

enough to stretch the thinking. Conversely, when implementing innovation, particularly when 

risk taking is required, Moore and Westley (2011) highlighted that strong, non-competitive, trust 

based relationships are needed.  
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Bringing people together and encouraging diverse and potentially conflicting 

perspectives requires skillful facilitation to ensure divergent thinking emerges into a creative 

solution. This may be the role of group members, but also suggests implications for leaders. This 

will be explored further in the following section examining leadership behaviours. 

The Role of Leadership within Innovation 

 The literature identifies a clear relationship between leadership and innovative capacity. 

Amabile (1998), for example, reasoned that the quality of leadership within top and middle 

management distinguishes the difference between organizations who successfully innovate, and 

those that do not. Hunter and Cushenbery (2011) considered leaders a primary driving force for 

innovation, suggesting they impact in both direct and indirect ways. Tripathi et al. (2013) 

asserted that it is “leadership that makes the difference” (p. 44). In considering how innovation 

may be enhanced in an organization, the following paragraphs (a) explore leader behaviours 

which promote innovation, (b) identify specific skills required of leaders, and (c) highlight leader 

behaviours which empowers employees.  

Leadership behaviour which promotes innovation. 

 An examination of key leadership behaviour which promotes innovation may be helpful 

for organizations pursuing innovation. Steiber and Alänge (2013) described Google as having a 

foundation of change-oriented leaders. Cordingley and Bell (2007) asserted that a leader’s role is 

to create the conditions for innovation to occur. Similarly, Aasen et al. (2012) suggested that 

innovative culture doesn’t just happen by willing it to be, highlighting the significance of leaders 

in creating an organizational climate conducive to innovation. They suggested organizations 

wishing to innovate require intentional behaviours by leaders. These included adopting 

innovation promoting structures and processes, and demonstrating a strong conviction that 
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innovation is essential and necessary. Aasen et al. (2012) offered three specific leader qualities 

which promote innovation: (a) orientation towards improvement and change, (b) openness to 

new ideas, and (c) relationships of trust and autonomy. Trust from leaders and trust in leaders 

was described as pivotal, and is demonstrated by deliberate sharing of information so that 

employees have the appropriate insight about their workplace to meaningfully contribute to 

innovation.  

Kramer and Crespy (2011) identified leadership behaviours consistent with those 

proposed by Aasen et al. (2012). They suggested leaders encourage collaborative relationships, 

demonstrate openness to creative ideas, and allow experimentation. Crenshaw and Yoder-Wise 

(2013) described a risk taking leadership competency that aligns with experimentation. Their 

research conducted in the health care field, provides a valuable model for the YRDSB as both are 

environments where managing risk is especially significant. They outlined that risk tolerance is 

directly proportional to the capacity and effort devoted to innovation, and suggested risk taking 

and encouraging risk taking as critical behaviour for leaders. Barsh, Capozzi, and Davidson 

(2008) also highlighted the importance of these leader behaviours. In their interviews with 

numerous senior leaders they highlighted two critical leadership behaviours which inhibit 

innovation (a) paying lip service to innovation without action, and (b) failure to encourage risk 

taking and demonstrate openness to new ideas. 

Amabile (1998) outlined the following leader behaviours which encourage creativity and 

innovation 

 ensuring work which capitalizes on employee strengths, and both challenges and inspires 

them;  

 offering freedom by allowing autonomy concerning the means (process/how), but not 
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necessarily the ends (what); 

 providing the minimally sufficient financial and time resources;  

 assembling diverse work groups which have a balance of divergent thinking and mutual 

support;  

 providing encouragement through recognition, openness to ideas, and modelling 

collaboration and perseverance in problem solving; and 

 demonstrating organizational support by implementing procedures which demonstrate the 

high value the organization places on creativity, ensuring information sharing and 

collaboration, and mitigating politics.  

When considering the tasks outlined by Amabile (1998), it is evident that leaders need to be 

highly flexible given most tasks represent a dichotomy and require striking a delicate balance. 

Leaders are expected to offer work which is challenging enough without being overwhelming, 

provide resources which promote but don’t dampen creativity, construct heterogeneous groups 

which spawn divergent thinking without imploding, and generously provide encouragement even 

in failure. 

Elkins and Kellar (2003) outlined a similar set of leadership behaviours, suggesting 

leaders inspire a vision for innovation, challenge employees, offer support, and provide 

autonomy, encouragement, and recognition. Likewise, Shalley and Gilson (2004) confirmed the 

importance of leaders offering challenging but not overwhelming employment, enabling a level 

of autonomy, communicating clear goals, offering sufficient resources, providing support, 

feedback, and recognition, and facilitating a climate that supports creativity. The predominant 

leader behaviours which promote innovation are summarized in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Comparison of Innovation-Promoting Leader Behaviour 

Aasen, 
Amundsen, 
Gressgård, & 
Hansen 
(2012) 

Kramer & 
Crespy  
(2011) 

Wiseman 
(2011) 

Amabile  
(1998) 

Steiber, & 
Alänge  
(2013) 

Elkins, & Kellar 
(2003) 

Shalley & 
Gilson (2004) 

 
Is open to  
new ideas 
 
Builds 
relationships   
of trust and 
autonomy 
 
Displays 
orientation 
towards 
improvement 
and change 
 

 
Demonstrates 
openness   to 
creative ideas 
 
Encourages 
collaborative 
relationships  
 
 Allows 
experiment-
ation 

 
Creates safety 
and inspires 
intensity 
 
Facilitates 
collaborative 
decision 
making 
 
Encourages 
people to 
explore and 
offer 
possibilities 
 
Shares 
ownership and 
instills 
accountability 
 
Optimizes 
employee 
potential 
 
Extends 
challenge by 
provoking 
curiosity 

 
Displays 
openness 
 
Facilitates 
divergent but 
effective teams 
 
Models 
collaboration 
 
Navigates 
barriers and 
organizational 
complexity 
 
Provides 
freedom and 
autonomy 
 
Challenges and 
inspires 
 
Provides 
resources 
 
Provides 
encouragement 
and recognition 

 
Demonstrates 
innovation 
and change 
orientation 
 
Acts as 
facilitator and 
coach 
 
Removes 
obstacles 
 
 
 

 
Inspires a vision 
for innovation 
 
Challenges 
employees 
 
 Offers support  
 
Provides 
autonomy 
 
Provides 
encouragement, 
and recognition. 

 
Offers 
challenging but 
not 
overwhelming 
work 
 
Provides 
support 
 
Enables 
autonomy 
 
Communicates 
clear goals 
 
Offers sufficient 
resources 
 
Provides 
feedback and 
recognition 
 
Facilitates a 
team 
environment 
that supports 
creativity 
 

 

Leadership skills which promote innovation. 

Basadur (2004) argued that considering skill set is more significant than considering 

what are the right leader characteristics or behaviours. Specifically, Basadur (2004) stressed the 

importance of a leader’s skill in facilitating groups to think innovatively. The value of diverse 

perspectives highlighted previously suggests the leaders’ role is to support groups to navigate 

difference in constructive ways. Basadur (2004) asserted that a leader’s role is to facilitate team 

creative thinking, described as (a) deferring judgment, (b) keeping an open mind, and (c) 

divergent thinking. A teams’ ability to creatively problem solve is critical to innovation and the 

leader carries the responsibility for making that happen. Basadur (2004) advocated for process 
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leaders who share problems and transfer ownership of the problem to the team, encouraging 

them to generate solutions. Process leaders don’t impose change but facilitate it. Pashani and 

Menapace (2014) also highlighted the significance of leaders facilitating group dynamics, 

acknowledging that creativity and innovation require conflict and confrontation in the ideation 

phase and cohesion in the implementation phase. The skill required of a leader to facilitate a 

group to function in the manner most conducive to innovation throughout its various phases is 

indeed significant. The significance of leadership within teams is furthered by Hoch (2013) who 

highlighted the importance of shared leadership amongst team members suggesting it enhances 

innovation.  

Empowering staff. 

 As discussed earlier extensive literature identifies employee empowerment as 

foundational to innovation. Empowerment requires that positional leaders share power. Frieze 

and Wheatley (2011) described leaders as hosts, encouraging positional leaders to use their 

position to convene and empower people to be innovative.  

The tasks articulated the previous paragraphs by Amabile (1998), and Elkins and Kellar 

(2003) bear some similarity to the behaviours ascribed to transformational leadership. 

Transformational leadership is considered to promote employee creativity (Gumusluoglu & 

Ilsev, 2007; Jung, Chow, &Wu, 2003; Shin &Zhou, 2003). Bass (1995) described 

transformational leaders as charismatic role models considerate of employee’s individuality—

leaders who inspire motivation and provide intellectual stimulation. Yukl (2013) suggested that 

the essence of transformational leadership is inspiring, developing, and empowering followers. 

In considering these descriptions it is evident that the ability to empower employees is a core 
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skill of the transformational leader. Perhaps it is not as important to characterize a leadership 

style such as transformational, but rather focus on leader behaviours which empower. 

The research literature outlines specific leadership behaviours that contribute to 

empowerment. Steiber and Alänge (2013) shared the system used by Google to ensure 

continuous innovation. Leaders were described as empowering staff members by acting as 

coaches and facilitators. Wiseman (2011) distinguished between multiplying and diminishing 

leader behaviours. She suggested these behaviours determine the extent to which leaders 

empower employees to use their full capacity for problem solving and creativity. Multiplying 

leader behaviours acknowledge and promote the potential that exists within the workforce. They 

include attracting talent, generating an intensity that requires the best of employees, challenging 

employees, encouraging debate, and instilling ownership and accountability. She described 

diminishing behaviours as often unintentional but limiting nonetheless. These include operating 

strictly hierarchically, prescribing rather than inspiring a vision, offering too many ideas that 

generate chaos, and rescuing employees when a project is struggling. 

Amabile, Schatzel, Moneta, and Kramer (2004) examined employee perceptual and 

affective reactions to specific leader behaviours and the subsequent impact on employee 

creativity. In addition to highlighting positively associated behaviors, they also suggested it is 

important to recognize negative or unhelpful leadership behaviors. Their study concluded that (a) 

monitoring progress unfairly/inefficiently, (b) unclear or inappropriate role expectations, and (c) 

not addressing important problems had significant negative impact on creativity, and 

subsequently innovation. 

Leadership summary. 
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In summary, the literature offers many leader qualities which promote innovation. These 

may be classified into three categories (a) tangibly creating an environment conducive to 

innovation, (b) behaviours which empower employees, and (c) skills which facilitate innovative 

capacity in teams. Leader actions that are critical to creating an environment conducive to 

innovation include demonstrating a high value for innovation and providing permission and 

resources. Behaviours which empower employees include providing a balance of both freedom 

and autonomy, promoting shared leadership, and providing recognition for innovation-promoting 

action among staff. Specific skills required of leaders include the ability to inspire and motivate a 

creative workforce and facilitate team interactions which foster creativity and innovation. The 

following paragraphs will focus on organizational environments which promote innovation. 

Organizational Environment  

 It is important to consider the organizational environment when considering how 

innovation occurs in organizations. The following paragraphs will outline organizational factors 

which are represented in the literature as significant to innovation. The information presented 

here draws on literature from the fields of educational reform, management studies, 

organizational change, human resources, leadership studies, and applied research on 

organizational innovation. While many organizational features important to innovation are 

evident within the literature, here I will focus on organizational climate and organizational 

structures.  

Organizational climate.  

Most models of innovation discuss the significance of organizational climate in 

fostering innovation. Within the literature organizational climate and organizational culture are 

often used interchangeably, though some argue that they are different constructs (Puccio & 
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Cabra, 2010). Within this literature review the two terms are not distinguished from one another 

and are used synonymously. Several researchers suggested organizational climate is the most 

significant factor (e. g., Folkestad & Gonzalez, 2010; Hunter et al., 2007) in promoting or 

inhibiting innovation. Barsh, Capozzi, and Davidson (2008) commented that even the most 

skilled leaders will require the right organizational climate to execute innovation. They asserted 

that at the highest level of the organization, innovation must be explicitly part of the strategic 

management agenda, innovation networks must be encouraged, and an innovation culture based 

on trust in employees must be cultivated.  

Anthony (2010) cautioned that organizations wishing to innovate must ensure that the 

pull of the core way of doing things doesn’t stifle innovation. Basadur (2004) concurred with this 

concept suggesting that organizations tend to look for what is familiar rather than unique. 

Organizations see the currently available solutions rather than looking for a new or innovative 

solution. Within the educational reform literature, several theorists suggested that public 

education in and of itself limits creativity and innovation. Boden (2001) described school culture 

as having, “an unbending insistence on the ‘right’ answer, the ‘right’ way of finding it, [and] an 

unwillingness (or inability) to analyze the wrong answer to see whether it might have some 

merit” (Boden, 2001, p. 98). Hargreaves (2007) pointed to external pressure, asserting that 

demands for quality assurance in higher education limit opportunities for creativity and risk-

taking. He suggested the system as a whole is risk averse due to the current climate of quality 

control through standardized testing, describing school systems as systems which suppress 

opportunities for students and staff members to demonstrate creativity, risk taking, and 

innovation. In an interview on the role of education in shaping culture, Noam Chomsky (1999) 

responded that: 
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It starts in kindergarten: The school system tries to repress independence; it tries to 

teach obedience. Kids and other people are not induced to challenge and question, but 

the contrary. If you start questioning, you’re a behaviour problem or something like 

that; you’ve got to be disciplined. You’re supposed to repeat, obey, and follow orders. 

(p. 117) 

Contrary to this perspective, Guskey (1995) suggested that the education sector is “fraught with 

innovation” (p. 9), so much so that each innovation may be considered a passing fad.  

In considering innovation within an organization, it may be helpful to determine the 

prevailing climate or operating paradigm. Assessing the starting point and possible impact of the 

climate on innovation is an essential first step. Organizational climate surveys (e.g. KEYS 

assessment, Amabile, Burnside, & Gryskiewciz, 1999) provide ways to measure employee 

perceptions of the extent to which the work environment supports creativity and innovation 

(Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby, & Herron, 1996; Amabile et al., 1999; Anderson &West, 1998; 

Rao & Weintraub, 2013; Whelan et al., 2011).  

In examining employee driven innovation Aasen, Amundsen, Gressgård, and Hansen 

(2012) outlined features critical to developing an innovation culture. They advised that 

organizations should assess their collaborative capacity, learning environment, networking 

spaces/opportunities, and distribution of power/decision making when considering their potential 

to innovate. Others have described innovative work environments as welcoming of ideas and 

“blame-free” (Crenshaw &Yoder-Wise, 2013, p. 26). The idea of blame alludes to the role of 

failure in innovation. Given that innovation is “an uncertain process towards the future” 

(Fugslang & Mattsson, 2011, p.449), the level of organizational comfort with uncertainty is 

significant. Some theorists have suggested that Weick’s (1979; 1995) concept of sensemaking, in 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  45 

particular holding an assertion about the future, or espousing a belief about the perfect future 

scenario may support organizations to enter into innovation with less fear of failure (Brink, 2011; 

Fugslang & Mattson, 2011). The organization’s perspective on failure is significant to 

innovation, “learning from failure has been heralded as essential for organizational innovation, 

adaptation, and success in a changing environment” (Cannon & Edmondson, 2001, p. 

161). Innovation possesses an inherent risk of failure, so understanding the organizational 

climate for tolerating, accepting, or even celebrating failure is prudent.  

 Organizational climates with tolerance for risk and failure may intuitively seem more 

innovation friendly. Innovation differs from the traditional operations of organizations which 

often follow a path of goal setting, strategic planning, and implementation. Hill, Brandeau, 

Truelove, and Lineback (2015) suggested that organizations that innovate “invite failure as part 

of the cost of discovery” (para. 15). Anthony (2010) asserted that failure is an essential part of 

innovation, and suggested destruction makes way for the creation of something new. 

Encouraging the destruction of traditional ways of doing things, particularly things that have 

been successful may feel risky for an organization.  

 Organizational structure. 

Within this section organizational structure refers to how an organization is organized 

including hierarchy, reporting lines/communication, and structures which promote innovative 

practice. As outlined previously, employee empowerment and empowering leadership 

behaviours are important precursors to innovation and relate to organizational power structures, 

reporting lines, and communication. The use of the term empowerment is significant when 

considering innovation within hierarchical systems as empowerment requires that leaders share 

power. The literature presented previously suggested that hierarchical systems which promote 
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employee empowerment, where leaders demonstrate empowering leadership behaviours, will 

have increased capacity for innovative practice (e.g., Aasen et al., 2012; Amabile, 1998; Elkins 

& Kellar, 2003; Hill et al., 2015; Tripathi et al., 2013; Shalley & Gilson, 2004). This suggests 

that hierarchical power structures within organizations do not by default limit innovation, 

particularly where processes for empowering employees are in place and leaders demonstrate 

empowering behaviours. The balance of this section will focus on specific structures which can 

promote innovation within organizations. 

Spaces/structures which promote innovation are evident throughout the literature. 

Commonly referenced structures include innovation incubators, design labs, collaboratories, and 

innovation hubs (Binder & Brandt, 2008; O’Connor & Ayers, 2005). Essentially a design lab is a 

place where participants explore a problem mutually, and collaboratively design and experiment 

with potential solutions—a place where tools are available to support innovative ideas being 

translated into action. Westley, Goebey, and Robinson (2012) asserted that the most effective 

design labs demonstrate the following elements 

 utilize broad based data to inform a deep understanding; 

 collaborative co creation of solutions from diverse participants; 

 purpose built physical space conducive for creativity—supporting participants to leave 

roles behind; 

 clear processes and facilitation;  

 rapid prototyping; 

 multi disciplinary support staff; and 

 continuous learning (pp. 9-10).  
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Whelan, Parise, de Valk, and Aalbers (2011) proposed having a structured network of idea 

scouts who search or generate ideas, and idea connectors who are networked to refine/enable an 

idea. They acknowledged that having an idea and supporting the implementation of an idea may 

require different structures. Providing infrastructure to support innovation being actualized 

within a system is critical. The research literature is clear on the advantage of purposeful 

structures for innovation and provides many options for organizations wishing to innovate. In the 

following paragraphs, processes that promote innovation are explored. 

Processes that Promote Innovation 

 Innovation can be promoted by intentional processes scaffolded within an organization. 

Anthony (2010) suggested that “most organizations are designed to execute, not innovate” (para. 

18). As suggested by Puccio and Cabra (2010) deliberate processes designed to achieve 

innovation provide concrete, tangible ways to facilitate innovation within organizations. The 

innovation literature provides many recommendations for innovation processes. The information 

presented here draws on literature from the fields of business, management studies, educational 

reform, organizational change, design research, and applied research on organizational 

innovation. Examples of implementation processes are explored in the following paragraphs. 

Design thinking is explored in depth as the results of this inquiry highlighted this as a promising 

practice for the YRDSB. Design thinking holds the potential to address key findings which are 

outlined within Chapter 4. Additionally, one tool of design thinking—prototyping will be 

considered in detail due to its capacity to address managing risk which was a significant finding 

outlined in Chapter 4. Direct reference to the YRDSB application of implementation processes 

will not be found here but will be examined within the conclusions and recommendations found 

in Chapters 4 and 5. 
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Processes that promote innovation. 

King and Lakhani (2013) categorized the process of innovation in two stages: (a) idea 

generation, and (b) idea selection. Many idea generation and selection processes are outlined in 

the literature. One example is Kao’s (1997) process entitled jamming. Reminiscent of jam 

sessions conducted by musicians, Kao described jamming as a creative process which takes an 

idea—builds, expands, and reduces it, and then puts it back together into something new.

 Other tangible processes include the provision of time for creative thinking—a 

protected time of personal reflection to allow imagining possibilities (Crenshaw &Yoder-Wise, 

2013). Google is renowned for its 80/20 rule, with 80% of time spent on core business, and 20% 

of time spent on creative ideation. Ross (2015) highlighted that Google however, has since 

abandoned this practice in favor of a more targeted innovation strategy, where innovative efforts 

are focused on top down identified priority areas. A driving feature in the shift was the inability 

to respond to the amount of ideation that was generated. Staff members are still engaged in the 

ideation process but within tightly defined parameters that align with organizational priorities. 

Processes for idea generation and selection take many forms and are key initiating features in an 

innovation framework; however, they are not the whole picture; attention to implementation is 

vital.  

Anthony et al. (2015) cautioned against opening the organization up for flow of ideas 

without processes for implementation. They suggested a common flaw in innovation efforts is 

having a process for idea generation and selection but not having a mechanism for 

experimentation and implementation of those ideas.  

Design thinking is a distinct process described in the literature which supports the 

implementation of innovations. It is a human-centered design process which has at its core, a 
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thorough understanding of the needs of the end user. When using design thinking, innovation is 

driven by an understanding of what would benefit the end user. Design thinking is both “means 

and strategy” (Efeoglu, Møller, Sérié, & Boer, 2015, p. 254). Promoting expansive thinking, it is 

useful for addressing complex human-centered problems (Efeoglu et.al, 2015). 

Wattanasupachoke (2012) outlined three phases of design thinking: (a) inspiration—stemming 

from a thorough understanding of customer ideas/needs, (b) ideation, and (c) implementation and 

integration. Table 2 highlights key design thinking principles and processes evident within the 

literature. 

Table 2: Comparison of Design Thinking Principles and Processes 

Haasi and  
Laakso (2011) 

The Stanford Institute 
of Design (2011) 

Binder and  
Brandt (2008) 

 
Human centered approach 
 
Thinking by doing 
 
Visualizing 
 
Combines divergent and 
convergent approaches 
 
Embraces a collaborative work 
style 

 
Empathizes with the end user 
 
Ideation flows from a deep understanding of 
the end user 
 
Focuses on human values  
 
Biased towards doing rather than thinking  
 
Collaborative and involves divergent thinkers 
 
Shows rather than tells 
 
Communicates an inspiring and coherent vision 
 
Embraces experimentation and prototyping 
 
Is process driven 

 
Driven by user needs 
 
Engages participants on 
issues important to them 
  
Participants collaborate on 
equal terms utilizing a 
transparent, participatory 
process of collaborative 
inquiry 
 
Encourages 
experimentation and 
prototyping of ideas 

 

Edwards-Schachter, Matti, and Alcántara (2012) described the role of end users on a 

continuum from “customer, consumer, user, adapter, participant, lead user, to co creator” (p. 

682). This evolution demonstrates the level of participation/co-creation possible in design 

thinking and far exceeds traditional consultation models. Within an education system end users 

would include students and staff members. Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo (1987) suggested 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  50 

we be “fundamentally concerned with student experience. [Take] the problems and needs of the 

students themselves as the starting point. . . confirming and legitimating the knowledge and 

experience through which students give meaning to their lives” (p. 20). Design thinking in an 

educational context holds exciting potential for leveraging student voice.  

 Prototyping is one of the key features of design thinking, and a promising practice 

highlighted within the innovation literature. Couglan, Suri, and Canales (2007) described 

prototypes as initiating experiments which allow for learning, reduce the level of risk or concern 

about failure, and limit emotional attachment to the idea. Prototypes can be co-created by 

multiple stakeholders, create a shared understanding and experience, and allow innovators to 

“move beyond talking and thinking about a problem. . . . to action” (p. 5). A misconception of 

prototyping is that it refers to product creation only; however, prototyping of processes is also 

documented in the literature (Binder & Brandt, 2008; Coughlan et al., 2007). Coughlan et al. 

(2007) suggested role playing as a method of prototyping when the innovation involves a change 

in practice/behaviour/delivery of service. Other tools for prototyping include games, structure 

models, sketching, process maps, and so on. 

Couglan et al. (2007) highlighted that prototyping 

 helps the organization to learn by doing, or “building to think” (p. 6). . . rather than 

dialogue, discussion, analysis etc. Prototyping provides a concrete expression of ideas 

and helps avoid analysis paralysis;  

 supports “learning faster by failing earlier” (p. 6). Failures are identified quickly before 

anyone is too emotionally invested in the change/idea and are “recoverable errors of 

small scale” (p. 12), creating a safe-to fail environment. It is a quick, inexpensive way of 

testing an idea before developing it further; 
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 gives permission to try something new by acting it out. People don’t have to think about 

changing what they do.  

 Prototyping is a valuable tool for managing risk and failure. One of the fundamental 

operating principles of prototyping is having a safe to fail environment (Snowden, 2012). 

Snowden (2012) outlined several critical features of a safe to fail environment 

 multiple, parallel experiments occurring based on differing/competing theories or 

proposed solution; 

 able to manage and recover from any prototype failures; 

 stretching boundaries enough that a percentage of prototypes do indeed fail; 

 prototype based on solid evidence/thinking, not a blind stab in the dark; 

 demonstrating action versus talking 

 can monitor its impact in real time 

 have a damping and amplification strategy so you know when to consider it a failure and 

shut it down, or identify it as a success and scale up.  

Snowden (2012) asserted that complex problems cannot be solved by discussion and analysis. He 

advocated for action through prototyping and experimentation. He suggested this method reduces 

conflict in decision making as multiple theories can be tested out as prototypes with the results 

speaking for themselves. Action and implementation of ideas is most certainly pivotal for 

innovation and highlights the advantage of prototyping.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter has introduced the reader to a range of scholarship directly related to 

innovation. The purpose of this review is to lay the theoretical foundation for ideas that emerged 

from participants in this study and that will be explored in more depth in the final two chapters of 
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this thesis. In the meantime, having reviewed the relevant literature within this chapter, I now 

turn to an overview of the inquiry approach and methodology used in this study.  
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Chapter Three: Inquiry Approach and Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodology used in this inquiry including the inquiry approach 

and supporting rationale for research methods. The chapter begins with an outline of the inquiry 

approach, inquiry methods, project participants, and outlines the study conduct and process of 

data analysis. Finally, the ethical concerns within this inquiry are addressed.  

Inquiry Approach 

This inquiry used the action research engagement (ARE) model (Rowe, Graf, Agger-

Gupta, Piggot-Irvine, & Harris, 2013) combined with an appreciative stance (based on the 

methodology of appreciative inquiry, AI). In the following paragraphs ARE will be described, 

the methodology of action research (AR) from which ARE was derived will be articulated in 

greater detail, and the significance of using an appreciative stance in this inquiry will be 

explored. This section will outline the literature related to ARE, AR, and AI, which together 

form the methodological approach to this inquiry. The specific data collection methods 

(interviews and photovoice focus group) will be described in the following section. 

Action research engagement (ARE). 

The ARE model is based on the more commonly known methodology of action research 

(Brown &Tandon, 1983; Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011; Stringer, 

2014), but places greater emphasis on engaging stakeholders early in the process to initiate 

conversation among key stakeholders, establish the foundation for inquiry-based organizational 

change, and prepare the sponsoring organization to take action beyond the timeline of this 

research project. ARE facilitates engagement, commitment, and readiness for change through “a 

cyclical process of inquiry, dialogue, and deliberation...based on the theoretical premises about 

the role of dialogue and participation in inquiry processes” (Rowe, et al., 2013, p.6). The ARE 
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model was designed to attend to the challenges of implementing change which is often the result 

of ineffective stakeholder engagement. Intentional and thoughtful stakeholder participation early 

in a change process mitigates opposition to change and furthers progress in implementing change 

(Rowe et al., 2013). 

The following paragraphs will explain AR in more detail. It is intentional that AR is 

outlined in further detail as opposed to ARE. Given ARE’s roots as a Royal Roads University 

approach to applied research, it does not yet have a substantive body of published literature. As 

AR is foundational to ARE, a deeper understanding of AR is helpful in supporting this inquiry. 

Action research (AR). 

There are many benefits to an AR approach, including context specific research, 

modelling collaboration, and encouraging participation. AR assists organizations to “collectively 

investigate their own situation” (Stringer, 2014, p. 15), and establishes a common vision and 

sense of community. AR builds a shared understanding of the research focus within the 

organization, and is a collaborative, democratic partnership process. Participants develop shared 

goals and skills, build collaborative relationships, and generate sustainable momentum for 

change (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Stringer, 2014). This collaborative approach to inquiry 

provides organizations “with the means to take systematic action” (Stringer, 2014, p. 8). AR 

enables “groups of people to formulate mutually acceptable solutions [while recognizing] the 

complexities of human interaction” (Stringer, 2014, p. 40).  

The AR methodology was especially significant to this inquiry as the values of AR align 

to key principles involved in innovation which were outlined in Chapter 2. In particular, the 

values of collaboration, empowerment, a focus on the end user, and stakeholder participation are 

significant to both AR and innovation. Establishing collaborative relationships and empowering 
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stakeholders through participation is foundational to both AR and innovation (Coghlan & 

Brannick, 2010; Hill et al., 2015; Kramer & Crespy, 2011; Stringer, 2007; Tripathi, et al., 2013). 

Rather than an external approach (with the researcher positioned as an outsider looking in), the 

AR methodology that informed this inquiry enabled insiders (YRDSB employees) to generate 

data with respect to their own system. Coghlan and Brannick (2010) affirmed this approach 

outlining that action research allows people within the organization to be active participants in 

the research rather than subjects or objects of study. The AR approach invited YRDSB 

employees to share their perspectives on the key question within this inquiry, which was 

developed in collaboration with an organizational sponsor during several months of consultation 

prior to initiating this study. As a reminder, the overarching question was: How can the YRDSB 

enhance their capacity for innovation? The following sub questions supported assessing the 

current and possible future capacity for innovation: 

1. What are the organizational conditions, processes, and structures that encourage 

innovation? 

2. Where does innovation exist currently within the YRDSB and what promotes it? 

3. How can the YRDSB anticipate and overcome the roadblocks to innovation? 

4. How can the YRDSB pilot the emergent, innovative ideas? 

These questions characterize three types of meta-reflection critical to AR where participants 

reflect on content (the issue/what’s happening), process (how things are being done), and 

premise (underlying assumptions and perspectives) (Mezirow, 1991). Throughout the AR 

process both the researcher and participants engage in cycles of meta-reflection. There is a 

continuous cycle of planning, implementing, and evaluating (Stringer, 2014), also described as 

planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Altrichter, Kemmis, McTaggart, Zuber-Skerritt, 
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2002). Coghlan and Brannick (2010) provided a simple explanation of the process of AR 

suggesting it consists of a story/narrative, extensive reflection on the story/narrative, and drawing 

a working theory based on that reflection. 

The goal of this research is to support the YRDSB to improve its capacity for 

innovation. As outlined in Chapter 1, this goal was co created with YRDSB stakeholders via 

structured engagement of YRDSB staff members throughout my two years of coursework as a 

Royal Roads M.A. Leadership student. Research is especially valuable when it facilitates 

improvement or positive change. AR delivers on this expectation through its basic steps: 

“constructing, planning action, taking action, and evaluating action” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, 

p. 8). This research will provide recommendations for action while the implementation of those 

actions is beyond the scope of this study.  

Six months prior to this inquiry a system wide employee consultation was conducted 

informing the YRDSB’s renewed Mission, Vision, and Values. As outlined in Chapter 1, this 

consultation revealed that employees valued innovation. This newly emergent value was 

formally launched within the organization’s mission, vision, and values—suggesting a shared 

desire for innovation exists at the organizational level. Utilizing AR methodology allowed this 

inquiry to focus on innovation specific to the unique context of the YRDSB. Multiple methods 

were used within this inquiry and will be further detailed in the section on study conduct below.  

Innovation in and of itself implies action, and AR provides a process to guide that action. 

The process of AR throughout this inquiry modelled conditions that encourage innovation. 

Stringer (2014) suggested AR enables participants to “acquire valuable insights . . . assisting 

them in formulating effective solutions to problems that permeate their lives” (p. 3). Although 

the current state of innovative practice may not be considered a problem to be solved, innovation 
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is often about problem solving or creating more effective ways of doing things, which is directly 

in line with the methodology of AR.  

Appreciative stance. 

Additionally, I describe my approach as having an appreciative stance because it was 

informed by appreciative inquiry (AI), but was not designed as a complete AI process. AI 

suggests that an organization can achieve its goals by looking for what works within the 

organization and building on it (Hammond, 1998). An underlying philosophy is that an 

organization “is a mystery to be embraced” (Hammond, 1998, p. 24). This inquiry is described as 

using an appreciative stance as it has features of AI, but there is not complete fidelity to the AI 

approach. The AI framework consists of a process which moves through four phases, referred to 

as the 4Ds ―Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 47). I 

applied the spirit of this approach through an appreciative, strength-based stance throughout this 

inquiry. An appreciative stance carries the philosophy of AI, focusing more on what is working 

and what participants want more of, with less focus on problem solving (Bushe & Pitman, 1991).  

AR coupled with an appreciative stance was an effective research approach within the 

YRDSB. The use of an appreciative stance is a significant distinction. This inquiry focused on 

enhancing innovation, which acknowledges that it currently exists. The goal of this inquiry was 

to examine successful innovative practice within the YRDSB, generate “a heightened awareness 

of what works” (Stringer, 2014, p. 12), and extrapolate what was learned in order to enhance 

innovation systemically. Applying both an AR methodology and an appreciative stance 

demonstrated possible practices important to innovation.  
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Inquiry Methods 

 This section outlines the methods and processes of data collection, collation, and 

analysis used during this inquiry. Photovoice, focused conversation, and interview methods were 

employed. The photovoice and focused conversation methods were integrated to yield a 

photovoice focus group, this term will be used throughout the thesis. Each of these methods is 

outlined in more detail in the paragraphs that follow, including the rationale for their 

appropriateness for this inquiry. This section will not explicitly outline how each was applied in 

this inquiry. A detailed outline of the explicit study conduct is described later on within this 

chapter in the section entitled “Study Conduct”. 

Stringer (2014) described the process of AR as look, think, act. Within this inquiry the 

photovoice focus groups provided a view of innovation within the YRDSB (look), which 

facilitated critical reflection and analysis of the promoters and barriers to innovation (think). The 

interviews with senior leaders considered the context of the YRDSB and its unique impact on 

innovation (think). This prepared the YRDSB for action (act) by generating insight and 

investment from the decision makers capable of making change happen. In addition, the 

photovoice method also integrated an emotional element (feel). This is consistent with Kotter and 

Cohen’s (2002) recommendation that change initiatives use a creative approach aimed at stirring 

the feelings that motivate useful action” (p.8). The use of AR within this inquiry achieved the 

objectives of engaging stakeholders early in the process, capitalizing on their thoughts, ideas, and 

feelings about innovation in the YRDSB, and preparing them to act on the recommendations 

resultant from this inquiry. 

 Data collection methods. 
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As has already been outlined, this inquiry used multiple methods of data collection to 

explore innovation within the context of the YRDSB. The theoretical context of each method is 

described in greater detail below; however, a detailed outline of how each was applied will not 

appear here, but will be discussed later within this chapter in the section entitled “Study 

Conduct”.  

Photovoice.  

 Arts based research methods provide a unique form of data within the realm of research. 

“Symbol, metaphor, and imagery play an important role in reasoning, explaining, and 

understanding the world enabling new connections between things concrete and things abstract” 

(Clover, 2014). Within this inquiry photovoice was used. Photovoice utilizes both photography 

and a structured group process (Chonody, Ferman, Amitrani-Welsh, & Martin, 2012). It 

promotes “critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues through large and small group 

discussion of photographs” (Wang & Burris, 1997). The group process utilized within this 

inquiry was a focused conversation occurring within a focus group setting (described below). 

Participants take a photo, or select a magazine/online photo which documents/represents their 

perspective on the topic of the research. “Photovoice is typically used to allow participants to 

visually document their experiences through the use of photography to promote social change” 

(Langdon, Walker, Colquitt, Pritchard, 2014, p. 22). Photovoice provides participants with a 

vehicle for communicating their perspective. 

Photovoice was chosen as a method for this inquiry as in this instance it provided a low 

risk entry point for participants to engage in a dialogue about their own organization. Photovoice 

allows participants to communicate through a conduit. It enables participants to externalize their 

perspective using their choice and description of a photo, rather than having to share a 
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perspective in a more forthright manner. Wang (1999) offered three benefits of utilizing 

photovoice which were advantageous in this inquiry: (a) participants were able to document their 

perceptions using photos, (b) it provided a platform for group discussion, and (c) it could be used 

to influence or promote system change. Additionally, photovoice is a creative method which 

aligns well with the focus on innovation. Given the relationship between creativity and 

innovation, it seemed important to demonstrate this alignment with an arts based research 

method. 

 Focus group.  

 In this inquiry, the small group discussion phase of photovoice was achieved utilizing a 

focus group. Two focus groups were conducted to engage participants in reflecting on the themes 

present within their selected photos and explore implications for enhancing innovation within the 

YRDSB. A detailed description of how this was conducted follows in the section entitled “Study 

Conduct”. 

Focus groups are particularly valuable in action research to explore “multiple 

perspectives on a similar experience” (Glesne, 2011, p. 130). Focus groups create an 

environment where a group can collectively explore the perceptions, assumptions, and 

implications related to the topic at hand, generating a rich data set. The process is iterative in 

nature and the participants engage with one another reflecting on the building dialogue (George, 

2013; Morgan, 1997). Focus groups were selected for this inquiry based on the importance of 

group discussion within the photovoice method—providing a mechanism for groups to 

collectively discuss the research topic. Additionally, focus groups were an ideal choice due to the 

significant time savings they afforded (George, 2013). This approach fit with the timelines for 

this inquiry. 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  61 

A specific approach to focused dialogue was used within the focus groups. The Focused 

Conversation method was originally intended for reflecting on and understanding art forms so 

was an appropriate pairing with photovoice (Nelson, 2001). The Focused Conversation method 

examines data using an evolving conversation moving through the objective, reflective, 

interpretive, and decisional levels (ORID) of considering data (Nelson, 2001). The level of 

potential risk taking evolves throughout the conversation. At the objective level participants 

describe factually what it is they see within the data, during the reflective level participants 

reflect on how the data impacted them (i.e., excited, worried, surprised), at the interpretive level 

participants interpret the meaning of the data within the context at hand, and in the final 

decisional level participants decide what needs to happen to respond to the data. The Focused 

Conversation method is a useful tool in facilitating conversations while attending to participants’ 

safety. 

Interviews.  

Interviews are commonly used in qualitative research for collecting information and 

gaining insight into “attitudes, experiences, processes, behaviours, or predictions” (Rowley, 

2012, p.261). Roulston (2010) suggested that interviews create a more intimate setting between 

the participant and researcher allowing for deeper knowledge sharing. Interviews provide a 

private setting which avoids the impact multiple participants may have on each other in a group 

setting. “Researchers use research interviews as a way to access the participants’ descriptions of 

their life worlds” Roulston (2011, p. 1). In this way, interviews allow for highly personalized 

data to emerge allowing the interviewer the opportunity to explore alternative explanations, 

meaning, attitudes, opinions, and experiences while probing for deeper understanding (Glesne, 

2011).  
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Semi-structured interviews were used within this inquiry. A semi structured interview is 

based on a set of six to twelve carefully crafted questions, delivered in a set order, having some 

degree of flexibility, with a subset of questions and probes available as needed (Rowley, 2012). 

The use of interviews was an intentional choice for a specific subset of participants, in particular 

the most senior level decision makers within the YRDSB, the Senior Team. For Senior Team 

members, the use of interviews generated safety and confidentiality which may not have been 

possible in a group setting. Group processes limit confidentiality and can bias responses (Glesne, 

2011). The use of interviews with Senior Team members was intended to engage with, and 

gather data from the people best positioned to move forward the YRDSB innovation agenda. 

Project Participants 

To consider innovation systemically within the YRDSB context, it was important to have 

multiple levels of the organization engaged in the inquiry. Within action research, researchers 

“need to ensure all stakeholders—people whose lives are affected—participate in defining and 

exploring the problem or service under investigation” (Stringer, 2014, p. 77). Having people who 

represent multiple levels of the organization involved enhanced the relevance of the research to a 

broader set of employees. The employees invited to participate in the two methods described 

below were representative of diverse departments and/or staff groups including Human Resource 

Services, Plant Services, Manager’s Council, Education and Community Services, Student 

Services, Curriculum and Instructional Services, Leadership Development, and the Senior Team.  

For both the photovoice focus groups and interviews, a judgment sample (Marshall, 

1996) of YRDSB employees was selected. A judgment sample of specific employee populations 

provided “the most productive sample to answer the research question” (p. 523). For the YRDSB 

this included stakeholders from the front line, management, and senior leadership. This group 
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was considered a productive sample as this inquiry was designed to engage stakeholders for 

whom innovation was most relevant. This included staff members with direct classroom impact, 

regional impact, departmental impact and senior leaders with decision making capacity for 

implementing innovation.  

While judgment sampling was used to ensure members from different levels of the 

organization had opportunity to participate, this study also employed a convenience sample 

(Glesne, 2011) for the photovoice focus groups and interviews. Despite the high number of 

possible participants, only two focus groups (max.12 participants each) and 12 interviews were 

offered. As Masters level researchers Royal Roads University students are encouraged to confine 

participation to a manageable scope. Additionally, these limits met the requirements of the 

YRDSB internal research committee who requested participation be limited to ensure people in 

the system were not significantly taxed. This is a standard process for the YRDSB given the 

number of researchers applying to conduct research within the system. The maximum of 12 

participants for each focus group is slightly higher than the recommended size for an effective 

focus group (Glesne, 2011) but was considered manageable and within the limits outlined above. 

Photovoice focus group participants. 

The first population invited to participate in a photovoice focus group was an 

interdisciplinary regional cross section of employees working from a common location, the 

Centre for Leadership and Learning (CLL). This centre houses offices for approximately 150 

staff members (e.g. Regional Curriculum Consultants, Social Workers, Psychologists, Hearing 

and Vision Specialists, Leadership Development staff, Print Services staff, Professional Library 

staff etc.) The second population invited to participate in the second photovoice focus group 

were members of Manager’s Council. This council consists of approximately 25 middle 
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managers. Of those invited to participate five participants voluntarily responded to attend the 

first photovoice focus group (CLL) and six attended the second (Manager’s Council). 

Interviews. 

The interviews were conducted exclusively with members of the YRDSB’s senior 

leadership team, aptly named Senior Team. This sampling approach is considered a purposeful 

sample as participants were intentionally selected with a particular purpose in mind (Stringer, 

2014). The role senior leaders’ play within the organization will allow the recommendations 

resulting from this inquiry to have the greatest potential of being implemented. The rationale for 

involving senior leaders was to have staff with the capacity to both make and implement 

decisions within the organization. Stringer (2014) highlighted the importance of engaging 

“people in positions of influence and authority” (p. 79) to leverage the potential of the action 

research process. The Senior Team members are the decision makers with influence and 

authority. Interviews were offered to all 23 members of the Senior Team, with seven members 

consenting to participate in an interview.  

 Inquiry team.  

 Royal Roads University recommends the use of an inquiry team throughout the research 

process. Throughout this inquiry, an inquiry team provided consultation as needed. Although I 

did not collect data from them directly (with the exception of one member), this team assisted me 

throughout the research process and consisted of two representatives from the YRDSB research 

department, one representative from Manager’s Council, an Associate Director, a Senior Team 

member, an administrative support staff member, and two fellow Royal Roads colleagues. Each 

member of the team signed a letter of agreement which outlined the role of the inquiry team, 

confidentiality, and ethical standards of practice (see Appendix J).  
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Inquiry Team members were selected based on the roles required to support the 

successful completion of this inquiry. Roles included research design; pilot testing the methods; 

and providing feedback on draft findings, conclusions, and recommendations. Participation was 

voluntary, and members were selected based on their scope of influence or expertise. Inquiry 

team members brought diverse expertise to the research process and spanned the fields of 

research, management, senior leadership, human resources management, and administrative 

support.  

 Additionally, Royal Roads University requires a member of the organization involved in 

the inquiry to act as a sponsor. Throughout each phase of the inquiry, my sponsor was kept up to 

date and provided with summary information. She used her knowledge of the organizational 

structure and culture to guide this inquiry as was strategic to do so.  

Study Conduct 

 The following section outlines how the photovoice focus groups and interviews were 

conducted. A description of the invitation and consent processes is provided, as well as detailed 

process information related to each method.  

Photovoice focus groups.  

As described above, most often photovoice involves participants taking photographs 

connected to the primary research question. Within this inquiry, participants were offered the 

opportunity to take a photograph which represents their perspective on innovation within the 

YRDSB. The following reflection was posed to participants: “Think back to a time when you 

were part of something you would consider innovative. Take a photo that represents how that 

made you feel” (please see Appendices C and D for the letters of invitation that describe this 

process in greater detail). Alternatively, participants were offered the option to select one 
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photograph from a diverse selection of magazine photographs. This was done to encourage 

participation by removing possible barriers to participation. The magazine photographs were 

selected by an administrative support staff member who had no knowledge of the purpose of the 

focus groups. This was done to reduce the possible introduction of bias into the selection of 

photographs.  

Two photovoice focus groups were designed in order to manage the power differential 

which exists between Regional staff and Manager’s Council members. This is consistent with 

Stringer’s (2014) assertion that a core principle in AR is working to “ensure that power 

differentials do not undermine the need to clearly hear the voice of less powerful groups” (p.39). 

An invitation to participate in the photovoice focus group was developed (see Appendix C & D) 

and included a request for a brief narrative accompanying each photograph. As indicated 

previously, the invitation outlined that magazine photographs would be available at the focus 

group should participants wish to select a magazine photo, rather than taking a photo themselves. 

The participants for the photovoice focus groups were invited in two different ways. For 

the first photovoice focus group (FG1) regional employees (teachers, coordinators, 

administrators, managers, and support staff) working at the Centre for Leadership and Learning 

(CLL) were invited to participate. A posted invite (Appendix C) advertised the opportunity to 

employees at CLL, inviting them to participate and requesting they email their expression of 

intent to participate to the researcher. The poster indicated that the first 12 respondents to submit 

a photograph and/or request to participate via magazine photo selection would be invited to the 

focus group and included in the study. As outlined previously, this was to address the concerns 

related to the scope of the research and to ensure a manageable size for meaningful focus group 
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participation. Once expression of intent was received, an email was sent to all participants 

confirming their participation in the focus group and providing time/location details.  

The second photovoice focus group (FG2) was highlighted as a brief verbal agenda item 

at a regularly scheduled Manager’s Council meeting. This was delivered by an Inquiry Team 

member who was an active member of the Manager’s Council. This decision was made on the 

recommendation of the YRDSB internal research department to demonstrate that this inquiry 

was connected to the core business of the Manager’s Council. The brief verbal agenda item 

provided context by alerting members of the email invitation they would be receiving from this 

researcher. Following the meeting, the email invitation was sent to all members of Manager’s 

Council. The invitation to participate outlined that the first 12 respondents to submit a 

photograph and/or demonstrate an expression of intent to participate via magazine photo 

selection will be invited to the focus group and included in the study. This brief email included a 

detailed description of the inquiry (see Appendix D).  

Appendix F contains the precise questions that were asked during the focus group. 

These questions were pilot tested with members of my Inquiry Team to ensure their relevance 

within this inquiry. Inquiry team members provided me with feedback on the process of the 

focus group and their recommendations for improvement were integrated into the final process.  

Consent forms for both focus groups (see Appendix E) were provided in advance of the 

focus group when the invitation was extended. Consent forms were also made available at the 

onset of each focus group in the event participants had not provided their signed consent form in 

advance.  

At the onset of each photovoice focus groups, participants were asked to submit the 

photos they had brought with them and the accompanying narrative. For those who selected the 
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option of selecting a magazine photo, time was provided for them to select a photo and write 

their brief narrative. For both focus groups, the majority of participants selected from the 

magazine photos that were available at the focus group and completed a written narrative 

reflecting on that photo at the onset of the focus group. Three individuals came to the focus 

group with a magazine photo they had themselves sourced and provided a written narrative of 

their reflections. (It would have been of interest to append all photos used within the photovoice 

focus group; however, in this case copyright regulations prohibited their use.) All 

submitted/selected photographs were displayed in the centre of the table and participants were 

provided with five minutes to examine the photographs. This set the stage for the focused 

conversation that followed and stimulated discussion. The focused conversation started with 

participants being asked to reflect on the first photo: “What do you see when you look at that 

photo?  How does it make you feel?” All participants had the opportunity to respond to that 

question for the first photo. The second question was then posed, “What does it remind you of in 

your own experience?” This process was repeated for all photos.  

Following this the next level of discussion occurred where participants engaged in a 

deeper analysis of the photos. To review the full question set please see Appendix F. Both focus 

groups were audio recorded. For the first focus group, detailed notes were taken on flipcharts and 

displayed throughout the process. During the second focus group, the participants opted not to 

have the session recorded on flipcharts; however, suggested the researcher take notes. 

Of particular interest to me as a researcher was the value of using the photovoice method. 

I observed that this method created a significant level of safety for participants. It allowed 

participants to externalize their perspectives on innovation to the context of the photo. This was a 

great initiating activity within the focus groups and provided a safe starting place. Coupled with 
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the focused conversation method, participants moved from an initial place of safety towards 

increased levels of risk as the process unfolded. My experience in using the photovoice focus 

group method was the demonstrated value of using an arts-based method, particularly in an 

environment of political complexity. 

Interviews.  

Interviews were conducted with members of the YRDSB Senior Team. The invitation to 

participate in an interview was highlighted as a brief verbal agenda item at a regularly scheduled 

Senior Team meeting. This was delivered by the Project Sponsor who is a participating member 

of the Senior Team. This was an intentional choice to demonstrate the YRDSB’s commitment to 

this inquiry and to innovation. The brief verbal agenda item provided the context if the inquiry 

and alerted members that they would be receiving an email from this researcher. The email 

invitation to participate was distributed to all 23 members of the Senior Team, and indicated that 

the first 12 to confirm participation would be offered an interview. This brief email included a 

detailed description of the inquiry attached as a PDF document, as well as the consent to 

participate. Once the researcher received an email expression of interest to participate, the 

interview was scheduled with the Senior Team member via their administrative assistant at a 

convenient time and location. As indicated previously, seven members of the Senior Team 

participated in the interviews. 

 Consent forms for all interviews (see Appendix H) were provided in advance when the 

email invitation was extended. Consent forms were also made available for completion at the 

onset of each interview in the event participants had not provided their signed consent form in 

advance.  
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 As highlighted previously, semi-structured interviews were used within this inquiry. At 

the onset of the interview participants were provided with a one page summary of the 

preliminary trends evident within the focus group data and some key themes from the literature 

review. This provided a launching point for the interview discussion and was intended to engage 

senior members of the organization in reflecting on the perspectives gleaned from employees 

who participated in the focus groups, and to consider the high level themes presented in the 

literature review. Participants were provided with approximately 5–10 minutes to consider the 

themes and were asked to indicate when they were ready to begin the interview based on their 

reflections on the information presented. Each interview began with the question “What results 

here catch your attention?” For a full list of interview questions please see Appendix I. Each 

interview lasted approximately one hour and was audio recorded. Participants were ensured that 

their contributions would be presented anonymously and treated as confidential data. 

Data Analysis 

 The following paragraphs outline the process of data analysis. The information 

presented here will pertain to the process of data analysis but will not report any findings or 

provide examples. A detailed account of the findings will be given in Chapter 4.  

The data within this inquiry was analysed in multiple ways. Within the photovoice focus 

groups initial analysis and theming was done by the participants as part of the focused 

conversation process. This is described in further detail in the paragraphs below. As the 

researcher, I transcribed the audio recordings of both focus groups and all seven interviews and 

imported them into the NVivo software program. Additionally, the participant written narratives 

accompanying each of the photos used in the photovoice focus groups were transcribed and 
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entered into NVivo as data. The photo narratives, focus group transcripts, and interview 

transcripts were merged into one integrated data set.  

Within qualitative research “there is a strong need to establish meaning in a systematic 

way” (Miles, 1979, p. 593). To achieve this, the data set in this inquiry was analysed using the 

NVivo software program and applying a technique called verbatim coding (Stringer, 2014), 

which uses “terms and concepts drawn from the words of the participants themselves” (p.140). In 

essence, the participants’ voices were transcribed verbatim creating the data set which was coded 

using the participants own words. These verbatim codes were then categorized and further coded 

using word/synonym frequencies to establish overarching organizing themes. Subthemes were 

identified and all transcribed text was assessed and assigned to the overarching themes and 

subthemes using thematic analysis (Glesne, 2011). Throughout this process themes with similar 

meaning were merged to focus the data into an organizing framework of emergent themes 

according to prominence. Emergent themes were also transcribed onto flipcharts for the 

researcher to analyze further by delving into the innovation literature (this information is found 

in the Conclusions and Recommendations). Early themes were rather simple; however, 

recombinant themes demonstrated evolving complexity.  

Throughout the process of data analysis, the validity of the findings was ensured with 

rigour. While to some readers this may seem a more challenging concept within qualitative 

research, there are numerous processes that support validity. In both the collection and analysis 

of the data several intentional steps and decisions were made. In particular, specific measures 

were taken to ensure the authenticity and trustworthiness of the data, as well as researcher 

reflexivity. These are outlined in the following paragraphs. Given the context specific nature of 

this inquiry, the findings are not intended to be generalized outside of the YRDSB; however, the 
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methods employed will be outlined in sufficient detail in the event another researcher may wish 

to employ or adapt the methods for a subsequent inquiry.  

Authenticity.  

It is important to ensure that data is analysed in a way that ensures authenticity. 

Authenticity refers to the process of respecting the truth within the data. Researchers must ensure 

they remain attentive to the data, maintain a position of inquiring (versus knowing), act 

reasonably when weighing evidence and making judgements, and behave responsibly when 

making decisions (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010).  

A valuable attribute of the focused conversation method which supports authenticity is its 

ability to support participants to theme data in real time. Participants within the photovoice focus 

groups identified preliminary themes within their own data in response to the question set used 

within that method. Stringer (2014) confirmed the value of this practice. He suggested that 

within focus groups when participants engage together in a combined analysis of their 

dialogue/data the authenticity of trends/themes is enhanced.  

Following the focus groups this initial data was further trended to establish a rudimentary 

data set to inform the interviews. Stringer (2014) advised this as a way to “identify the 

significant features and elements that make up the experience and perception of the people 

involved in the study” (p. 139). This initial trending was achieved through verbatim coding using 

NVivo software, using word/synonym frequencies to establish overarching themes. A member of 

my Inquiry Team reviewed the NVivo coding to ensure the management of bias, and the 

consistency and congruency in the trends/themes identified within the data. The verbatim 

principle was applied to key narratives that represented the themes emergent in the data.  

 Trustworthiness.  
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Trustworthiness refers to the integrity of the research and data analysis such that its 

results can be trusted (Stringer, 2014). In this inquiry triangulation, negative case analysis, 

verbatim principle, and member checking were utilized to ensure trustworthiness. The process of 

triangulation of data refers to the inclusion of multiple diverse perspectives and is assisted by 

using multiple methods (Glesne, 2011; Stringer, 2014). In this inquiry multiple methods were 

used and participation was intentionally constructed to ensure diverse participation at different 

levels of the organization. Though the photovoice focus groups and interviews were conducted in 

an iterative fashion, the interviews confirmed and expanded on the photovoice focus group data. 

As described previously, interview participants were provided the themes generated by focus 

group participants, and key concepts emergent from the literature review. The two focus groups 

themselves each provided distinct data sets strengthening the capacity for triangulation.  

Secondly, the interviews allowed a deeper reflection on any data incongruent to what 

might have been expected. This negative case analysis was used to refine the working 

hypotheses about innovation within the YRDSB put forth by focus group participants (Glesne, 

2011, p. 49). This was an important process to surface any assumptions about innovation, and 

possible assumptions/biases about how the YRDSB context impacts innovation.  

 Lastly, trustworthiness was enhanced via the use of the verbatim principle and member 

checking. Both practices ensure that participants confirm that their ideas, experiences and 

perspectives are represented accurately (Glesne, 2011; Stringer, 2014). Information within the 

focus groups was captured in written form via flipchart (FG1), and written notes (FG2) in real-

time. Observably capturing data via flipcharts and written notes provided research participants 

with an opportunity to check for the accuracy the information captured. Participants were 

informed that the intention of the notes was for member checking, and were asked to correct 
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anything captured incorrectly. When information was summarized or themed it was member 

checked both using the flipcharts/written notes during the focus groups. Key narratives were 

cited verbatim reflecting the experiences and opinions of participants. Audio recording and 

transcription occurred for all photovoice focus groups and senior team interviews to ensure all 

data was captured accurately.  

 Reflexivity. 

Further to these efforts, mindfully attending to my own bias as a researcher throughout 

the process was essential. Snoeren, Niessen, and Abma (2011) cautioned that AR – like all 

research – risks being influenced by the researcher’s own attitudes, values, and beliefs. I am a 

proponent of innovative practice and would like to see it enhanced within my organization. 

Included in this may be some assumptions about hierarchy and its relationship to innovation. If 

not cautious I could perceive data from the lens of this bias. As recommended by Miles (1979) I 

was intentional within the interviews to ensure I did not seed the discussion with any bias. In 

particular, I was careful not to lead the interviewee in their responses and attempted to share 

little/none of my own perspective or knowledge to avoid giving an implicit request for 

confirmation. For example, three emergent context specific features of the YRDSB (large size, 

reputation as high performing, hierarchical structure) were shared as themes emerging from the 

focus groups. These themes were shared with interview participants neutrally and presented 

without any identified direction of impact (e.g. the reputation of the YRDSB as high performing 

emerged as a theme. In presenting this theme I did not indicate whether focus group participants 

suggested it positively or negatively impacted). Of interest was the reaction of interview 

participants to these themes. Most interview participants shared their own biases and at times 
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queried my perspective. To manage any bias I remained neutral and reframed the conversation 

identifying myself as a neutral researcher interested in the perspectives of interview participants. 

There are additional ways I attempted to diligently manage my own bias related to the 

topic of the inquiry and the organizational context. Coghlan and Brannick (2010) asserted that in 

ensuring authenticity as a researcher, one must guard against “settling for what is comfortable 

rather than for what the questions evoke” (p. 23). As an employee of the YRDSB I have a vested 

interest in innovative practice within the organization. Reflective journaling, field notes, ensuring 

the validity of data, and the effective use of my Inquiry Team all assisted me in approaching the 

inquiry with integrity. Engaging members of my Inquiry Team, particularly during data analysis 

was particularly helpful in ensuring I remained neutral and did not inject bias into the 

interpretation of the data. In addition, my reflective journal (Baptista, 2007) helped me reflect on 

my biases and assumptions and whether they were interfering in the inquiry process.  

Ethical Issues 

 As a researcher it was my responsibility to ensure my research was conducted ethically 

and with integrity. Stringer (2014) advised that “researchers have a duty of care in relation to all 

people we engage in processes of investigation” (p. 89). Given this inquiry occurred in my own 

organization it was essential that I remained aware of any implications and mitigated them, e. g., 

any real or perceived experiences of coercion to participate.  

 The Tri- Council Policy Statement (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural 

Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities 

Research Council of Canada, 2010) indicated that in order to be ethical, research must ensure 

respect for persons, concern for welfare, and concern for justice (p. 8). The following paragraphs 

outline how these core principles were applied within this inquiry.  
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 Respect for persons 

 This principle is designed to ensure that all individuals are provided the respect they 

deserve. In application it ensures that all participants within research are doing so voluntarily, 

with free and informed consent. Considerations for vulnerable persons and allowance for 

autonomy are essential (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 

Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

of Canada, 2010). Within this inquiry every effort was made to ensure the free, informed, and 

ongoing consent of all participants. These efforts included detailed information written in plain 

language which dutifully informed participants of the purpose and processes involved in the 

study, and outlined their right to refuse to participate and/or withdraw at any time (Stringer, 

2014). Informed consent requires that all participants are provided with the necessary 

information to make an informed decision.  

 Respect for persons also requires that power differentials are appropriately managed. 

Within this inquiry very few power differentials existed; however, it was important to consider 

and reflect on my role as a researcher within my own organization. As the principal investigator, 

I collected all data. The rationale for this approach was my capacity to facilitate the collection of 

data without anyone feeling compelled to participate due to a power over concern. The Regional 

employees based out of CLL are colleagues and there are no reporting relationships to contend 

with. The Manager’s Council members are aligned with my position in the organizational 

structure and represent my same status peers. Senior team members are senior to me within the 

organizational structure so there are not concerns with those members feeling compelled to 

participate.  
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Participants were explicitly informed that in no way would their participation or non-

participation in this study impact our relationship as colleagues.  

 Concern for welfare 

 Welfare relates to the physical, psychological, economic, social, and spiritual domains 

of an individual’s life (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering 

Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 

2010). Any possible ill effects resultant from research must be mitigated.  

 Within this inquiry, privacy was explicitly addressed. This was done up front within the 

consent process. Within the focus groups confidentiality of responses was requested but it was 

highlighted that the behavior of participants cannot be guaranteed. This was formally 

acknowledged within the consent procedure. This researcher assured that privacy would be 

maintained where in the control of the researcher. Audio recordings were used by the researcher 

for transcription purposes only and within the written thesis no information was attributed to 

specific participants. All data was presented in ways that protect the privacy of all participants, 

and was stored in a secure location accessible only to this researcher. Participants were made 

aware of the public access to the research via the Canadian thesis database, and assured they will 

be informed of any intended use of the data by the YRDSB.  

 Concern for justice 

 This principle ensures that all participants are treated equitably, and with equal respect 

and concern (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering 

Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 

2010). Within this inquiry this principle was applied when recruiting participants as was 

possible. All employees of CLL and members of Senior Team and Manager’s Council were 
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provided the opportunity to participate, irrespective of their opinions, perspective, and social 

location.  

 The YRDSB did not require a separate ethics application; however, an application to 

conduct research was submitted to the YRDSB Research Department with the completed Royal 

Roads University ethics application. This application to conduct research was approved by the 

research committee prior to the commencement of any research activities.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter outlined the both the research methodology and methods used in this 

inquiry. A description of the methods used, the participants involved, the collection and analysis 

of data, and the ethical considerations applicable to this inquiry were outlined. Having provided 

an overview of how this study was conducted, the next chapter turns to the findings and 

conclusions that resulted from the process described above.   
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

 In this chapter, the findings, conclusions, and scope and limitations of the inquiry are 

presented. As a reminder to readers, these findings and conclusions respond to the inquiry 

question: How can the York Region District School Board (YRDSB) enhance their capacity for 

innovation? The following sub questions deepened the understanding of innovation within the 

YRDSB and generated data to inform a strategic direction: 

1. What are the organizational conditions, processes, and structures that encourage 

innovation? 

2. Where does innovation exist currently within the YRDSB and what promotes it? 

3. How can the YRDSB anticipate and overcome roadblocks to innovation? 

4. How can the YRDSB pilot emergent, innovative ideas? 

Study Findings 

In this inquiry, participants considered innovation within the context of the YRDSB. As 

outlined previously, the photovoice focus groups and interviews were transcribed verbatim, 

merged into one data set, and analysed. The findings outlined here represent the themes emergent 

from this process. The intention of the following paragraphs is to report the findings 

predominantly using participant voice. This is consistent with Stringer’s (2014) assertion that 

“one of the tasks of action research is to ensure that the ways that stakeholders describe and 

interpret events becomes the central focus of the research process” (p. 39). Themes which 

emerged from participant responses are identified; however, these themes are not compared and 

contrasted to the literature, nor is a meta- analysis of participant responses presented in this 

section. The spirit of reporting findings in this way is to honour participant voice as a helpful 

starting point for the YRDSB in developing its innovation capacity. An examination of 
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participant responses and subsequent themes in relation to the innovation literature will be 

provided in the section entitled “Study Conclusions”. 

Overall, the findings reflect that innovation is valued by both senior leaders and the 

interdisciplinary staff group sampled. A thorough analysis of the photovoice focus groups and 

individual interviews generated significant themes as participants shared their wisdom, 

experiences, hopes, and challenges related to innovation within the YRDSB. In reporting these 

findings and for the remainder of this thesis, use of the letter I means interview and FG means 

photovoice focus group. When referencing interviews the number corresponds to the participant 

number e.g. I1, I2, I3, I4, I5, I6, and I7. In instances where all interviewees spoke about the same 

topic—rather than listing all codes one through seven, I have indicated it as follows(I1–7). 

References to the two photovoice focus groups are cited as FG1 and FG2. Quotations are cited in 

this manner to protect the anonymity of participants. The seven key findings demonstrating 

participants’ perspectives on innovation within the YRDSB are: 

1. Participants identified a gap between the principle and the practice of innovation.  

2. The term innovation was not commonly understood and participants articulated 

multiple innovation paradigms.  

3. Participants believed the organizational context of the YRDSB has significant 

implications for innovation.  

4. Participants considered positional leaders essential in fostering the conditions for 

innovation within the YRDSB.  

5. Participants suggested that empowering and capitalizing on student and staff assets 

is necessary for innovation to occur.  
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6. Participants identified the significance of risk taking, suggesting it should be 

considered against accountability to students.  

7. Participants recognized the need for a framework to support innovation within the 

YRDSB.  

A detailed consideration of each finding is provided. Summary statements of findings will be 

presented, supported by evidence of the findings using anonymous participant quotations. 

Findings 4, 5, and 6 address the inquiry question: How can the York Region District School 

Board (YRDSB) enhance their capacity for innovation? Findings 1, 2, 3, and 6 address the sub 

questions:  

1. What are the organizational conditions, processes, and structures that encourage 

innovation? 

2. Where does innovation exist currently within the YRDSB and what promotes it? 

3. How can the YRDSB anticipate and overcome roadblocks to innovation? 

4. How can the YRDSB pilot emergent, innovative ideas? 

Finding 1: Participants identified a gap between the principle and the practice of 

innovation.  

 All participants valued innovation and described the current landscape of the YRDSB as 

a place where innovation was certainly occurring. Classroom and department level innovative 

practices were described (FG1, FG2) or were spoken about by interviewees as taking place but 

not explicitly described. Participants did note that despite evidence of pockets of innovation, at 

this time innovation was not yet a system wide YRDSB practice. Concern about an innovation 

implementation gap was evident (FG1, FG2, I1, I2, I4, I5, and I6). One participant characterized 

it clearly: 
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I think we are a system of small-scale innovation. You could go to any school across this 

board and see pockets of really innovative practices. To take that to scale…is far more 

challenging… there’s a big difference between small scale pockets and widespread 

innovative practice. I think that’s our challenge. (I6) 

Participants identified innovation as “critical” (I2) and “foundational—something that is at the 

core and holds things up, holds things together” (I1). The imperative for innovation was echoed 

in the focus group, “You’ve got to be open to not keep doing the same things just for the sake of 

doing them, open to question—why are we doing things this way? Is there a better or new way of 

doing this?” (FG1). The importance of innovation for the YRDSB was articulated by all 

participants; some described innovation as “our end goal” (I2), and others shared being driven by 

“people want[ing] to see that we are doing something different” (I6), and feeling energized by 

schools that “continually look for new ways” (I3) to serve students. 

It was evident that the practice of innovation was a desired state of being for the YRDSB. 

One participant articulated the significance of this word choice: “The word practice implies 

living out, which means it’s not an idea, it’s a behaviour. That’s when you actually effect 

change” (I1). While reflecting on a photo (a partial outline of a person with gears representing 

the brain), a photovoice participant echoed the importance of action: 

We have lots of ideas on innovation, better teaching practice, changing how we do things, 

but unfortunately there are no hands and feet in that photo-that’s where we struggle, in 

transferring of our ideas. Making them a reality is not …an easy task. (FG1) 

Despite the identified challenge of implementing system wide innovation participants 

demonstrated enthusiasm for this inquiry, suggesting it holds the potential to move innovation 

from an espoused value to a practice. One participant articulated “it will help us move to the how 
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of innovation” (I6). A commitment to innovation was evident and participants shared a strong 

desire to expand innovative practice across the system.  

Finding 2: The term innovation was not commonly understood and participants 

articulated multiple innovation paradigms.  

Many participants indicated that they were unsure what is meant by the term innovation 

(F1, F2, I3, I4, and I7). While a working definition was provided, participants articulated being 

unclear on the meaning of innovation within the YRDSB, although they did acknowledge its 

importance as outlined in Finding 1. One leader described this as a new path for the YRDSB 

indicating, “We are in the process of defining it” (I1). Another expressed, “Innovation is so hard 

to define…. because it’s not tangible” (I4). Similar constructs of innovation were present, but 

articulated with subtle difference. Responses included “being curious” (I4); “different thinking 

around achieving a process so it’s better for the end user, for the system as a whole” (I2); “a 

skill, the difference between brainstorming and the ability to deliver” (FG2); “creating new 

products, services, or solutions to problems that we may, or may not know exist” (I5); and “take 

a concept but find a new way to do it. … innovate the practice, change the practice moving 

forward” (I3). Another leader suggested a value proposition attached to innovation, “It’s doing 

something new that has value. … there has to be a value… it has to be rooted in something…I 

think for us there always has to be a purpose for why we do what we do” (I6). It was evident that 

some participants considered innovation as an individual skill or activity, while others described 

it as a process, product, or outcome. Despite the differing meanings applied to innovation, a 

common excitement about innovation was evident. Participants described being excited about 

“rethinking the why and the how” (FG1); and identified feeling “a sense of pride” (FG2), or 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  84 

feeling “happy to be a part of it” (FG1) when reflecting on times they were involved in 

innovation. 

Participants suggested that defining innovation would be an important first step in 

enhancing innovation within the YRDSB (FG2, I1, I2, I3, and I6). As outlined previously, while 

participants acknowledged that innovation currently occurs on a small scale, they suggested that 

broadening innovation as a system wide practice requires a consolidated approach (FG2, I1, I2, 

I3, and I6). One leader articulated this succinctly “First you have to land on a calibrated term or 

definition for innovation” (I2). This was echoed within one focus group, “We need to have a 

clear understanding of our shared beliefs around [innovation]” (FG2). Another leader echoed the 

importance of starting from a place of understanding, “We need to go out and do a lot of 

listening and hearing and think about what [innovation] means...We need to put some thinking 

together before we put some meat on those bones” (I7). The desire for a common understanding 

of innovation suggests a possible next step for the YRDSB.  

Uncertainty about the relationship of innovation to creativity was evident. One participant 

declared, “I wasn’t quite sure what innovation actually meant as it relates to a term like 

creativity. I did some research…. innovation is the implementation of creativity” (FG2). This 

participant’s desire to better understand innovation was evident in their efforts to learn more. 

Within the focus group other participants acknowledged the need for clarity and voiced 

appreciation for this participant’s explanation of the difference between creativity and innovation 

(FG2). Though the participants in this focus group reached agreement on innovation as the 

implementation of creativity, others had different ideas. One leader described innovation as 

continuous improvement on a current process, but described creativity as distinctly different, “I 

see creativity as… totally out-of-the-box thinking” and described it as “rare” (I2). Furthermore 
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this leader described innovation as having a linear relationship to current practice, while 

creativity does not (I2). Others voiced that the research field itself is unclear “There’s literature 

that says innovation and creativity are not the same thing, but there’s other literature that says 

they’re on a continuum” (I3). The confusion amongst the two terms was readily apparent and 

supports the articulated need for a common understanding. Recommendations for how the 

YRDSB may address this will be provided in Chapter 5. 

An additional point of difference was whether significant scope was required for 

something to be innovative. During a focus group a participant challenged this assumption: 

[Your comment] assumes a game changing innovation…. We have people that are 

innovating all over the place. It’s not coordinated, it’s very organic…. I don't think we 

…need a big game changer. Every day innovation in what we do in the day to day can 

make things better. (FG2) 

Despite all of the complexity surrounding innovation, there was a foundation that most 

individual definitions shared; this was articulated succinctly by one leader “[An innovator] wants 

to make things better” (I5). Overall, participants acknowledged the importance of a commonly 

understood definition of innovation if the YRDSB is to pursue innovation systemically. 

Finding 3: Participants believed the organizational context of the YRDSB has 

significant implications for innovation.  

 The ARE model applies research insight to the unique context of an individual 

organization. The merit of this was evident in the significance participants applied to the YRDSB 

organizational context. Multiple references related to contextual facts about the YRDSB were 

considered to have an impact on innovation. Common themes related to the YRDSB context 

included the large size of the YRDSB, its reputation as high performing, and the hierarchical 
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organizational structure. Perspectives differed on how these factors impact innovation and are 

explored individually in the paragraphs which follow.  

References to organizational culture emerged but were differentiated from 

organizational context. Multiple participants suggested a culture shift would be necessary to 

realize the YRDSB’s vision for innovation (FG1, I4, I5, and I7). Participants suggested a culture 

of “conformity” and “constraint” (FG1); asserting that employees “are ultimately bound by the 

box and structures that the Board puts us into, so we can’t stray” (FG2). Some indicated that the 

YRDSB “budget does not reflect a value of innovation” (I7), citing Ministry funding as the 

rationale for this (FG2, I1, I4, I7). Others felt that budget concerns related to the organizational 

culture of trying to do too much and could be addressed if the Board focused highlighting that 

“resources and budget are important, but there are so many initiatives in the Board, where is your 

real focus?” (FG2). The paragraphs which follow will specifically highlight the reflections of 

participants about the YRDSB context. 

Large size of the YRDSB.  

 The size of the YRDSB was referenced as a key consideration. One leader provided a 

helpful perspective: 

York region has four families of schools all of which could be independent boards—not 

small boards…. [One] family of schools would be an average size school board in 

Ontario. When you put the four families of schools together now you have the third 

biggest board in Ontario. How do you deal with the size? (I2) 

Most participants perceived the large size of the Board as a potential barrier (FG1, FG2, I1, I2, 

I3, I5, I6, and I7). One leader suggested that “large systems in particular aren’t necessarily 

innovation friendly. They often preserve the status quo” (I1). Change management in a large 
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system was referenced often, e. g., “How do we bring everybody forward? That’s going to be the 

challenge. There’s a lot of people and a lot of schools” (FG2) and “such a large vessel is very 

hard to stop and turn, or steer it in a different direction” (I2).Overall, participants suggested the 

size of the Board will be a consideration within innovative practice.  

High performance.  

The YRDSB is generally described as being a high performing district (CAPS-I, 2012; 

OECD, 2011); however, participant responses were dichotomized on whether being considered 

high performing served as a detriment or asset when considering innovation. Some senior leaders 

questioned whether the YRDSB was in fact high performing (I1, I3, I4, I5, and I7). One leader 

shared, “We are high-performing but, not necessarily as high-performing as we could be… [We 

still] need to close the gap. There are still many pockets of students that we are not serving” (I5).  

High performance was described as a “disincentive for innovation” (I3), “It’s safer to 

keep your head down and maintain the status quo…. the urgency isn't there” (I5), “[It] stymies us 

…it’s hard to convince folks that we need to innovate” (I7). A question surfaced about the 

impact of high performance on motivation for innovation: 

We are perceived to be doing things very well. To bring discomfort to an organization 

that is recognized as being one of the leaders in the sector is a very difficult thing…. 

There [is no] rationale… it’s very difficult to create those pain points. (FG2) 

While most were concerned about high performance some felt it was an asset (I1, I2, and I6), 

“It allows you to be more innovative…it pushes you to try new things…. There’s an external 

pressure to continue to be high achieving” (I6). One leader shared research on high performance 

as an asset: 
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The data [suggests] where there is low achievement you need to be very prescriptive in 

your approach…in order to stop the downward trajectory. Where you know there's a base 

level of instruction, curriculum compliance, assessment practice, and high-yield 

strategies…. you've created an environment where you can start to be innovative. (I2) 

The continuum of perspectives may allow the YRDSB to determine what impact (if any) high 

performance will be in their pursuit of innovation.  

Hierarchical organizational structure.  

Hierarchy was described as a fact of life with the potential to prevent innovation. Several 

used the term innovation by permission and suggested the power dynamic would need to be 

mitigated if innovation was to flourish within the YRDSB (FG1, I1, I2, I3, I4, I5, and I7). Some 

felt that hierarchy can breed a “toe the line” (I7) culture where people are afraid to take risks: 

“Within hierarchy…we determine what happens to people’s careers. People have to weigh 

feeding their families with pushing an idea” (I7). A call to leaders was given:  

We talk about trying to take away the hierarchy in our classrooms, a co learning 

environment where teachers are seen as learners, and students are seen as experts as well 

as learners…. If you want that…it has to be reflected top down, in all of our practices and 

leadership structures. (FG1)  

Despite the concern around hierarchy, a trend emerged suggesting that leaders could buffer any 

negative impact, “as long [they] see their role is to nurture and cultivate others” (I6). The role of 

leadership within innovation will be addressed in the following finding.  
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Finding 4: Participants considered positional leaders essential in fostering the 

conditions for innovation within the YRDSB.  

 All participants expected senior leaders to foster the conditions for innovation (FG1, 

FG2, I1—7). The term leader was used in describing the YRDSB Senior Team, in addition to 

Principals and Managers. The contextual challenges for innovation within the YRDSB 

(described above) were seen as manageable with the right leadership approach. Leaders were 

seen as pivotal in removing barriers (I2, I3), and “creating that shelter, that safety, that 

environment that allows the innovation to foster” (FG2). Leaders were very aware of the 

significance of their role. One leader suggested, “People are just waiting for this to happen. I 

think we have to get out of the way and support” (I1). The leadership characteristics most often 

affirmed were openness, encouraging risk taking, and having a vision for innovation. These are 

discussed individually in the paragraphs that follow. It is important to note that the leadership 

characteristics articulated by participants are ones with significance to them as an employee of 

the YRDSB. Although it is possible that these findings might generalize to other settings, or are 

already evident within the innovation literature, the intent here is to explicitly represent 

participant voice and present a context specific consideration of leadership. 

Openness.  

 The word open was used by participants consistently in this inquiry, most often 

affiliated with leadership (FG1, FG2, and I1-7). Participants described openness as a leadership 

characteristic required for innovative practice. Statements included: “Openness to try something 

different…. to being curious” (FG2); “If you go in with a pre-conceived set of expectations then 

innovation is not going to be forthcoming” (I4); “being open to the environment and the people 

that we serve…open enough to be willing to hear about issues and problems that we didn't know 
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were out there” (I5); and “open to not keep doing the same things just for the sake of doing them. 

You’ve got to be open to question, why are we doing things this way?” (FG1). One leader 

articulated the sentiment strongly: 

From the top down there has to be an incredible openness, transparency, and humility to 

realize that the answers don't actually lie at the senior team level, some of them will, but 

they will only be good answers if they are informed from every level of the board…it's 

got to be very fluid… the openness is so important. Those are difficult conditions to put 

in place. (I5) 

Features attributed to an open leader included having more questions than answers (I2, I3, and 

I5), comfortable with making mistakes (I2, I5), and being “confident in their 

leadership…reflective in their own practice” (I2). Open leaders were described as advocates for 

emergent leaders who question and challenge the status quo (I1, I2, I5, and I6). Consistently, 

open leaders were seen as essential for innovation to occur within the YRDSB.  

Encouraging risk taking.  

All participants highlighted leadership behaviours which encourage risk taking (FG1, 

FG2, I1—7). Predominant themes were establishing safety and trust. Trusting relationships were 

described as necessary for innovation (FG1, FG2, I3, I5, and I7), and requiring leaders to let go 

and allow for failure, e. g., “Somebody has to say I trust you. Go find a way to do this. …a little 

bit of letting go, a little bit of permissiveness, and a lot of trust” (I3). One leader summarized it 

well, “Promoting risk-taking means …they have to feel secure… that is about building 

relationships and that ultimately is where we differentiate ourselves as being successful or not as 

leaders” (I2). Some participants suggested leadership responsibility goes beyond trusting staff in 

their authority, and includes demonstrating trustworthiness as leaders (FG1, I7): “there has to be 
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a sense of trust in your leadership and trust from your leadership” (FG1). The role of leaders 

encouraging risk taking had a lot of energy and consensus from participants. It was evident that 

leadership skill was universally seen as important.  

 One interesting leadership theme that emerged is continuously changing leadership (I3, 

I4, I6, and I7). The challenge this poses in creating safety and trust was highlighted. It was 

suggested that it may be difficult for YRDSB staff to gauge whether an environment is safe to 

fail in, when its leadership is continuously shifting.  

Inspiring a vision for innovation.  

 Participants considered it critical for YRDSB leaders to inspire and communicate a 

vision for innovation (FG1, FG2, I1, I2, I5, I6, and I7). One leader shared a story about Henry 

Ford, “his vision wasn't to build an automobile. His vision was that people could travel outside 

of their town to visit the country side or family in other places. That was his vision… if you were 

only set on building an automobile you might not have got what you got, but he saw it as 

something so much bigger, as a cultural revolution” (I6). The significance of leaders both 

inspiring and communicating a vision for innovation resonated with participants and was seen as 

critical to innovation within the YRDSB.  

Finding 5: Participants suggested that empowering and capitalizing on student and 

staff assets is necessary for innovation to occur.  

All participants acknowledged the capacity inherent within the YRDSB, namely staff 

members and students. Participants suggested capitalizing on existing assets was essential. One 

leader reflected on staff potential: 

We probably have teachers all over the place implementing very innovative ideas, what 

happens in a system that isn't open enough; they just go underground, because innovators 
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are innovators…. I just don't want them to go underground; I want to find them actually! 

(I1)  

Another reflected on the impact of engaging students in innovation, suggesting an advantage is 

their propensity for telling the truth about what is working well and what is not. “I’d start with 

kids. Boy do they tell you the truth, and they will tell you if you have no clothes on, you know 

the Emperor without clothes” (I5). Key themes emerged including hiring practices, staff and 

student engagement, and honouring and respecting diversity. These will be explored individually 

in the paragraphs that follow.  

Hiring practices.  

Several leaders felt that the YRDSB should consider hiring with creativity as a 

benchmark (I2, I6, and I7), and reflected that current hiring is not done with creativity in mind 

(I2, I3, and I6). One leader felt a precursor for innovation was open-mindedness and curiosity as 

opposed to creativity (I5). The significance of human capital was universally understood by 

leaders (I1–7). Some however, stressed the importance of balance—hiring and valuing creative, 

curious thinkers, as well as people who excel in maintaining operations; stressing that baseline 

operations always need to be attended to (FG2, I2, and I3). One leader stressed that although 

hiring is the “most important job”, without engagement strengths will not be used (I2). The 

following paragraph attends to this concept.  

Staff and student engagement.  

Staff and student engagement was often cited as essential in pursuing innovation within 

the YRDSB (FG1, FG2, I1, I2, and I5). Words such as fostering, encouraging, and nurturing 

were used to describe engagement. One leader had a unique descriptor, “we have great kids and 

great staff. We need to figure out how to activate their passion” (I5). For this leader passion was 
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attributed as foundational to creativity, and activating passion was described as empowering the 

creative ideas of students and employees. Some described this activation as emergent leadership 

and considered it a powerful by-product of engagement (FG2, I1, I3, and I5). Participant 

perspectives were dichotomized on the concept of incentives and rewards for innovation. Some 

felt that this was an important part of staff and student engagement (FG1, I2), while others 

expressed concern that providing rewards might actually be a disincentive for innovation (FG2, 

I5).  

Many acknowledged that engagement requires positional leaders to share power and 

demonstrate trust (FG1, FG2, I2, I3, I4, I5, I6, and I7). One participant commented, “Ensure you 

trust your employees because empowerment is not—now bring it to this committee, and then to 

that committee—because that'll kill innovation faster than anything” (I3). Participants 

acknowledged that empowerment requires trust that staff and students will do the right thing 

(FG1, FG2, I3, and I5), with one leader suggesting “there [is] more innovation where there is 

professional trust” (I5). Staff and student engagement holds tremendous promise in actualizing 

innovation within the YRDSB, but will require fostering trust and sharing power.  

Honoring and respecting diversity.  

Participants were impassioned when discussing diversity. It was suggested that respecting 

diversity was the core of true empowerment (FG1, FG2). One leader cited a former supervisor 

who said, “I want different thinkers, I want people who grate on each other a bit, because you 

need that kind of dialogue in order to drive the system forward…to be innovative” (I3). 

Participants stressed a potential impact “when you empower people who are creative, they may 

be creative in different ways than you’re thinking… [do we] only provide incentive and reward 

for the same thought…We are not good when different minds come around the table” (FG1). A 
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discussion of hiring practices furthered this thinking: “If we keep hiring best fit, best fit 

meaning—you look like me, you talk like me, you act like me, you believe like me, then we are 

not going to be innovative” (FG1). Within the YRDSB best fit refers to the practice of hiring the 

individual considered the best fit for the position. 

 One leader suggested the need for a cultural shift, “I am not sure that outliers are people 

who get hired. We certainly have a culture still where we want folks to be a part of and not apart 

from” (I7). The concept of mitigating hierarchy emerged often (FG1, I3, I5, and I7). One leader 

suggested “The right minds aren't set by hierarchy, they are set by whose got ideas, and 

solutions, and interest in a problem” (I5). It was evident that participants viewed honouring and 

respecting diversity as an essential practice the YRDSB should pursue.  

 Overall, participants demonstrated a belief that empowering students and staff members 

is critical to innovative practice; however, acknowledged this will require intentional 

consideration of hiring, student and staff engagement, and honoring and respecting diversity.  

Finding 6: Participants identified the significance of risk taking, suggesting it should 

be considered against accountability to students.  

There was consensus on the importance of accountability to students and the public. 

Participants described a sense of accountability towards students and stewardship of public 

resources (I1, I2, I3, and I6). For some accountability was perceived as a barrier to innovation, 

while others felt it provides the motivation for innovation; “What do you believe about where 

education needs to go… it’s not innovation for innovation sake; it’s to arrive at better learning 

for kids and better results for kids” (I1). In considering the impact of accountability for student 

success and the stewardship of public resources on innovation three main constructs emerged: 

risk, time, and balance. These will be explored in the following paragraphs.  
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Risk.  

 All participants acknowledged innovation requires risk. One leader articulated “What 

we're really talking about is permission to fail. . . but in education you can only fail so many 

times” (I3). The concern of risk to students was articulated by all interviewees, “We are dealing 

with students …if you're going to take risks… it cannot hurt kids, that's a critical piece” (I3). The 

responsibility to students appeared to be the most significant factor for participants when 

considering innovation. Some participants queried whether innovation was easier to achieve in a 

non- education setting, such as the technology or business sectors (I4, I3, and I5), and suggested 

greater complexity in educational innovation. One leader articulated this: “we have a litmus 

[test]…if kids are being hurt, out it goes…. We need to think about risk-taking and innovation 

differently” (I3). There was a difference in the consideration of risk by participant role. 

Participants in departmental versus educational leadership positions appeared less risk adverse 

(FG1, FG2). Participants queried whether innovative practice on the business or technological 

side of the YRDSB may have less risk involved. Participants suggested there is little to no 

impact of a business innovation (e.g. process of procuring Board purchases) on students. Where 

a business innovation does impact students, it was seen as indirect as opposed to an innovative 

classroom practice which impacts students directly.  

Time.  

  Participants questioned when to give up an attempt at innovation. Some felt there were 

times when the course should have been stayed and things were given up too quickly (FG1, FG2, 

I6, and I7). Others expressed concern about allowing an innovation to continue for too long: 
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We have to reject certain ideas or innovations if in fact they truly have failed. There’s a 

critical mind required, there are timelines. You can’t do it forever; you do have to be 

aware of the students in front of you. (I1) 

There was a desire among leaders to tackle the challenge. One leader queried, “Is there some 

formula. . . something that signals when to back down?”(I5). A sense of urgency was shared by 

some leaders for students whom the current system is not serving (I2, I3, I5, I6, and I7); “We've 

got that kid for 10 months a year. . . . We’ve got to dive in and try. It's going to be messy and 

mucky, but we’ve got to do something” (I6), “You are not ethically in a position where you can 

[wait]… we can't lose a cohort.”(I2). The passion for ensuring success for students was evident, 

but participant perspectives suggest that managing timing and risk will require a balanced 

approach. This will be explored further in the conclusions.  

Balance.  

Participants expressed a need to balance risk and innovation (I1—7). One leader articulated this 

well: 

If we fail our kids forever in our quest for innovation, then we are failing…. You need to 

have a certain tolerance for risk because out of that risk will emerge new practices, ideas, 

and ways of doing things that will be beneficial…we have to be aware of calculated risks 

and risk management, understanding the accountability factor. (I1) 

How this balance is determined will require careful consideration. Interview participants clearly 

acknowledged the risk, and the need for balance. A process for calculated risk management will 

be vital to support the YRDSB to pursue innovation.  
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Finding 7: Participants recognized the need for a framework (structures and 

processes) to support innovation within the YRDSB.  

 Participants suggested that innovation would be strengthened by establishing structures 

and processes that are “intentional and explicit about what we need to do” (I6). A common 

understanding of conditions which foster innovation was seen as a starting point, with the next 

step being action: “Taking the conditions and making them into verbs” (I6). One leader 

suggested the YRDSB invests in knowledge acquisition, but falls down in supporting 

implementation “even though [we know] the learning is in the doing, and sometimes failing” 

(I6). The challenge of implementing innovation surfaced consistently and participants offered 

ideas on how to promote innovation within the YRDSB. These are explored in the following 

paragraphs.  

When considering structures that promote innovation, most participants reflected on 

organizational structure (FG1, FG2, I1–7). Within the discussions related to the YRDSB 

hierarchical structure, certain qualifiers were offered by participants to mitigate any possible 

impact of hierarchy on innovation. An open, agile system was seen as a prerequisite to 

innovation (FG1, FG2, I1, I2, I3, I5, and I7); one which “welcomes and validates initiative 

taking and ideas” (I3) as opposed to a system which “requires a lot of permission giving, and 

seeking approval” (I3). Many advocated for creating fluidity within hierarchy (FG1, FG2, I2, I3, 

I4, I5, and I7). One leader commented that within “a rigid structure it is very difficult for folks to 

be innovative or take risks” (I2) and referenced Disney’s circular organizational structure. 

Innovation friendly systems were described as “more lateral versus linear” (I3), and as having 

“dotted lines reporting structures” (I5). One leader cautioned that despite the productivity 

generated by more fluid structures they “can be perceived as very messy” (I5), while another 
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suggested that fluid structures require tremendous trust (I3). Interest in creating agility within the 

YRDSB structure was evident and considered a driver for innovation. Given my application of 

appreciative stance outlined in Chapter 3 and greater focus on what was working, most 

participants were intentional in considering how innovation could work within hierarchy, rather 

than suggesting it as not plausible.  

Many participants felt a framework outlining the structures and processes for pursuing 

innovation was needed (FG2, I1, I2, I5, and I6). One leader expressed this as “not just knowing 

what to do, but how to do it” (I6), while another suggested a framework would provided 

“grounding” (FG2). Some participants were concerned a framework would constrain, suggesting 

a more organic process was at the heart of innovation (FG2, I4); while others were conflicted 

between these two possibilities (FG2, I3, I5, and I6). A paradox was voiced, “It’s 

counterintuitive for innovation to have a framework, but we work in a system that needs 

frameworks” (I6). These ideas suggest that a framework would provide tangible steps to support 

the YRDSB in taking action to promote innovation within the YRDSB. Participants described a 

framework as inclusive of structures and processes that foster innovation (I2, I3, I4, I5, and I7). 

Specific attributes of a YRDSB framework for innovation will not be proposed formally here; 

however, will be explored in detail in Chapter 5. This section will highlight participants’ 

perspectives on helpful components of an innovation framework. The word framework was 

identified by participants and represents a term significant to the YRDSB. 

One leader commented “We have the ideas percolating but we don't have them 

incubating. We don’t have the pool where you can throw the idea in” (I4). This leader used the 

term incubating in a fashion similar to how an egg would be incubated until ready to hatch, 

suggesting the need for a formal structure for investing in and developing ideas. Another leader 
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described a framework as “things we could put in place so that people could move flexibly 

around, physically or intellectually” (I5). Suggestions included think tanks, maker spaces, messy 

times/spaces, places where multiple disciplines could come together and hierarchy is flat lined 

(I2, I3, I5, and I7). The provision of time was seen as key (F2, F3, and F5). References were 

made to organizations that have time dedicated to messy/creative work, and those that provide 

time away from work to stimulate creativity and innovation (I3, I5).  

 An important theme related to balance emerged, suggesting that an innovative culture 

requires a balance of baseline operation and innovative practice (FG2, I2, I3, and I6). One leader 

described this as “synchronous…seamless …and symbiotic” (I2), while another suggested 

innovation and status quo cannot be in competition with one another, both are needed and are not 

mutually exclusive (I6). This leader was invested in demonstrating that innovation was possible 

in a system such as the YRDSB where there are significant historic operating norms, suggesting 

that both can inhabit the same system comfortably. One focus group participant summarized this 

well: “Risk taking and innovation [should] occur regularly and often amidst the day to day 

operations…You have enough of the good stuff…that carries you through the little tiny blips” 

(FG2). Balance was a consistent theme throughout this inquiry and the fact that it emerged while 

considering structure and process was no exception.  

In summary, the study findings indicated a high level of commitment to innovation by 

participants. Taken together, participant perspectives frame the path to innovation in the 

YRDSB. Growing the practice of innovation within the YRDSB will require a shared 

understanding of the meaning of innovation within the YRDSB, attention to the unique context, 

intentional leadership behaviors, empowerment of staff and students, a risk management plan, 

and a well articulated framework which outlines innovation structures and processes.  
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Study Conclusions 

The findings outlined above, when compared and contrasted to the literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2, yielded four overarching conclusions about how the YRDSB can enhance their 

capacity for innovation. These conclusions lay the foundation for the recommendations that will 

be presented in Chapter 5, and provide important information to address the questions central to 

this inquiry. Conclusions 1, 3, and 4 respond to the Inquiry question: How can the York Region 

District School Board (YRDSB) enhance their capacity for innovation?; as well as sub questions 

1, 2, and 4. Conclusion 2 responds to sub question 3. A reminder to readers that the sub questions 

were: 

1. What are the organizational conditions, processes, and structures that encourage 

innovation? 

2. Where does innovation exist currently within the YRDSB and what promotes it? 

3. How can the YRDSB anticipate and overcome roadblocks to innovation? 

4. How can the YRDSB pilot emergent, innovative ideas? 

In answering the inquiry question and sub questions the conclusions were as follows: 

1. The YRDSB can enhance their capacity for innovation by addressing the existing 

implementation gap. 

2. The YRDSB can anticipate and overcome roadblocks to innovation by acknowledging 

and managing how their unique organizational context impacts innovation. 

3. YRDSB leaders can foster innovative practice through innovation-promoting leadership 

behaviours.  

4. Empowering staff members and students will be a key driver in promoting innovation 

within the YRDSB.  
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Conclusion 1: The YRDSB can enhance their capacity for innovation by addressing the 

existing implementation gap. 

   As described in Finding 1, participants indicated a gap between the principle and 

practice of innovation. In answering the inquiry question “How can the YRDSB enhance their 

capacity for innovation?” participants suggested there is an implementation gap resulting from 

the lack of a shared meaning and rationale for innovation. Participants expressed being unclear 

about the meaning of innovation and the rationale for why it was named a foundational practice 

for the YRDSB (F1, F2, I3, I4, and I7). As highlighted within the findings, participants 

considered this lack of clarity as a barrier to implementing innovation systemically. All 

participants acknowledged the importance of innovation but shared a desire for further 

understanding of innovation within the YRDSB context. In addition, participants suggested an 

implementation framework for innovation would enhance the YRDSB’s capacity for innovative 

practice. In response to the sub question “Where does innovation exist currently within the 

YRDSB and what promotes it?” participants confirmed that pockets of innovation are certainly 

present, promoted by supportive leadership, or are being implemented “underground” (I1). As 

detailed in the findings senior leaders acknowledged a desire to uncover pockets of innovation 

and leverage them (I1, I3, and I5). Both focus group and interview participants expressed that an 

innovation framework would position the YRDSB to act on creative ideas, and implement 

innovation within the system. A desire for structures and processes for implementing innovation 

was evident (FG2, I1, I2, and I6). Of significant concern were the potential risk to students when 

implementing innovation, and the YRDSB’s capacity for scaling and sustaining innovation. An 

innovation framework within the YRDSB will need to attend to: (a) a common meaning and 
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rationale for innovation; (b) a risk management plan; and (c) the potential for scalability and 

sustainability.  

The importance of shared meaning is reflected in the research literature. Of particular 

interest is the challenge created by a range of definitions for innovation (e.g., Adams et al., 2006; 

Baregheh et al., 2009), and the demonstrated need for a strong rationale for innovation (e.g., 

Cordingley & Bell, 2007; Moore & Westley, 2011; Robinson, 2012). As outlined in Chapter 2, 

Cordingley and Bell (2007) shared concern about innovation without purpose. The importance of 

innovation adding value to the current state was considered essential (Anthony et al., 2015; 

Cordingley & Bell, 2007; Fullan, 2003; Moore & Westley, 2011; Robinson, 2012). Providing a 

common definition and strong rationale for innovation specific to the YRDSB will promote 

shared meaning and deepen the understanding of why innovation was chosen as a foundational 

practice.  

The research literature also affirmed having an innovation framework as essential for 

systemic innovation (Coburn, 2003; O’Connor & Ayers, 2005; Rao &Weintraub, 2013; Tripathi 

et al., 2013). Frameworks for innovation are most helpful when context specific, matched to an 

organization’s unique circumstance (O’Connor & Ayers, 2005). Davenport (2011) expressed the 

significance of a systematic approach indicating that “growth and innovation arise from the 

systematic pursuit of ideas” (p. xi). Featured prominently in the literature was the value of an 

innovation framework in supporting scalability and sustainability of innovation (Coburn, 2003; 

Cordingley & Bell, 2007; O’Connor & Ayers, 2005). The challenge of scalability of innovation 

across a large system was discussed (Anthony, Dunkin, & Siren, 2014; Cordingley & Bell, 

2007); and intentional structures and processes to support innovation were described as critical 

when pursuing innovation within larger organizations (Aasen et al, 2012). 
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An additional benefit of an innovation framework is its potential to mitigate risk using 

explicitly established processes for managing risk and increasing safety for failures (Couglan et 

al., 2007; Snowden, 2012). For the YRDSB, a collaboratively designed innovation framework 

will explicitly establish structures and processes which facilitate innovation; support scalability, 

sustainability, and risk management; and respect its unique context.  

In summary, establishing a common definition and supporting rationale for innovation as 

a foundational practice will ensure the YRDSB can instill momentum for innovation across the 

system. Developing an innovation implementation framework will provide structures and 

processes to address risk management, scalability, and the sustainability of innovation within the 

YRDSB. Taken together these two actions will support participants’ desire for a common 

understanding of, and consolidated pathway for systemic innovation in the YRDSB.  

Conclusion 2: The YRDSB can anticipate and overcome roadblocks to innovation 

by acknowledging and managing the ways their specific organizational context impacts 

innovation.  

As outlined in Finding 3, participants suggested there are unique organizational factors 

impacting innovation within the YRDSB. Predominantly featured in the findings were the 

YRDSB’s reputation as high performing, its hierarchical organizational structure, and large size. 

A reminder to readers that conclusions offered here will examine participants’ perspectives in 

relation to the literature. Specific recommendations for addressing the YRDSB context are not 

offered here but will follow in Chapter 5.  

Participants considered the YRDSB’s reputation for high performance significant for 

innovation, with several participants suggesting it as a disincentive for innovation (FG2, I3, I5, 

and I7). The YRDSB is one of the top ranking school boards in Ontario (CAPS-I, 2012) and is 
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revered internationally for its professionally driven education reform (OECD, 2011). Participants 

highlighted that it can be interpreted that the YRDSB is doing all of the right things (FG1, FG2, 

I3, I5, and I7) but acknowledged that there is a percentage of students for whom it has not been 

successful (I1, I6, and I7). Participants considered ensuring academic excellence for all students 

an incredible responsibility (I1, I2, I3, and I6), and suggested if the current instructional practices 

are seen to be working, there may be a perceived pressure to maintain its leading practices (I4, 

I2, and I7). For the YRDSB this desire to maintain the current exceptional climate is juxtaposed 

against a desire for innovation. Innovation requires moving outside of the comfort zone and 

involves an element of risk and comfort with failure. An organization highly lauded for its 

achievement could feel challenged to engage in risk taking and the threat of potential failure 

(FG1, FG2, and I5).  

Participants also articulated the hierarchical structure of the YRDSB as a possible 

impediment to innovation unless intentionally mitigated (FG1, I1, I2, I3, I4, I5, and I7). 

Responses suggested that staff members may feel compelled to comply or fall in line (FG1, FG2, 

and I7); however, leaders did acknowledge the need for processes which mitigate the impact of 

hierarchy and invite multi disciplinary work that transcends hierarchy (I1, I2, I3, and I5). The 

third concern considered significant to innovation was the large size of the organization. This 

concern for the YRDSB largely related to the capacity for scalability (FG1, FG2, I1, I2, I3, I5, 

I6, and I7), and was addressed in the preceding conclusion. Considering the impact of its high 

performing reputation, the hierarchical structure, and large system will ensure a context specific 

plan for innovation with the YRDSB.  

The research literature supports context specific consideration for a change management 

effort such as innovation (Guskey, 1995; O’Connor &Ayers, 2005). Guskey (1995) reminded us 
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of the importance of context and suggested acknowledging its powerful influence will avoid the 

futility of a “one right answer” (p. 3) approach. Participants suggested that creating the 

conditions required to promote innovation may require attending to context (FG1, I4, I5, and I7). 

The participant-identified concern about the size of the YRDSB and potential for scaling 

innovation was addressed in Conclusion 1. The YRDSB’s reputation as high performing, and 

hierarchical structure are considered in the following paragraphs.  

Participants felt that the reputation of the YRDSB as high performing does not need to 

inhibit innovation if it is intentionally attended to. Specifically, this would mean considering 

innovation necessary for areas where the YRDSB is not experiencing success, and be willing to 

risk failure when trying a new approach. This is supported in the literature. Although comfort 

with highlighting its weak points and acknowledging a need to do better may be a challenge for a 

system with a strong reputation of achievement, it is not impossible. Cordingley and Bell (2007) 

cautioned that a paradigm of “the best leading the rest” (p. 7) can inhibit critical reflection in 

successful organizations; however, Anthony (2010) encouraged organizations to ensure the pull 

of the core way of doing things does not stifle innovation. Fugslang and Mattsson (2011) 

suggested that organizations willing to embrace uncertainty and risk failure are well positioned 

to innovate. Likewise, Cannon and Edmondson (2001); Hill et al. (2015); and Anthony (2010) 

each asserted that failure is an essential part of innovation and encouraged organizations to invite 

failure as part of learning. The YRDSB can embrace innovation and uncertainty in order to better 

serve those students in the YRDSB not currently successful, while at the same time celebrating 

their success.  

The literature supports the participants’ view that hierarchy does not need to inhibit 

innovation (Hill et al., 2015; Timmerman, 2009; Tripathi, et al., 2013). Chapter 2 referenced the 
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work of Aasen et al. (2012) which highlighted the importance of assessing the distribution of 

power and decision making and its impact on innovation potential. The importance of 

collaboration and sharing power was consistently considered essential to innovation (Aasen et 

al., 2012; Hill et al., 2015; Tripathi et al., 2013). The two predominant vehicles for addressing 

hierarchy within the literature are employee empowerment and innovation promoting leader 

behaviours. These will be addressed in detail in Conclusions 3 and 4. 

Conclusion 3: YRDSB leaders can foster innovative practice through innovation-

promoting leadership behaviour.  

As outlined in Finding 4, the innovation-promoting leadership characteristics most often 

affirmed by participants were openness, encouraging risk taking, and having a vision for 

innovation. Openness of leaders was mentioned most frequently (FG1, FG2, and (I1–7), and 

leader behaviours which encourage risk taking were establishing trust and safety (FG1, FG2, I3, 

I5, and I7). As outlined in Finding 2, participants suggested the meaning of innovation within the 

YRDSB is currently unclear. Given innovation is a recently named foundational practice within 

the YRDSB, participants considered it critical for YRDSB leaders to inspire a vision for 

innovation (FG1, FG2, I1, I2, I5, I6, and I7). These innovation-promoting leadership behaviours 

were shared by participants and are supported by the research literature.  

The innovation literature outlined in Chapter 2 offers extensive evidence that leaders 

create the conditions that promote innovation within an organization, establishing the crucial role 

of positional leaders in promoting innovation (e. g., Amabile, 1998; Aasen et al., 2012; 

Cordingley &Bell, 2007; Hunter & Cushenbery, 2011; Tripathi et al., 2013).  

The importance of leaders demonstrating openness to new ideas was evident in the 

literature (Aasen et al, 2012; Amabile, 1998; Kramer & Crespy, 2011), as was the significance of 
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creating a safe to fail environment that supports risk taking (Barsh et al., 2008; Crenshaw & 

Yoder-Wise, 2013; Snowden, 2012). Extensive research highlighted the role of leaders in setting 

direction and inspiring a vision (Elkins & Kellar, 2003; Hunter & Cushenbery, 2011; Weber & 

Khademian, 2008; Yukl, 2013). The leader behaviours demonstrating openness, encouraging risk 

taking, and inspiring a vision for innovation are further examined in the following paragraphs.  

As suggested in Chapter 2, leaders who display openness encourage creativity and 

innovation (Aasen et al., 2012). A leader’s openness to ideas is foundational and demonstrates 

that creativity is valued and encouraged (Amabile, 1998). Openness is also important in 

supporting divergence and establishing an environment that values diverse perspectives 

(Bassadur, 2004). Given the importance of creative ideation within any innovation process, a 

leader’s capacity to remain open and demonstrably show openness is fundamental to an 

innovation promoting environment.  

Similarly, leaders who establish environments of trust and safety promote risk taking. 

Armistead and Pettigrew (2008) outlined the importance of a trusting environment “that eschews 

a blame culture when things go wrong (as they will at some time) and instead encourages 

stability and learning” (p. 30). This description resonates with the ideal environment for 

innovation to flourish. The significance of trust should not be underestimated. I would suggest 

the importance of trust is proportional to the degree of risk and/or vulnerability. Lencioni (2002) 

considered trust a fundamental necessity for effective team functioning. He suggested that 

within organizations higher levels of trust will generate greater risk taking and allow creativity 

and innovation to emerge.  

Leaders influence others by inspiring a shared vision which has at its core shared values 

and beliefs (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Leaders who demonstrate a strong vision for innovation 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  108 

are evident in notoriously innovative companies (Aasen et al., 2012). Inspiring a shared vision is 

essential, particularly when a diverse group of individuals is working together (Weber & 

Khademian, 2008). The significance of a leader’s capacity to promote diverse perspectives is 

outlined in the following paragraphs.  

As outlined in Chapter 2, the role of diverse perspectives in innovation is also pivotal. 

Though not identified explicitly by participants, a leader’s skill in facilitating diverse teams is 

critical to innovation. Basadur (2004) highlighted the level of skill required of leaders to 

facilitate teams which constructively challenge one another. Given divergence is often at the root 

of an innovative idea, a leader must have the capacity to support teams to creatively problem 

solve while maintaining a collegial team atmosphere. Innovation requires leaders to both 

demonstrate a collaborative philosophy and skillfully facilitate collaboration.  

Developing leadership capacity for promoting innovation is paramount. Within the 

YRDSB it will be important for senior leaders to inspire and engage staff and students and 

establish a safe environment for creativity and innovation which manages risk. Ensuring that 

innovation is supported with calculated risk taking and a no blame learning culture will allow 

innovators to imagine and act towards the possibilities, rather than succumb to our limitations 

and old solutions. This will be explored further within the recommendations. Participant 

responses and the innovation literature each highlight the significance of employee 

empowerment. Though employee empowerment could be considered a leadership behaviour, 

given its significance, it will be outlined exclusively in Conclusion 4. 
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Conclusion 4: Empowering staff members and students will be a key driver in 

promoting innovation within the YRDSB.  

As evident in the findings, participants considered staff and students as untapped 

potential innovators. The inherent innovation capacity of YRDSB staff members and students 

was universally understood by participants (FG1, FG2, and I1–7). Sharing power, and honouring 

and respecting diversity were articulated as essential elements of empowerment and necessary 

for innovation to occur (FG1, FG2, I2, I3, I4, I5, I6, and I7).  

Though much of the research literature on innovation examined in Chapter 2 relates to 

employee empowerment, student empowerment will be considered a comparable construct and 

included within this section. As indicated above, given the educational context of the YRDSB, 

student empowerment was frequently cited by participants and is significant to the YRDSB.  

The literature highlighted in Chapter 2 suggests that innovative practice requires moving 

beyond the status quo, and working differently and interdependently (Ansell & Gash, 2007; 

Barrett, 2006; Patching, 2007; Thistlethwaite, 2012; Weber & Khademian, 2008). Interdependent 

environments acknowledge the contribution of diverse perspectives, empowering them to utilize 

their experience, gifts, and knowledge. Hatch (2013) asserted that this human capital is often 

missed in innovation strategies within many organizations. In organizations experiencing high 

degrees of innovation, the ability to capitalize on the collective wisdom is evident (Burkus, 2015; 

Hill et al., 2015). Frieze and Wheatley (2011) considered leaders to be hosts willing to engage 

and empower this collective wisdom. Often characterized as transformational, such leaders 

inspire, develop, and empower followers (Yukl, 2013), acting as charismatic role models 

considerate of employee’s individuality, inspiring motivation, and providing intellectual 

stimulation (Bass,1995). Aasen et al. (2012) highlighted the value of employee empowerment in 
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the process of scaling up, suggesting that employee empowerment increases engagement and 

ownership, maximizing the potential for change. It is likely that a similar outcome would occur 

when students are empowered as part of an innovation effort. 

For the YRDSB, determining how best to capitalize on the rich diversity and wisdom 

within their employees and students will be critical. This is discussed further in the 

recommendations.  

Summary of Conclusions 

 When considered together, the findings and the research literature support key 

conclusions resultant from this inquiry. The research literature examined in Chapter 2 strongly 

aligned with the perspectives shared by participants. In answering the inquiry question and sub 

questions central to this research, this inquiry concluded that enhancing innovation will require 

the YRDSB to address the existing innovation implementation gap, acknowledge and manage 

the impact of their unique organizational context on innovation, utilize innovation promoting 

leadership behaviours, and empower staff members and students.  

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

As indicated in Chapter 3, a core benefit to organizational action research is that it 

provides context specific insight for organizations. Though the results are not intended to 

generalize beyond the YRDSB, organizations wishing to enhance their capacity for innovation 

may find value in this research and consider adaptations responsive to their own unique context. 

In the following paragraphs, I will outline the scope and limitations of this inquiry. In particular I 

will highlight the complexity of innovation, changing organizational landscape, the local and 

provincial labour action, and participation rates within this inquiry.  
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The scope and complexity of innovation was apparent within the research literature. 

Although it may have been advantageous to narrowly focus this inquiry on one domain/type of 

innovation and explore it deeply, this may have limited its relevance for the YRDSB because it 

has not yet articulated its own definition. For the purposes of this inquiry, the broader scope for 

innovation outlined in Chapter 2 will provide the YRDSB with options when considering how 

they will define innovation as a foundational practice. This is explored further in Chapter 5.  

The first limitation may have been the extent of organizational change that occurred 

throughout the course of this inquiry, which was substantial. The YRDSB was most certainly an 

organization in transition, particularly within its senior ranking officials. As described in the 

introduction, a 35% changeover in senior leadership occurred during the course of this inquiry. It 

is unknown what impact this may or may not have on the results. I observed an impact related to 

the shift in leadership, specifically a sense of uncertainty typical in early phases of change. Focus 

Group participants identified a learning curve in getting to know our new leaders and the vision 

they have for the organization. It was suggested that this may limit risk taking in the short term 

as people learn the new context of leadership at hand. Given the significance of risk taking to 

innovation, it is possible that an interim culture of caution may derive from the change. Another 

possible positive impact is an enhanced focus on innovation. At the onset of this inquiry, 

innovation was identified as a value for the YRDSB. As highlighted in Chapter 1, midcourse (but 

prior to data collection) the new senior leadership team strengthened the commitment to 

innovation, naming it a foundational practice. I experienced this to provide further value to this 

inquiry.  

A second limitation did not have a direct impact on the inquiry itself; however, may have 

an impact on the implementation of the recommendations going forward. During the data 
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collection process the YRDSB was not experiencing labour action, so participation and the 

findings were not directly impacted. However, at the time of writing (November 2015), the 

YRDSB has been experiencing labour action for seven months with multiple union groups. The 

results of the contract negotiations may impede the potential for moving forward with the 

recommendations of this inquiry. This was outlined in greater detail in the Chapter 1; however, 

bears noting again here. I remain confident that the YRDSB’s commitment to innovation will 

support moving forward and managing the impact, if any, of the labour action.  

A final limitation was the participation rates within this inquiry. Given the large size of 

the YRDSB, ensuring a representative sample of all employees was a difficult challenge. An 

originally proposed survey intended to yield a large sample of employee perceptions on 

innovation was removed from the research plan at the request of the YRDSB Research 

Department. The YRDSB is school board with continuous research occurring both by internal 

and external researchers. The Research Department mindfully manages the impact on the system. 

In a year where the Ontario Child Health study and YRDSB Student Climate Survey was being 

conducted, having another survey being conducted broadly within the system would have taxed 

the organization unnecessarily. Despite this, I was pleased with the participation in both Focus 

Groups and the Interviews and satisfied that they yielded data sufficient upon which to build 

recommendations.  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter I outlined the seven findings, four conclusions, and the study’s scope and 

limitations. Overall, the inquiry findings highlighted foundational innovative practices the 

YRDSB can build from. The level of commitment to innovation was evident and a strong desire 

to grow innovation within the YRDSB was consistent throughout the inquiry. A critical path 
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emerged suggesting that the YRDSB address the innovation implementation gap, manage the 

impact of its unique organizational context on innovation, increase innovation promoting 

leadership behaviour, and leverage the strengths and assets of both students and employees in 

pursuing innovation. In considering the findings and conclusions, recommendations for 

implementation emerge; these will be presented in the following chapter.  

Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

 In this chapter, the implications of this inquiry are presented. This includes actionable 

recommendations for how the YRDSB can enhance innovation and provides relevant literature 

which supports these recommendations. This final chapter also includes ideas around what it will 

mean for YRDSB to move forward with these recommendations and suggests possible areas for 

future research. The inquiry question explored in this project was: How can the York Region 

District School Board (YRDSB) enhance their capacity for innovation? The sub questions 

deepened the understanding of innovation within the YRDSB and were designed with 

implementation in mind: 

1. What are the organizational conditions, processes, and structures that encourage 

innovation? 

2. Where does innovation exist currently within the YRDSB and what promotes it? 

3. How can the YRDSB anticipate and overcome roadblocks to innovation? 

4. How can the YRDSB pilot emergent, innovative ideas? 

Moving to a planned approach for innovation will require intentional actions. The 

following recommendations are designed to provide the YRDSB with specific actions to enhance 

innovation within its unique context. Guskey (1995) expressed the importance of moving from 

the broad to the explicit if we want to affect practice. He cautioned against “prescriptions of 
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general practices that are described in broad and nebulous terms…these offer little guidance to 

practically minded reformers who want to know precisely what to do and how to do it” (p. 3).  

The Puccio and Cabra (2010) systems model introduced at the end of Chapter 2 may provide a 

helpful innovation framework for the YRDSB (Figure 1). As previously outlined, this framework 

addresses the following components: person, process, product, environment, and leadership. 

When applied to the YRDSB, this model provides a roadmap for enhancing the capacity for 

systemic innovation, supporting the YRDSB to move from pockets of innovation to widespread 

systematic implementation. A framework that considers the specific organizational environment; 

focuses on the role of leaders, employees and students; and defines the structures and processes 

which promote innovation will provide an innovation pathway for the YRDSB. In applying the 

Puccio and Cabra model to the YRDSB context I propose implementing an innovation 

framework that integrates the following recommendations: 

1. Establish the rationale for innovation and co create a shared definition and understanding 

of innovation within the YRDSB.  

2. Attend to the YRDSB’s specific organizational context and its impact on innovation.  

3. Support leaders to examine their capacity to foster innovation, and provide opportunities 

for leaders to develop leadership behaviours which promote innovation.  

4. Utilize design thinking principles to empower staff members and students.  

5. Adopt prototyping as a strategy for implementation and risk management, providing 

frequent and consistent opportunities for innovation.  

These recommendations are explored in greater detail in the following paragraphs.  
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Recommendation 1: Establish the rationale for innovation and co create a shared 

definition and understanding of innovation within the YRDSB.  

The recently refined YRDSB Board Improvement Plan (BIP) names innovation as a 

foundational practice. A move to innovative practice requires a strong rationale. John Kotter 

(2008) suggested 50 percent of change initiatives fail because the urgency is not sufficient to 

move people out of their comfort zones. He asserted that 75 percent of an organization’s 

management must genuinely believe that business as usual is completely unacceptable in order 

for change to occur (Kotter, 2008). A question the YRDSB might consider is whether business as 

usual is enough for all students to experience achievement and well being.  

Throughout this inquiry, stakeholders displayed a tremendous passion for ensuring 

success for their students. It was evident that students are the heart of the organization and their 

best interest drives the hope for innovation. Senge (2006) advised that in order to have large-

scale impact, change agents must “connect with the core of the organization—at the deepest 

levels of individual and collective identity (p.303). Given the YRDSB’s strong vision for student 

achievement and wellbeing, it would follow that the rationale for innovation lies in addressing 

the needs of the students who are not adequately served by the current system—those students 

who are not experiencing achievement and well-being. 

 Given the potential social consequences and uncertain life trajectory for students who do 

not experience school success or well-being, the YRDSB would be wise to frame this as a 

wicked problem, strengthening the rationale for innovation. As outlined in the YRDSB’s 

Mission, Vision, and Values (Appendix A), the YRDSB’s mission is to advance student 

achievement and well-being. As indicated by participants, despite a high level of commitment 

and hard work, there are barriers to achievement and well-being for some students that have not 
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been addressed. Addressing these barriers through innovative practice is a possible move 

forward. A strong rationale for innovation will support buy in across the system for this change 

mandate. Differentiating YRDSB specific innovation from the prescribed innovations that might 

flow from the Ministry of Education (EDU) might generate more interest in innovation which is 

generated internally from a grassroots process.  

A facilitated process that engages the system in co creating the vision and rationale for 

innovation within the YRDSB might provide a launching point. To achieve this, an initiating 

event such as a World Café could be employed to allow an opportunity for all participants who 

engaged in the research process (and other interested stakeholders) to explore the findings, 

conclusions, and recommendations, and reflect on next steps towards the vision for innovation 

within the YRDSB.  

Since initiating this research, two staff members have been hired with innovation as their 

mandate, and a Coordinating Superintendent has been provided the responsibility of innovation 

within their professional portfolio. The YRDSB may wish to consider the role of these 

individuals in providing leadership to this work. Additionally, the creation of a Maker Space 

within the professional library has generated enthusiasm amongst many staff and may provide 

the momentum to officially launch the YRDSB vision for innovation. For the YRDSB this 

Maker Space is a starting place. As outlined in Chapter 4 participants indicated the need for 

structures which facilitate ideation and implementation. The Maker Space could serve as a 

definitive location where people come together to flesh out ideas and design prototypes. 

Ensuring innovators have the needed resources, tools, and technology to test out their creative 

ideas will further the YRDSB’s innovation agenda.  
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 It is important to recognize that the landscape of the YRDSB includes many staff 

members who work in departments which do not directly impact students. Departments within 

the business side of the organization (e.g., accounting, business services, purchasing, learning 

design and development) have much to offer on innovative practice. As outlined previously, 

participant responses indicated that innovation is practiced regularly in the business environment. 

It is recommended that the YRDSB take a broad frame of innovation that includes 

business/operations innovation, in addition to educational innovation. This will yield the greatest 

opportunity to capitalize on existing innovative capacity and ensure diversification. The YRDSB 

might consider creating a multi disciplinary team with shared leadership from both the academic 

and business side of the organization. In addition to leveraging diverse thinking, this may also 

help avoid stereotyping innovation as only related to a specific subset of work (e.g. technological 

advancement). The YRDSB has been explicit in indicating that the current focus on Modern 

Learning is not exclusive to technology. It would be wise to extend the same caution when 

considering innovation and support it with the co creation of a strong rationale and sense of 

urgency for innovation.  

Recommendation 2: Attend to the YRDSB’s specific organizational context and its impact 

on innovation.  

The YRDSB context was considered significant in moving towards a culture of 

innovation. Specifically, a reputation as high performing, its hierarchical structure, and the large 

size of the Board were seen as impacting on the potential for innovation. It is recommended that 

the YRDSB consider an initial assessment of the organizational climate for creativity, to 

precisely identify what aspects of the organization are promoting and inhibiting creativity, and 

subsequently innovation. The KEYS assessment measures employee perceptions of the extent to 
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which the work environment supports creativity and innovation (Amabile et al., 1996; 1999) and 

is an example of a comprehensive, evidence based tool. Though it may be cost prohibitive for the 

YRDSB to utilize this tool in particular, it may be a valuable tool for the internal YRDSB 

research department to reflect on and potentially develop a comparable tool for YRDSB use. The 

information gleaned would provide a tangible starting point for improving innovation capacity. 

A thorough capacity assessment may yield data which will further focus the recommendations 

provided here.  

Organizational factors which promote innovation were outlined in detail in Chapter 2 and 

provide a guidebook for generating an innovation promoting culture. Addressing collaborative 

capacity, ensuring a safe to fail learning environment, providing networking 

spaces/opportunities, and examining the distribution of power and decision making are 

fundamental (Amundsen, Gressgård, & Hansen, 2012). While helpful, these do not attend to the 

specific context of the YRDSB explicitly. As suggested in the findings understanding how 

hierarchy, the reputation of the YRDSB as high performing, and the YRDSB’s large size impact 

innovation is critical. Participants indicated ways they perceive these factors to impact. It is 

recommended that the YRDSB facilitate an intentional dialogue about the impact of these three 

factors on innovation. This could be situated within the strategic planning process proposed in 

Recommendation 1.  

This facilitated process could fall short if it only focused on the preferred future, without 

a root cause analysis of potential barriers to innovation (such as those outlined in this inquiry, 

e.g. hierarchical structure) and a plan to address those barriers. Considering the possible impacts 

such as was done within this inquiry is an initial step; however, a plan to address any possible 

barriers would be much more explicit. I include a caveat with this recommendation, which 
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suggests any further examination of barriers to innovation be undertaken from an appreciative 

stance. As described in Chapter 3, although this study did not engage a full Appreciative Inquiry 

approach (Hammond, 1998), it used an appreciative stance with positively framed questions to 

support the organization in moving forward. This approach proved useful in the context of rapid 

leadership turnover where relationships of trust were not yet established. Within systems, the 

language of problem solving can sometimes generate assumptions about blame and provoke 

defensiveness in others (Bushe & Pitman, 1991). As outlined in Chapter 3, an appreciative 

stance, or a full Appreciative Inquiry (AI) may be a helpful tool to lessen any concern about 

blame. Within the YRDSB, an appreciative process would value the best of what is, envision 

what might be, dialogue about what should be, and innovate what will be (Cooperrider & 

Srivastva, 1987). Taking an appreciative stance allows individuals to engage in future oriented 

thinking about innovation, minimizing resistance. Given people’s response to change stems from 

their assumptions, attributions of meaning, and attitude about the change—a process that is 

cautious about language and takes a positive frame is more likely to be met with success (Choi & 

Ruona, 2011). Examining the YRDSB context and its impact on innovation will provide strategic 

direction on what is needed to move forward in pursuing innovation.  

Recommendation 3: Support leaders to examine their capacity to foster innovation, 

and provide opportunities for leaders to develop leadership behaviour which promotes 

innovation.  

Leader behaviour which promotes innovation was highlighted in detail in Chapter 2, and 

described as a pivotal ingredient contributing to an organization’s capacity for innovation. Senge 

(2006) acknowledged, “We can either think and act in ways that reinforce the system as it 

currently operates, or think and act in ways that lead in different directions” (p. 348). Identifying 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  120 

explicit ways of thinking and acting which promote innovation and supporting leaders to 

actualize those behaviours is critical. Leaders can foster innovation by creating an environment 

which promotes innovation and empowers employees, alongside skillfully facilitating teams that 

balance creative abrasion with collaboration. When considering the literature outlined in Chapter 

2 and the participant responses outlined in Chapter 4, a set of innovation promoting leadership 

behaviours could be distilled to include; (a) demonstrates a strong conviction about the value of 

creativity and innovation, (b) has a change orientation, (c) encourages risk taking and 

experimentation, (d) demonstrates openness, (e) establishes trust based relationships, and (f) 

provides recognition. It is recommended that the YRDSB map these against the current 

leadership strategy located within the Board Improvement Plan (BIP), and outlined in the BIP 

foundational practice of leadership. Where gaps exist, it is recommended the YRDSB embed 

new leadership competencies which promote innovation. Providing a rubric for leaders to assess 

their capacity for promoting innovation, matched with a professional development trajectory 

would be ideal. In doing so, the YRDSB can actively support leaders in developing innovative 

capacity and enhance system capacity to pursue innovation.  

Recommendation 4: Utilize design thinking principles to empower staff members 

and students.  

As outlined in Conclusion 4, the YRDSB could expand their innovation potential by 

capitalizing on the strengths of staff members and students. The principles of design thinking 

outlined in Chapter 2 highlighted the benefit of engaging the end user (e.g. staff members and 

students). Within a hierarchical system having students and staff members involved in the 

process of innovation would demonstrate design thinking, most significantly if students and staff 

members were empowered as co creators. This is a particularly robust process for the YRDSB to 
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consider, as it holds the potential to mitigate the hierarchical structure of the YRDSB. As 

outlined previously, participants paid significant attention to the importance of empowering staff 

members and students, and being intentional in mitigating hierarchy. The hierarchical structure 

of the YRDSB does not need to inhibit innovation; however, considering the impact of hierarchy 

would be beneficial. Given that within a hierarchical structure decisions are often made centrally 

by senior decision makers, the use of design thinking principles might generate shared decision 

making, or decision making informed by the perspectives of students and staff members. Design 

thinking principles are helpful due to their capacity to elevate the perspective of the end user, 

through establishing a deep understanding of the needs of the end user, or engaging the end user 

as co creator (Efeoglu et.al, 2015; Wattanasupachoke, 2012). 

 My experience within education suggests that most educational reform efforts target 

change at the work processes of teachers, pedagogy, and student engagement. Given its capacity 

as a human centered design process, driven by an understanding of the needs of end users, design 

thinking would support the YRDSB in moving innovation forward. Design thinking is also ideal 

for addressing complex problems (Efeoglu et al., 2015) such as more successfully supporting 

students not experiencing achievement and well-being. Given student achievement and well-

being are the core business of the YRDSB, reform efforts are managed district wide and are 

systemic in nature. Engaging employees and students in these processes would exemplify design 

thinking principles. Designing innovation driven by a deep understanding of the needs of 

teachers and students would enhance innovation at the level of schools and classrooms.  

In addition to innovation at the classroom level, the YRDSB could use design thinking 

principles to promote widespread employee driven innovation, particularly where the employee 

is the end user such as in designing work processes (e.g. more efficient work processes, ways of 
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doing things). As highlighted previously, the employees within the YRDSB are interdisciplinary 

and span the fields of education, business, technology, clinical services, plant services, etc. 

Though most innovation efforts are likely to be in the direction of education, the YRDSB could 

benefit from taking an inclusive approach beyond education only. All employees have a stake in 

innovation whether the impact is at the school, classroom, or department, or district level.  

As highlighted previously, design thinking can involve the end user as co creator 

(Edwards-Schachter et. al, 2012). This is a powerful way to design solutions with the end user as 

a collaborative designer. Students and teachers have experiential knowledge about how they do 

or do not learn best, including how schools and classroom spaces are designed, what learning 

content is relevant to their lives, and what modalities of learning are most impactful. Employees 

have insight about how they work most productively. The YRDSB’s newly identified focus on 

modern learning and working (described in Chapter 1) could provide a key platform for 

leveraging employee and student driven innovation. This would enable broad based innovation 

for modern learning and working,; therefore expanding the potential for innovation across all 

facets of the YRDSB.  

As outlined in Chapter 1, this year the YRDSB has selected math, mental health, and 

modern learning as core focus areas for improvement. These are identified areas of challenge 

requiring innovative approaches. These foci areas represent potential starting places for 

innovative practice. Diversifying involvement in innovation across broad employee and student 

groups (rather than assigned to an exclusive unit responsible for innovation, and involving only 

student leaders) will enhance the capacity for widespread, systemic innovation (Aasen et al., 

2012). It would be advantageous for the YRDSB to consider providing intentional opportunities 

for design thinking to support the ideation, development, and implementation of innovation 
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within the foci. Innovation leaders with innovation as a portfolio may provide needed structure 

for facilitating employee and student engagement. Given the large size of the organization, 

providing intentional structures that maximize student and employee strengths and creativity will 

expand innovation potential. Possible structures will be explored further in the following 

recommendation.  

Recommendation 5: Adopt prototyping as a strategy for implementation and risk 

management, providing frequent and consistent opportunities for innovation.  

A solid innovation framework for the YRDSB must attend to implementation and 

managing risk. These were two significant factors featured prominently in the findings (FG1, 

FG2, I1—7). Participants were significantly concerned with ensuring they remain accountable to 

students and do not negatively impact them as a result of an innovation (I1, I2, I3, and I6). A tool 

used within the practice of design thinking holds promise as an implementation and risk 

management strategy for the YRDSB. As highlighted in Chapter 2, prototyping is often assumed 

to apply to the innovation of products; however, examples in the literature also demonstrate the 

value of prototyping across multiple types of innovation including process innovation (e.g. 

Binder & Brandt, 2008; Coughlan et al. 2007). Prototyping is highly recommended for the 

YRDSB.  

Prototypes “are tangible . . . start out as rough as possible” (Coughlan et al., 2007, p. 5) 

and have multiple benefits. They allow for learning, reduce the level of risk/concern about 

failure, and limit emotional attachment to an idea. They are co created by multiple stakeholders 

and demonstrate learning in action helping people to “move beyond talking and thinking about a 

problem. . . . to action” (p. 5). When considering prototyping for the YRDSB, two significant 
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benefits are apparent. Prototyping provides a risk management strategy and moves people from 

ideas to implementation.  

Evident within the findings was participants’ concern about risk to students when 

implementing innovation (I1, I2, I3, and I6). This is a very real and present reality. As outlined in 

Chapter 2, prototyping smaller innovations more often is an effective way to manage risk 

(Coughlan et al., 2007). A key feature is “learning faster by failing early” (p. 6), allowing ideas 

to be practised in very early stages before an idea has been fully fleshed out. It is the cheapest 

and quickest way to test out an idea, allowing for “recoverable errors of small scale” (p. 12). 

Consistent use of prototyping in the YRDSB would support a safe to fail environment which is 

essential for innovation.  

Applying the safe to fail principle carte blanche would represent a significant culture shift 

for the YRDSB. A safe starting place might be practising small scale prototyping before 

applying the safe to fail principle system-wide. The YRDSB could use the Maker Space 

currently in development as the starting place for prototype generation. It is unclear whether the 

Maker Space will be used to generate product innovation only, or if it will also enable process 

innovation through the use of the tools described in Chapter 2 (e.g. role playing, games); 

however, the hope is it will facilitate both. The key point is to begin prototyping somewhere and 

the Maker Space is a fitting place to begin. 

In practice this might look like Senior Team requesting topics of interest on a 

predetermined frequency (e.g., quarterly). Senior Team would select a topic for further 

exploration, maintaining decision making for the focus of innovation efforts. This follows the 

recommendation provided by Anthony et al. (2015) who cautioned against opening the 

organization up for flow of ideas without structures and processes to assess and implement ideas. 
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Senior leaders add value by ensuring innovation remains focused on organizational goals, rather 

than being a creative whim disconnected from core goals (Anthony et al., 2007). The selected 

topic could be communicated system wide, with an invitation to an idea generation session. From 

that session an idea could be incubated within the Maker Space to the point of a working 

prototype. Consistent idea generation sessions would demonstrate the Board’s commitment to 

innovation and avoid the perception of innovation as a passing fad (Guskey, 1995).  

Prototyping can support the YRDSB to move ideas into action, addressing the innovation 

implementation gap identified by participants. As discussed in Chapter 2, prototyping avoids 

over analyzing and/or processing an idea. It quickly moves people to action, learning by doing, 

and disciplined experimentation (Anthony et al. 2015; Coughlan et al. 2007; Snowden, 2012). A 

steady practice of prototyping will enable the YRDSB to “respond to the rapidly changing world 

by “fostering a culture within which people continually adapt solutions and respond creatively to 

new conditions and discoveries” (Coughlan et al., 2007, p. 2).  

Aycan and Lorenzoni (2014) described a continuum of experimentation with evolving 

prototypes. It is recommended that the YRDSB adopt a continuum of experimentation moving 

from rapid prototyping, to live prototyping, to piloting (Figure 2). Moving across the continuum 

increases the level of precision, with each successive prototype closer to the final product. Live 

prototyping precedes a formal pilot and allows small scale prototyping in context. A live 

prototype differs from a pilot as the design is still in a developmental phase. It replaces 

evaluations of a prototype using feedback such as surveys, focus groups, etc., with actual 

behavioural observation—allowing us to see what people do in response to the innovation, 

versus what they say they will do.  
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Adopting a continuum of experimentation will support the YRDSB to manage risk by 

slowly progressing towards increasing levels of risk. Additionally, if the YRDSB is unable to 

have students/staff/end user at the design table, early prototyping gets the idea to them quickly 

for their feedback in order to refine it. For example, if we consider an innovation being a student 

designed Secondary School the continuum of experimentation might look as follows: (a) a 

student designed curriculum lesson, (b) student designed course, (c) student designed 

programming/schooling for one cohort of students, and (d) a student designed Secondary School 

program. 

As outlined in Chapter 2, Snowden (2012) highlighted that complex problems cannot be 

solved by discussion and analysis, and he encouraged systems to practice experimentation by 

sending out a probe or prototype into the system. He advocated that all prototypes must have a 

built in damping and amplification strategy. Ensuring student achievement and well-being for all 

students is complex in and of itself; however, the importance of managing risk to students while 

innovating increases the complexity. In considering Snowden’s (2012) assertion, the YRDSB 

might benefit from being explicit about when to shut a prototype down and further refine it, or to 

declare that it has failed. On the converse, it will be important that the YRDSB have working 
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criteria to support knowing when an innovation has been a success and should be scaled up. 

 

Figure 2. Continuum of Experimentation 

 

Organizational Implications  

Consistent with the philosophy of Action Research Engagement (ARE) outlined in 

Chapter 3, engagement of key YRDSB stakeholders throughout this inquiry was essential. I 

engaged members of the YRDSB research team, senior leadership, and my organizational 

sponsor throughout the course of this inquiry for their valuable insight at critical points. These 

key stakeholders reviewed the proposal of how data would be collected, as well as the draft 

findings, conclusions, and recommendations. These reviews were conducted with the lens of 

ensuring context specific relevance to the YRDSB. In the spirit of Appreciative Inquiry (AI), this 

inquiry began from a place of wanting to unearth successful innovative practice already 

occurring within the YRDSB. As outlined in Chapter 4, participants indicated that pockets of 

innovation exist, providing a foundation to build on. 
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The goal of this inquiry was to provide recommendations to support the YRDSB in 

enhancing its capacity for innovation. It is hoped that the recommendations within this inquiry 

provide a path forward; however, it is critical to consider the implications of the 

recommendations for the YRDSB, and the systems readiness or capacity to implement them. 

Armenakis and Harris (2009) offered a concept that is helpful in examining the implications for 

the YRDSB. They outlined five key beliefs that support a change imperative: (a) discrepancy, (b) 

appropriateness, (c) efficacy, (d) principal support, and (e) valence. In the following paragraphs I 

will examine the implications for the YRDSB according to these key beliefs. 

Discrepancy. 

 Discrepancy refers to the belief that change is needed and the gap between the desired 

and current state is acknowledged (Armenakis & Harris, 2009). As outlined in Finding 1, it was 

evident that participants in this inquiry already hold this belief. To create a solid foundation for 

moving forward this belief will need to be shared by more stakeholders. Acting on 

Recommendation 1 will facilitate a shared belief system by engaging a broader set of 

stakeholders. With a move to innovation as a foundational practice it is timely that the YRDSB 

engage the system in co creating a shared vision for innovation. This is an opportune time to 

determine and communicate the rationale for innovation. 

 Discrepancy applies to the YRDSB in multiple ways: (a) acknowledging the need to 

strengthen innovative capacity in order to demonstrate innovation as a foundational practice; (b) 

bringing to the forefront the fact that despite the YRDSB’s reputation of excellence, there are 

many YRDSB students who are not experiencing achievement and well being; and (c) believing 

that the current education system is not adequate to prepare students for the rapidly changing 

future, and innovation in education is not optional.  
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Appropriateness. 

 Appropriateness refers to accurate alignment between the proposed change mechanism 

and the discrepancy it is intended to address (Armenakis & Harris, 2009). Will enhancing 

innovation within the YRDSB address the concern about students who are not succeeding in the 

current system? Will innovation address the disconnect between an education system based on 

the industrial era and the current reality? I believe it will; however, the extent to which that belief 

is shared within the YRDSB will impact next steps. Implementing Recommendations 1 and 2 

could create momentum towards a shared sense that innovation is necessary and must be pursued 

in order for the YRDSB to achieve its highest vision of student achievement and well being. 

Efficacy. 

 Efficacy requires a belief that the YRDSB has the capacity to successfully implement 

the change. I believe a change towards enhanced innovative practice is within reach for the 

YRDSB. All four recommendations resulting from this inquiry are designed to support the 

YRDSB in developing the capacity to successfully innovate. In particular, Recommendations 3, 

4, and 5 provide practical steps the YRDSB can consider to improve its capacity for innovation. 

These recommendations were derived from the wisdom of YRDSB senior leaders and key 

stakeholders, as well as from the research literature. Capacity is gained incrementally and by 

managing what the system takes on. The minimum viable innovation system (MVIS) proposed 

by Anthony et al. (2014) offers an option for the YRDSB to move forward within its current 

capacity while increasing its capacity for future growth in the area of innovation. 

 

Principal support. 
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Principal support requires that “formal leaders (vertical change agents) in an 

organization are committed to the success of a change and that it is not going to be another 

passing fad” (Armenakis & Harris, 2009, p. 129). YRDSB leaders have much to contend with. 

Their task of leading a large system of unionized employees within a context of public education 

is enormous. Consistently change directives, initiatives, funding drops, and special projects 

demand energy above and beyond the course of day to day operations. Sustained energy for any 

given change, though crucial, can be very difficult. The current direction of the Senior Team to 

focus the work of the YRDSB suggests there will be principal support for the innovation agenda. 

Kotter (2008) cautioned against frenetic activity which does not impact positively on the central 

goals of the organization. Excessive activity “drains needed energy in activity and not 

productivity” (p. 6) and initiative fatigue exhausts employees and dilutes the overall impact. 

Refining the YRDSB work to three foci: Math, Mental Health, and Modern learning, and 

explicitly articulating equity, leadership, and innovation as foundational practices lends credence 

to the significance of principal support and the importance of managing workload for maximum 

impact. 

Valence. 

 Valence refers to the belief that there is value and benefit for the system by pursuing the 

change (Armenakis & Harris, 2009). As discussed in Chapter 2, Cordingley and Bell (2007) 

cautioned against innovation for innovation’s sake. Valence is addressed in Recommendation 1 

most strongly. Do key stakeholders believe that innovation will benefit the YRDSB? This is a 

critical question answer. I believe that the broad employee survey which prompted the YRDSB 

to name innovation as a value confirms that a belief in its value already exists. This is a hopeful 

starting point for pursuing innovation. 
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 If the YRDSB elects not to move forward with the recommendations within this inquiry, 

it is likely that pockets of innovation will continue to flourish; however, systemic innovation 

may not occur. A path of business as usual and maintaining the status quo will impact the 

YRDSB’s ability to achieve achievement and well being for all students, and dilute its 

commitment to inspire learning. Without (a) establishing a strong rationale for innovation, (b) 

addressing the impact of the YRDSB context on innovation, (c) supporting innovation-promoting 

leadership, (d) empowering staff members and students, and (e) managing risk, there is the 

possibility that the YRDSB could become stagnant in its innovation efforts. My experience 

within this inquiry suggests this will not happen. The commitment to ensuring all of our students 

thrive was evident, and innovation was believed to be a valuable asset in achieving that. 

Implications for Future Inquiry  

The results of this inquiry offer explicit steps to support the YRDSB in enhancing its 

capacity for innovation. During this inquiry, however, several unanswered questions piqued my 

curiosity. Specifically, these questions were related to the role of grassroots innovation in 

hierarchical systems; the implications of technological advancement on relational capital, and 

subsequently innovation; and the potential for creative methods and AR methodology to have 

applications outside of current practice. 

While the recommendations clearly outline context specific suggestions for the 

YRDSB, questions remain about the extent of untapped potential for innovation. The 

implications for future inquiry relate to the scope of this inquiry. While key senior leaders, 

managers, and regional staff participated in this inquiry, there are many other voices that have 

much to offer when considering innovation. In particular, the significance of empowering staff 

members and students is evident within the findings, and suggests a future possibility of 
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exploring front line employee and student perspectives on innovation. As described in 

Recommendation 4, design thinking demonstrates the immense value added by engaging these 

stakeholders. I expect there to be exponential capacity for innovation lying dormant in many 

YRDSB staff members and students. How do they want to be engaged? What barriers do they 

experience in pursuing innovation? What is the impact of shared leadership on innovation? 

While this inquiry explored the path forward from the top down, what does grassroots innovation 

within education require to come to fulfillment? These questions remain, and suggest 

possibilities for future exploration. A thorough understanding of the answers to these questions 

would enable the YRDSB to most effectively tap into the innovative capacity inherent in its 

system. 

Another interesting topic for future consideration is what impact the rise of electronic 

forms of relating, has on innovation. Given the importance of relational capital, does technology 

inhibit or enhance innovative capacity? How do creativity, divergence, trust, and synergy 

develop in online methods of communication? What is gained? What is lost? These insights 

could proactively consider the impact of technological innovation on innovation itself. 

It may also be helpful to consider the potential of creative research methods in a variety 

of circumstances such as strategic planning, or mining for data within complex and potentially 

volatile organizational contexts. How are these methods used effectively in organizations where 

a creative method may challenge the cultural norms? The importance of safety in organizational 

research is critical and perhaps not as vehemently pursued when conducted by an external 

researcher. AR raises the stakes with the researcher navigating research within their own system. 

In my experience, conducting research within my own organization enhanced my sense of 

responsibility and careful consideration of each step of the process. Where else might this 
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approach be useful? What are the implications for consultants? These questions merit further 

consideration. 

Finally, though it may seem intuitive, monitoring the impact of implementing the 

recommendations of this inquiry is suggested. Did the YRDSB see an increase in innovation? 

What strategies had the greatest impact, least impact? AR promotes continuous cycles of 

exploration and refined action based on what is learned. This parallels the path of innovation and 

holds promise for a continuously improving and innovating YRDSB system. 

Thesis Summary  

Action research which supports us to look (define/describe the problem), think (analyze 

and interpret), and act (develop solutions) provides a way to understand what is needed to 

support positive change (Stringer, 2007). The inquiry findings and research literature suggest that 

the complexity of innovation be acknowledged, particularly within complex systems tackling 

complex problems. The many types of innovation may be more helpful when considered together 

rather than in isolation. To effect systems change, diverse actors and methods of innovating are 

needed. For the YRDSB to move its innovation agenda forward I propose an interdependent 

system of continuous innovation be considered. Top down strategic innovation, workplace 

innovation, and social innovation, when practised alongside business as usual provide a 

mechanism for both stability and change. When applied, the YRDSB innovation system would 

innovate continuously, diversifying the application of innovation and embedding it within a 

culture of continuous improvement (Figure 3). Within this the YRDSB must find its own starting 

place.  



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  134 

 

Figure 3: Model of Continuous Innovation  

The recommendations within this thesis provide the YRDSB with a pathway for 

achieving top down strategic innovation which helps achieve the goals of the system. From the 

top down leaders can drive strategic change by leveraging the wisdom of staff members, and 

most importantly students. The entire system should be engaged in pursuing innovation to ensure 

an education that effectively prepares our students for the future they will have. This type of 

innovation should be balanced with the day to day core operating practices. Ellström (2010) 
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complement one another. Podger (2004) confirmed the need for balance suggesting that public 

service organizations must “be conscious of the balancing act they need to play between the 

imperative to innovate and the imperative to ensure sustainability” (p. 485). Navigating this 

tension is critical to the YRDSB. 

To achieve the need for balance and ensure continued core operations, the YRDSB 

should maintain a foundation of business as usual. Within the process of business as usual, it is 

recommended the YRDSB encourage workplace innovation. By empowering employees, 

innovation of the day to day processes of work can occur. Continuous workplace innovation will 

create a “practice arena” of lower risk innovation and generate opportunities for employees to 

develop the capacity and skills necessary for innovation beyond work processes. 

Hargreaves (2009) asserted that “if schools and school systems sustain a broader vision, 

their students will become committed to changing the world” (p. 83). The YRDSB is part of a 

much broader system. Our students will be required to navigate a complex, global world which 

changes at a rapid place as a result of technology. To pursue meaningful innovation, the YRDSB 

would benefit from linking to broader social innovation networks which share a common goal of 

ensuring a meaningful future for all children and youth (e.g. WrapAround, YR Social Action 

Council, and York2). Engaging stakeholders from the business/employment worlds that we are 

preparing our students for, will transform the education system—moving us towards engaged, 

modern learning and ensuring we remain relevant. Engaging social service sector stakeholders 

will provide a deep understanding of the students we are not reaching, and promote innovation 

that removes barriers to learning. “Learning happens when the individual [student] is central to, 

engaged in, and excited by learning” (British Columbia Teachers Federation, 2009, p.1). 
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Innovation provides us with a platform to make that happen by ensuring the relevance of 

learning for students now and in the future. 

In an environment of continuous learning and innovation, these intersecting types of 

innovation serve as feedback loops to one another and to the system as a whole. They allow for 

the integration of innovation into the organizational environment where innovation will soon be 

considered the norm. This continuous cycle of innovation will move the YRDSB towards a 

culture of innovation and ensure the implementation of innovation as a foundational practice. 

 This year the theme of the internationally attended YRDSB Quest Conference was 

focused on Modern Learning. Innovation was central to most of the proceedings. At one point 

during a question and answer session, an audience member suggested to the keynote that 

educators need research to make the case. The participant indicated that though the focus on 

innovation in learning sounds wonderful, educators want research evidence to prove it will 

positively impact students. This dilemma is central to innovation. The YRDSB must be prepared 

to engage in risk taking. Most things backed by research evidence were once an innovation, an 

idea, and a new way of doing things. Evidence is always one step behind and innovation requires 

an initial risk to try something you don’t know will work. The keynote Will Richardson 

encouraged educators to embrace a shift from master teacher to master learner. Innovation 

requires stepping into the unknown and learning what can be found there. I believe the YRDSB 

has what it takes to step into the unknown. If we practise design thinking and engage our 

students in designing the YRDSB of the future, I am confident we will co design learning that 

gives our students the greatest chance of being prepared for the future ahead of them. 
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Appendix A: York Region District School Board Mission, Vision, and Values
2
 

Mission 

To advance student achievement and well-being through public education, which motivates learners, 

fosters inclusion, inspires innovation and builds community.  

 

Vision 

To be a leader in public education by empowering all students to become engaged and caring citizens of 

the world.  

 

Values 

Our School Board operates based on a set of values which guides our actions:  

Inclusivity 

We demonstrate equity and inclusivity in all that we do. We demand an environment in which all 

students, staff, parents, and our community feel valued and have a sense of belonging. We expect 

empathy, mutual respect and understanding to be demonstrated in our words and actions.  

Relationships 

We value positive, meaningful relationships with students, staff, parents, and our community. We value 

diversity of opinion, sincere dialogue and community engagement.  

Innovation 

We continuously strive to provide the best educational programs for all students. We empower staff and 

students to take initiative and to be innovative leaders.  

Engagement 

We encourage active participation in all learning and activities by creating an environment that engages 

students, staff, parents, and our community.  

Responsibility 

We are individually and collectively responsible for creating the best possible school community to 

support the achievement and well-being of all individuals. We are responsible for the delivery of effective 

and sustainable educational programs and stewardship of Board resources.  

Optimism 

We approach all situations with optimism. We cultivate confidence and resiliency in all students and staff 

members. 

                                                 

2
 Copyright (2016) York Region District School Board. Reprinted with permission. 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  155 

3
Appendix B: York Region District School Board Organizational Structure 

 

                                                 

3
 Copyright (2016) York Region District School Board. Adapted with permission. 
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Appendix C: Letter of Invitation for Photovoice Participation (CLL) 

 

Dear YRDSB employee,  

 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is 

part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership at Royal Roads University.  

 

The objective of my research project is to explore innovation within the York Region District 

School Board (YRDSB). The focus is on understanding the conditions that promote innovation 

and how they can be enhanced within the YRDSB.  

 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because I would like to gain the perspectives 

of multiple employees across all departments within the YRDSB. This phase of my research 

project invites participants to submit one photo in response to the following question: Think back 

to a time when you were part of something you would consider innovative. Take a photo that 

represents how that made you feel. Please refrain from submitting photos which include people.  

 

The photo is submitted electronically with a narrative which briefly outlines your view of the 

photo. If you are interested to participate, it is requested you submit the photo and narrative by 

December 10, 2014. The contributors of the first 12 photos submitted will be invited to 

participate in a follow up focused conversation around the photo submissions. This will be 

conducted within a focus group. 

 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 

to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 

information before responding.  

 

I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate in this 

research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, should you choose 

to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. Your submission of a photo will 

constitute your informed consent. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw 

your photo at any point without prejudice. If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply 

to this request. Your decision to not participate will also be maintained in confidence. Your 

choice will not affect our relationship or your employment status in any way.  

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes.  

 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 

Name: Michelle Cassidy 

Email: cassidythesis@gmail.com 

Telephone: XXX-XXX-XXX 

 

Sincerely, 

Michelle Cassidy 
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Appendix D: Letter of Invitation for Photovoice Participation Managers Council 

 

Dear Managers Council member,  

 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This 

project is part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership at Royal Roads 

University. The objective of my research project is to explore innovation within the 

York Region District School Board (YRDSB). The focus is on understanding the 

conditions that promote innovation and how they can be enhanced within the 

YRDSB. 
 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are a member of the 

Managers Council and are well positioned to impact innovation within the YRDSB. 

This phase of my research project will consist of a focus group using photos and 8-10 

Managers Council members. It is estimated to last 1 hour, on January 20
th

, 2015 from 

3:30 to 4:30 p.m. Location to be determined. Snacks will be provided.  

 

An enhancement to this focus group invites you to participate creatively. You are invited 

to submit (prior to the focus group) one photo in response to the following question: 

Think back to a time when you were part of something within the YRDSB you would 

consider innovative. Take a photo that represents that experience. Please refrain from 

submitting photos which include people. If you are interested to participate, please 

respond acknowledging your availability to participate by Friday, January 16th, 

2015. 

The photo is submitted electronically with a narrative which briefly outlines your view of 

the photo. You will be requested to submit the photo and narrative by January 19th, 

2015. The first 10 participants to confirm their participation will submit one photo and 

brief narrative description of their photo. They will be invited to participate in the follow 

up focus group.  

 

I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate in 

this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and 

participation is entirely voluntary. If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply 

to this request. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time 

without prejudice. Photos can be withdrawn and returned at any point. Due to the 

collective nature of the focus group, please be aware that should you withdraw from the 

study after the focus group has taken place, it will be difficult to remove your individual 

contributions from the collective data. All identifying information will be removed and 

the data will be presented in an anonymous format in the final thesis report. 

 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding 

the project and its outcomes. If you would like to participate in my research project, 

please contact me at: 

Name: Michelle Cassidy 

Email: cassidythesis@gmail.com  

Telephone: XXX-XXX-XXX 



ENHANCING CAPACITY FOR INNOVATION  158 

Appendix E: Informed Consent Photovoice Focus Group Participation and Image Use 

 

Title of Research Study: Enhancing the Conditions for Innovation within the York Region 

District School Board (YRDSB) 

 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project.  

 

 I understand that my submission of a photo is my informed consent to participate.  

 

 

 I commit to respect the confidential nature of the focus group by not sharing identifying 

information about the other participants 

 

 I consent to my submitted photos being used within the Final Report. I understand that 

these images will be used for publication purposes. I understand that I will be contacted again in 

the future should the Research Team wish to use any of my submitted photos for a secondary 

purpose.  

 

 I consent to the use of my submitted photo in the focus group. 

 

 I consent to the use of my submitted photo for YRDSB use.  

 

 

 I consent to being audio recorded during my participation in the focus group. I 

understand that due to the group nature of this study, the audio recording will be ongoing 

throughout the focus group and my voice or image cannot easily be removed.  

 

 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

 

 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix F: Focused Conversation Questions for Photovoice Focus Group 

 

Opening:  I invite you to take a Gallery Walk of the photos which have been submitted or 

selected by participants for our conversation today. Following the Gallery Walk we will discuss 

a series of questions related to your reflections on the photos. We will discuss each photo 

individually using the following questions: 

 

O-Objective Question 

What do you see when you look at that photo?  How does it make you feel? 

 

R-Reflective Question 

What does it remind you of in your own experience? 

 

Once we have answered those questions as a group we will then consider the photos as a group:  

 

I-Interpretive Questions 

What are the key themes raised in the photos so far? 

Which of these is the most important? Why? 

 

D-Decisional Questions 

What response do these photos require of us if we are to pursue innovation? 

What are our next steps? Who will do them? 
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Appendix G: Email Invitation for Interviews (Senior Team) 

 

Dear Senior Team member,  

 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is 

part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership at Royal Roads University.  

 

The objective of my research project is to explore innovation within the York Region District 

School Board (YRDSB). The focus is on understanding the conditions that promote 

innovation and how they can be enhanced within the YRDSB. 

 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are a member of the Senior 

Team and are well positioned to impact innovation within the YRDSB. 

 

This phase of my research project will consist of interviews with up to 12 Senior Team members. 

The interview is estimated to last 1 hour and will be held at a mutually convenient time and place 

before February 28th, 2015. If you are interested in participating, please respond to this 

email before January 30, 2015. 
 

I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate in this 

research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, should you choose 

to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any point without prejudice. 

 

All data will be presented in an anonymous format in the final thesis report. 

 

If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision to not 

participate will also be maintained in confidence.  

 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes.  

 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 

Name: Michelle Cassidy Email: cassidythesis@gmail.com  

Telephone: XXX-XXX-XXX 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Michelle Cassidy 
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Appendix H: Informed Consent Interview 

 

Title of Research Study: Enhancing the Conditions for Innovation within the York Region 

District School Board (YRDSB) 

 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19. Your signature states that you 

are giving your voluntary and informed consent to participate in this project.  

 

 

 I consent to the audio recording of the interview. 

 

 

 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

 

 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix I: Focused Conversation Questions for Interviews 

 

Opening: You were previously provided with a summary of the themes resulting from the focus 

groups. Here is a hard copy of those themes. Take 5 minutes to review them so they are fresh in 

your memory.  

 

O-Objective Question 

What results here catch your attention?   

 

R-Reflective Question 

When you read these results, what did it remind you of in your own experience? 

 

I-Interpretive Questions 

What are the key themes raised in the data so far? 

Which of these is the most important? Why? 

 

D-Decisional Questions 

What response does this data require of us if we are to pursue innovation? 

What are our next steps? Who will do them? 
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Appendix J: Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement 

 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 

Roads University, Michelle Cassidy (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry research study at 

York Region District School Board (YRDSB) to explore what will enhance the conditions for 

innovation within the YRDSB. The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be 

established by calling Dr. Brigitte Harris, Director, School of Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 

x4467 or email Brigitte. 3harris@RoyalRoads. ca  

 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 

include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 

questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 

including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 

transcribing, or reviewing analysis of data, to assist the Student and the York Region District 

School Board organizational change process. In the course of this activity, you may be privy to 

confidential inquiry data.  

 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 

project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 

generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 

functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 

receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 

covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 

personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 

information.  

 

Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 

In situations where potential participants in a work setting report directly to the Student, you, as a 

neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or potential 

participants, may be asked to work closely with the Student to bridge this potential or actual 

conflict of interest in this study. Such requests may include asking the Inquiry Team Advisor to: 

send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, receive letters/emails of interest in 

participation from potential participants, independently make a selection of received participant 

requests based on criteria you and the Student will have worked out previously, formalize the 

logistics for the data-gathering method, including contacting the participants about the time and 

location of the interview or focus group, conduct the interviews (usually 3-5 maximum) or focus 

group (usually no more than one) with the selected participants (without the Student’s presence 

or knowledge of which participants were chosen) using the protocol and questions worked out 

previously with the Student, and producing written transcripts of the interviews or focus groups 

with all personal identifiers removed before the transcripts are brought back to the Student for 

the data analysis phase of the study.  

This strategy means that potential participants with a direct reporting relationship will be assured 

they can confidentially turn down the participation request from their supervisor (the Student), as 

this process conceals from the Student which potential participants chose not to participate or 
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simply were not selected by you, the third party, because they were out of the selection criteria 

range (they might have been a participant request coming after the number of participants 

sought, for example, interview request number 6 when only 5 participants are sought, or focus 

group request number 10 when up to 9 participants would be selected for a focus group). Inquiry 

Team members asked to take on such 3
rd

 party duties in this study will be under the direction of 

the Student and will be fully briefed by the Student as to how this process will work, including 

specific expectations, and the methods to be employed in conducting the elements of the inquiry 

with the Student’s direct reports, and will be given every support possible by the Student, except 

where such support would reveal the identities of the actual participants.  

 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 

retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads 

Academic Supervisor.  

 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 

the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with [Your name here], 

the Student.  

 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

 

I have read and understand this agreement.  

 

 

 

 

 

________________________ _________________________ _____________ 

 

Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 

 


