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Abstract 
 
This research project examined how the knowledge of the past and purpose of a school site 

can strengthen the creation of a sustainable school vision.  It was developed in response to a 

new administrator coming into a school community and watching a staff maneuver through 

meeting the standards of a new International Baccalaureate programme while defining how 

their practice would be personalized to meet them. Using the cycle of action research, this 

paper explored the question: How does the understanding of the past and purpose of a 

school site strengthen the development of a sustainable school vision?  Data collected for 

this included parent, staff and administration questionnaires, archives of school meetings, 

activities and events and the appreciative inquiry process.  By reviewing scholarly literature, 

analyzing the quantitative and qualitative data and reflecting on the written feedback from 

the participants, this study provided a means for developing a larger perspective on our 

school community. It facilitated the creation of a school vision that is not only based on the 

needs of the staff presently and of the new programme, but with the purpose of a primary 

site and the story of a school community over time.  The data was clear from all parties that 

the school vision must include an active and ongoing commitment to community 

involvement, to educating the whole child through a balanced and innovative curriculum, to 

understanding the primary age group and maintaining traditions that incorporate celebration, 

interdependent relationships and trust. The written vision became the criteria when 

developing the programmes practice going forward. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Background Introduction 

 
        I am an inquiry teacher and believe that learning is a process in which one is able to 

attain new knowledge through developing contextual understandings, synthesizing or 

modification.  A student’s learning builds with their own way of knowing, which is 

developed through personal experiences, culture, personal passions and personality.  

Teaching must harmonize these diversities with differentiated instruction, methodology, 

topics and experiences.  Learning must be purposeful and meaningful to the learner and 

provide for personal choice, creativity and value.  Within this structure, students and 

teachers must all be learners and teachers, guiding each other through inquiring into their 

questions, collaboration, sharing discoveries and connections that are detected.  

 

        Cypress Park Elementary has been an important part of forming my personal 

perspectives of what a community school can achieve.  I have been a parent, a teacher and 

now the administrator in this remarkable academic environment.  My purpose for this thesis 

research is to create a process to thoroughly investigate the history, present and future of 

our school to support the development of an integrated school vision worthy of the students 

and parents in our charge.  Our vision must reflect the positive aspects of our history, our 

present programme and our values and beliefs.   
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           In the past three years our school has gone through the process of becoming an 

official International Baccalaureate (I.B) World school.  The teachers have focused on 

developing a strong understanding of the programmes standards, the inquiry learning 

structure and have developed grade specific units of inquiry.  With this focus on grade 

specific instruction, the past teaching strategies of multi-age instruction and the school wide 

focus on fine arts and peer coaching have been eliminated.  I believe that while achieving 

this change the teachers lost their vision for the school as a whole and must be guided to re-

design how to combine their grade specific goals into the daily practices of our school all- 

together.  The teachers communicate their frustration with the programme’s perceived 

restrictions and requirements due to the formality of the organization, and they mourn the 

loss of curriculum and scheduling control and increased written accountability.  As our 

knowledge about the I.B programme has matured, we are now ready to proceed with 

injecting our unique educational perspectives, values and traditions into the programme. 

How we practice the standards of our programme is under our control and can be achieved 

in many different ways.  Stating clearly our vision for the school will allow the teachers to 

compare our present practice against our vision and feel empowered to make the changes 

necessary and/or inquire into how our vision can best be achieved. 

 
Purpose Statement 

 
       The purpose of this study is to define a school vision that strengthens a school culture 

and practice by reflecting on its traditions and its member’s values and passions. This 

involves having the educators respond to where they are in place and time within the school 

history, reflecting on the unique purpose of the school site and, the programme standards as 
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well as each educator’s personal educational philosophies and passions prior to creating a 

vision. These factors must be in place to ultimately create a long- lasting vision for the 

school that is multi-dimensional, represents the entire community and sets criteria for 

further programme choices.  

 

Justification of the Study 

 

       This study is vital to the continued growth and respect our school community has 

earned.  First, with the full acceptance of our application to become an I.B World School 

our teachers have become appreciative of the excellent learning environments they have 

created within their units of inquiry, but look at their units as disconnected to the remainder 

of the school community.  Second, the schools tradition of Fine Arts has been narrowed and 

our tradition of an art gallery fundraiser where students’ work is presented has been 

eliminated.  This tradition to celebrate a variety of the student achievement is vital to how 

our school community witnesses our ability to meet all of our student’s needs. The show 

builds parent relationships and is a message to our students that their efforts are valued and 

respected.   Our school traditions have defined our school, and our failure to support them 

has changed the culture.  Third, multi-age group learning has been eliminated; students are 

not in contact with all of their peers and the adults in the building on a regular basis and are 

missing out on having relationships that build social responsibility skills.  Fourth, teachers 

are looking to only I.B professional development opportunities to enhance their classroom 

practices, although they tend to be general in nature and to limit professional opportunities 

in other more specific areas of instruction. Lastly, teachers need to feel that they are in 
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charge of their own learning.  Over the past three years the introduction of a PYP 

coordinator as “expert” has influenced how they see themselves as learners. I would hope 

to see teachers become “experts” in areas of interest on their own, so they feel empowered 

to be a valuable part of the curriculum development of the entire school.  To develop a 

school vision that is a lens through which our school makes decisions will allow the staff to 

be a greater part of how we practice the standards we are responsible to meet and provide a 

culture that supports the values and beliefs of our community.  A vision created by staff 

will allow for our purpose to provide a common and meaningful mindset, provide 

autonomy for our members to develop solutions to the changes that will occur and allow for 

relationships to be built on mutual need.  The vision will reflect the beliefs of the people in 

it and will motivate them to define and improve their practice with integrity and passion. 

 

Guiding Questions 
 

Why create an organizational vision? 

 

What are the elements of an organizational vision?  

 

What are the current methodologies that are suggested to create an organizations vision? 

 

How does reflecting on the past affect our understanding of our values and purpose? 

 

How can the use of instructional leadership strategies support the development of a school 

culture? 

 

How can developing a vision affect change? 
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Terms 

 

IB Primary Years Programme  

The IB PYP is constructed to meet the academic requirements of children aged 3 to 12. It is 

centered on the use of inquiry methodology and uses six trans-disciplinary themes; Who we 

are, Where we are in place and time, How we express ourselves, How the world works, 

How we organize ourselves and Sharing the planet, all of which must include global 

significance and meet the curriculum requirements of each school district.  Each theme is 

created to include all of the six subject areas, language, mathematics, science, social 

studies, arts, and personal, social and physical education and develop the needed 

educational trans-disciplinary skills, which include, thinking, social, communication, self-

management and research.  The programme strives to develop learners that are 

independent, understand the world and how they will function within it, and have a strong 

foundation of international-mindedness.  As the students complete their last year, they are 

required to complete an Exhibition project that encompasses a trans- disciplinary inquiry 

process and promotes the demonstration of all of the trans-disciplinary skills developed 

during their PYP programme.  All I.B schools are required to be involved in a continuous 

process of reflection and review that documents the execution of all the standards and 

practices.  Professional development is required and available to all educators frequently 

throughout the school year to support the successful delivery of the programme.   

Vision  

A vision statement defines the purpose, the values and the goals of an organization.  It 

clearly states how the organization will accomplish the stated goals and functions as a 

guide for selecting present and potential actions. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

Background 

 
           The literature review will inquire into perspectives from the field of business and 

education on the purpose and processes of creating a school vision.   It will define the 

value, the key elements and how best to create a climate of trust and transparency when 

creating a shared vision.  Further to this it will provide current methodology on developing 

the optimal environment for an organization’s full and meaningful participation in the 

process.  Margaret J. Wheatley has been a significant source of information on the 

development of our school vision and has influenced my choices when scaffolding our 

inquiry.  Wheatley is a teacher, an organizational consultant, researcher and a professor of 

management. Her research is based upon organizational practices and the behaviours that 

create them.  Wheatley’s desire to have organizations solve their complex problems 

through restructuring and developing new systems has changed the way leadership is 

practiced in many places.  With Wheatley’s direction our school has become a learning 

community, with all members interconnected and working towards a common set of goals.  

Cypress Park now has systems in place that document our achievements and collective 

criteria to ensure accountability to our values and standards.   
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Why create an organizational vision? 

 
           Margaret J. Wheatley has been writing for decades on topics of leadership that 

support change and instructional competencies.  Within her collection of essays, Finding 

Our Way (2007), Wheatley writes about the need for autopoiesis or self- creation and self- 

organization.  In short, this means that within all of us is the innate desire to create 

something that is original and that all life needs to link with other life forms; forming 

values and meaning within norms and behaviours.  She goes on to link the two concepts 

with the necessary actions that leaders must take to ensure consistent and powerful change 

in their organizations.  When Wheatley states that an “Organization is a process, not a 

structure” (2007 p. 36) she is indicating that they are filled with relationships that need a 

common purpose that is clear but flexible; allowing reflection and adaptation through 

learning and informational exchange.  This also indicates that the clear and common 

identity that the organization’s individual’s share will allow for the participants to find their 

personal contributions.   

 

            Kantabutra, S. & Avery, G.C. (2005) created a study that had 111 personnel from 

apparel stores in 19 major shopping malls in Australia complete questionnaires to examine 

the effects of a shared vision on organizational performance through vision guiding, 

empowerment and motivation.  Through a 9-point scale they indicated how they used their 

store’s vision to guide their daily operations.  The results of the questionnaires indicated 

that having a shared vision within an organization led to significant gains in staff 

fulfillment, organizational performance and ultimately customer satisfaction.  They state 
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that having a shared vision rather than a personal or management vision is the most 

important element in increasing organizational performance.    

 

         In consideration of these research findings, our school vision began with an 

appreciative inquiry into each teacher’s personal teaching philosophy, passions and skill 

sets.  Time to share these insights was given monthly at staff meetings and was encouraged 

to be practiced through new school initiatives and in-services.  Conversation surrounding 

the challenges of completing these initiatives was encouraged and collaborative problem 

solving opportunities were promoted through informal and formal conversations.  

Connecting the practices of our school to the standards of our I.B programme was 

facilitated through a deliberate dissection of each standard, and the brainstorming of how 

the personal passions of each staff member could be integrated was assigned significant 

importance.  To document our professional performance, teachers were recognized within 

the staff meeting agenda, and all parental commendations were shared on our staff room 

wall.  

 

What are the elements of an organizational vision?  

 

          The research I explored shared three key elements that were vital to creating a clear 

vision, a vision that would be both useful in promoting growth and that is sustainable over 

time. When creating a vision, leaders must explore with all participants the purpose of their 

work, what is possible and how each participant’s purpose can contribute to the greater 

good.  
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            Kantabutra, S. & Avery, G.C. (2005) found within their study that the leader’s 

vision must align with the staff’s personal visions and should be written with brevity, 

clarity, abstractness, challenge, stability, future orientation, be inspiring or have the ability 

to inspire, and have customer and staff satisfaction imageries.  Wheatley (2007) states that 

the vision must be meaningful and broadly written to stimulate creativity, agreed upon by 

all to develop relationships, clear to elicit the assistance from the correct sources and firmly 

reveal who they are and what truly matters in the organization.   

 

           The research of Dvir, Kass & Shamir organized 183 employees from six Israeli 

high-tech companies and by questionnaires and interviews asked the employees to answer 

questions relating to two types of vision statements.  The purpose of the study was to 

differentiate the difference between visions based on affect or emotional impact against 

cognitive or calculative visions on the performance of the company.  Vision one was social- 

value orientated and included concepts such as fairness, personal relationships, family-

orientated climate, contribution to community, social responsibility, teamwork, mutual 

assistance, and personal and professional development.  Vision two involved achievement 

orientated values such as devotion, loyalty, and coping with challenges, excellence and 

success.  The study further organized the questions into three categories; vision 

formulation, content and assimilation.  The study clarified the importance of having an 

organization’s staff be highly involved in the development of the organization’s vision, and 

that all participants must have a full understanding and acceptance of the vision.  The 

research also found that there was a high correlation between the amount of social values 
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and success.  The greater amount of social values, the better the results.  They warn that 

visions must have a combination of revolutionary boldness and an awareness of reality to 

be accepted fully by the organizations members to create a movement in beliefs and 

behaviour.  With these three elements clearly stated, they would be our criteria for 

providing feedback on our vision development.  The questions asked to confirm our 

thinking will be: 

 

Does this vision align with your values on teaching? 

Does the vision statement allow for personal interpretation and accountability?  

Does the vision statement provide an insight into future possibilities? 

 

            Each staff member will be asked to provide a significant response to each question 

prior to accepting the vision.  If the answer to these questions shows any indifference, more 

discussion will be provided. Within “Finding Our Way” (Wheatley, 2007), it is stated that 

resistance to change comes from the exclusion of the creation of that purpose, and that 

when not involved the individuals will not feel participation is required and that controls 

will naturally be resisted, and looking to outside sources for ideas on how to improve an 

organization will send a message to the organization’s members that their contributions are 

not valued or vital to the organizations growth or success.   The vision will not be accepted 

until all of our members can easily see themselves in it, can imagine their contribution and 

are anxious to begin. 

 

 



LOOKING BACK, TO MOVE AHEAD 

 

16 

How does reflecting on the past affect our understanding of our values and purpose? 

 
           Wheatley (2007) suggests that when an organization is developing its vision and 

clarifying its values and beliefs it needs to review the organization’s history, present 

decisions and activities and sense of future. “The organizations that people love to work in 

are those that have a sense of history, identity, and purpose.”(Wheatley 2007 p. 34)  

To facilitate this understanding a thorough timeline of our school’s existence will be 

provided.  Openings, closings, school goals, mission statements and population will be 

provided. Parents of past students and previous administrators’ recollections of their 

perceptions of the schools’ purpose and historical development will be shared.  How we see 

our historical contributions to our site will be discussed and added to the timeline. 

 

What are the current methodologies that are suggested to create an organizations 

vision? 

 

            The Appreciative Inquiry Handbook (Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros, 2008) 

explains an approach to developing positive change in an organization.  It’s step-by-step 

tutorial clearly outlines four inquiry stages: discovery (appreciating what is), dream 

(imagining what could be), design (determining what could be) and destiny (creating what 

will be). Within each stage, the conversations that are elicited by the focus questions can 

encourage teachers to share the positive aspects of their school and create a vision of 

change for their future.  It allows its participants to dream of what could be and connects it 

to a change agenda.   This shared vision is then fueled by the acquisition of the needed 

knowledge that can be applied to obtaining the “dream”.  The five principles of 
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appreciative inquiry that are the foundation to the practice are: the constructivist principal, 

(what people focus on becomes their reality), the positive principle, (using positive 

language and encouraging support builds honorable groups), the simultaneity principle, (no 

time spent looking at causes of problems just looking ahead at solutions), the poetic 

principle, (seeing the changes necessary as another chapter of the positive story of the 

organization), and lastly, the anticipatory principle, (a positive view of the future is a self 

fulfilling act) (pg. 8-9).  Appreciative inquiry is appreciative, applicable, provocative and 

collaborative.  It allows all participants to be heard and to, develop relationships that are 

based on their true selves, to consider the future, and to contribute and support.  

 

          The meta-case analysis, When Is Appreciative Inquiry Transformational? by Bushe 

and Kassam (2005) examines the success of the use of appreciative inquiry in transforming 

organizations. They thoroughly analyzed the methodology to find eight variables that they 

could consider when looking at twenty organizations that used appreciative inquiry.  The 

variables considered were if transformational change occurred, if new knowledge or new 

processes were developed, if a generative metaphor was established, if all nine principles of 

appreciative inquiry were followed, if the 4-D cycle was followed, if the inquiry was begun 

through personal stories of the affirmative topic, if the inquiry was based on figure or 

ground and if it was concluded with improvisation or implementation. The analysis stated 

that the Appreciative Inquiry cycle was able to support the development of a collective 

understanding of what the organization needed to do and inspired the creation of the ways it 

could possibly achieve it.  Out of the twenty organizations, two schools were researched 

and both showed transformation, one in the area of articulation and codification of the 
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school’s spirit and the second in the core culture.  The one school reported back that their 

school could now articulate, “What we are like when we are at our best”.  Bushe and 

Kassam (2005) celebrate the visual increase in the organizational performance of the 

participants and their initiative to make the necessary changes. They also make reference to 

the understandings that Appreciative Inquiry may offer to transformational change theories.  

In contrast Bushe and Kassam (2005) criticize the absence of inquiring into the negative 

aspects of an organization, stating that the inquiry would be fuller if both aspects were 

present.  They go on to warn that an Appreciative Inquiry that is not motivated by a 

strategic focus may have similar results within other transformational change theories.  

                “We will probably find that AIs that are not motivated by a 

strategic focus on the use of narrative for evoking new worlds of 

meaning and that do not work with the self-organizing forces in 

systems to allow locally initiated changes to flourish seem to have 

pretty much the same kinds of results as other approaches to 

conventional action researchers typically do ask about the positive 

as well as the negative, and that asking about both seems to be a 

fuller inquiry than just focusing on what works.” (p. 177)   

       The article “Building Your Company’s Vision” by James C. Collins & Jerry I. Porras 

(1996) outlines a methodology that involves three key aspects to developing a strong vision 

for an organization. The ideas presented are derived from information collected through 

researching the practices of several successful and stable companies such as Hewlett-

Packard, 3M and Sony.  The authors suggest that the similarities of these companies lie in 
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their ability to state their common values, core purpose and ability to adapt.  Further to 

those three components is the company’s ability to use the values and purpose to guide 

what will change and what will continue.  The authors share how an organization must first 

define three to five intrinsic values of the members.  Second, they must define the purpose 

of the organization or the single most important reason for its presence.  These two aspects 

will be the organization’s core ideology. Lastly, the organization must create a framework 

for its envisioned future.  In describing this framework, they indicate, “On the one hand, it 

conveys concreteness – something visible, vivid, and real. On the other hand, it 

involves a time yet unrealized – with its dreams, hopes, and aspirations.” (p. 73) 

This goal for the future must be then described in certain ways, “Passion, emotion 

and conviction are essential parts of the vivid description” (p. 74)  

             In keeping with these research findings, our staff will complete the four 

stages of the appreciative inquiry methodology closely.  The purpose of the initial 

vision conversations is to begin sharing who we are as educators and allow for the 

teachers to begin seeing the connections of what they value to our present and future 

practice.  As stated in the research, an element missing in the appreciative inquiry 

methodology is the exploration of the negative aspects of our I.B programme, which 

may provide a much more thorough inquiry.  When educators are sharing what they 

aspire to achieve discussion of why it may not be happening at this point may occur 

because it will provide insight into perceived regulations that may not actually be in 

existence.  Further to this, with the influence of the Collins and Porras guidelines, 

the staff will collaboratively write the vision with their own word choices and ideas 
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which should inspire them to keep it motivating, attainable and prophetic. 

How can the use of instructional leadership strategies support the development of a 

school vision? 

 
          Collins and Porras (1996) share the warning that a vision is only 1% responsible for 

the success of a company, and that the company must be disciplined with aligning all 

practices within it.  With this in mind, creating a vision, even if it is written with integrity, 

will not be sustainable without consistent references to the appreciative inquiry 

conversations, reflection on past activities and traditions, and collaborative curriculum 

discussion and alignment.  As a new administrator to our school I must become aware of all 

of the staff’s passions and skill sets and motivate them to trust that I will provide clarity on 

the I.B programme and on how they can make the curriculum adaptations that will include 

them.  Dvir, Kass & Shamir (2004) found that the successful implementation and 

sustainability of an organization’s vision was tied to the ability of the leader to 

communicate that vision and to be confident, enthusiastic, optimistic and realistic when 

speaking of it and connecting all practice to the values present in that vision.  Those leaders 

must articulate the possibilities with a charismatic voice, but balance it with a steady grip 

on the realities that face the organization.   

 

             Meyer and Macmillan (2011) present an article that discusses the micro politics of 

a school culture during the transition to a new administrator.  It provides in detail the 

effects of value negotiation on school culture, teacher moral and teacher efficiency.  The 

study involved 12 middle and secondary schools in Nova Scotia that were involved in a 

principal succession and was a part of a larger three- year study.  Using a constructionist 
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inquiry, they began with a general questionnaire for all schools in Nova Scotia, which led 

them to build interview questions for the 12 schools involved in the study.  The patterns 

that the research found were related to small groupings gathering to affect decisions; the 

positive affect the administrator had when their vision was clearly stated and the ways that 

cultural changes impacted relationships. The research states unmistakably the need for 

principals to understand the intense scrutiny they are under and pay close attention to 

relationships historically and in the present.  This article focused in on the emotions 

brought forth within the relationships staff have historically enjoyed and the need for the 

participants to discuss the emotions they have had within their time at the school. Sharing 

stories of positive experiences within the relationships of an organization as well as times 

of engagement and success must be explored with greater scrutiny and transparency.  As 

the administrator I will be required to provide time for collaboration and the professional 

development of our unique programme and clarify how they can work within it.  I must 

share how I, as an educator, connect the two, and how others in the same circumstances 

have achieved the balance between the standards of a programme and personal values and 

practices.  I must create opportunities that allow the sharing of stories from the past and 

clarify what aspects they valued and to listen with an open mind as well as supporting the 

development or resurrection of programming that supports our vision and programme.  

Lastly, I must allow each teacher’s values and passions equal say in the school’s vision and 

provide all with the opportunity and support to develop them within a collaborative format. 

 

       Alan Deutschman in his writing within the book, Walk the Walk (2009), states his 

certainty on the importance of a leader’s belief system in developing a clear vision and its 
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subsequent sustainability.  He writes that all leaders need to be capable of four things when 

working to define an organization:, belief in oneself, belief that the organization’s people 

are capable of change, the ability to show that belief and lastly the ability to build that 

belief in others.  The process is simple as he sees it; one must walk the walk. “We will 

always be watching what they do, so they must seize every moment as an opportunity to 

teach us. They must act in ways we can emulate.  And show us that we are capable of 

accomplishing far more than we ever believed.” (P. 18). As my understanding of the school 

history grows and my knowledge of the teachers’ skill sets develops I need to encourage 

innovation and risk-taking in the staff’s choices and provide financial backing, resources, 

community support and time to fully develop their vision.   

 

       Kantabutra & Avery (2005) found in their research that leaders when acting as a role 

model of an organization’s vision build the staff’s self confidence and morale through 

creating challenges and rewards that are directly related to the vision. They go further to 

suggest that the staff must be inspired to use the vision to direct their practice.  I will 

celebrate and appreciate all attempts at adapting practice and sharing innovation.  Each 

month at staff meetings time will be provided to share successes and failures with humility 

and pride by all staff members. 

 

           Creating a vision is only the first step in bringing together a staff and nurturing a 

school culture.  To support buy-in from staff the administrator must consistently have the 

vision visible and working as criteria for the practice, model how to use it within the 
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standards of a programme and support the development of initiatives that are inspired 

because of it.   

 

How can developing a vision affect change?  

 
       The article, “The Emotional Practice of Teaching” by Hargreaves (1998), focuses on 

the emotional cost of educational reform.  He indicates that the emotions of educators 

dictate and empower the school culture, so they must be brought forth and nurtured.  As he 

says, “Teachers’ emotions are inseparable from their moral purposes and their ability to 

achieve those purposes.”(p.838) Hargreaves suggests that teaching is emotional and to 

connect the practice of teaching to the individual’s moral purpose allows for teachers to 

become engaged and fulfilled. He also states that “Educational reform must acknowledge 

and even honor the centrality of the emotions to the processes and outcomes of teaching, 

learning and caring in our schools” (p.850). Conversely, Hargreaves has found that the void, 

failure to pursue or failure to achieve a moral purpose leaves teachers with anxiety, 

frustration, anger, guilt and other negative emotions.  He also points out the importance for 

educators to take the time to highlight the achievements and failures of a school’s past, 

“Educational policy proclamations must show more authentic pride in what many schools 

and teachers have achieved and are achieving thus far“ (p.850). This transparency of how 

we share our emotions will lead to stronger relationships, less feelings of burnout and a 

greater understanding of how we can support one another, “Planning and decision-making 

must release the emotions, not eliminate them; engage people’s purposes not marginalize or 

silence them” (p.851).  
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        Our school has undergone great change within the past three years; a change that was 

not initiated or based on the teachers within it.  As professionals they studied the standards 

and fulfilled them, but are now isolated within the framework imposed.  This isolation is 

due to the lack of personal input and lack of opportunity to review each standard through 

the perspective of who they are as educators and people.  Creating a vision that defines who 

we are and what we will provide our students stipulates set criteria for our practice and 

allows the teachers to personalize the I.B programme and to allow the it to be a framework 

for our practice, not a dictator.  This will allow our staff to begin questioning our practice 

more and, take increased initiative to adapt their practice and increase their performance 

satisfaction.   

 

          Thanks to the researchers that have come before me I feel prepared to develop a 

school vision that will be of value and have sustainability.  The importance of having a 

common vision for our school justifies the work involved and will provide a basis for all 

further endeavors.  In the end we must provide an environment of trust that allows the 

teachers to share their values, perspectives and initiatives freely within the appreciative 

inquiry methodology.  We must communicate its importance by carving out consistent time 

and opportunity for conversation, provide clear connections between the vision and the 

adaptation of practice and maintain a visual reminder through supporting actual initiatives 

of all teachers participating.  As our school faces the challenge of combining a historically 

rich learning community with a new academic programme a common vision will allow our 

staff to maintain their personal values and passions within the framework provided. 
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Chapter 3 

Procedures and Methods 

 
  
       The methodological framework for this study was a teacher action research 

methodology combined with appreciative inquiry.  Action research is used in context to 

support the change required to solve practical concerns.   The researcher and participants 

actively work together to acquire knowledge and develop the solutions required to meet the 

desired outcome. Action research targets a problem, collaboratively finds solutions to the 

problem, and reflects on the success of those solutions while formulating further necessary 

action. Appreciative Inquiry as outlined earlier is an approach developed to support 

organizational change. I managed these methodologies by means of an inquiry cycle which 

best suited my own teaching philosophy.  The inquiry cycle was organized into six distinct 

phases; provocation, research, analyzing, independent inquiry, reflection and action. 

 

      The action research involves staff members of Cypress Park Primary in the creation of a 

school wide vision.  To support this creation, the understanding of our unique school public 

archives were studied, past administrators, past staff and parents of past students were 

questioned on the goals and activities valued during their tenure and the superintendent and 

administrator from a similar primary school was questioned on the purpose of a primary 

school site.   
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School and Community Context 

           The West Vancouver School District #45 serves the community of West Vancouver, 

British Columbia.  Cypress Park Primary was built in 1967 and has served as one of two 

primary school sites in the district since its inception.  The school year 2012-2013 shows a 

population of 65 students organized into straight kindergarten through grade three classes.  

The school has two students with individual educational plans, three English language 

learners and nine students receiving regular learning assistance.  The staff would be 

characterized as seasoned educators with at least six years of teaching experience within the 

district.  The special education staff includes one part time resource teacher, one part time 

speech and language therapist and a part time hearing specialist.  Also on staff are two part 

time teachers with Music and French specialties.   Cypress Park Primary has increased its 

enrolment steadily since the introduction of the I.B programme and has met full enrollment 

status for the first time within this past year. 

 

Method 

Provocation  

       The provocation occurred on our opening professional development days of the school 

year in September.  The four-step method of the appreciative inquiry was initiated to 

promote discussion and create plans for facilitating the changes we wish to see as a staff in 

our school.  On the first day the teachers were asked to interview one staff member about 

their most creative learning experience, what they value about themselves, their work and 
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in the organizations they work for, their experience with a successful team and their images 

for the future.  When they completed the interviews each teacher’s answers were presented. 

(Appendix A) Results were collated and displayed in the staff room, which completed the 

first step of the Appreciative Inquiry, the discovery phase.  The second step of the inquiry 

involved splitting our staff into two groups and having them define what they think the 

dream school would involve.  The staff was asked to create a representation of their ideas 

and present them to the other group.  The main concepts of the inquiry were again posted 

and referred to as often as possible during our staff meetings, informal conversations and 

within the parent-sponsored events.  The dream phase shared who the staff members were 

as educators and how they wanted our school to function.  As the staff organized events, 

discussed traditions and planned new curriculum, they would add items to one of the three 

categories.  This satisfied the third phase of the appreciative inquiry titled the design phase. 

 

 

Research 

       Within staff meetings, informal conversations, weekly collaboration and professional 

development opportunities all behavioural choices of teachers observed regarding school 

practices were recorded.  Teacher preferences, ideas, initiatives and complaints were 

written down and reflected upon.   

 

       During staff meetings each month, participants planned together the next month’s 

activities and reflect on the past month’s activities.  The teachers were asked questions on 
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the purpose of past activities, celebrations and traditions and justified how they support the 

main concepts introduced in the provocation.   

 

       All of the units of inquiry planners were collected and reviewed for common themes 

and were highlighted.  Teachers shared both a positive and a negative inquiry lesson from 

each month during the collaboration opportunities or staff meetings.  Reflection and 

feedback were documented. 

 

       The history of Cypress Park’s evolution was researched. All school goals, closings, re-

openings, staff meeting minutes and traditions were reviewed.  

 

           My interview with our school district superintendent explored questions surrounding 

the purpose of the primary site and his values and beliefs surrounding its formation and 

continued support.  The other primary school site administrator was given a questionnaire 

to share his perceptions on the purpose of a primary site. Past administration was asked to 

fill out a questionnaire on the goals and traditions of the school when they were leaders of 

the programme. Parents of past students were sent questionnaires on their experiences at 

the school and what they believe to be the values and goals of the programme when they 

were in attendance.  All information was shared and discussed.  

 

Analyzing  

       Each section of the research material was reviewed for common themes, which were 

then collated and reviewed by staff.  Reflections were shared and compared to the main 
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concepts brought forth in the provocation.  Teachers were questioned regarding if the 

primary concepts were in need of additions or adaptations.    

 

Independent Inquiry 

       Teacher’s questions about future possibilities were shared in one on one discussions 

with administration.  Teachers were asked to provide deeper insights into proposed 

curriculum changes, celebrations and events.  The I. B programme standards were reviewed 

and connections to the teacher’s initiatives were addressed during collaboration and staff 

meetings.  Teachers had time to share their initiatives during staff meetings. 

 

Reflection 

       Our school year was reviewed against the common themes created for our vision 

statement.  How these concepts connect with the I.B standards were examined and the 

teachers completed a questionnaire on how the knowledge on the history, purpose and the 

sharing of each teacher’s personal passions affected the common concepts in the written 

vision statement.   

 

 

Action 

 

       The staff wrote the first draft of our vision statement.  Interested staff were given the 

process of an inquiry spiral to follow through with further inquiries into their own personal 

passions to inform their practice and others.  This spiral of inquiry is the fourth and final 

step of the appreciative inquiry process. 
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Table 1 

Action Research Timeline 2012-2013 

Date Description 

July, 2012 Research Methods course, project proposal, 
project proposal presentation. 

September, 2012 Appreciative Inquiry process applied to 
opening school year professional 
development 

October, 2012 Prepare letters of consent for the district 
superintendent and the school principal 

Prepare letters to parents and colleagues 
requesting voluntary participation in the 
study. 

Prepare questionnaires for past 
administrators, parents of past students, the 
administrator of the other primary school 
site, present staff and superintendent 

Prepare ethics proposal 

 

November, 2012 Ethics Application Submitted to Vancouver 

Island University’s Research Ethics 

Manager. 

January, 2013 Continue literature review. 

February, 2013 Upon ethics approval, send letters 
requesting consent to the district 
superintendent and the school principal 
(Appendix C). 

Investigate district school archives in 
regards to school goals. 

Continue literature review; start coding 
common themes, as they relate to the study. 

Organize recording methods for qualitative 
data. 

Discuss study at staff meeting and inform 
colleagues of request of optional teacher 
survey (Appendix B). 

February, 2013 Upon ethics approval, send letters 
requesting consent to the district 
superintendent and the school principal 
(Appendix C). 

Investigate district school archives in 
regards to school goals. 



LOOKING BACK, TO MOVE AHEAD 

 

31 

 

 

Data Analysis 

       This action research project used quantitative data blended with a review of scholarly 

literature related to developing a school vision.  The appreciative inquiry method allowed the 

present staff to begin the necessary reflection regarding their own philosophy on education and 

form a simple list of characteristics they would like to see in all academic and social initiatives 

within the school.  The data collected from the appreciative inquiry will allow for the staff to 

have a common understanding of each other’s philosophy and expectations for an educational 

programme.  The data was shared through teacher knowledge products and anecdotes.  With 

the supplementary data collected from the questionnaires of the superintendent and 

administrator from the other primary school site in the district, the present staff were able to 

include the additional perspective of the primary school’s unique purpose. They were collected 

and organized within common themes and presented to staff with brief explanations on how the 

themes were derived and provided specific examples that had supported the themes definitions.  

March, 2013 Analyze data and present information to 
staff. 

Collate and summarize research findings. 

Continue working on final report. 

April, 2013 Continue working on final report. 

 

May, 2013  

 

Complete final report and submit to VIU 
May  2013. 

Share results with parent participants, and 

interested senior district staff. 

September, 2013 

 

Destroy all stored documents. 
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In addition, the data collected from the past staff and administrators of Cypress Park Primary 

allowed the present staff to view the history of the school.  The anecdotal data was organized 

into common themes as well with specific examples supporting the themes content.  Finally, 

the data collected through the parents of past students questionnaire provided a parent 

perspective of the community and valued past experiences.  The data was organized by 

common themes in anecdotal form for quick reference with specific examples to support 

understanding.  Staff reflections and responses to the data were shared with myself 

confidentially and used to make the final written vision statement reflect all of the staff’s 

perspectives in light of the inquiries new understandings. All of the data was used to inform the 

action research study. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings and Discussion 

 

Provocation 

       Within the discovery phase of the appreciative inquiry the members of the staff 

interviewed each other and shared their peak learning experiences, their most valued 

personal traits, the behaviours found in extraordinary teams and their images of the future 

for our school community.  The most prevalent comment recorded was that during the 

learning experience it was essential for them to be independent.  Second to that was the 

need to be an integral component of the decision- making. These insights are significant 

due to the background of the school just having undergone a substantial change to the I.B 

programme.  The I.B programme required the staff to make considerable modifications to 

their curriculum organization, social responsibility language and methodology with 

minimal independent feedback permitted. The staff also shared that they felt the most 

valued traits are those of flexibility or open-mindedness and being supportive through 

listening, loyalty and positivity. One teacher wrote, “They’re supportive, willing to try new 

things, everyone is committed to seeing things through.”  This is important because as we 

look at each standard within the I.B programme they will need to rely on these traits to 

envision how they integrate their personal priorities into them.  When they spoke of the 

extraordinary teams they had been a part of they all disclosed the need for a common 

purpose, collaboration opportunities, strong communication, trust and fun.  One staff 

member shared, “It had a purpose, a common goal.  It was collaborative, people did their 

share and we had fun.”  This was motivating to hear due to the subject matter of my action 
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research and that these results can be used to motivate them to ensure their inclusion in the 

resulting vision.  As for the teacher’s images of the future, they overwhelmingly shared the 

need for meaningful professional development and the responsibility for all staff to share 

information to meet the goal of a home and work balance.  Only two specific areas of the 

curriculum were mentioned, improved questioning and technology skills.  The results 

corresponded with my concerns surrounding the impact of teacher’s limited understanding 

of the I.B programme standards and their perception of the programmes limitations to their 

personal passions and values within their teaching practice. 

 

       On our second day of professional development the teachers split into two groups to 

discuss their dreams for the school.  They were asked to imagine our school in five years 

and describe what they would be doing, seeing, hearing and achieving.  Three common 

themes were visible.  The school would be caring, provide opportunity for creativity and 

have the students involved in meaningful learning experiences.  The two groups both 

shared posters that outlined the students at the center of the school.  Surrounding the 

students was an increased emphasis on Fine Arts, heightened student involvement in parent 

and school initiated fundraising activities, strong reflection opportunities to align 

curriculum to meaningful inquiry and multi-age learning organizations.  Teachers 

expressed the need to have more input into professional development opportunities and 

curriculum methodologies and organization.  These results were motivating considering 

they were supportive of the teachers reflecting on the I.B programme and matching the 

standards of the programme with our personal interests and teaching practices.  The desire 
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to follow through with their interests seemed only to need extra assurance that it was 

possible within the current programme and administrative support to ensure desired results. 

 

Research 

             Within the third phase of the appreciative inquiry teachers were asked to design 

with more depth how our school would function within the larger concepts outlined in the 

second phase of the appreciative inquiry.  Under the general concept of caring the teachers 

first discussed their interest in a school-wide fundraising focus that would create an 

environment where students saw themselves as part of the world, not the center of it. 

Yearly the students would be involved in the process of choosing areas of need in both the 

local and global arenas.  Teachers would carefully document the student’s involvement, 

support all initiatives and model safe and principled fundraising practices.  Caring for 

others in need would be valued, modeled and celebrated.  Secondly, teachers wanted a 

school wide code of conduct that was given time to directly teach, used consistently and be 

supported by strong literacy resources. They desire a school wide code of conduct that is 

highly visible in our environment, modeled, celebrated and customized to our learning 

community.   

 

            Within the second general concept of creativity the teachers expressed a desire to 

infuse more Fine Arts into our curriculum and expose the students to different genres 

throughout the school year.  Activities such as school musicals, dance, artists in residence 

and First Nations carving techniques were highlighted as areas of interest.  
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            The third and final concept was the need to deliver meaningful curriculum to all 

students.  Teachers expressed their interest in having the students take increasing amounts 

of ownership in their own learning by developing the use of student questioning, 

programmeming increased amounts of hands on activities and supporting more student 

initiated actions throughout the school.  They requested increased time to reflect on our 

programme with the objective of having a more balanced representation of all of the subject 

areas and increased opportunity to combine grade groups for students to become teachers, 

coaches and mentors.   

 

             This activity was extremely valuable as I documented each teacher’s priorities 

under each concept.  It became clear what the teacher’s values and passions were and I 

could envision how each participant could individually contribute to the common vision.  I 

was inspired by how each supported each other’s ideas and shared openly how the activities 

would eliminate their frustration with the current practice of the school.   

 

              Upon the approval of my ethics proposal I met with our district’s superintendent of 

schools.  Chris Kennedy answered three questions regarding the purpose of a primary site, 

why our district continues to support primary sites and what he feels is the difference 

between a primary site and an elementary site.  Mr. Kennedy openly shared his respect and 

fondness for Cypress Park and for the excellent teaching our staff provides each day.  He 

shared that the district makes a conscious effort to keep primary sites open due to the 

research supporting smaller school sites, but shared that the duplication of support staff 

such as administrative assistant and custodial employees is a luxury in our district.  Mr. 
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Kennedy made it clear that it is a choice and will be supported as long as financially 

possible.   

 

            The purpose of a primary site, in Mr. Kennedy’s perspective, is to create an 

environment that caters to the age group and its specific needs and to provide the students 

with teachers that have a specialization in early education, facilities that cater to size and 

format of the learning styles required and a smaller population that promotes a community 

feeling and permits parents to feel more involved and invited into the building.   

 

              Mr. Kennedy finally shared his understandings surrounding the differences 

between a primary site and an elementary site.  He revealed that there were two distinct 

differences he saw, one that the teachers teach to the child that is present and not the child 

they are preparing them to be.  He felt that in an elementary site primary teachers shared 

the mindset that they must prepare their students for the intermediate years and that the 

intermediate teachers were preparing the students for high school.  In contrast, the primary 

site teachers teach the learners from where they were that day.   Mr. Kennedy’s second 

distinct difference was that parents felt a stronger connection to the school and the 

community.  That the transition from home to the school years was much more gradual and 

they could be as involved as they desired.   

 

            It was comforting to have the assurance from our superintendent that our work was 

valued and that we did provide a specific service for our community of learners.  Mr. 

Kennedy has a clear understanding of the benefits of our school site and his understandings 
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serve to strengthen our feelings of purpose and importance in our work without feeling 

pressure to create an environment similar to any other.   

 

           Cypress Park is a young school in comparison to others in our district but has 

enjoyed a rich and celebrated history. When we look at our school before and after the 

implementation of the I.B programme we can document three distinct differences.  First the 

population, prior to the I.B programme, was consistently in the low to mid 50’s.  As we 

prepare for the 2013 – 2014 school year, we will be expecting a minimum of 72 students.  

Second, in the past ten years Cypress Park has implemented a variety of school goals.  

They have rotated through goals focused on literacy, mathematics and social responsibility.  

In the past these goals were the focus of school wide initiatives, consistent weekly 

gatherings, celebrations and multi-age peer coaching and reflection.  Although our school 

continues to have a school goal within one of the listed areas above it has become a 

teacher- centered initiative.  Teachers are responsible for documenting student’s progress 

and the school goal is achieved through a minimum amount of school meetings and 

assemblies, class meetings and staff meeting discussions.  Lastly, when looking at the 

history of Cypress Park’s activities, celebrations and traditions before and after the I.B 

programmes implementation, we can see a few differences.  Prior to the implementation, 

the school was involved in many more fundraising activities such as the Heart and Stroke 

foundation jump rope fundraiser, celebrations focused on seasonal holidays and school 

goals and traditions involved two school plays, annual art galleries and art auctions.  After 

the implementation of the I.B programme, activities are grade specific, focus on one school 

based charity, celebrations include the grade three exhibition and a winter concert, while 
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the traditions have expanded to include a Spring Soiree, Bingo night and an outside movie 

night.  Cypress Park historically and presently models community participation and 

commitment to its school with great success. 

 

            When reviewing the 4 of 6 questionnaires sent out to past staff members, three 

themes were quite pronounced.  The first was that the entire staff planned the multi – age, 

all school activities.  Each staff member shared that these activities allowed greater risk-

taking and creativity in their teaching methodology and modeled collaboration to the 

students.  As one of the past teachers stated  “…it was the climate of inclusion, 

collaboration and mutual respect amongst staff that convinced me and heightened my 

excitement to be part of the Cypress Park team.” Secondly, the past staff highlighted that 

the school’s goal was the catalyst for these multi-age, all school activities to be organized.  

Each staff member showed a complex understanding of the school goal they had been 

working towards and the evidence of its success, as reflected in this comment, “We were 

responsible for a pod of 20 kids and tracked growth using anecdotal notes and photo’s 

during each session over the course of the year.”  Lastly, all of the past staff that responded 

to the questionnaire quantified that the community involvement in the school was high and 

was a major contributor for its success.  “Through parent education programmes and 

welcoming parent volunteers into our classrooms, the adults in our school community 

created a shared vision for school improvement and human development.”  Parents were 

reported to be a key contributor in classroom activities, fundraising, teacher appreciation 

and for student learning.  They were given credit for supporting the achievement of school 

goals and were considered vital in solidifying student achievement and engagement in 
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school.  “We would not have been successful with our school goals without parental 

involvement.”  It was clearly evident that the past staff was inspired during their time at 

Cypress Park and look back on their experience with gratitude and respect. 

 

            The data collected from the parents of past students was not large in numbers, but 

was filled with lists of memories that they admired regarding Cypress Park. Within the 10 

responses collected each parent stated clearly his or her feelings of belonging and 

importance.  As parents they were invited regularly to support curriculum initiatives such 

as literacy groups and school goals.  To add to that all parents commented on the teacher’s 

enthusiasm and participation for parent initiated activities.  “Once you got involved the 

teachers were very supportive and would spend the time to make these events happen (they 

often would give their own personal time).”  Events such as the pumpkin patch, murals, art 

show, auctions, plays and picnics were specifically listed. The parents shared a second 

common theme, which was the ability of the school to meet the individual needs of each 

student.  Whether it was providing the learning environment that acknowledged the need 

for students to follow their personal passions or identifying special learning needs, the 

school met them and it benefitted their child.  Among other aspects of the school they were 

grateful to experience were the energetic and caring teachers, the visionary leadership, and 

the extensive fine art programme.  The contributing factors when considering registering 

their children were the small school size, small classroom size and attendance at the in 

house pre-school. 
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Analyzing  

            Teachers were highly engaged in hearing the themes found in the data collected on 

the history and purpose of our school site.  Upon completion of viewing all of the data they 

discussed a few key aspects that were brought forth.  First, the staff was encouraged by 

hearing Mr. Kennedy’s opinion on the primary site.  They disclosed that it was a validation 

of their practice and confirmed that our site could and should be organized differently than 

an elementary school site.  

            Secondly, the teachers brought forth the appreciation of the multi -age, school –

wide activities and discussed the need to balance the use of this practice with the needs of 

the I.B programme.   The teachers began to consider opportunities connected to the school 

goal, Fine Art initiatives and within the presentation of the I.B programmes standard 

competencies.   The teachers committed to reviewing our programme of inquiry as a whole 

school and search for possible connections between grade group units.   This could be 

achieved through developing field studies and combining research enterprises.   

           Thirdly, the teachers were able to identify the historical emphasis in the Fine Arts.  

The teachers discussed that although they also missed the musicals each year they disclosed 

that the musicals hindered the academic success of the students and overshadowed areas of 

the curriculum during the final stages before the performance.  They admitted that the I.B 

programme’s exhibition process was a positive addition to our school and must replace at 

least one of the school’s performances.   

           Last, the teachers divulged that they felt less connected to the school goal since the 

transition to the I.B programme.  As the teachers heard how the past staff remembered the 

work involved with obtaining the school goal, they shared how the school goal felt less 
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meaningful and attached to their units.  The teachers went on to explain that with the 

expectations of implementing inquiry methodology, concept based instruction and a trans 

disciplinary programme having time to foster yet another school goal is difficult.   

 

Independent Inquiry 

            Teachers shared areas of their curriculum in which they took chances and explored 

new activities within staff meetings and with scheduled one on ones.  A variety of new 

initiatives were introduced.  One teacher shared her passion for fundraising and having the 

children experience the difficulties faced by other children around the world.  She 

introduced our school to a foundation working to provide clean drinking water to 

challenged areas in the Sudan and brought our teachers together for a common international 

cause.  All teachers were interested but required authenticity in the work the students were 

involved with.  As a result the teacher took on school-wide information meetings that had 

the students involved in watching videos, improvisational scenarios and discussions.  

Students were motivated to share their allowance and fundraising ideas.  The teacher was 

open to other teacher’s suggestions and the theme of water became intertwined in our Fine 

Art programme throughout the year.  Several school wide fundraising events were 

organized and students were involved in all aspects from the initial ideas, to the 

organization and finally to the implementation.   

 

          A second teacher shared his passion on developing strong questioning skills in our 

students.  He shared the techniques he had been researching and supported our questions as 

we progressed through our units.  This teacher became someone who was sought out to 
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provide meaningful input into our individual teaching practice and our results were shared 

openly. His feedback on our decisions was valued, followed and examined.  The entire staff 

became more aware of the need for developing the skills required for asking meaningful 

questions and began to plan for opportunities to do so.  Our students began to view asking 

questions as a valued way to contribute to inquiry discussions.   

 

            The third teacher taking initiative to implement her passions brought forth her ideas 

on outdoor school.  Each week she planned an inquiry lesson outside that provided time for 

her students to explore and make connections with nature and their learning.  Support was 

given through resources and time for her to share her observations.  Plans for having an 

entire unit of inquiry outside, building new outdoor equipment and writing a proposal for 

an innovation grant next year were brought forth.   

 

Reflection 

 

           Having the teachers begin the school year with the appreciative inquiry allowed for a 

broader understanding of the staff’s passions, beliefs and values.  I believe it to be a useful 

tool to begin the process of discovery on topics surrounding an organizations practice.  The 

data collected provided a clear framework for further work and defined what the staff 

required the administration to support and initiate within the school year. 

          The data showed that the primary site is viewed inversely from the elementary school 

site and has a distinct purpose.  Due to this variance in purpose we must view how we 

practice differently.  How we meet the needs of our community best must be an ongoing 
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conversation within the staff room and time for ardent reflection of the success of our 

practice must be facilitated.  Teachers need to be asked to dream and document what they 

want to see practiced in their school and then must be encouraged to create the initiatives 

that they feel will support them.  

         The data also clearly reflected that a small primary site has increased flexibility 

within how they practice.  Multi –aged, school –wide activities allow for the development 

of a strong school culture and a climate of inclusion.  Supporting further development of 

the climate of inclusion is the importance of having a highly involved parent community.  

Parents will have a better understanding of the schools efforts and goals if they are involved 

within the practice of them.   

        Finally, the data showed that the programmes introduced into a school must be clearly 

explained with a strong emphasis placed on the possibilities within each standard.  

Teachers need to understand the flexibility in a programme so they can see how they will 

be able to bring their passions and skill sets forth within it.  Strong understanding of the 

criteria in each standard of a programme must be facilitated prior to implementation.  

Along with this understanding is the need for a programme to be one of a limited group of 

initiatives.  Teachers want to support initiatives brought forth but can only achieve success 

if a limited number of initiatives are explored. 

 

Action 

             The writing of the vision statement will begin the second year of the study and 

formal spirals of inquiry will be given and explained to the interested teachers.  The vision 

statement will be used as the criteria for our school goal initiatives and within our self- 
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evaluation during the formal I.B.O evaluation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 

Summary, Discussion and Conclusion 

 

Provocation 

           During our first interviews within our appreciative inquiry I was encouraged by the 

need for a common vision and for independence.  Margaret Wheatley’s writing regarding 
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the need for individuals to create something new and independent of others was clear and 

verbalized.  My goals for creating a school vision were affirmed and my tolerance levels 

for the lack of interest or action were high in hopes that they would eventually begin to see 

how they could contribute.  The teachers were motivated to talk about their amazing 

experiences but I could not deny their lack of support when I asked them to imagine our 

school feeling and behaving in the same ways.  The teachers were respectful but shared a 

lack of trust in the flexibility of the I.B programme and were not remotely interested in 

creating new units now that they felt they were complete.  They spoke with terms of 

“before I.B and after I.B” like the two philosophies were intrinsically different and would 

never be able to blend.   

 

           Within the second phase of the appreciative inquiry the teachers spoke in 

generalities that they felt would satisfy the activity which was discouraging, but when I 

pushed the teacher most longing for the “before I.B days” about why she felt she would not 

be “allowed” to have an outdoor classroom or include more art she was thrilled when I 

showed her how easily it could be done.  I showed one of the standards with all of its 

necessary parts and explained the opportunities for different practices within it. I reminded 

this teacher of the fact that the I.B. programme had never before been involved with a 

Canadian primary school and we were responsible to our students, community and district 

to provide the best educational experience to our specialized group of learners.   I suggested 

that as a group of educators we needed to follow the I.B programmes standards but show 

the I.B organization how best to practice them at our unique school site.  That only through 

both perspectives, I.B and our own, would our school truly be the environment all of its 
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members would flourish in. My determination to create a change in mindset surrounding 

the I.B programme was visible to the teachers, and when my rant was complete the teachers 

were a bit more open to believing that more was possible.  I knew at that point I needed to 

give them time to think about what they wanted to change and to provide more 

opportunities for it.    

 

Research 

           Sharing my action research topic and discussing the purpose of primary school sites 

with Chris Kennedy gave my work within Cypress Park a vital importance.  Putting your 

ideas or questions out to be evaluated defines what you value as a leader, how you will 

present new initiatives and your understanding of the learning process.  It was my first 

opportunity to present who I am as a possible leader in our district and the first opportunity 

for our superintendent to evaluate if I was the type of leader he desired.  I was again 

reminded of how fortunate I was to be working in a district that provided me the time to 

access my Superintendent’s views and the freedom to inquire into my personal interests and 

philosophies.  Mr. Kennedy confirmed my understandings of the benefits of the small 

school size and reaffirmed the important role we play for parents and our feeder schools in 

the district.  Our role is vital and how we approach our purpose must be thoughtfully pieced 

together. Taking the time to think about our values and beliefs and viewing in combination 

with our purpose and history was a constructive use of time.   

 

           Reading through the documents that I collected on Cypress Park’s history, I was able 

to clearly view the culture of the school before and after the I. B programmes 
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implementation.  It has always been and remains a busy, community orientated school that 

strives to meet all of the needs of its students.  Traditions organized throughout the year by 

the parent association committee keep parents highly involved in the social aspects of the 

school but not the academic.  I am concerned this lack of academic participation by the 

parents since the implementation of the I.B programme will develop a misunderstanding 

regarding inquiry methodology, programme standards and social responsibility 

requirements.  Parent communication that highlights the connections between the I.B 

programmes standards, vision and practice will be vital for sustaining its worth.  Stating the 

vision clearly for the parents will confirm our commitments beyond the I.B programme and 

will support parents understanding of our need to limit certain initiatives or motivate them 

to provide information on possible activities that will support it.   The changes within 

school goal execution have dramatically changed due to the need for teachers to complete 

units of inquiry.  The grade groups are seen as independent of each other and school wide 

initiatives are difficult to shave out enough time to complete with meaning.  Our school 

goals need to match our vision with transparency.  Teachers must be encouraged to develop 

school wide opportunities that can achieve dual purposes.  The activities must support the 

inquiries in the individual grade classrooms while also supporting the school goals.  All of 

the teachers must value the purpose and benefits of these school wide activities and the 

results need to be documented and shared with the parent community.  Our units will need 

to be streamlined to allow for extra time spent within these school wide activities, and 

teachers must have time to plan and reflect openly on the process.    
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             Although it seems a limited group of past teachers were sent questionnaires, it was 

a strong collection because all roles were represented, teachers, special education assistants, 

administrative assistants and administrators.  The results were what I had expected and 

confirmed my initial beliefs about the negativity of the staff towards the I.B programme.  I 

was encouraged to share the research with the present staff because I had hoped the 

community involvement, multi-age and all school activities would be a part of our vision.  I 

wanted the present staff to stand behind the benefits of these experiences and be motivated 

to creatively find solutions on how to plan them within our present units of inquiry.   

 

           When reading the parents responses I was thrilled to know that their experiences 

were all positive.  Their comments were specific when they listed the events that were 

connected to the school culture and climate and vague when expressing their views on 

curriculum and school goals.  I found this interesting due to a drastic difference in the past 

teachers responses.  The past teachers were extremely specific about the school goals and 

curriculum initiatives and although parental involvement was valued it was highlighted 

only in general terms.  This confirms for me as an administrator to motivate parental 

involvement in all school initiatives especially within the school goals and to be transparent 

with the results of them.  As a staff we need to display the vision statement when it is 

completed and make clear the connections to our school goal, organization and activities.  

All staff and parents should be able to say the vision statement and share specific examples 

that support it.  I believe we have already begun this process at Cypress Park due to the 

comments being shared by parents and staff this past week. During our school wide art 

activity a parent commented, “This is why we love Cypress Park” as she looked over the 
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sea of busy artists sprawled throughout the common learning areas.  A teacher also shared 

her observation openly that we, as a staff, have followed our passions within the curriculum 

more this year than any other.  A sense of renewed commitment and heightened personal 

responsibility is being felt within all the teachers as they volunteer more of their personal 

time to complete necessary tasks such as deliver art pieces or keep the gymnasium supply 

area orderly.  Much less complaining about the I.B programmes written documentation 

requirements or time restraints are being shared and ideas for further school wide initiatives 

are being planned.   

 

Analyzing  

         Sharing the data with the staff promoted one of the best professional conversations I 

have been a part of in my career.   The teachers were able to reminisce about the past while 

evaluating their practice presently.  Instead of looking at the past with a sense of loss they 

viewed it with a discerning eye and began to envision how parts of the past could become 

interwoven into the practice of the I.B programme’s standards.  The staff was open to 

discuss what was possible and what was not without using the I.B programme as a set of 

rules that they must follow.  The importance of our small school site was validated and a 

sense of control within our daily practice was instilled.   

 

Independent Inquiry 

           Due to the conversations and written work brought forth from the appreciative 

inquiry a sense of personal accountability was established. As the facilitator of the 

appreciative inquiry I repeatedly asked the question “Why not” or “Why did you not 
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include this into your initial units?” as they spoke of their areas of interest and yearning for 

specific learning experiences. This led the teachers to express their misunderstandings of 

the I.B programme and my opportunity to bring forth the standards with a new perspective.  

Scope and sequence materials were provided and I vividly recall witnessing the energy of 

the teachers rise, as they talked further about what could be in the coming school year.  

After a 30-minute debate on the I.B programmes standards one of the teachers shouted out 

“Okay, I believe you, how do I get started?” I formally asked each of the teachers to take 

charge of their ideas and provided assurance that their ideas would be supported financially 

and organizationally.  Having time allotted within each staff meeting and having the 

individual teachers be the facilitator of the information created the required motivation to 

take the risks.  All the teachers were provided the opportunity, which I, as the 

administrator, consistently supported, questioned and implemented their ideas with an open 

mind and I, as the administrator, followed my passions as well, creating lunch hour clubs 

that acknowledged the students interests such as photography, dance, crafts and sports and 

bringing in new instructional programmes such as the Daily Five.  I set the tone for 

researching new programmes and commenting on their benefits and disadvantages during 

collaboration opportunities.  It became the new norm in our staff meetings and soon the 

teachers were asking about the initiatives outside organized times and implementing them 

in their classrooms as well.  I believe this occurred due to the new feeling of freedom and 

control over their curriculum development.  They were modeling inquiry learning to the 

students in our care and became better educators. By reviewing the I.B programmes 

standards in detail, the staff began to see the opportunity within them and were able to 
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make natural connections between the requirements and the possibility of how they could 

practices them.  

 

Reflection 

         As I reflect on the events of the school year I can confirm that the research completed 

prior to starting guided my practice as an administrator.  Margaret J. Wheatley ‘s work 

helped me to see that the staff was pushing back against the I.B programme because they 

felt they had not been able to view key aspects of their value system in the practice and 

were not personally involved in the purpose of its implementation.  As the teachers 

struggled to create new units within the perceived framework of the I.B programme the 

school became less connected which led them to complain to each other about the only 

commonalities left, which were the time constraints and documentation requirements.   

Wheatley suggested that a common purpose that was flexible would bring the staff together 

and have them exchanging information that was personal to them.  This is exactly what 

occurred - the teachers shared a common set of values, which motivated them to develop 

stronger competencies in areas of personal interest.  The teachers then shared their ideas 

with the school community.  The conversations between the staff were started with “What 

if” instead of “If only”.  The school community reconnected and our practice inside and out 

of our classrooms improved.   

            The use of the appreciative inquiry methodology created by Cooperrider, Whitney 

& Stavros in 2008 created a strong provocation for our staff.  Defining what we thought 

about strong teams, teaching and learning provided a lens in which we evaluated our 

practice and will continue to be our criteria.  Providing time to simply dream about what 
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could be allowed me to question why it was not.  These conversations then led to the 

clarification of the misconceptions of the I.B programme.  Being able to clear away these 

misconceptions provided a new freedom for initiatives only dreamed of previously and 

eliminated excuses for inaction.  The complaints towards the I.B programme were reduced 

and a renewed respect for the programme emerged.   

            Alan Deutschman’s work led my leadership choices throughout the school year.  He 

wrote that a leader must believe in oneself and the organization’s people and that he/she 

must build that belief in others.  I took every opportunity throughout this school year to 

highlight the three key aspects of our roughly written vision statement, I asked the staff to 

defend school traditions before committing to them, I provided time, resources and ideas to 

the teacher’s initiatives, I encouraged and celebrated the teacher’s actions and reminded 

them of how much they had achieved regularly.  By simply believing in the I.B programme 

and consistently highlighting the possible choices of practices in each standard the teachers 

slowly began to believe that the I.B programme could facilitate their values and passions.  

My belief in the I.B programme and in the benefits of the school’s past practice provided 

the teachers a chance to experiment and create the programme that combined the best of 

each.   

     The research provided by Hargreaves on the emotional aspect of teaching provided a 

strong personal motivation to create a climate that was conducive to building strong 

interpersonal relationships between the staff members.  Time to discuss individual students 

were built into each day, supporting the personal aspirations and challenges of staff 

members was modeled and encouraged, wrangling for district support when needed, 

celebrating our success regularly and injecting laughter into each day was a priority over 
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any curriculum reform.  Hargreaves provided a backdrop to our work and supported its 

sustainability because the emotional well -being of the staff members was protected.   

 

Action 

          I believe the vision statement will act as a driving force in defining our school 

initiatives and bringing together the best of the I.B programme and our historical school 

practices.  When the two philosophies are finally balanced, the teachers will have a 

curriculum they feel best reflects who they are as educators and follows the methodologies 

that are today’s best practice.   

 

Implications and Recommendations 

         The action research collected brought forth many implications and recommendations 

for the coming year regarding our schools goals, programme organization, and Fine Arts. 

The implications for our practice will be to review all units as a staff yearly with the intent 

to find connections and possible meaningful school–wide initiatives that enhance our units 

of inquiry.  Our school goals will be connected to the competencies required in the I.B 

programme and will not be connected to individual subjects.  Lastly, our Fine Art 

programme will be connected to the year - end exhibition celebration and will include the 

addition of artists in residence.   

            My recommendations to other administrators that are starting in a new school or 

beginning a new school –wide initiative would be to start with an appreciative inquiry.  The 

process provides great insight into the beliefs and values of your new staff and reminds 
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your staff of how the practices of your organization should look and feel.  The data 

collected from the inquiry can be the criteria for the new practices to be learned.   

      

Strengths and Limitations 

          The strengths of the action research lie in the simplicity of the process.  Teachers 

were involved from the beginning, their ideas became the change required and we practiced 

the inquiry methodology as learners.  The process inspired the teachers to view the school 

as a whole again and changed their mindset toward a programme that had been thrust upon 

them.   

         Due to the limited time spent working with the new vision statement, it will be 

difficult to predict its sustainability. The impact of the vision statement will be documented 

in the second year of its existence.   

        The research was limited in the perspectives that were presented to staff while in the 

process of defining the school vision.  Students, parents of present students and present 

administration were excluded.  This may have given the present staff an increased 

understanding of the district’s goals and expectations of individual schools.   

Conclusion 

         Cypress Park has historically enjoyed the respect from its community and 

surrounding district.  The little school that could was a shining example of how to engage 

every one of its members to be interested in the educational experience.  As the school staff 

adapted to the changes placed upon them a slow disconnect from the values and beliefs it 
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stood firmly behind began to occur.  Learning a new methodology, organizing within new 

standards and speaking a new language brought a different focus.  Having the new I.B 

programme firmly in place offered an opportunity for an extended period of reflection.  

Teachers used the inquiry methodology to inquire into themselves as educators, state their 

values and beliefs and begin to explore how those values can look and feel within the I.B 

programme.  The inquiry led us to combine the best of our history and present day 

practices, confirming that the programme we committed to had guided us to improve as 

educators and that we now needed to inject ourselves into the programme to continue our 

growth.   
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Appendix A 

Appreciative Inquiry 

Appreciative Inquiry- Discovery Phase  
Interview 
Peak Learning Experience 
Think back over the learning experiences in your life.  Focus on one, which stands out to 
you as a peak creative learning experience- a time when you were creative.   

o What happened? 
o Who was involved? 
o What did you and others do? 
o What conditions were in place that enabled this experience to be such a 

high point for you? 
Valued Most 
Without being humble, please describe… 

o What a person who knows you well says are your greatest strengths 
o What you value most about your work 
o What you value most about the organization you work with 

Extraordinary Teams 
Every now and again we experience or hear about teams, which achieve exceptional results, 
energizing their members and positively impacting others. 
Tell me about a team you have been a part of (or are aware of) that you consider to be 
extraordinary.  What are the key attributes that make it stand out for you? 
Images of the Future 
Let’s assume that by magic you have suddenly leapt forward three years into the future.  
Your school is thriving and recognized for its accomplishments.  You as an individual feel 
successful, energized and fulfilled in your work. 

o In what ways have you changed, developed or grown in the area of 
teaching over these three years? 

o Describe the experiences, which facilitated or enabled this positive 
growth. 

Appreciative Inquiry – Discovery Phase 
Debrief 
Purpose- To welcome and appreciate each other, and to learn about special experiences, 
visions, capabilities, and resources people bring to this conversation. 
Procedure- Share important aspects from what you learned about the person you 
interviewed.   

 Introduce your partner 
 Share one of the stories that resonated with you 
 What are your partner’s strengths and important values? 
 What were the main ideas from your partner’s responses? 

 
While listening please write down the patterns or common themes you are hearing as each 
staff member is introduced. 
 
High Point Stories 
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Peak Learning Experiences 
Strengths and Values 
Characteristics of Great Teams 
Images of the Future 
 
Share the common themes from your notes by writing them on the sticky notes provided 
and placing them on the separate interview questions.   
 
Appreciative Inquiry – Dream Phase 
What might be? 
Purpose- To collaboratively imagine and create a vision of the future for our school that is 
based on our common themes from our discovery phase.  
If you could create the dream school, what would it look, sound and feel like?   
Procedure- Within your small groups, brainstorm the key components of your “dream” 
school. Make your ideas complete as possible and present them in a creative way to accept 
feedback.   
 
As you are listening to the other team record your thoughts, questions and feedback.   

 
Appreciative Inquiry – Design Phase 
Organizing Our Ideas 
 
Purpose- Our purpose is to develop a map for the components of our dream school. The 
plan includes the dream, the interactions, which have an impact on the dream, and the 
design elements, which will be needed to deliver the dream.   
 
Together correlate the days ideas into an organized visual presentation that easily 
represents how we visualize our school functioning; the activities running within, the 
assessment strategies used, collaboration practices valued, curriculum achievement and 
implementation, behaviour expectations, reporting and any other areas of importance.  It is 
imperative that each staff member is in full agreement of the elements presented and fully 
understands the possible implications prior to documenting them.   
 
List the areas requiring improvement. 
Which of these areas do you find are of the most interest to you? 
 
Appreciative Inquiry –Deliver Phase 
Spiral of Inquiry Development 
 

1. Choose the student learning need that is of most interest to you 
 

2. Pose a question that will guide your inquiry spiral 
 

3. Follow the spiral by next developing the criteria for success 
 
      4.  Areas of research that will support your inquiry 
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Appendix B  

Questionnaires 

Present	  Staff	  

How	  does	  knowing	  the	  purpose	  and	  the	  history	  of	  a	  school	  site	  support	  the	  
development	  of	  a	  sustainable	  school	  vision? 

	  
How	  has	  knowing	  the	  purpose	  of	  a	  Primary	  school	  site	  helped	  to	  support	  the	  
development	  of	  a	  sustainable	  school	  vision?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
How	  has	  knowing	  the	  history	  of	  Cypress	  Park	  Primary	  School	  helped	  to	  
support	  the	  development	  of	  a	  sustainable	  school	  vision?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Do	  you	  feel	  our	  school’s	  vision	  statement	  reflects	  the	  needs	  of	  our	  students,	  
parents	  and	  staff?	  
	  
 
 
 
 
 
Consent: 
 
By completing any question and submitting the survey to the school office, you consent to participate in this 
research project and for the information you provide to be used in study results.  
 
Please keep a copy of this Statement of Consent for your records.  

I II 
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Past	  Staff	  

How	  does	  knowing	  the	  history	  of	  a	  school	  site	  support	  the	  development	  of	  a	  
sustainable	  school	  vision?	  

	  
What	  influenced	  your	  decision	  to	  apply	  to	  teach	  at	  Cypress	  Park	  Primary	  
Elementary?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
What	  were	  the	  goals	  of	  the	  programme	  during	  your	  tenure?	  	  How	  did	  you	  
achieve	  your	  goals?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
How	  did	  you	  involve	  the	  parents	  within	  the	  programme?	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
Consent: 
 
By completing any question and submitting the survey to the school office, you consent to participate in this 
research project and for the information you provide to be used in study results.  
 
Please keep a copy of this Statement of Consent for your records.  
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Parents	  of	  past	  students	  

How	  does	  knowing	  the	  history	  of	  a	  school	  site	  support	  the	  
development	  of	  a	  sustainable	  school	  vision?	  

 
 
What	  influenced	  your	  decision	  to	  enroll	  your	  child	  at	  Cypress	  Park	  Primary	  
School?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
What	  were	  the	  goals	  of	  the	  programme?	  	  How	  were	  those	  goals	  met?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  	  
What	  were	  the	  factors	  that	  supported	  parental	  involvement?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Consent: 
 
By completing any question and submitting the survey to the school office, you consent to participate in this 
research project and for the information you provide to be used in study results.  
 
Please keep a copy of this Statement of Consent for your records.  
.  
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	  Administrator	  of	  Primary	  site 

How	  does	  understanding	  the	  purpose	  of	  a	  primary	  site	  support	  the	  
development	  of	  a	  sustainable	  school	  vision?	  

	  
What	  are	  the	  main	  purposes	  of	  a	  primary	  school	  site?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
What	  are	  the	  benefits	  of	  a	  primary	  school	  site?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
What	  are	  the	  differences	  between	  a	  primary	  site	  and	  an	  
elementary	  school	  site?	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Consent: 
 
By completing any question and submitting the survey to the school office, you consent to participate in this 
research project and for the information you provide to be used in study results.  
 
Please keep a copy of this Statement of Consent for your records.  
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Appendix C Recruitment Script 

                                 
	  

	  Recruitment	  Script 

 
 

 
 

In	  addition	  to	  my	  role	  as	  Head	  Teacher	  at	  Cypress	  Park	  Primary	  School,	  I	  am	  
also	  a	  graduate	  student	  in	  the	  Masters	  of	  Educational	  Leadership	  Programme	  
at	  Vancouver	  Island	  University	  (VIU).	  I	  am	  conducting	  a	  research	  study	  
designed	  to	  create	  a	  process	  that	  supports	  the	  development	  of	  a	  sustainable	  
school	  vision.	  I	  would	  like	  to	  invite	  you	  to	  participate	  in	  this	  research. 

The	  purpose	  of	  this	  research	  study	  is	  to	  gather	  information	  on	  the	  history	  of	  
our	  school	  Cypress	  Park	  from	  past	  parents,	  teachers	  and	  administrators	  and	  
apply	  it	  to	  the	  development	  of	  a	  school	  vision.	  

If	  you	  choose	  to	  participate,	  you	  will	  be	  asked	  to	  complete	  one	  questionnaire.	  
The	  questionnaire	  is	  included	  with	  this	  letter	  and	  can	  be	  returned	  directly	  to	  
the	  school	  office	  to	  the	  Administrative	  Assistant	  Jennifer	  Corlett	  by	  February	  
18	  -‐22,	  2013.	  The	  three	  questions	  within	  the	  questionnaire	  will	  take	  
approximately	  10	  minutes	  to	  complete. 

If	  you	  choose	  to	  participate	  in	  this	  research,	  there	  are	  no	  risks	  foreseen.	  This	  
study	  may	  benefit	  parents,	  teachers	  and	  students	  as	  the	  information	  you	  
provide	  may	  inform	  and	  enhance	  our	  school	  vision	  development.	  

Your	  participation	  is	  completely	  voluntary.	  You	  are	  encouraged	  to	  ask	  
questions	  at	  any	  point	  during	  the	  research.	  You	  have	  the	  right	  to	  withdraw	  
from	  the	  study	  at	  any	  time,	  without	  question	  or	  penalty.	  I	  am	  available,	  at	  
your	  convenience,	  to	  answer	  any	  questions. 
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