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ABSTRACT 

 
  

There are many long-held, traditional views of what school leadership looks like: 

principals as managers of buildings and of people, making hard decisions based on their 

own view of what is good for a system, then working with a reasonably compliant staff to 

implement these decisions.  Over recent decades, however, the predominant view of the 

role of the school leader has changed.  A tremendous body of research supports school 

leaders as leaders of adult learning that is intended to enhance student learning.  

Literature references a myriad of different leadership styles that principals can aspire to.  

It is difficult, however, to aspire to something without having a sense of one’s current 

functioning.  This study describes how going through a process of self-reflection and 

considering my practice as it relates to research and literature led to self-discovery with 

respect to my leadership style and my approach to leading change.  The study begins with 

an initial problem:  a secondary school staff is considering making a large, fundamental 

change to how they teach and how their students learn.  As the educational leader of this 

staff, I was tasked with steering adult learners towards a decision (change or not change) 

and with setting directions for the conversations that were ongoing.  In order to keep a 

record of what I was thinking after conversations with the whole staff and with 

individuals, I kept a journal and made regular entries.  Through a process of self-study, I 

coded my journal entries and analyzed coded entries for larger themes.  I then examined 

these themes in the context of current research related to leadership theory and change 

theory.  Through this comparison, I was able to identify attributes that I had as an 

educational leader as well as develop a sense of direction in terms of the next steps that I 
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will need to take on the journey of change that I am now embarked on with my staff.    

This study examines leadership style and leadership as it relates to leading change.  It 

also discusses the merits of auto-ethnography and self-study.  
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CHAPTER I – PROBLEM TO BE INVESTIGATED 

 

Overview: 

This project consists of five chapters.  It also includes a section where I present 

my journaling, which is my data collection.   The intention of the first chapter is to 

introduce the project, and explain the context.    Chapter two presents a review of the 

literature on educational leadership and leading change.  Chapter three is centered on the 

methodology used, including self-study and narrative inquiry.  Chapter four focuses on 

what is revealed from within the data and a reflection on the methodology.  Finally, 

chapter five presents an analysis of the data as it relates to the literature that was is 

reviewed in chapter two.  It also discusses the “where to next” with respect to the context 

presented in chapter one. 

 

Introduction: 

Can a small secondary school make a fundamental shift with respect to how they 

deliver curriculum to students?  Can their principal lead them through this shift in such a 

way that it is cohesive, positive and good for teachers, for students, and for learning?  

The original subject and vision for my master’s project was initially very different 

from the focus that I am presenting in this paper.  As a new principal, my intent was to 

research school culture and conduct action-research on what staff at my school perceive 

to be contributors to school culture.  As with any busy job, I was thinking about this 

project as many other things were happening at my school.  In particular, our staff was 

contemplating a fundamental shift in how we might deliver content to our students for the 
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next school year.  As a new principal, I was taking the thought of this monumental 

change very seriously and was doing a great deal of reflection and a certain amount of 

journaling so that I had a record of what was happening with respect to this conversation 

at different points in the year.   In preparation for my master’s project about school 

culture, I was reading examples of other’s projects to get a sense of how to set up my 

chapters. When I came across the work of UVIC student Jennifer Wignall, who 

conducted a self-study relating to her own practice, I was very interested, as she used her 

own writing as her data in the analysis of what was going on with her students.  As I had 

been doing some reflective journaling myself, I wondered if I might be able to make 

meaning from my own writing such that I could gain clarity on my own views about this 

change in the hope that I could better lead the change with a staff of adults, a body of 

students, their parents, and the larger school community.  As I went back and began to re-

read some of my journaling, I realized that I could pull out key pieces that would help 

shape my thoughts around the changes that we were contemplating and give me a 

stronger sense of purpose to lead this change.  With this notion in mind, I got to work re-

reading my journals.  I was examining what I wrote in the context of myself as a leader in 

the face of leading change.   

 

Background: 

In June of 2012, I was hired as principal of a small secondary school on 

Vancouver Island.   Shortly before I started this job, I was given a piece of sound advice 

from someone above me.  To paraphrase, I was advised to take my time to get to know 

the school, and get a sense of the culture of both the school and the community.  I was 
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advised not to aspire to make any big changes in my first year, but rather to find my place 

in the system and to get to know staff and students.  As the school was already a 

functional, cohesive and positive place, I felt that this would be a reasonable mindset with 

which to approach my new role.   

Upon arriving at the school, it became apparent that we did have one unavoidable 

issue:  as we were a very small secondary school with limited staffing, we were losing 

students from our catchment area to a larger secondary school in another area, as that 

school was better equipped to offer a range of course selection that we could not.  For 

example, with respect to science at the grade twelve level, we only had enough staffing to 

offer physics this year, while the other secondary school was able to offer Physics, 

Chemistry and Biology.  These types of limitations extended beyond science and into 

humanities, fine arts and practical arts as well.  The fact that we had limited course 

selection and that students were choosing to attend a different school was not an 

unspoken “elephant in the room”.  It was an issue that staff was aware of and that they 

were comfortable acknowledging and talking about.  As the new principal in the building 

in August, I did notice that our actual enrolment was lower than our projected enrolment, 

as many students made the switch shortly before the school year began. 

As the school year started, I was impressed by several things that I thought were 

very special about the culture of the school.  I noted that with such a small school, staff 

really got to know their students both as people and as learners and that staff often took 

the time to share pertinent information with one another when it was in the interest of the 

students.   I also noticed that students often said that they felt like their school was more 

than just a school and that in many ways it was like a family.  Finally, I noticed that 
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parents were very positive about the school and were very supportive of anything that 

staff did for students.  Some parents even commented that they could tell that the school 

was a positive place to be as soon as they walked into the building.  As an administrator, I 

was struck by how few secondary students had disciplinary office visits (by December, 

there had only been four students between grades nine and twelve in the office, and all 

for relatively minor reasons).   It wasn’t until a conversation with secondary staff in 

November that we really got into the juxtaposition between students leaving our school 

and the fact that our school is a good place for students to stay and learn. 

As a small secondary school, there has for years been the undercurrent of fear that 

if we keep getting smaller as a result of students leaving, we will be closed.   While I had 

been reassured that this would not be the case at my school, staff were still worried, as 

there was talk about possible district reconfiguration.  During this conversation in 

November, we talked about the fact that many students chose to leave, not because of a 

lack of a sense of belonging, but because of a lack of a large selection of courses.  The 

salient points of this conversation were as follows (please note that “we” includes both 

myself and secondary teachers: 

• We knew that we were losing students because we couldn’t offer more courses. 

• We didn’t want to lose any more of our students. 

• More than not wanting to lose any more of our students, we actually wanted to get 

students who left to come back (primarily because we all cared for those students 

and because we didn’t want to see our school shrink further to the point where we 

might lose staffing.  Some were even worried about the threat of closure). 
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• We acknowledged that these students weren’t going to be inclined to return to 

what they had already left. 

• If we wanted to get our students back, we would have to offer something 

different, but what would that be? 

A few weeks after that conversation, a colleague in another district invited myself 

and our school’s vice-principal to go to his district to learn about what another small 

secondary school in a similar situation to ours had done in an effort to offer more courses 

and maintain enrolment.  We asked if we could bring a teacher from our school and were 

told that we could.  The three of us traveled to Pemberton Secondary to listen to a 

presentation by Karen Lavendar and Bernie Hofmann from Rossland Secondary School.  

They told their story about how, through Blended Learning, they were able to offer 

students more courses.  As their school was very similar to ours, with respect to size, 

grade configuration, and the fact that we were both faced with a similar problem, the 

three of us were keen to go back to our school and present what we learned to our staff.  

When we talked to them, there was definite interest in learning more about Blended 

Learning.  At that point, we had more questions than answers, and discussed the 

possibility of a road trip to Rossland to learn more about their Blended Learning 

program.   

At that particular juncture, I began to worry.  I was worried that I was not doing 

what I had initially set out to do (and what my higher up had advised me to do) which 

was to settle into the school and not make any significant changes.  While we were only 

at the very beginning stages of a conversation, the implications were of a possible change 

on a very large scale.  Just by the very nature of talking about going to Rossland, we were 
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contemplating an alternate method of delivery of curriculum to our students.  It was at 

around this stage that I began journaling.  I think that that I started to do this both as a 

means of organizing my thinking and so that I had a record of where I was at with my 

thinking at various stages of what might become a journey of change.   

Once, as a staff, we decided that we would like to go to Rossland to learn more 

about Blended Learning, I got in touch with my director to make sure that we had his 

support (we did) and with Rossland’s principal Karen Lavendar to make sure that we 

could come for a visit (we could).  In late February, nine secondary teachers, one middle 

school teacher and myself borrowed a bus from our local community services and went to 

Rossland to learn more about their model.  

The trip proved to be an invaluable learning experience for our group.  We 

returned to our school in a very excited state.  For the most part we all wanted to jump in 

and start planning for change.  Through reflection and the journaling process, I was able 

to see that we took away the following from our Rossland visit: 

1. Project-based learning and inquiry:  We really saw the value of giving students 

the opportunity to engage in projects of their own design through which they 

could extend their learning and ideally be highly engaged, as they were choosing 

what they were doing.  The idea of inquiry was new for many of us, but we were 

very interested in learning more about an inquiry-based approach. 

2. Connections with the local community:  As a small school in a small town, we 

have often talked about a desire to include the community more in the learning 

process, both with respect to bringing community members into the school to 

share and having our students go out into the community to learn.  Rossland had 
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created many projects that students were taking on in partnership with community 

organizations and individuals.  

3. Opportunities to earn credit for more than one course simultaneously:  

Rossland Secondary students were given the opportunity to garner credits for 

more than one subject area in a single assignment (a good example of this is 

writing an essay about World War 2 and getting Social Studies credit for the 

content, and English credit for the writing itself).  We were interested to learn that 

this occurred both as a result of teachers planning collaboratively, but also from 

students approaching teachers and making suggestions with respect to how they 

might make a single project work for more than one subject, and which learning 

outcomes from each area they would be meeting. 

4. The notion of students having more voice and more choice:  Through inquiry, 

project-based learning and by allowing students to approach teachers and 

negotiate how their various projects might meet learning outcomes for their areas 

of study, it was clear to us that with this type of system, students would have more 

of a say in what they were learning and how they were learning it.  This idea of 

students as stewards of their own learning was both exciting and appealing to us.   

 

One component of Blended Learning that didn’t seem to excite us was that part of 

students learning time would be spent working online on computer-based course 

materials.  At our own school we had a few students who were taking courses that we 

were unable to offer online.  Anecdotal feedback from those students led us to believe 

that this format was not especially engaging.  
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Over the following few weeks, we had several long conversations during which 

we entertained the possibility of shifting to a different model.  It was during these 

discussions where I really began to feel the weight of my role as educational leader.  

While simultaneously engaging in this very rich conversation, I was pondering three very 

important questions related to my leadership:   

 

First question: How will we actually decide whether or not we are going to make this 

huge change?  Are we deciding as a group, or should I just make the decision? 

This question arose as a result of the fact that most teachers were very keen to 

make the decision to change and get started right away.  While I was in favor of making 

this commitment, I was worried about the few staff who did not feel confident that this 

shift was best for our students and for their learning.  I felt that it was important to be 

mindful of their views, as their conviction was as strong as that of other staff.  Some staff 

asked me if I was going to make the decision myself, announce it, and tell people that we 

were moving forward.  This presented a dilemma for me at the time because I did not 

know what to do:  make an executive decision or work towards consensus. 

 

Second question: If we decide to change, how are we going to go about learning 

everything that we need to know to competently implement this new system for 

students? 

This question came about because I felt that if we decided to go ahead and 

change, we would have to make some major changes to our practice.  I particular, I 
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thought that we would have to do a great deal of learning about inquiry.  It was one thing 

to say that we were going to incorporate inquiry into this new learning system, but quite 

another to actually put it into practice.  I was concerned that if we did not do this 

effectively, the new system would not have a strong foundation and would not have the 

same rich learning that we were envisioning.  On the same note, I felt that we would need 

to put time into working collaboratively to identify areas where students could connect 

curriculum from one subject area to another.  I was nervous about how we were going to 

go about this process of learning and implementation, in terms of what resources we 

should use, who would lead the learning, and the logistics of when and where the 

learning was going to take place. 

 

Third question:  What do I do about the one or two staff who aren’t actually excited 

about this idea?  How do I support them while at the same time supporting the change 

that most people want? 

This final question speaks to the fact that not all staff were on board with making 

this significant change.  Those who questioned the idea of change are skilled and 

experienced teachers who are respected by myself, by their colleagues, by their students 

and by parents.  It did not sit right with me to be dismissive with respect to their 

concerns.  At the same time, I recognized that most staff were ready and willing to 

embark on a change journey and were waiting for me to say yes and to support them.  

This presented both a professional and moral dilemma to me as I did not want to alienate 

staff, yet I did not want to impede others from moving forward with something that I 

personally believed would be good for our students and for their learning. 
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As I moved forward, these three questions kept coming up in my mind.  While I 

was driven to engaging in conversations with staff about change, I was also driven by a 

sense of urgency that I would need to address and answer these questions in order to keep 

moving forward with the work of leading change and supporting staff.   

Fundamentally changing how we teach and how students learn is a huge 

undertaking.  In light of what we were contemplating, many conversations began to take 

place on a regular basis.  These conversations included formal discourse at meetings, as 

well as groups or individuals talking amongst themselves or talking to me.  After each 

conversation that I had with staff, I wrote a journal entry to keep track of what was said 

and to record my own thinking at that time.  As all of this was going on, I was also 

contemplating how my topic of choice for my Master’s project didn’t actually directly 

relate to what was happening at my school and with my practice.  It was at that time 

when I learned that I might be able to use my journals to learn more about myself as a 

leader in the context of leading this particular change.   

 

Research Question: 

For my self-study, and for the purposes of this paper, I have chosen to highlight 

the following question:  Can I use self-reflection (through journaling) to examine how I 

see myself as an educational leader, and will using this information better help me lead 

significant change at my school?   
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With this in mind, I will be using the methodology of ethnographic self-study as a 

means to learn more about myself as an educational leader.   While self-study is the 

methodology, the research that I will be considering is around leadership styles and 

leading change.     
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CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review for this study will focus on leadership theory and change 

theory.  Within the field of education today, there is no shortage of research on these 

topics; indeed, sifting through even a fraction of the literature is a monumental task.  It is 

important to note that while I attempt to bring current and well-credentialed research and 

literature to the fore, there are countless other sources available for further reading. 

Within the structure of British Columbia’s public education system, the school 

principal is regarded as the leader of the school.  This leadership role encompasses 

leadership in the managerial sense, as well as educational leadership.  With respect to 

managerial leadership, there is no way around it:  principals have a school to run and 

there are certain management-related tasks that they need to carry out in order to ensure 

that things run smoothly.  When I became a teacher in 1999, I definitely identified the 

role of school principal with that of manager.  When I became a vice-principal in 2003, I 

had the sense that the role of manager was a very important and highly emphasized 

aspect of the role of the principal.  Over the past several years, however, there has been a 

noticeable shift amongst my colleagues, to the point where we now see ourselves first 

and foremost as the leaders of learning, and secondly as managers of people and 

facilities.  I believe that this shift is due in large part to the increasing volume and 

increasing appreciation of research that supports principals as leaders of learning and as 

leaders of change.   For the purposes of my literature review, I have sub-categorized this 

research into two categories:  Leadership Theory (which will focus on leadership styles) 

and Change Theory (which will focus on conditions that are conducive for change, and 

the role of the leader of a changing system). 
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Leadership Theory: 

Leadership is defined by Peter G. Northouse (2007) in Leadership Theory and 

Practice as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve 

a common goal” (p. 3).   He goes on to explain that leadership involves influence, occurs 

in groups and includes attention to goals.   

Several types of leadership styles have been identified and described by 

educational researchers.  I have decided to explore Collaborative Leadership and 

Transformational Leadership for the purposes of this study. 

Collaborative Leadership:  Collaborative Leadership is leadership whereby the leader 

aspires to involve everyone in the organization in the leadership and decision making 

processes.  A collaborative leader tries to foster trust and teamwork among staff.   

In Collaborative Leadership - How Citizens and Civic Leaders Can Make a Difference, 

Chrislip and Larson (1995) identify four characteristics of the collaborative leader: 

• Inspiring commitment and action:  The collaborative leader helps people 

develop the vision and passion to start and maintain the work. 

• Leading as a peer problem solver: The collaborative leader facilitates problem 

solving by modeling and teaching a process, and by helping others bring their 

experience and ideas to bear. 

• Building broad-based involvement: The collaborative leader invites everyone 

concerned into an inclusive process. 

• Sustaining hope and participation: Reaching goals may take a long time. The 

collaborative leader both helps the group set interim goals so it can see progress, 
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and, by example and in other ways, helps to maintain the passion and 

commitment to keep going when there's no end in sight. 

  The implication of collaborative leadership is that staff will potentially buy into 

its vision and decisions, since they are directly involved in creating them. 

Transformational Leadership: According to Berkowitz and Rabinowitz (2010), 

transformational Leadership sees the Transformational Leader “as one who can distill the 

values and hopes and needs of followers into a vision, and then encourage and empower 

followers to pursue that vision” (p. 7).  They go on to explain that “The transformational 

leader conceives of leadership as helping people to create a common vision and then to 

pursue that vision until it's realized. She elicits that vision from the needs and aspirations 

of others, gives it form, and sets it up as a goal to strive for. The vision is not hers: it is a 

shared vision that each person sees as his own”, and that “The job of the transformational 

leader is not simply to provide inspiration and then disappear. It is to be there, day after 

day, convincing people that the vision is reachable, renewing their commitment, priming 

their enthusiasm. Transformational leaders work harder than anyone else, and keep their 

eyes on the prize”(p. 7). 

In School Leadership That Works, Marzano, McNulty and Walters (2005) 

conducted a meta-analysis designed to determine what 35 years of research says about 

school leadership.  They reviewed 69 studies involving 2, 802 schools, in which they 

looked at the leadership of the school principal and student achievement.  As a result of 

this meta-analysis, they identified 21 responsibilities of effective school leaders.  Some of 

these responsibilities include: 
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Change Agent:  Marzano, et al point out that the role of a change agent is to 

challenge the status quo, as it is sometimes easy to keep certain practices and challenges 

in place for years, without questioning them (p. 44).   Michael Fullan (2001) points out 

that change agents “…can handle more uncertainty and conflict and are effective at 

working through complex issues in ways that energize rather than deplete the 

commitment of the organizational members” (p. 15). 

Culture:  “Although a culture is a natural by-product of people working in close 

proximity, it can be a positive or negative influence on a school’s effectiveness.  An 

effective leader builds a culture that positively influences teachers, who, in turn, 

positively influence students” (p. 47).  As a result of their meta-analysis, the authors also 

identified the following qualities associated with fostering a positive school culture: 

“Promoting cohesion among staff, promoting a sense of well-being among staff, 

developing an understanding of purpose among staff, developing a shared vision of what 

the school could be like” (p. 48). 

Flexibility: “Flexibility refers to the extent to which leaders adapt their leadership 

behavior to the needs to the current situation and are comfortable with dissent” (p. 49).  

They argue that this quality is associated with transformational leadership, and that the 

following behaviours are associated with flexibility: “Adapting leadership style to the 

needs of specific situations, being directive or nondirective as the situation warrants, 

encouraging people to express diverse and contrary opinions, and being comfortable with 

making major changes in how things are done” (p. 48). 

Ideals / beliefs:  Marzano et al argue that human beings are “at their best when 

they operate from a set of strong ideals and beliefs” (p. 51).  One example of strong 



	   23	  

ideals and beliefs is leading with what Dr. Judy Halbert and Dr. Linda Kaser (2009) call 

Intense Moral Purpose: “The moral purpose mindset asks you, as a school leader, to 

explore what the notions of quality and equity mean, and to consider the implications of 

developing new forms of quality” (p. 4). 

Input:  Marzano et al refer to Input as “the extent to which the school leader 

involves teachers in the design and implementation of important decisions and policies.  

It is associated with transformational leadership and instructional leadership” (p. 51).  

Silins, Mulford and Zarins (2002) discuss the importance of soliciting input, and state 

that effectiveness is “proportional to the extent to which teachers participate in all aspects 

of the school’s functioning – including policy decisions, and review – share a coherent 

sense of direction, and acknowledge the wider school community” (p. 618), and Marzano 

et al state that leadership is a function of “the extent to which the principal works towards 

whole-staff consensus in establishing school priorities and communicates these priorities 

and goals to students and staff, giving a sense of overall purpose” (p. 52). 

Intellectual Stimulation:  “Intellectual stimulation refers to the extent to which 

the school leader ensures that faculty and staff are aware of the most current theories and 

practices regarding effective schooling and makes discussion of those theories and 

practices a regular aspect of the school’s culture” (p. 52).  Behaviours associated with this 

responsibility include: “continually exposing staff to cutting edge research and theory of 

effective schooling, keeping informed about current research and theory… [and], 

fostering systematic discussion regarding current research and theory” (p. 53).   

Optimizer:  Marzano et al reference a study by Blase and Kirby (2003) involving 

more than 1,200 K-12 students, in which the researchers identified optimism as a critical 
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characteristic of an effective school leader, and that they note that the principal sets the 

emotional tone in the school for better or for worse.  According to Marzano et al, the 

behaviours associated with optimism include: “Inspiring teachers to accomplish things 

that might be beyond their grasp, being the driving force behind major initiatives, [and] 

portraying a positive attitude about the ability of the staff to accomplish substantial 

things” (p. 56).   

Outreach:  According to Marzano et al, “A school is not an island.  Rather, it 

functions in a complex context that must be addressed if the school is to be highly 

effective.  The responsibility of outreach refers to the extent to which the leader is an 

advocate and a spokesperson for the school to all stakeholders” (p. 58). 

Relationships: In the context of the researchers’ meta-analysis, “the 

responsibility of relationships refers to the extent to which the school leader demonstrates 

an awareness of the personal lives of teachers and staff” (p. 58).  In Leadership Mindsets, 

Halbert and Kaser (2009) discuss the importance of relational trust, and highlight four 

key components of trusting relationships: respect, personal regard, personal integrity, and 

competence in core responsibilities.  They say that “making important changes to practice 

at the school level is often risky for the adults involved.  Teachers and support staff may 

be asked to incorporate new practices that do not seem to fit well in their contexts nor suit 

their individual styles” (p. 45).  They go on to explain that “leaders who have trusting 

relationships with staff can moderate and manage the stress and feelings of vulnerability 

that come from high levels of uncertainty.  School leaders who build a trusting culture 

have the social capital to choose their directions wisely rather than simply conforming to 

external and often competing demands” (p. 45).  
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Situational Awareness:  “Situational awareness addresses leaders’ awareness of 

the details and the undercurrents regarding the functioning of the school and their use of 

this information to address current and potential problems” (Marzano, et al p. 60).  

Deering, Dilts and Russell (2003) discuss anticipatory leadership and argue that 

principals should “identify clues of coming opportunities and hints about emerging 

threats.  With the openness and mental agility of truly anticipatory leadership throughout 

the organization, the organization is well positioned to survive and prosper” (p. 33).  

Mazano et all identify the following behaviours associated with situational awareness: 

“Accurately predicting what could go wrong from day to day, being aware of informal 

groups and relationships among the staff, [and] being aware of issues in the school that 

have not surfaced but could create discord” (p.60).    

 
  Considering the leadership literature presented, there are several areas that 

connect to my view of leadership and to my practice as a leader.   Prior to conducting this 

research into leadership style, I had always had the notion to that Transformational 

Leadership was the pinnacle that all leaders should strive towards and that it 

encompassed all of the most favorable attribute of other leadership styles.  What I have 

come to understand, though, and what I will take away from this research is that while the 

Transformational Leader will help staff to create a common vision and will then work 

towards realizing the vision, they can achieve this through a variety of means.   For me, 

that is where Collaborative Leadership comes into play.   I value the notion that a leader 

can work towards establishing vision and then work towards realizing that vision through 

inspiring commitment and action, being a problem solver, and by being inclusive.  I feel 

that collaboration and equal consideration of all perspectives would be advantageous and 
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conducive to effective group visioning and action. 

  With respect to the responsibilities that a school leader has and the competencies 

that they need to demonstrate to fulfill these responsibilities, I will take a great deal away 

from the work Marzano, McNulty and Walters (year) .  I no longer believe that the 

responsibility of a school leader is simply that of manager.  While Marzano et al list 

several responsibilities and competencies, I believe that the greatest responsibility of a 

leader is that of a change agent.  As the world changes, our educational systems need to 

be adaptive and change as well.  More than carrying out the day-to-day business, school 

leaders need to always be mindful of the direction that they want to see their school go, 

and they need to be ever cognizant of how they might get to that place.  I do not believe 

that leaders can be effective change agents, though, without possessing the other 

attributes discussed.  Through their meta-analysis, Marzano et al identified over twenty 

responsibilities of a school leader, but I found that the following resonated most with me 

and my belief about the role of a school leader: creating culture, being flexible, 

maintaining strong ideals, soliciting input, providing intellectual stimulation to staff, 

reaching out to the larger community, being optimistic and maintaining optimism,  

valuing relationships, and being aware of and sensitive to different situations.  With 

respect to the evolution of my beliefs about leadership, I found it interesting that Marzano 

et al discussed the above attributes as responsibilities of school leaders.  I appreciate this 

and see it as evidence that these domains are more than attributes or qualities that good 

leaders have, but moreover they are actually responsibilities that every leader should 

work towards ensuring that they carry out on a daily basis and as an integral part of their 

year-long or longer term plan. 
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Change Theory: 
 

Margaret Wheatley (2008) describes a leader as “anyone willing to help, anyone 

who sees something that needs to change and takes the first steps to influence that 

situation” (p. 2).  By this definition, Wheatley views a leader as a change agent.  

According to Wheatley, the process of change is straightforward:  

We notice something that needs to be changed.  We keep noticing it.  The 

problem keeps getting our attention, even though most people don’t notice that 

there’s even a problem.  We start to act, we try something.  If that doesn’t work 

we try a different approach.  We learn as we go.  We become very engaged with 

the issue, spending more and more time on it.  We become exhausted by our 

efforts, but still we keep going.  The issue keeps calling to us.  Any time we 

succeed, no matter how small the success, we gain new energy and resolve.  We 

become smarter as we learn more about the issue and understand it better.  We 

become more skillful at tactics and strategies.  As we persevere, and if we are 

successful, more people join us (p. 2).   

While making changes in the interest of improving student outcomes makes sense in 

theory, it is not necessarily something that is easy to put into practice.  Indeed, when I 

engage in conversation with other principals and vice-principals, both in my district and 

from around the province, making changes and leading change is cited as being the most 

challenging aspect of the role of school leader.   There is a great deal of literature that 

addresses change theory and explains why change is so difficult. 

 

In Professional Learning Communities in Action, Alma Harris and Michelle Jones 
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(2011) explain that educational change is critical and that it should be done with the 

intention of improving educational outcomes and increasing the life chances of learners.  

They explain though, that:  

Despite decades of reform, very little has changed; the gap between the 

achievement of young people from affluent and less affluent backgrounds remains 

unchanged and in some cases is even getting bigger; failing schools are forced or 

mandated to improve only to return to previous performance; the high-performing 

schools stay on top and policy makers continue to implement approaches to 

reform that manifestly will not work (p. 4). 

Harris and Jones go on to discuss some of the reasons for repeated failure.  They state 

that: “One reason resides in the fact that so many approaches to reform and changes have 

been top-down.  They have been imposed on schools without any attention to building 

adequate capacity for change or any thought about the process of implementation”, and 

that “the reckless speed of change and the desire to scale up quickly is a major reason for 

failure” (p. 4).  They caution that change is often imposed or introduced before there has 

been sufficient evidence gathered to make any kind of change.  They go on to explain 

that “high-performing systems around the world invest in the quality of teachers and 

teaching” (p. 5), and that the most effective way to implement effective and meaningful 

change is for professionals to work together and to learn from one another in Professional 

Learning Communities.   

 

In The Nature of Learning, Resnick et (2010) al state that “Nowhere is the 

challenge of innovation greater than in the education sector, where centuries-old practices 
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of teaching are embedded in political and organizational structure which are resistant to 

new ideas – even in the face of growing evidence that traditional ways of working are not 

“paying off” (p. 286).   They go on to list several reasons why change is difficult that add 

to Harris and Jones’ list.  They argue that policy makers and practitioners are not deeply 

aware of the research base that might support (and sometimes challenge) their actions.  

They also state that: 

There is no established way of incorporating new knowledge into institutional 

practices in a way that would improve professional practice and student learning 

outcomes.  Education has a relatively undifferentiated set of roles for actors 

within the system, few required protocols systematically to incorporate “best 

practices” for managing school organization and classroom activities, and there is 

little systematic in how new members are initiated into practice.  As a result, 

education tends to be very conservative (p. 286).    

Like Harris and Jones, Resnick et al also believe that change might best be 

achieved through participatory structures that include professional learning communities.  

They say that “A powerful possibility and one only just beginning to be systematically 

explored is to develop and support professional learning communities for working 

educators” (p. 289). 

In my setting, we are not only discussing making changes, but moreover, we are 

discussing implementing a system that is very different and arguable innovative by 

design.  In Leadership Mindsets, Halbert and Kaser (2009) discuss making innovative 

changes in schools and explain that leaders need to have adaptive expertise.  They argue 

that “school leadership would be relatively safe and simple if leaders were only faced 
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with problems for which there were already proven solutions” (p. 16).  They cite a study 

by Heifitz and Linsky (2002) that distinguishes between technical problems for which 

leaders already have the necessary know-how and adaptive challenges that require 

experimenting, new discoveries and adjustments from numerous places in the 

organization or community.   Halbert and Kaser suggest that “without learning new ways 

– changing attitudes, values and behaviours, people cannot make the adaptive leap 

necessary to thrive in the new environment” (p. 16).  With respect to making innovative 

changes in schools, Halbert and Kaser talk about shifting from a sorting system to a 

learning system, and state that: 

Innovation is often preceded by a sense of disequilibrium that signals that certain 

processes or ways of thinking, or previously learned routines, are not quite 

working properly.  School leaders determined to make the shift from a sorting to a 

learning system recognize that the old ways of thinking about school are not 

working for most learners and they understand that adaptive expertise is needed to 

develop new solutions to the challenges of increasing both quality and equity.  

School leaders also understand that they will have to work through a stage of 

discomfort and imbalance to make the shift from an emphasis of teaching to a 

focus on deep learning and to shift from learning for some to learning for all (p. 

16-17).  

Halbert and Kaser also discuss further the concept of Intense Moral Purpose.  

They describe leaders with Intense Moral Purpose as leaders who are determined to 

“Improve the life chances of their learners by working with their colleagues and their 

community to provide young people with the highest possible learning experience” (p. 
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23).  They go on to say that school leaders committed to making the shift to deeper 

learning for students “understand that they must build on the existing quality of their 

school, create new forms of quality and be persistent in their drive for equity.  Leaders 

help to build a strong sense of school identity, are brutally honest in their appraisal of 

their school’s strengths, create a sense of direction and pay attention to the importance of 

sustainability” (p.40).  Halbert and Kaser point out that this is work that “requires 

cooperation, collaboration and teamwork” (p. 40).    

With respect to change theory and implementing change, there are several 

connections that I can make between the research and my own context.  As stated, the 

fact that enacting change is hard and takes time has been corroborated by my colleagues, 

who have found that leading change is more challenging than the day to day-to-day 

business of running a school.  In our district, we have been fortunate to have six 80-

minute early dismissal days where we can focus on working as professional learning 

communities.  At my school, we have been following Harris and Jones’ framework for 

structuring our professional learning communities, and have been using Halbert and 

Kaser’s Spiral of Inquiry to focus and shape our professional learning.  At this time, our 

professional learning communities are focused on changing practice as it relates to 

incorporating inquiry, making connections with the community, creating cross-curricular 

opportunities for learners and allowing learners more voice and choice.   

From the findings of Margaret Wheatley, I will take away the notion that it is 

acceptable to learn as we go about navigating change, and that if something doesn’t work, 

it is acceptable to try a different approach.  I will also take away the notion that it is 

important to persevere and to remain engaged in the process.   
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Halbert and Kaser’s notion of shifting from a sorting system to a learning system 

is also very pertinent to the work that we are doing at our school, as we are contemplating 

moving from a traditional model of teaching and learning to a very non-traditional, 

innovative model.   From their discussion, I will take away the notion that throughout this 

process of change, we will need to focus on the importance of ensuring quality and equity 

for all of our learners.   This is important, as staff has already raised concerns that under a 

new system, extra attention and care will need to be given to our more vulnerable learners 

who might initially struggle with such a fundamental shift.   

Another very important connection between the work of Halbert and Kaser and 

my beliefs about leadership and leading change is the notion that you should lead with 

intention and that that intention should be grounded in intense moral purpose.  As I 

converse with staff and consider my own thinking about this potential change, I have 

made a shift from simply wanting to draw more students back to the school to wanting to 

change because of the tremendous body of research that tells us that the changes we are 

considering are good for learning. 

The literature presented in this chapter is only a minuscule sampling of the 

thousands of books and articles that address change and change theory.  As I am trying to 

make all aspects of this process relevant to my own practice, I tried to find research and 

literature that was most directly applicable to my situation.  While I have not included all 

of the research and literature that I have reviewed in preparation for this learning process, 

it is important to note that I also derived insight and meaning from a variety of other 

sources.  It is my intention that through my self-study, I will be able to make further 

connections to the literature.  Rather than simply leading change at my school because I 
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want to see a result, I am being intentionally reflective as I move forward.  It is my hope 

that by thinking about my role as leader and about my leadership style throughout the 

process, I will better be able to lead in a way that is more purposeful and that connects 

very closely to research not only about leadership and change, as discussed in this 

chapter, but also to research around inquiry, community connections, cross-curricular 

connections and voice and choice for learners.  While there is already a great deal of 

research that supports journaling and auto-ethnography as powerful means of learning 

about one’s self as a leader, it is my intention to complement that body of research with 

my own findings.  
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CHAPTER III – METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
 
 
 
Research Methodology: 

My choice of research methodology is a qualitative ethnographic self-study.  The 

intention was to enable myself, the researcher, to interpret my self-reflective notes and 

relate them to leadership theory to get a better sense of myself as an educational leader, in 

terms of leadership style.  I wanted to be able to take this self-realization about who I am 

as a leader and apply it in my practice, as I have been charged with leading significant 

change in my school. 

As I began exploring and examining my own thinking, I determined that a self-

study was an appropriate methodology.   Using words, rather than hard data, was a 

departure for me, and I credit Jennifer Wignall’s self-study for showing me how 

reflecting on one’s own writing in relation to their own practice is possible and how 

effective it can be. 

 

Defining Self-Study: 

As self-study plays a critical role, it is important to discuss it, in terms of its’ 

effectiveness as a means of learning and exacting change.   According to Hamilton and 

Pinnegar (2009), self-study has been defined as “the study of one’s self, one’s actions, 

one’s ideas, as well as the ‘not self’ “ (p. 2).  They also state that: 

 
Self-study encapsulates a wealth of experience embodied by teachers and their 

understanding of what teaching is.  It is through inquiry that teachers examine the 
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self within the teaching environment and their practices in terms of roles, actions, 

and beliefs, in order to consider making changes for improvement (p. 7).   

Clandin and Connelly (2004) say that “Self-study is important not only for what it 

shows about the self but because of its potential to reveal knowledge of the educational 

landscape” and that “self-study holds the highest possible potential for improving 

education” (p. 57).  They also state that “by examining our storied experiences, we can 

see our personal philosophy in action, leading us to understand how our views, values, 

and beliefs were formulated and now direct our actions” (p. 58). 

 

Myself as Subject: 

As stated, this self-study is conducted within the context of my emergence as an 

educational leader in the midst of significant change.  It was my goal to study my own 

thinking and ideology in the hope that a greater level of self-awareness as a leader might 

better prepare me to lead my staff as we embark on a change journey.  According to 

Berry (2007),  “self-study draws from teachers’ personal experience, which is situated 

within their classroom.  Self-study teachers can initiate their own research question 

generated from their observations.  The tensions you choose to examine are opportunities 

for professional growth and learning” (p. 17).  

By the very nature of a self-study, the researcher is also the subject of the 

research.  While I am exploring my thinking in relation to a context that involves and 

entire staff, a body of students, parents and a larger community, it is me who is truly the 

center of the research, as my aim is to consolidate my thinking so that I can move 

forward in my leadership with clarity and a sense of purpose.  As Wignall (2003) states: 
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“educators must maintain their practice, while at the same time they must actively engage 

in a collection of data in the form of reflection” (p. 27).  In my study, the reflective data is 

created and collected in the form of journal entries, and I am studying these journal 

entries, and ultimately myself, in relation to a greater context that involves the above-

mentioned larger group of people.  Indeed, the very nature of my journal entries 

encompass conversations with others and the impressions that their thinking had on me 

and on my thinking.   

 
 
Description of the Process: 

For my project, I used journaling, a narrative, as a form of data for my inquiry and 

ultimately as a method to understand and represent my thoughts about what I was 

learning and conversations that I was engaging in with staff.  I find journaling to be 

helpful as a means of clarifying my thinking when I am faced with something that I find 

challenging.  With this said, it is important to note that I have not been journaling for 

very long.  The concept was only introduced to me during the summer of 2011, when I 

took part in a diploma program with educators Judy Halbert and Linda Kaser.  Halbert 

and Kaser had students write reflective pieces to help us, their students, connect new 

learning to our own experiences and thoughts.  During the 2011-12 and 2012-13 school 

years, I continued to use journaling in certain situations, although this project is the first 

time that I am analyzing my entries for themes and so that I can look to apply these 

themes in my leadership practice.	  	  Clarke and Erickson (2004) note that this is possible, 

and they identify self-study as the “fifth commonplace” (p. 58), in addition to the 

following four commonplaces of the curriculum that they cite: the learner, the teacher, 
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the milieu, and the subject matter.  They go on to say that self-study is “the cornerstone to 

professional practice [through which professionals can] come to know, problematize, and 

improve their practice” (pg. 59).   

Since the conversation that took place with staff in November, I have collected 

two types of data.  I have recorded notes from conversations and presentations that I 

attended, and, as we delved further into the conversation, I started journaling.  As stated, 

this was originally intended as a means to keep track of the conversations, and so that I 

would have a mechanism to remember what I was thinking and when I was thinking it.  

All together, I wrote a total of nine journal entries.  The length of these journals range 

from one to five paragraphs, and are dated between December 19, 2012 and March 15, 

2013.  I made a journal entry after every significant conversation with the entire staff, as 

well as when I was doing a great deal of thinking about the topic and wanted to put my 

thoughts on paper.   The topics of my entries were all centered on the notion of changing 

how we might deliver content to students next school year.   

Once I decided to do a self-study, I began the process by reading and re-reading my 

journal entries.  As I read my entries, I coded them in an attempt to recognize themes.  As 

I worked through this process, I realized that there were three different domains that I had 

a hard time working with at the same time.  These three domains were the following 

• What I was thinking relative to the ongoing conversation around content delivery, 

which could be described as more concrete-sequential.   
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• How I was feeling about the ongoing conversation, relative to my role as 

educational leader, and ultimately as the principal in charge of the school, which 

could be described as more emotional.    

• Areas that I valued with respect to education and content delivery, which could be 

described as bigger picture thinking. 

I decided to separate these three domains and began to use different coloured 

highlighter pens to code my journal entries for themes within the domains.  I made a table 

and wrote down key words or patterns that I saw emerging under each domain.   

 

Coding For Themes: 
 

As I read through my journals, I coded entries.  I coded based on what I was 

thinking, how I was feeling about what was being discussed, and what I valued.  I did not 

initially try to look for patterns or themes; I simply categorized.  This proved to be useful, 

as I was able to separate my thinking from the thinking of others and I was able to isolate 

some of the emotions that I attached to other people’s statements.  It was initially more 

difficult to code for what I valued, but this came more easily once I realized that the 

things that I valued came out of the ‘how I was feeling’ category.  There are several 

statements in my journal entries that I coded in more than one category.  After coding my 

journal entries, I did notice the emergence of other themes.  I noticed that I could 

categorize key words or sentences from the ‘how I was feeling’ domain to fall into one of 

three areas:  areas that felt uncertain about, and areas that I felt confident about.  When I 

looked at the section of statements and ideas that I felt confident about, I was able to 

further identify areas that I was excited about, and that I wanted to see developed more as 
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we continued with our work as a staff.  The following table illustrates, with some 

examples, how I categorized journal entries by theme: 

 
 

How I was feeling about the ongoing conversation (emotions) 
Uncertain               Confident                                 Excited 

 
“I don’t know about the idea of 
always expecting students to come up 
with their own project ideas and 
design.  They will need help, 
especially at the beginning, to learn 
how to self-direct”. 

 
An Introduction to Inquiry course 
would definitely set the foundation for 
our younger students.  They would 
become familiar with the process 
before there is an expectation that 
they will have to employ inquiry 
almost all of the time”. 

 
“I love the idea of “Introduction to 
Inquiry”.  ____ and ____ have 
expressed that they are interested in 
developing the course.  Perhaps we 
could even offer our Grade 9 
students IDS [Independent Directed 
Studies] credit.  We could develop it 
as a BAA [Board Approved] 
subject.  Awesome that the reset of 
the staff likes the idea as well”. 

 
 
Looking at the ‘things that I was excited about’ category, I was able to identify four 
emergent themes that I presented to staff.  These four predominant themes included:  
 

• Inquiry-driven project based learning 

• Opportunities for cross-curricular connections and credit 

• Connections with the community in the interest of enhancing learning 

• More voice and choice for students 

It is important to note that these themes were not my own ideas.  They were 

themes that existed in Rossland Secondary’ structure and themes that were discussed as a 

staff.  It was through my coding process that I was able to isolate these four themes as 

being the most important to me, amongst a longer list of other themes.  I was also able to 

refine the themes into the wording that I present above. 

 

As part of my reflective process, I also did a certain amount of discourse with 

learning partners.  In particular, I have four colleagues, who are all administrators in our 

district, with whom I engaged in regular dialogue.  They listened as I reflected on my 
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practice and asked thought-provoking and guiding questions.  When I was talking about 

my reluctance to decide to go ahead with changing our program without consensus for 

example, these learning partners, or critical friends, asked questions such as “what do you 

think will be gained by waiting for everyone to be at the same place?”, and “do you think 

that it is possible to reach consensus in this situation?”, and “what end do you have in 

mind?  What do you want to see happen?”.  These conversations proved to be very 

valuable both in terms of learning about my self-study and the act of leading change 

itself. 

 

Discussion of Reliability: 

With any research methodology, there are questions with respect to reliability, 

and there are arguments for and against each approach.  When I began to explore the idea 

of analyzing my journal entries, I had concerns with respect to how reliable this type of 

self-study would be.  According to Wignall (2003) “self-study, and auto-ethnography are 

still relatively new methods of inquiry” (p. 25).  During their own self-study, Korthagen, 

Lunenberg and Zwart questioned “whether studying the practice of one person could be 

taken seriously” (p. 128).  This question resonated with me as I have always been under 

the impression that sound studies had to be impartial, had to have a large sample size and 

had to be replicable.   Through research into auto-ethnography, however, I am learning 

that not only does this type of self-study have its merits, but that it is also beginning to be 

a widely accepted methodology.  	  
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In his book Telling Tales in Sports and Physical Activity, Andrew Sparkes (2002) 

explains that auto-ethnography has garnered more support in the social sciences 

community over recent years, noting that: 

New journals, such as Qualitative Inquiry, launched in 1995 have emerged that 

actively encourage and pioneer new forms of writing in a variety of disciplines.  

Likewise, other well-established journals, such as The Sociological Quarterly, 

International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, Journal of 

Contemporary Ethnology, Qualitative Sociology, and Qualitative Studies in 

Psychology have begun to accept qualitative articles written in different styles (p. 

2). 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) state that “narrative is both the phenomenon and the 

method of the social sciences” and it is “the best way of representing and understanding 

experience” (p. 18). 

For me, self-study represents an area of interest as well as a great unknown.  It is 

a departure from my comfort zone and experience, but it is also proving to be an exciting 

frontier as I embark on this learning process.  I feel that this method is an appropriate 

choice for me at this time in my learning journey for two reasons.  The first reason is that 

I made a conscious decision to begin the journaling process to record my thinking, and I 

believe that the process of looking at entries for themes would make the journaling 

process more meaningful, as it might lead me to new insights.  The second reason for the 

selection of self-study is that myself and a few of my colleagues (whom I refer to as my 

learning partners) often talk about the importance of taking risks, and trying new things 

that will push and challenge our thinking.  I thought that trying something that resides 
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outside of my comfort zone would provide me with a new and interesting challenge and 

might lead me to the appreciation of a new perspective.   
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CHAPTER IV - FINDINGS 

Through the process of reading and re-reading my journals and by coding them, I 

was able to identify several different themes.  After identifying these themes, I spent time 

reflecting on my thinking and on my approach to leading change in my school as an 

educational leader.  For the purposes of this discussion, this chapter is divided into the 

following themes, as they are related to my learning about leadership: working together, 

appreciative inquiry, leading adult learning, relationships, and respect.  Before 

presenting these themes, it is important to reiterate the specifics of the changes that we 

are working towards as a staff, as aspects of these changes are discussed throughout this 

chapter.   As stated in more detail in chapter 1, the key aspects of the new learning system 

are the following: 

1. Project-based learning and inquiry:  Giving students the opportunity to engage 

in projects of their own design through which they could extend their learning and 

ideally be highly engaged, as they were choosing what they were doing.  

2. Connections with the local community:  Including the community more in the 

learning process, both with respect to bringing community members into the 

school to share and having our students go out into the community to learn.  

3. Opportunities to earn credit for more than one course simultaneously:  

Allowing students the opportunity to garner credits for more than one subject area 

in a single assignment. 

4. More student voice and more student choice:  Empowering students with a 

knowledge of learning out comes and allowing students to design their own 
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inquiries and to approach teachers and negotiate how their various projects might 

meet learning outcomes for their areas of study. 

As stated in my introduction, I have been mindful of three governing questions as 

I have been going through this process of change.  By looking at these questions now, 

through the lens of my journaling in an effort to better understand myself as a leader, I 

am actually able to address these questions with evidence and examples.  In the 

discussion below, I will list each question and then discuss the prevailing themes that 

emerged from my journaling. 

 

Question:  How will we actually decide whether or not we are going to make this huge 

change?  Are we deciding as a group, or should I just make the decision? 

Theme:  We’re All In This Together: 

One of the biggest, most commonly occurring themes that has emerged from my 

journaling is my sense and conviction that if we are going to move from a “sorting to a 

learning system” (Halbert and Kaser, 2009, p. 2), we need to work together from 

beginning to end.  The idea of doing things differently was not borne of my own design, 

moreover it emerged as a result of conversations within a large group and the emergent 

collective thinking of that group.  I didn’t arrive at the table with an agenda to peddle; if I 

had, I do not believe that these changes would have occurred at all, much less with such 

ease.  There have been times throughout our process where staff who were keen on 

moving forward quickly have asked if I could simply make certain decisions and direct 

certain things to happen.  In every instance, I gave these requests careful consideration 

and in almost every case I said that I would not be making big decisions on my own but 
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that we needed to arrive at big decisions together.  Throughout my journaling, I have 

made many statements that support this, such as:  

• “If I make decisions without mass consensus, then things will breakdown, so 

rather than making sweeping decisions, I need to work towards consensus.  This 

will take longer, but will pay off in the end, as more of us will have buy in”. 

• “We need to grow this together”. 

• “If we’re going to do this, its all of us.  I will be a part of it… I will be right in 

there figuring things out with everyone else.  I won’t be (and I can’t be) one or 

two steps ahead of people”.  

  Prior to this self-study, I was aware that I wanted to ensure that we made big 

decisions together and that I wanted to have as much consensus as possible, but if asked, 

I would have attributed this mindset to me being weak and afraid of really taking a stand.  

Looking at this in the context of the research on leadership style, however, I can relate 

this approach to collaborative leadership, and identify qualities of my approach to those 

of a collaborative leader.  Collaborative Leadership, by definition, is where the leader 

aspires to involve everyone in the organization in the leadership and decision making 

processes.  I can identify with some of the characteristics of Collaborative Leadership 

identified by Chrislip and Larson (1995).  Specifically, I see evidence of me facilitating 

problem-solving by helping others bring their experience and ideas to bear, and by 

inviting everyone concerned into an inclusive process.  As stated in the literature review, 

the implications of Collaborative Leadership is that staff will potentially buy into it’s 

vision and decisions, since they are directly involved in creating them.  As a result of 

considering my journal entries within the context of my self-study, I have moved away 
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from feeling like I am weak with this aspect of leadership (as in unable to make some big 

decisions without input) and have shifted towards feeling a sense of empowerment as a 

collaborative decision maker.  Upon reflection, I can definitely argue that once big 

decisions are finally made, there is little to no conflict, as everyone was a part of the 

decision and everyone has gone through a common process to arrive at new thinking.  In 

the end, I believe that taking this time and working together has been of benefit, as we are 

able to collectively move on to the next big problem as a group, and everyone has their 

“head in the same game”.  In chapter two, it is also noted that with a Collaborative 

Leadership approach, it takes a long time to reach goals.  I believe that this is acceptable, 

as it ensures that everyone’s voice is heard and that people have sufficient processing 

time to make meaning of big decisions and major changes.  

Theme: Appreciative Inquiry Works 

  When working with a larger group and trying to steer them through the process of 

change, it is important to be deliberate with your approach, as you want to maintain focus 

and a sense of direction.  Looking at my journal entries, it is evident that early on in this 

process, I approached whole group conversations very open-endedly.  I had prepared 

agendas with particular areas for discussion and then opened the floor for whole group 

discussion.  While I noted in my journaling that conversations generally went well and 

that we, as a staff, were more or less on the same page, I also noted that not everyone had 

a voice in these conversations and that sometimes individuals (myself included) had 

disproportionately more voice than others.  In one entry, I addressed this concern and 

wrote: “I should look into appreciative inquiry as a means of trying to include more 

people in the conversation”.  I had originally been introduced to the concept of 
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appreciative inquiry by Dr. Harry Janzen, who was a guest presenter in a course that I 

was taking.  As this was the course where I was first introduced to journaling, I decided 

to go back to my journal notes from the course to see what I had written about 

appreciative inquiry and found the following notes:  

“Today, [Dr.] Harry Janzen took the group through a process of appreciative 

inquiry.  I had never heard of the term before today.  The topic of the appreciative 

inquiry was related to what we as a group value in education.  I really liked the 

process, as the final product (the sum of our collective thinking) came as a result 

of individual and then smaller group thinking.  Everyone in the room had input, 

and it was not just the talkers in the group (and I admit that I am one of them) 

influencing the direction of the conversation and determining the final product.  

Harry said that he took his staff at VIU through a similar process to come up with 

their vision for their faculty.  I really like this idea, as it is inclusive by design”. 

  Because I was able to go back and read my old journal, I was able to remember 

the process and get a better sense of how it was carried out.  I decided to try this in my 

setting as an alternative to a large whole-group discussion.  Having made the decision to 

shift to a more flexible timetable that incorporated project-based learning, we were 

wrestling with the task of developing a philosophy that would back this new system.  A 

note in my journal said that: “we want to develop the cornerstones of the program, the 

pillars that we will build upon, the “this we believe” foundation, the non-negotiables that 

we will not compromise”.    

  Using appreciative inquiry to navigate this conversation proved to be invaluable.  
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What I had anticipated would be an intense and potentially contentious conversation 

proved to be an easy process.  Not only did we arrive to consensus very quickly, we 

arrived there with excitement and laughter, having heard from everyone at the table.  We 

went from having a vague notion of where we wanted to go, with fragments of different 

individuals thoughts to a cohesive platform that we will be able to build on.  The 

following excerpt was taken directly from a newsletter that was published and sent home 

to parents the very same day of our appreciative inquiry, with all staff standing behind it:  

Dear Parent, 
 
At this time of year, staff is busy thinking about and planning for next year.   
  
In the High School, staff is looking at making changes to how we deliver content to 
students in Grades 10, 11 and 12 in many subject areas.  We are making these changes 
so that student learning is enhanced and maximized.  We believe that all students want to 
learn and that all students arrive to new learning in different ways.  We also believe that 
students deserve choice and voice as they work towards mastery of the prescribed 
learning outcomes set by the Ministry of Education.  We are looking at a system where 
we will be able to accomplish the following: 
  

·      Offer more courses than we have in the past. 
·      Offer students the opportunity to demonstrate learning through the process of 

inquiry. 
·      Offer students the opportunity to garner credit for more than one course at a 

time through project work. 
·      Allow students more choice and voice with respect to their learning. 
·      Make connections with the community to enhance learning and develop working 

partnerships. 
  

This integrated model of learning will look different for students next year.  Staff is busy 
planning and is going to be working hard over the coming months to create a robust 
system of learning designed to maximize student engagement.   
  
We are inviting all of our parents (of all grades) to join us for an evening presentation 
where we will share our vision for next year and the specifics of the integrated learning 
model.   Our parent evening session will take place in the theatre Wednesday, May 1st at 
6:00 PM.  
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	   	   To date, this process of appreciative inquiry and the product of this process has 

been the most powerful work that I feel that we have done as a staff.  Using this approach 

once again echoes what I have learned about collaborative leadership, but looking at the 

research, I also think that appreciate inquiry speaks to aspects of transformational 

leadership as discussed in chapter two.  According to Berkowitz and Rabinowitz (2010), 

the Transformational Leader can “distill the values and hopes and needs of followers into 

a vision, and then encourage and empower followers to pursue that vision” (p. 7), and 

that “The transformational leader conceives of leadership as helping people to create a 

common vision and then to pursue that vision until it's realized...”(p. 7).  While my 

journal entries around appreciative inquiry don’t directly implicate myself as being a 

transformational leader, I can look at past journal entries and see others, such as Dr. 

Janzen as being this type of leader.  By having applied a transformational strategy and 

experiencing a positive and successful outcome, I can now see myself as working 

towards transformational leadership myself, especially now that I have a better 

understanding of what this style of leadership encompasses.	  

Question:  If we decide to change, how are we going to go about learning everything 

that we need to know to competently implement this new system for students? 

Theme:  Leading Adult Learning: 

Ultimately, in any school, the goal is to optimize learning experiences for 

students.  To do this to the best of our ability, it is critical that the teachers continually 

work to improve upon their own practice.  When there is an instructional leader who is 

skilled at leading adult learning, teachers will be in a good position to learn and improve 

upon their own practices.  In the face of the changes taking place at my school, it is clear 
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that teachers will need to do a great deal of learning, especially in the area of inquiry, as it 

was determined that inquiry would be at the center of our new method of delivery of 

content to students.  My journaling indicates that I have made an effort to try to bring to 

the fore the importance of adult learning for the sake of bettering practice.  With respect 

to inquiry in particular, however, my journaling indicates that I have thought more than 

once that I need to bring concrete examples and information on current practice related to 

inquiry-based learning, rather than just talking about the research that supports inquiry.  

As Marzano, McNulty and Walters (2005) pointed out, school leaders need to ensure that 

“faculty and staff are aware of the most current theories and practices regarding effective 

schooling and makes discussion of those theories and practices a regular aspect of the 

school’s culture” (p. 52).   Over and above just talking about the theory behind inquiry, I 

need to talk about the practice of inquiry.  Interestingly, my journaling is what has 

allowed me to understand the reason that I have not led the learning of how to teach 

inquiry.  The reason is as simple as my journal entry that reads:  

“Before I can actually speak to how to carry out inquiry with students, I need to 

do some learning myself.  I know about the research that supports inquiry, but by 

no means am I an expert on the how to.  I need to get on it, and figure out where 

to start from.  As long as I am clear that I am at the ‘just learning’ stage myself, 

we will all be able to learn about it at the same time.   I really need to get on this, 

as inquiry is going to be a major cornerstone of what we will be doing next year”. 

 

For some leaders, the fact that they themselves are not experts in an area where 

they will be leading adult learning would be stressful, and this might be enough to make 
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them avoid engaging in the process of leading the learning.  It is reassuring to me to read 

my journal entries and affirm that I am comfortable admitting that I am not an expert and 

that I can engage in the learning along with staff without ego.  Leaders as learners 

alongside staff connects to collaborative leadership, as it puts the leader in a position of 

equality with the rest of the staff. 

 

Question: What do I do about the one or two staff who aren’t actually excited about 

this idea?  How do I support them while at the same time supporting the change that 

most people want? 

Theme – Relationships are Key: 

As I work with teaching staff at the school to navigate the shift to a very different 

educational model, it is very clear that I value relationships with staff.   Throughout my 

journals, I have noticed that I starred or underscored any notes about comments that 

individuals made where they seemed upset or unhappy about something.  Upon 

reflection, I noted to myself that in almost every instance of noticing when someone was 

unhappy, I followed up with a conversation with the individual.  In some cases these 

conversations were intended to check-in to see how the individual was doing, while in 

other cases, it was to try to problem-solve with that person, or to obtain more information 

about why they were upset.  In reading my journals, I see that my motivation to do this 

was twofold:  First, I wanted to do the ‘behind the scenes’ work that I needed to do to 

make sure that things were flowing as smoothly as possible with respect to the changes 

that were ongoing, and secondly I wanted to make sure that individuals on staff were 

generally feeling happy and heard.  I believe that this latter motivation is indicative that I 
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value people and their well-being.  In my journal entries where I discuss how those 

conversations went, I noted that I wanted to relate to their perspective and make sure that 

they felt that I was trying to relate to how they were feeling.  For example, in one entry, I 

wrote: “catch up with ___ and make sure that they know that I see where they are coming 

from.  Don’t let them think that they are the only one feeling hesitant about [fewer formal 

teacher / student contact minutes per week]”.  This information tells me that I value 

relationships, in terms of wanting to make people feel listened to and understood.  Going 

back to the four components of relational trust highlighted by Halbert and Kaser (respect, 

personal regard, personal integrity, and competence in core responsibilities), I feel that I 

demonstrate respect and personal regard towards others consistently and without having 

to make a special effort to do so, although I do make a special effort to talk to people who 

I perceive to be unhappy or upset.  In this regard, if I am building trusting relationships, it 

should follow that I should be able to “moderate and manage the stress and feelings of 

vulnerability that come from high levels of uncertainty” (Halbert and Kaser 2009, p. 45). 

One aspect that I believe I still struggle with is with respect to having difficult 

conversations.  In my journaling, I have noticed that I more readily followed up with 

conversations that did not present significant problems, but tended to avoid conversations 

that might upset someone further.  Upon reflection, this does not come as a surprise; it is 

definitely easier for me to relate to staff and have a conversation when I am able to agree 

with or empathize with someone, rather than when I have to have a more difficult 

conversation about a contentious issue.  I believe that I tend towards these conversations 

because I perceive initially that by keeping things positive, I will keep things moving 

along positively in the building.  When I really reflect, however, I cannot deny the 
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negative tension that is created by not acknowledging problems that might exist or the 

feelings of staff who might be upset.  Reflecting upon the work of Marzano et al, I will 

not be able to adequately create a truly positive and productive school culture without 

acknowledging all issues and putting myself in the role of problem-solver.  Moreover, I 

risk missing out on the opportunity to help someone who is struggling and might need 

guidance with respect to changing an aspect of their practice that might not be ideal.  I 

believe that when I become more comfortable engaging in these types of harder 

conversations, I will have increased competence as a leader. 

 

Theme – Maintain Individual’s Dignity and Navigate Change with Respect: 

It is often the case in schools where not everyone is in agreement in a given 

situation.  It is not unusual for people to have differences of opinion.  As is evidenced in 

my journals, not every teacher on staff has completely bought in to the changes that most 

teachers are excited about.  As a school leader, I ultimately would love to see all staff 

feeling positive and good about what we are doing for our students.  When there is 

disagreement, there is often discontent, which, during whole staff conversations, can be 

uncomfortable.  Through the process of coding my journal entries, I could see that while I 

was not always comfortable facing difficult conversations myself, I was at least 

comfortable setting the tone so that others would be able to work through disagreements 

with one another in a respectful manner.  One particular entry that support this include 

the following: 
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“It is okay if we do not agree all of the time.  It is not even possible to agree all of 

the time.  We need to acknowledge that we are going to disagree, but we need to 

have a process whereby we can disagree respectfully.  I don’t want arguments.  

Arguments are not productive”.   

Marzano et al discuss this theme when they talk about leader flexibility and the 

need to adapt leadership style to encourage people to express diverse and contrary 

opinions.  Reading over the above journal entry during the process of my self-study, I 

made a decision to actually voice this thought out loud to staff at one of our professional 

learning community meetings. After the meeting, I was approached by a few teachers 

who told me that they appreciated that we were not denying that there was going to be 

some tension during this process of change and that not everyone had to be comfortable 

with every new idea, and that we did not have to pretend that ideas that enthused many 

presented challenges for others.  Reading later journal entries, there is evidence that as a 

group, we have been more sensitive to the fact that we are all in different places with 

respect to our thinking and our willingness to move forward.  As a direct result of this 

sensitivity, we have begun to devise a system where not every teachers schedule looks 

the same.  We have made accommodations for individual teachers strengths, preferences 

and approaches to teaching.  I was able to connect this with something that a parent told 

me that I wrote down in my journal.  She said that she did not care about school 

configuration, grade configuration or the prevailing philosophy that backs pedagogy, but 

that what she did care about was that the teacher standing in front of their child was a 

happy teacher who felt supported and good about what they were doing.  Looking back in 

the context of the self-study, I feel very good about the fact that I have been able to 
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accommodate individual teacher’s needs through a process that was at all times 

transparent for other teachers to see and understand.   
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CHAPTER V – IMPLICATIONS OF THE SELF-STUDY 

At my school, we have adopted the following three questions, as presented by Halbert 

and Kaser at the Network of Performance Based Schools May 2010 Connections 

Conference in Richmond, BC:  

• What are you learning?  

• How is it going? 

• Where to next? 

We employ these three questions with students as a means of getting them to 

think about their learning and of connecting what they are learning to why they are 

learning it, and where they might go with their learning.  It was decided by staff that 

these three questions will play an even bigger role next year, as we are going to be 

empowering students to be leaders of their own learning more than ever before.  With this 

in mind, it is my intention to frame my discussion of the implications of my self-study 

around these three questions.  Having come through (but not yet having completed) a 

major change journey with staff and having simultaneously conducted a self-study in 

which I examined myself as a leader, I feel that I am certainly coming into my own as an 

educational leader.  While I do not doubt that I will continue to grow and change as a 

leader, I can now identify certain qualities and aspects of my own leadership style and 

skillsets that I was not able to see before this self-study.  I am able to do this as a result of 

two aspects of my self-study:   

• Re-reading and coding my journal entries so that I could reflect upon my 

leadership style. 
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• Considering my leadership style as it compares to the literature on leadership style 

and leading change.   

For the first time in my practice, I am actually excited about thinking about and 

discussing who I am as a leader and what I can offer to a staff and to a school. 

 

What Am I Learning?   

Through examining literature and research, and through I am learning a 

tremendous amount about who I am as a leader and as a learner.  To summarize what I 

have learned about myself and have elaborated on in my discussion of my findings, I 

have identified the following themes in my leadership: 

• I believe in the new system that our staff is devising for learning. 

• I am mindful of individuals and want to make sure that people are feeling happy 

in their roles as educators. 

• I want to build consensus and make big decisions with as much input as possible 

and with as much buy in as possible.  I also want to make sure that everyone is 

“on the same page” and has all of the same information. 

• I believe that if I were to try to push my own agenda without being transparent, I 

would not be able to move staff forward in an honest, productive manner. 

• I value processes that give everyone opportunity to have voice, such as 

appreciative inquiry. 

• I feel that it is all right to admit to not being an expert in a given area, and that it is 

important and beneficial to learn about new ideas alongside staff. 
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• I believe very strongly in the value of leading adult learning so that teacher 

practice can improve in the interest of student outcomes.  

 

How is it going with my learning? 

Prior to writing journals and conducting this self-study, I would have said that 

things were going well with my leaning, but without much elaboration.  Looking back, I 

see that I used to navigate my job while being mindful of all of the above convictions, but 

perhaps without knowing that these were the things that were most important to me.  

Having gone through this process, I feel that I have become more aware of what makes 

me the leader that I am.  I feel that knowing who I am as a leader, and how my leadership 

is evolving will enable me to move forward with my eyes open and in a place where I 

will be engaging in mindful metacognition of what I am doing and why I am doing it.  It 

is important for me to note that there are aspects of my leadership that I view as positive, 

but there are also aspects that are weaker and will require a certain amount of work, such 

as my reluctance to engage in more difficult conversations versus my willingness to 

engage in conversations where I anticipate a positive outcome. 

As I consider how things are going with my learning and my leadership, I must 

make mention of the importance of descriptive feedback.  I am fortunate in my setting to 

receive fairly regular unsolicited feedback from staff.  Where a decade ago, as a new 

administrator, I would have been terrified at the thought of unsolicited feedback in case it 

was negative in any way, I am now at a point in my career where I welcome and 

appreciate feedback.  I made a decision when I started my first principalship at the 

beginning of this school year to receive feedback with the mindset that whether positive 
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or negative, any feedback will help me to become better at what I do.  It is sometimes the 

case where staff approaches me to let me know that a particular meeting or planning 

session went well and that they appreciate an aspect of how I dealt with a particular issue.  

I really appreciate these comments, because it is easy in the role of school leader to doubt 

myself, and knowing that my actions were appreciated or well received can be affirming.  

This year, though, for the first time in my career, I also really appreciate hearing from 

staff when they are upset or unhappy with something that I may have done.  This type of 

feedback definitely makes me think more introspectively about what I am doing.  As 

recently as last year, I would have likely reacted immediately to make things better for 

the individual, to make them happy.  Now, though, I am able to take time to process this 

type of feedback and have a conversation with the individual that might result in 

productive problem solving or in a mutually respectful disagreement.  I am finally in a 

place where I am strong enough to avoid the urge to make everyone happy all of the time.  

I can definitely attribute my new practice of journaling to being able to do this.  Taking 

the time and opportunity to record my thoughts solidifies my conviction in my thinking.  

It also gives me a frame of reference to go back to in order to affirm my thinking and be 

reminded of my rationale for arriving to a particular place in my thinking.  While I have 

definitely made gains in my ability to receive feedback, I do not believe that I would be 

effective as a principal if I hadn’t made this evolution.   

Finally, with respect to how things are going, I feel that it is important not to get 

overexcited about my new insights into my leadership skillset.  It is important to be 

confident without becoming overconfident.  Rather than engaging in journaling and self-

talk that builds me up as an effective collaborative leader, for example, I need to be more 
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reflective, and look at how I am on the road to becoming an effective transformational 

leader and begin the process of thinking about how to work with people to get there. 

 

Where to Next? 

Whenever one considers where they are going with their learning and with their 

practice, it is important to be reflective and consider what they have learned about 

themselves.  For me to consider my own ‘where to next’, I need to apply what I have 

learned and consider what I am going to do with this information: 

 

I believe in the new system that our staff is devising for learning:  As we 

continue to do important work as a staff to develop a system that we know will be good 

for our learners, I need to mindfully make myself the champion of this cause.  While I am 

happy to be one of many ‘leaders of the charge’, I must make sure that I am at all times 

what Marzano et al call an optimizer, which is a leader who “sets the emotional tone in 

the school for better or for worse” (p. 56).  For me, the most important behavior 

associated with optimism is “the portraying of a positive attitude about the ability of the 

staff to accomplish substantial things” (p. 56).  This is an important implication for me, as 

there are many different groups who will need to put their trust in the teaching staff of the 

school, including the teachers themselves, support staff, students, parents and the larger 

community.  As the representative of the school to all of these groups, it is not only 

important that I believe in staff but that I tell people about my belief in staff.  This idea of 

instilling confidence is what Marzano et al refer to as outreach.  They say that: “A school 

is not an island.  Rather, it functions in a complex context that must be addressed if the 
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school is to be highly effective.  The responsibility of outreach refers to the extent to 

which the leader is an advocate and a spokesperson for the school to all stakeholders” (p. 

58).  As I genuinely do believe in what staff is doing as well as the motivation behind our 

actions, I can honestly and enthusiastically take on the roles of optimizer and outreach 

agent. 

I am mindful of individuals and want to make sure that people are feeling 

happy in their roles as educators:  After going through this intense process of self-

study and self-reflection, it is clear to me that the need to want to make sure people are 

happy is quite simply a part of who I am.  I believe that it was beneficial for me to 

realize, though, that there will arise situations where I will not be able to make everyone 

happy all of the time or where it will not be productive or appropriate to try to change 

things for the benefit of one individual’s happiness.  I think that this is one area where 

continuing the process of journaling will help me navigate situations and enable me to 

balance my instinct as a pleaser with my responsibilities as a leader.  One guiding 

principle that I will continue to employ is to look at every situation from the perspective 

of what is best for students and for learning.  If I keep this at the fore, and continue to 

remember that people can disagree with one another in a respectful manner, I will be able 

to address individual concerns as a stronger leader. 

 

I want to build consensus and make big decisions with as much input as 

possible and with as much buy in as possible:  Whereas I used to regard my tendency 

to work towards consensus as a weakness, this self-study has helped me to see that I am 

in fact, demonstrating qualities of a collaborative leader.  Even though feedback from 
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staff has indicated that they appreciate this approach, it took this process, where I 

compared self-reflection with research and literature to come to a place where I believe 

that it is a productive and positive approach.  For example, one of my journal entries 

reads:  “I haven’t gone ahead and made a decision as to whether or not this whole thing 

is a go.  I need to figure out a way to make the decision as a team, but I need to do it 

soon… but I’m not sure how”.  While I would have thought of this statement on its own 

as a sign that I can’t figure out how to make a decision, a comparison to the Chrislip and 

Larson literature reveals that I am demonstrating attributes of a collaborative leader, as I 

am involving everyone in a very inclusive process and I am inviting everyone to voice 

their thoughts and concerns.  I am also acknowledging that the decision-making process 

will take time, while still sustaining hope for consensus and planning for change. 

  According to Chrislip and Larson, through this type of collaborative leadership, 

staff will eventually buy into the vision, since they are directly involved in creating them. 

   To this end, I will continue to develop my ability to work collaboratively in the 

interest of buy-in and consensus.  One strategy that I used successfully as a result of this 

self-study and that I will continue to apply is appreciative inquiry, where all voices are 

given a chance to be heard through a formal and collaborative process.  Before 

employing appreciative inquiry, I did not have any evidence that my collaborative efforts 

actually resulted in all voices being heard.   

 

I believe that if I were to try to push my own agenda without being 

transparent, I would not be able to move staff forward in an honest, productive 

manner:  Since beginning this self-study, I have become more and more convinced of 
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the importance of being transparent.  It is vitally important in a school for staff to feel that 

their leader is open and honest and does not have a secret agenda.  Where, in the past, I 

may have employed tactics to convince a group to arrive at my way of thinking without 

being explicit, I am now finding myself leading in the opposite vein.  Again and again, 

this year, I have found myself prefacing sentences with statements like “I’m just going to 

be honest with you…”.  Indeed, more than one entry in my journal speaks to the fact that 

the level of openness and honesty has been a positive and beneficial factor in our change 

journey.  One teacher recently told me that they were comfortable coming to me to 

problem-solve because they knew that I do not have a secret agenda and that I am 

receptive to different ideas and am considerate and honest in my response.  As a leader, I 

couldn’t ask for more descriptive feedback, and I know that I will continue to be mindful 

of this conviction and always keep honesty and transparency at the forefront of my work.   

 

I feel that it is all right to admit to not being an expert in a given area, and 

that it is important and beneficial to learn about new ideas alongside staff:  While I 

have always been very willing and able to learn alongside staff, I feel that after going 

through this process, I will be able to do so without feeling like I need to present as 

knowing more about any given area than I actually do.  Being able to explore inquiry 

with and at the same rate as staff has been hugely beneficial for me as a leader.  In no 

way has my lack of prior knowledge elicited a lack of confidence in my leadership on the 

part of staff, and it has been good for me to see that and understand that I do not always 

need to be perceived as an expert.  It is my hope that I will be able to take this learning 

and apply it by sharing with staff other areas of interest that I want to learn more about.  
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Perhaps some will share this interest and we will be able to work and learn together.  I 

know now that I can still be an effective leader of adult learning, while still being a 

learner myself.  As Harris and Jones conveyed, change comes most effectively when 

professionals work together and learn from one another.  In this model, leadership can be 

distributed equally amongst the members of the professional learning community.  In The 

Six Secrets of Change, Michael Fullan (2008) expresses that the heart of the work that 

change entails is in the learning, and that learning needs to occur at all levels of the 

organization: “organizations address their core goals and tasks with relentless 

consistency, while at the same time learning continuously how to get better and better at 

what they are doing” (p. 76).  Fullan also states that “consistency and innovation can and 

must go together, and you achieve them through organized learning in context.  Learning 

is the work” (p. 79). 

 

Another outcome of this study is the importance of engaging in dialogue with 

learning partners.   Having the opportunity to process new learning orally and have a 

critical friend ask challenging questions or make connections to their own practice has 

been of great benefit.  While I have always known this to be true in theory, I wish to 

continue to engage in this very meaningful type of dialogue in practice.  Indeed, it was 

through conversations with others that this self-study took its shape. 

 

The Implications of Self-Study: 

Initially I surprised myself by choosing an auto-ethnographic self-study.  Not only 

was I unfamiliar with this methodology, I was also arguably uncomfortable with it.  
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However, as with many things in the field of education, things happen to push and 

challenge our thinking.  Trying to find a context to improve practice and further my own 

learning as it related to something that I was already doing in my school was very 

important to me.  I was already journaling, so as I began to consider self-study and 

experiment with it, I was able to see how it might be a good fit.  

I have only recently begun to tell colleagues that I did a self-study.  I believe that I 

had to go through the process from beginning to end to see how effective it can be and 

understand how it can lead to intense metacognition and self-improvement.  Although it 

is relatively new for me, the value of journaling cannot be underscored.  Having a 

mechanism to record one’s thinking and thought process is powerful, but more powerful 

still is the practice of re-reading journal entries and coding for themes.  Had I not coded 

for emergent themes, I would have never arrived at new conclusions about my leadership 

style and the implications of my leadership style for leading change now and in the 

future.  When I initially presented the idea of self-study to my master’s advisor, Dr. Paige 

Fisher, I expressed my concern that the methodology might be too soft.  I was, in fact, 

worried that Dr. Fisher might dismiss the idea altogether.  Her response, however, was 

very interesting to me, and I have carried it with me throughout this process.  She said: 

self-study isn’t soft… it’s hard.  I believe now that she not only meant that it was ‘hard’ 

in the sense that it was not too soft in terms of methodology, but also and moreover that it 

was hard work.  I believe this because for me, the process of examining my thinking in 

the context of my role as leader and considering both within the context of current 

literature is intense, mentally demanding and hard work.   
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In the literature review, it was pointed out that one of the challenges of self-study 

is that the data is constructed through the personal lens of the author, and is by biased by 

nature.  I have come to the realization that since I am the subject of the study, and 

because I have designed the study for the purpose self-reflection and betterment, bias is 

inevitable.  As long as I am mindful of this and look at my journaling and at my practice 

critically, to identify my strengths and areas to be improved upon, I am comfortable with 

this element of bias, especially since I have extended this study of self to incorporate 

descriptive and critical feedback from others. 

I am now at a point where I want to share the idea of self-study with others and 

talk about the advantages of journaling.   Many teachers have students journal about what 

they are learning, how the learning is going and where they would like to go with their 

learning… why not apply the same strategies as an adult learner?  Over and above 

wanting to talk about and encourage reflective self-study, I am also at a place where I 

want to (and intend to) learn more about this methodology and where it can take you with 

your learning, whether you are a leader, a learner or both.  I am excited that I want to 

continue to learn more about self-study and auto-ethnography, for three reasons:  

1. Learning more about an area of interest embraces the spirit of inquiry, which is 

what I am about to get into with my staff in a major way. 

2. Wanting to learn more means that I chose a worthwhile focus for this project that 

was meaningful and of value to me. 

3. Continuing to employ this approach beyond this project will see me continue to 

learn about myself as a leader and improve upon my practice. 
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Our Journey To Date: 

A great deal has transpired at my school since embarking on our learning journey 

as a staff, and since I began this self-study.  Eventually, as a staff, we came to a point in 

our discussions where I asked everyone to express to me privately whether or not they 

were willing to take the leap into a new system of teaching and learning.  Within one 

school day, all staff sought me out or wrote me an email to express that they were on 

board.  Throughout that day, many individuals were wondering out loud how I was going 

to announce this big change.  After some contemplation, I made an end of day 

announcement and played the song “Changes” by David Bowie over the PA.  What was 

very cryptic for students was telling for teachers.   

Since that day, we have had several meetings to begin the planning process.  We 

have a running agenda that we keep adding to at these meetings.  Once we had made the 

decision to change (by process of consensus), our vice-principal and myself spent 

countless hours devising a timetable that satisfied our vision of flexible blocks for project 

based learning, as well as a “protected math program”, where students would still have 

the same number of instructional math hours as they always have.  This came about as a 

result of listening to input from the math department, as well as from students and 

parents.  The timetable is as exciting as it is complex, and it changes almost every day as 

staff think of new ideas and make suggestions.  We spent a great deal of time as a staff 

doing visioning activities.  Through appreciative inquiry, we affirmed that we would be 

building this program based on the same four pillars that I came to in my self-study: 

Inquiry-driven project based learning, cross-curricular connections for content and 

assessment, community partnerships that enhance learning and more voice and choice for 
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learners.  Through consensus, we have named this new program Integrated Learning.  It 

is our intention to have this new teaching and learning system up and running in 

September for students in grades ten through twelve.  Students in grades eight and nine 

will take part in a course that we are developing called introduction to inquiry.  Students 

in grades six and seven will have opportunities to engage in inquiry throughout the school 

year.   

With respect to community partnerships, several things are already taking shape:  

The local radio station will be moving into our band room (which has been unused for 

several years).  As part of their terms of occupancy with the district, they will be 

providing students in all grades with learning opportunities, which may include learning 

about radio broadcast, hosting a radio show, conducting interviews on air, covering 

school events, reading their creative works, playing music, and so on.  Students who 

become highly involved with the radio station will garner graduation credit.  We have 

also been talking with the local river stewardship society about co-developing a program 

called Lake Studies, where students will be out in the field working alongside and 

learning from scientists.  In partnership with local Parks and Recreation, we have 

established a Hockey Academy for next school year where students will earn ten grad 

credits developing skills on-ice and taking related courses and training off ice.  We are 

also talking to the local museum and the local gardening society about more opportunities 

for students.   

Another advantage of integrated learning (which was one of the original pushes 

for looking into the idea) is that we are going to be able to offer students in grades ten 
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through twelve almost double the course selection next year that we offered this year.  

This has been tremendously exciting for students.   

Throughout our planning process, we have involved students and our Parent 

Advisory Council.  Their input has proven to be invaluable and it has helped shape the 

look of the program.  We recently presented the idea to our parent community during an 

information evening.  Almost all of our secondary staff attended to show their support for 

the program and to answer questions.  I had anticipated an evening of challenging 

questions and a measure of opposition, as it is so different, both practically and 

pedagogically, from what people know.  I was pleasantly surprised when the audience 

clapped and offered words of praise and thanks.  Students have begun their course 

selection process, and are very excited.  Beyond the fact that there are more courses to 

chose from, they are actually able to plan their own schedule, as they know what days of 

the week and times of the day courses are running, much as a students in college or 

university select courses. 

Our School Growth Plan for next year is focused on increasing student 

engagement through inquiry.  Our staff recently planned and executed their own 

professional development day where they began learning about inquiry in earnest.  At this 

time, among many other items on our running agenda, we are planning a comprehensive 

teacher-student advisory program (which will be new for us) intentioned to support 

students as they embark on a new learning journey. 

In light of all of these changes, there has been a sense of excitement throughout 

our school community.  Teachers are constantly talking about how their practices will 
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change, and they are spending time collaborating so that they can identify priority 

learning outcomes and think of possible cross-curricular connections for students.   

While there are still many unknowns, we are all in agreement that we will work 

and “grow this together” (as I wrote in one of my journals).  We anticipate challenges and 

a potentially stressful start-up in the fall, but have made a plan for pro-active problem 

solving (a standing weekly drop-in meeting with administration for the purposes of airing 

concerns and trouble-shooting), and we are all looking forward to seeing where 

Integrated Learning will take our students next year. 

	  
Conclusion:	  
	  

At the beginning of this study, I posed the question: Can I use self-reflection 

(through journaling) to examine how I see myself as an educational leader, and will 

using this information better help me lead significant change at my school?  Through a 

very long, rigorous and complex process, I believe that I can use self-reflection through 

journaling as a means of self discovery.  While I believe this to be true, it is important to 

note that I also learned that there is more to the process than simply writing journal 

entries and reflecting upon them.   

As I embarked on my self-study journey, several factors came into play.  In 

addition to writing journal entries, leading discussions and running a school, I suddenly 

had to be mindful of many things simultaneously: I had to write journal entries regularly 

following conversations with staff, I had to keep the three guiding question that I posed 

early on in the process at the forefront as I worked and learned, and I had to examine 

coded words and sentences for larger themes and organize these themes into a belief 

system for myself.  As I did all of this, I was also contemplating my new learning within 
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the framework of the literature that I was reading.  Analyzing myself against the research 

was the biggest challenge, but it also provided the most insight and therefore the biggest 

return.  I discovered, through this process, that I could use the literature to affirm myself 

as a leader.  My self-study enhanced what has already been researched and written, as it 

spoke to several aspects of leadership and of leading change.  It also added to the body of 

evidence that auto-ethnography is a valid and meaningful method for learning about 

oneself as an educator and educational leader.  I do not believe that I would have been 

able to lead (and continue to lead) significant change had I not taken advantage of the 

opportunity to go through this process and experience.  As we continue on our Integrated 

Learning journey, I know that I will continue with this self-study process, as we are still 

at the beginning stages of this endeavor.  Just as there is no limit to which an educator 

can strive to improve practice, there is no limit to which one can be purposefully 

reflective and think of one’s own practice in the context of existing literature and in the 

interest of continued learning and professional development. 

  



	   72	  

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

 
Berkowitz and Rabinowitz (2010).  Styles of Leadership.  The Community Toolbox.   

University of Kansas.	  
	  
Clandinin, C.J., & Connelly, F. M. (2004).  Knowledge, Narrative, and Self-Study.  San  

Fransisco: Jossey-Bass.	  
	  
Deering,	  Dilts	  and	  Russell.	  (2003).	  	  Leadership	  Cults	  and	  Culture.	  	  Leader	  to	  Leader,	  	  

28,	  31-‐38.	  	  	  
	  
Fullan,	  M.	  (2001).	  	  	  Leading	  in	  a	  culture	  of	  change.	  	  San	  Francisco:	  Jossey-‐Bass.	  
	  
Fullan,	  M.	  (2008).	  	  The	  Six	  Secrets	  of	  Change.	  	  San	  Francisco:	  Jossey-‐Bass.	  
	  
Halbert	  ,	  J.,	  Kaser,	  L.	  (2009).	  	  Leadership	  Mindset:	  Innovation	  and	  Learning	  in	  the	  
Transformation	  of	  Schools.	  	  New	  York:	  Routledge.	  
	  
Hamilton,	  M.,	  Pinnegar,	  S.	  (2009).	  Self-‐Study	  of	  Practice	  as	  a	  Genre	  of	  Qualitative	  	  

Research:	  Theory,	  Methodology	  and	  Practice.	  	  London:	  Springer,	  Dordrecht,	  	  
Heidelberg.	  

	  
Harris,	  A.,	  Jones,	  M.	  (2011).	  	  Professional	  Learning	  Communities	  in	  Action.	  	  London:	  	  

Leannta	  Publishing.	  
	  
Korthagen, F., Lunenberg, M., & Zwart, R. Critical issues in supporting self-study. 26. 
128-138.	  
	  
Marzano,	  R.J.,	  McNulty,	  B.A.,	  Waters,	  T.	  (2005).	  	  School	  leadership	  that	  works:	  From	  	  

research	  to	  results.	  	  Alexandria:	  Association	  for	  Supervision	  and	  Curriculum	  	  
Development.	  	  

	  
Northouse,	  P.	  (2007).	  	  Leadership:	  	  Theory	  and	  Practice.	  	  Thousand	  Oaks:	  Sage	  	  

Publications.	  
	  
Resnick,	  L.,	  Spillane,	  J.,	  Goldman,	  P	  &	  Rangel,	  S.	  (2010).	  	  Implementing	  innovation:	  	  

from	  visionary	  models	  to	  everyday	  practice.	  	  The	  Nature	  of	  Learning.	  (285-‐	  
315).	  	  OECD.	  

	  
Silinis,	  H.	  C.,	  Mulford,	  W.R.,	  &	  Zarins,	  S.	  (2002).	  	  Organizational	  learning	  and	  school	  	  

change.	  	  Educational	  Administration	  Quarterly,	  38(5),	  613-‐642.	  
	  
Sparkes, A. (2002).  Telling Tales in Sports and Physical Activity: A Qualitative Journey.   	  
	  
Wheatley,	  M.,	  What	  is	  our	  role	  in	  creating	  change?	  	  Turning	  to	  One	  Another,	  2nd	  	  



	   73	  

edition.	  	  Berrett-‐Koehler.	  
	  
Wignall,	  J.	  (2002).	  	  Low	  Academic	  Motivation	  for	  At-‐Risk	  Students:	  A	  Self-‐Study.	  	  	  

University	  of	  Victoria.	  	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
	  

 

	  
	  
	  


