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B Y  D E B O R A H  P A T T E R S O N  A N D  C A R O L  R O L H E I S E R

W
hen groups of teachers, working hand-in-hand
with school administrators, commit to changing
the culture in their schools, they get results. In
the Edmonton (Alberta, Canada) Catholic
Schools District, teachers and administrators
working together on school leadership teams to
build collaborative school cultures have been a

powerful conduit for change. Through the Assessment for Learning initiative,
colleagues are talking, teachers are changing how they teach, and students are
achieving more on the elementary Provincial Achievement Test (PAT). 

Although the test score rise may not be the result of the initiative alone, the
district saw an 11.5% improvement from 1999 to 2001 in the district’s compar-
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ison with the province’s mean scores.
In 2001, students met or exceeded the
provincial mean in 14 of 21 curricular
fields, adding another six areas for a
total of 20 in 2002. These gains are
significant considering that more dis-
trict students on average take the test
than the provincial average at grades
3, 6, and 9. The improvement in stu-
dent achievement has sparked interest
in the district’s strategies from other
districts and from the Provincial
Ministry.

The Assessment for Learning
(AFL) was a grassroots initiative
begun in 1998 by a small group of
teachers, principals, and consultants
who saw the potential for change in
their district, which they believed had
become fragmented as a result of
diverse provincial and district priori-
ties. A steering committee was formed
of representatives from all levels and
consultants from the Ontario Institute
for Studies in Education of the
University of Toronto (OISE/UT).
Total district involvement not only
fostered coherence, but also ensured
that teachers and administrators
would consider the work a priority
and would find a similar mind-set
even if they moved to a new school.

The goal was to reculture, or to
develop a culture of change, where
ongoing assessment, reflective dia-
logue, and collaboration contribute to
continuous learning and changes in

practice. To reculture a district, people
must change how they think about
doing business. They must collaborate
and share leadership, use data to make
classroom, school and district deci-
sions about teaching and learning,
make teaching practices more trans-
parent, and think about what their
outcomes are.

FORMING LEADERSHIP TEAMS

The district asked each school to
form a leadership team made up of all
administrators and at least one teacher
per 100 students. Each school was
responsible for the selection, focus,
and function of its leadership team.
Teachers volunteered for the role, but
in many cases, colleagues or adminis-
trators encouraged particular teachers
to be part of the team. The teachers
had to agree to serve for one year and
take part in districtwide team profes-
sional development. 

In the first three years, teams took
part in six to eight days of profession-
al learning spread over the year,

including a summer institute. Four to
six full-day sessions have occurred
during the school year in the last two
years. The group of about 300 team
members districtwide was divided in
half for smaller sessions. In the ses-
sions, teams looked at research con-
necting professional learning commu-
nities to improved student achieve-
ment, case studies, and literature on
assessment and change. At each ses -
sion, they discussed successes, chal-
lenges, and planned next steps for
strategies they were trying in their
schools. The networking and discus-
sions helped them solve problems spe-
cific to their school.

Teams supported peers in devel-
oping school goals. Staff learned how
to collect and examine student data
and use data to set improved learning
targets. 

Team members were asked about
the barriers and supports affecting
their AFL work in a recent qualitative
study (Patterson, 2003). During inter-
views with 60 district participants at
the beginning and end of one school
year, teachers said working together
with colleagues on school-based lead-
ership teams is a powerful support
that helps them assume leadership,
build a collaborative culture, and
make a difference for students. They
gave specific conditions that support
learning teams — and the absence of
these conditions hindered meaningful
change. 

CONDITIONS FOR CHANGE

1Learn about change.

Members of the leadership
teams spent time studying

assessment and learning about change.
Specifically studying the change
process helps increase the chance of
sustaining change initiatives
(Rolheiser, Fullan, & Edge, 2003). A
typical professional development ses-
sion included opportunities for lead-
ership teams to discuss and plan their
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schools’ change efforts. In one session,
for example, facilitators shared a
research-based framework of five ideas
to build professional learning com-
munities. Teams watched a video case
study of a school working on these
ideas and then discussed actions they
could take in their own schools. The
sessions used various learning strate-
gies such as cooperative groups and
graphic organizers, modeling what
leaders could do in their own schools
to encourage teams to share experi-
ences and analyze problems. 

2Commit to change and

reculturing.

The district steering com-
mittee had clear goals for reculturing.
Most school leadership teams began
to share those goals as they saw how
the goals related to work at their
schools. Team members began to see
themselves as agents for reculturing.
Many teachers began trying out new
practices and sharing the results with
school colleagues. Teams studied
change concepts, such as dealing with
resistant teachers, during districtwide
sessions. They targeted teachers more
reluctant to change their practices by
sharing their own successes with new
strategies. They also modeled strate-
gies during staff meetings and encour-
aged classroom observations. With
persistent expectations and ongoing
mutual support, leadership teams
began to see energy for the change
initiative grow.

3Establish a safe, caring

environment.

Successful AFL schools had
teams that made a conscious effort to
establish a safe, caring environment.
Leadership teams facilitated team
building using cooperative learning
strategies in school professional devel-
opment sessions. They asked teachers
to share work at staff meetings or
grade team meetings and helped set
up rotating classroom observations to

foster professional discussions and
mentoring. Teams also established
structures, such as shared planning
time for grade teams and interde-
pendent teaching roles where team
members worked with colleagues in
class. As staff learned more about each
other as people and as teachers, col-
leagues trusted and respected each
other more. “Some of us who were on
opposite sides of the fence learned
about each other, understood each
other a little better, accepted each
other for who we are, and had respect
for each other that we didn’t have
before,” one teacher said. Teams then
were able to identify individuals’
strengths and use local expertise for
each other’s professional learning. 

4Be open to possibilities and

take risks. 

The AFL initiative focused
on collaborative work. However, as
teachers and administrators in leader-
ship teams worked more closely
together, they were more vulnerable.
They needed to feel supported and

valued. Leadership teams learned
more about each other in district ses-
sions where they shared their values
and were encouraged to tell personal
stories, building relationships and
trust. That trust helped them take
more risks at the school level. The
team used many of the strategies they
experienced during district sessions in
working with school colleagues. For
example, having teachers share their
practices in small cooperative groups
was safer than having them share in
front of all staff in a meeting. As
teams internalized change concepts,
they became more effective in decid-
ing what strategy to use, when to use
it, and how to use it with staff mem-
bers to maximize support and encour-
age risk taking.

5Choose a meaningful focus. 

Leadership teams must take
ownership for the initiative in

their schools by choosing a specific
school focus for their assessment work
— for example, literacy — and mak-
ing decisions about schoolwide pro-
fessional development. The teams that
believed themselves most successful
had colleagues discuss the school’s
goals, beliefs, and values before the
team established strategies to achieve
specific school goals. Teams said that
the flexibility to choose a meaningful
school focus based on student data
made it easier to get colleagues’ com-
mitment. For example, when provin-
cial achievement results indicated that
student writing needed attention, one
school team decided to use portfolio
assessment and student self-evaluation
as strategies for improvement.
Teachers were willing to work togeth-
er when they saw how the strategies
directly related to their classroom and
results with students. As teachers
became excited about the work, they
were willing to spend more time talk-
ing about teaching and learning. One
teacher leader said, “It was neat to
watch the dialogue go from the staff
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meeting ... to the staff room to the
classrooms after school and the hall-
ways.”

6Encourage professional 

discussion.

Using data from students in
their schools and professional reading,
teams got teachers talking about their
own assessment strategies and solving
problems. Leadership teams planned
some of this work to be done during
staff meetings. Other times, the work
was done during specifically designed
grade-level planning sessions and
classroom visitations. Staffs began to
reach consensus about what they felt
was important for their students and
to examine and question existing
teaching practices. The more that
leadership teams concentrated on
team building and building trust, the
safer teachers felt, and the more the
discussions were open and productive.
The leadership teams then talked
together about problems, issues, and
actions at district sessions. “This
brings a level of accountability, pres-
sure, and support,” one school team
member said. Both the school-based
and districtwide dialogues were key to
creating change. 

7Model collaborative work.

Modeling and practicing
collaborative work strategies at

district professional development ses-
sions helped teams in their role as
school-based professional developers.
Teams changed how they approached
and planned professional develop-
ment, from depending on whole staff
sessions to developing multifaceted
approaches such as study groups,
grade team planning, intervisitations,
and coaching. They modeled
research-based instructional strategies,
such as cooperative learning, mind
mapping, concept mapping, and
inductive thinking (Bennett &
Rolheiser, 2001) and built-in oppor-
tunities to discuss research, share

expertise, and observe teaching.
Colleagues recognized that team
members were successfully learning
new instruction and assessment strate-
gies and began to understand the syn-
ergy of collaboration. 

8Build capacity for shared

leadership. 

By establishing leadership
teams, the district showed it accepted
teachers as potential leaders. All
schools rotated membership on their
leadership teams, giving others oppor-
tunities to lead and making it more
likely that new strategies and recultur-
ing efforts would be sustained in the
face of attrition and changes in per-
sonnel. Successful teams shared lead-
ership and decision making equally
between teachers and school adminis-
trators. 

9Have high expectations and

take responsibility for col-

leagues’ learning.

Leadership teams with high
expectations for their colleagues and a
sense of responsibility for peers’ learn-
ing were more successful at building
collaborative cultures and helping
staff focus on student learning. One
teacher leader explained, “There’s
some accountability that’s created
because we are helping each other and
looking out for each other’s learning.
It’s kind of the expectation that you’re
going to come along as well.”
Successful teams included all col-
leagues in the initiative and expected
total involvement. They ensured that
colleagues understood the new strate-
gies and supported individuals in
their efforts.

10Value a strong collective

cognitive and skill base.

Collective knowledge
and skills are more important for
membership on the leadership team
than an individual’s expertise.
Teachers not usually considered for

leadership positions felt comfortable
joining the teams, knowing they
would have the support of colleagues
and ongoing professional develop-
ment. New teachers could share
expertise and their understanding of
best practices from their recent expe-
riences in teacher education pro-
grams. One teacher leader said, “We
are building a culture of collabora-
tion. It’s the ethic of teamwork. As
individuals, we bring different knowl-
edge and skills to the table. Pulling all
together, we can come up with
stronger ways of assessing and work-
ing with the students.” 

CONCLUSION

Developing deep changes in the
culture of learning and establishing
schools as professional learning com-
munities requires planning.
Professional dialogue between col-
leagues must be encouraged at all lev-
els, and teachers must be supported in
collectively building on their knowl-
edge. As a districtwide initiative, AFL
has focused on change that impacts
the culture of every school in the dis-
trict. It is the strategic planning,
dynamic interaction, and collective
energy of teachers and administrators
leading together in the AFL change
effort that is making a difference.
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