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It’s about practice! 

■  The quality of classroom practice that a child 
encounters has unmatched potential with 
respect to influencing student learning and 
achievement. What teachers are doing in 
classes with students on a daily basis has the 
greatest potential to influence the academic 
outcome for students, and the more challenged 
students are in social capital terms, the more 
true this is.

         
    (Katz & Dack, 2013) 
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And... 

■  Principal leadership is only second to 
classroom teaching in terms of impact on 
student learning and achievement 

■  The social capital context holds here as well 
with “principal effects on teacher outcomes 
being greater in disadvantaged schools” 

 
(Leithwood et al.) (Grissom) 

What do we have to do in this circle to 
strengthen the faded arrow? 

Student 
learning and 

success 
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the 
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Professional 
development 
and learning 
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Creating the conditions for focused 
professional learning 
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From the McKinsey report 

■ Improving systems “prescribe 
adequacy but unleash greatness.” 

The Differentiation Challenge 

Informed 
Prescription 

Informed Professional 
Judgment 

7 

Who does the “Heavy 
Lifting”? 

Informed Prescription 

Culture of Compliance 
 

Monitoring = Surveillance 
= Evaluation 

Centralized Heavy Lifting 

Informed Professional 
Judgment 

Culture of Learning 
 

Monitoring = Assessment 
= Reflection 

Decentralized Heavy 
Lifting 
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Our/your work is a balance of ‘informed’ 
prescription based on research and evidence-
based practice 
AND 
informed professional judgment 

Our/your work is a balance of ‘informed’ 
prescription based on research and 
evidence-based practice 
AND 
informed professional judgment based on 
cycles of knowledge building and inquiry 

Both Matter... 

■  Informed prescription works well for “intelligent” 
expectations (if we know what they are!) 

■  Informed professional judgement works well for 
“responding” to “adaptive challenges” (i.e. the 
necessary knowledge to solve the problem does 
not yet exist) 
–  Adaptive challenges are “heuristic” in that we have to 

experiment with possibilities and devise a novel solution 
because no algorithm exists 

Reflective Question: 

■  What are the “intelligent expectations” of 
high quality practice? 

■  Do you have a “coherent instructional 
guidance system” as described in the 
“Effective Districts” research? 
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The District Effectiveness 
Framework 
Notice that it includes both: 
■  2. A coherent instructional guidance system 
AND 
■  4. Learning-oriented organizational improvement 

processes 
SO 
■  5. Job-embedded professional learning for all 

members of the organization 
NEEDS TO DIFFERENTIATE ACCORDINGLY 

Creating the conditions for 
focused professional learning 

 
WHAT? 

Focus (getting the right inch!) 
13 

“Establishing a learning focus 
means identifying an urgent 
student learning need (based on 
evidence) and recognizing that this 
student learning need indicates a 
teacher learning need.”  
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Everybody has a class… with 
a needs-based learning focus! 

■  What do teachers need 
to learn to support what 
students need to learn? 

■  What do leaders need 
to learn to support what 
teachers need to learn 
to support what 
students need to learn? 

 A psychological (and my) 
definition of learning 

■  Learning is (and needs to be) more than discrete 
problem solving! 

■  Learning is the process through which experience 
causes permanent change in knowledge or 
behaviour  

■  The test?  Transfer!   

17 
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Creating the conditions for 
focused professional learning 

 
WHO? 

 

Instructional leaders 

18 

Leadership is the exercise of influence on 
organizational members… toward the 
identification and achievement of the 
organization’s visions and goals 
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5. Ensuring an Orderly and
Supportive Environment

4. Promoting and Participating in
Teacher Learning and

Development

3. Planning, Coordinating and
Evaluating Teaching and the

Curriculum

2. Resourcing Strategically

1. Establishing Goals and
Expectations

 Effect Size

FIVE DIMENSIONS OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 
Derived from Quantitative Studies Linking Leadership with Student Outcomes  

(Robinson et al., 2009) 

Impactful Leadership Dimensions  
(Robinson, 2007) 

■  Promoting and participating in teacher learning 
and development (ES=0.84) 
–  Leadership that not only promotes but directly participates 

with teachers in formal and informal professional learning. 

■  Principals as Co-learners: Supporting the Promise of 
Collaborative Inquiry (August 2014 Monograph) 

Reflective Question 

■  Do you consider yourself to be a lead 
learner? Why or why not? What does (or 
might) being a lead learner look like in your 
context? Be specific. 
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Creating the conditions for 
focused professional learning 

 

HOW? 
 

Collaborative inquiry that challenges 
thinking and practice 

24 

Dealing with Adaptive 
Challenges  
 
Adaptive challenges are “heuristic” in that we have to 
experiment with possibilities and devise a novel 
solution because no algorithm exists 
  
More simply:  You do the work by learning the work! (I 
know it’s reversed) 

Job/SIP 
Challenge 

of 
Practice 

Next Best 
Learning 
Move 
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Collaborative Inquiry 

■  The power of the idea of a LC (PLC/PLT) is that 
members of the group… engage together in challenges 
of practice so that their understanding of those 
challenges grows deeper and is more unified.  Through 
their investigations, proposed solutions emerge that are 
then tested to see if they help… Through such a 
repeated process, practice grows more sophisticated 
and powerful and the group develops a tighter sense of 
camaraderie and common purpose.  As a result, they 
can construct common understanding, share knowledge 
and experience, and develop common goals.   

27 

3219 Yonge St., Suite # 240, Toronto, ON, M4N 3S1 
aporia@attglobal.net | tel 416-686-2279 | fax 416-686-4162 | toll free 1-866-6APORIA CONFIDENTIAL ADVICE TO THE MINISTER 18

TEACHING AND LEARNING CRITICAL PATH
(A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING CYCLE)

Plan Act   

Assess/Observe Reflect   

Goal is to complete at least one cycle by the end of the first semester. 

Teacher Inquiry and 
Knowledge-Building Cycle 

What knowledge 
& skills do our 
students need? What knowledge 

& skills do we as 
teachers need?  

Deepen 
professional 
knowledge & 
refine skills Engage students 

in new learning 
experiences 

What has been 
the impact of our 
changed actions? 
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Making SMALL moves and 
monitoring them 

 
■  Positive association between size and monitoring, 

size and efficacy, and efficacy and monitoring. 

■  A large body of research has shown that small wins 
have enormous power, and an influence 
disproportionate to the accomplishments of the 
victories themselves. 

30 

Small Wins 

 Small wins are a steady application of a small 
advantage. Once a small win has been 
accomplished, forces are set in motion that 
favour another small win. Smalls wins fuel 
transformative changes by leveraging tiny 
advantages into patterns that convince 
people that bigger achievements are within 
reach.       
       (cited in Duhigg, 2012) 

31 

Job/SIP 
Problem 

of 
Practice 

Next Best 
Learning 
Move 
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Smaller and tighter loops 

From “great discussions” to 
learning conversations 

❝ A learning conversation is a planned and 
systematic approach to professional dialogue that 
supports teachers to reflect on their practice. As a 
result the teacher gains new knowledge and uses it 
to improve his or her [practice]. ❞ 

 
General Teaching Council for England 

Together is not always 
better! 

■  Need to ensure: 

– Diversity of opinion (rather than groupthink) 

– Shared responsibility (rather than diffusion of 
responsibility) 

– Quality control (rather than spread of anything) 

 
35 
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The role of critical 
friendship 

■  Come to the table in the spirit of friendship but offer 
an open and honest critique of your practice, that 
you are too close to do yourself 

■  You are critical friends for one another at all times 
(between meetings as well as during) 

■  Caution: The culture of “niceness”… or “superfice” 

PIXAR:14 Movies and 14 
No. 1 Box-Office Hits 

The PIXAR Braintrust 

Our decision making is better when we draw on 
the collective knowledge and unvarnished 
opinions of the group. Candor is the key to 
collaborating effectively. Lack of candor leads 
to dysfunctional environments. So how can a 
manager ensure that his or her working group, 
department, or company embraces candor? By 
putting mechanisms in place that explicitly say 
it is valuable. (Fastcompany.com, April 2014) 
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Barriers as “cognitive 
biases” 
■  At their core, all of the barriers to successfully 

enabling real professional learning are premised on 
one fairly simple (yet often hard to believe) fact: 
Human beings take mental shortcuts to avoid 
thinking.  

■  All human beings use these mental shortcuts. In 
fact, humans have evolved to take these shortcuts 
and to do the least amount of thinking possible.  

■  We are all “cognitive misers” 
39 

Other barriers – What we 
want to “interrupt” 

■  We don’t think through all the possibilities 
■  We focus on confirming our hypotheses, not 

challenging them 
■  We pay too much attention to things that are vivid 
■  We consider ourselves to be an exception 
■  We hesitate to take action in a new direction 
■  We don’t want others to see our vulnerabilities 
■  Coming together in a culture of niceness 

41 



14 

Barriers as “cognitive 
biases” 
■  At their core, all of the barriers to successfully 

enabling real professional learning are premised on 
one fairly simple (yet often hard to believe) fact: 
Human beings take mental shortcuts to avoid 
thinking.  

■  All human beings use these mental shortcuts. In 
fact, humans have evolved to take these shortcuts 
and to do the least amount of thinking possible.  

■  We are all “cognitive misers” 
39 

Other barriers – What we 
want to “interrupt” 

■  We don’t think through all the possibilities 
■  We focus on confirming our hypotheses, not 

challenging them 
■  We pay too much attention to things that are vivid 
■  We consider ourselves to be an exception 
■  We hesitate to take action in a new direction 
■  We don’t want others to see our vulnerabilities 
■  Coming together in a culture of niceness 

41 



14 

Barriers as “cognitive 
biases” 
■  At their core, all of the barriers to successfully 

enabling real professional learning are premised on 
one fairly simple (yet often hard to believe) fact: 
Human beings take mental shortcuts to avoid 
thinking.  

■  All human beings use these mental shortcuts. In 
fact, humans have evolved to take these shortcuts 
and to do the least amount of thinking possible.  

■  We are all “cognitive misers” 
39 

Other barriers – What we 
want to “interrupt” 

■  We don’t think through all the possibilities 
■  We focus on confirming our hypotheses, not 

challenging them 
■  We pay too much attention to things that are vivid 
■  We consider ourselves to be an exception 
■  We hesitate to take action in a new direction 
■  We don’t want others to see our vulnerabilities 
■  Coming together in a culture of niceness 

41 



15 

Reflective Question 

■  As a “lead learner”, how will you “intentionally 
interrupt” the various cognitive biases? 

Final Personal Reflection 

■  What is the strongest take-away that you are 
leaving with today? If you had to commit to doing 
one thing differently after participating today, what 
would it be? Why? How will you ensure that you 
actually do this? 

 
 
 

Thanks! 
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