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Principals as Co-learners:  
Supporting the Promise  
of Collaborative Inquiry
Collaborative inquiry is easy to consider on the surface, but “tough to do well in  
practice” (Fullan & Langworthy, 2014, p. 26). Yet, in growing an organization’s  
ability to uncover and challenge existing mindsets and assumptions about learning 
and teaching, its power resides in practice.  

At the school or district level, collaborative inquiry engages teams of educators – 
teachers, principals, school district leaders and other partners – in discussion and 
study of student learning. In contrast to school improvement efforts which rely on 
outside experts, it begins with the tacit or existing knowledge of educators in schools 
and classrooms and moves out to potential new actions and resulting expansion of 
professional knowledge. As a professional learning strategy, collaborative inquiry 
encourages all educators “to fulfill their potential” in order to be able to help students 
“fulfill their potential” (Dweck, 2010).

An Invitation to Administrators 
This monograph draws from school improvement efforts underway, both interna-
tionally and in Ontario schools, that are using collaborative inquiry to wrestle  
with ongoing challenges of practice. In sharing tips, insights and lessons learned 
from these inquiries, we hope to invite administrators to reflect on their learning 
stance and mindset, to pursue their own inquiries and consider ways in which  
they might engage in collaborative inquiry as co-learners with teachers and  
students in their schools. 
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“We Are All in This Together” 

Principals as Co-Learners
Consider the potential for collaborative inquiry to “merge top-down, bottom-up and 
sideways energies to generate change.” This dynamic view of a learning culture is one 
in which teachers “proactively learn alongside students” and, in turn, administrators 
learn “alongside their students and teachers.” In both contexts, all contribute “their  
own ideas, experiences and expertise to the learning process” (Fullan & Langworthy, 
2014, p. 12). What is an administrator’s role in this kind of learning and leading? 

When it comes to supporting educators as they learn and work to improve student 
achievement, nothing a principal does “has a bigger payoff than learning visibly  
and publicly alongside staff in a school” (Katz & Dack, 2013, p. 46). A co-learning  
role enables principals to “drive transparent, collaborative reflection,“ continually  
assessing “what is working,” as well as learning from those things that didn’t work 
(Fullan & Langworthy, 2014, p. 8). It signals to students, parents and teachers that  
“I lead because I know how to learn,” rather than because “I know more” (Katz & 
Dack, 2013 p. 46). Through the actions they take, administrators communicate a 
growth mindset, one in which all learners have the “freedom to stretch themselves, 
make mistakes and try again” (Dweck, 2010, p. 29). 

Who’s Doing the Learning and Why?
In practice, principals often engage in a variety of learning opportunities with other 
educators, including: guiding and facilitating groups of teachers engaged in collabo-
rative inquiry; joining professional learning and/or network sessions with teachers; 
and participating in principal learning teams. Kasl and Yorks call on administrators to 
not only be attentive to the learning of teachers within these experiences, but also 
to focus on their own learning, because “changes in their personal meaning schemes 
can change the system” (2010, p. 318). 

For example, a traditional inquiry question posed by principals might be more likely to  
highlight what teachers will do: “How can we improve the way that teachers use tech-
nology in the classroom?” In contrast, the question posed by the same group with a 
focus on their own learning would be, “How can we improve our ability as administrators 
to influence the way teachers use technology in the classroom?” The difference between 
the two questions “may seem minor” but in fact “points to a radical distinction.” The 
first question implies that administrators are “taking action on the system,” while  
the second suggests “that the change they seek is in themselves” (Kasl & Yorks,  
2010, p.318). 

It is important that principals “individually develop their own theory of action,” but 
equally important that they shape their inquiry so it “relates concretely to the work of 
teachers and students in the classroom” (City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009, p. 41). 
Powerful and “robust connections to the school professional learning community” are 
formed when a principal’s inquiry is parallel to and in support of teacher and student 
learning and inquiry (Katz, in Leaders in Educational Thought, 2013).

Principals Understand … 
•	 The power of permission  

They establish conditions where educa-
tors have permission to not know, to be 
imperfect, and model this through their 
own actions and openness to learning.

•	 Diversity is an asset  
They search out and welcome diverse 
ideas, opinions and evidence –  
research, articles, media, classroom 
data – that shape a “both/and”  
rather than “either/or thinking.”

•	 The importance of building shared 
understanding  
They unpack preconceptions, including 
their own, by making them explicit and 
transparent.

•	 Once is not enough  
They build in regularly scheduled time 
so collective conversations and learning 
are an ongoing part of the inquiry.  
As well, they recognize the value of 
informal, just-in-time, focused learning 
conversations.
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Working Through a Hypothetical Example 
The administrator’s challenge of practice: “At our meetings connected to inquiry, 
teachers often tend to stay at the level of polite conversation. We have co-constructed 
norms of collaboration and teachers bring evidence of student learning to anchor  
discussions. To support our continued growth and learning, I am wondering how I 
might participate in or facilitate discussions more effectively so teachers feel more 
comfortable about sharing successes and challenges and raising questions.” 

The administrator forms an inquiry question to address this challenge of practice 
and examines it through the lens of a divisional team’s inquiry about student 
communication in mathematics: “What impact will building my own knowledge 
about communication in the mathematics classroom and participating more strate-
gically in discussions with the team have on teachers’ comfort levels about sharing 
more openly what is working and what is not?” 

Criteria to describe how the administrator will know whether the action taken  
is having impact. For example when meeting as a team, teachers will:
•	 Present questions they have, or challenges they are facing and tap into the  

collective knowledge and support of the team. 

And/or: 
•	 Voice connections they are making between their current practice and the new 

perspectives they are learning from one another. 

And/or:
•	 Add to/question my thinking and support my learning in connection to the  

evidence of student learning in math.

Evidence and tools are identified that capture criteria. For example:
•	 student work and/or documentation of learning that I have collected and shared 

and that teachers engaged with and responded to

And/or:
•	 sample(s) of student work/documentation shared by teacher(s) that provoked 

questions and rich discussions about practice

And/or: 
•	 an “exit ticket” from teachers after our meeting (e.g., highlighting their learning  

or sharing questions they still have)

Administrators can lead the way ... 

•	 Be open to uncertainty – curiosity and a desire to know drives inquiry.

•	 Be a co-learner – connect your professional learning and inquiry to the learning 
and inquiry of your students and teachers. Be open and present to the process.

•	 Be vulnerable – acknowledge when you don’t know and openly share what and 
how you are learning.

•	 Be aware of your own mindset – operate from an asset stance with students  
and with other educators. 

•	 Position student learning and well-being at the heart of all discussions and  
decision making. 

•	 Make room for everyone – ensure equity of voice and diversity of opinion.  
Co-create and use collaborative norms to guide collective learning and to keep  
the focus on students.

•	 Expect challenges and mistakes – welcome them and learn from them.

Broaden the understanding of documenting student learning. 

“The most effective model ... is a model 
of someone who is struggling to learn and 
who is demonstrating what it takes to learn 
something new.  Not somebody who is past 
all that ... I think principals who are willing 
to make themselves a little vulnerable ... 
are saying to teachers, ‘We are all in this 
together’.”

– Leithwood in Leaders in  
Educational Thought, 2012
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Tips for Inquiry 

Inquire and collaborate are verbs ... 

When the desired outcome is deep engagement with professional learning, it is 
helpful to conceptualize collaborative inquiry through the lens of the actions often 
associated with it: 

Within cycles of inquiry, educators collaborate for real purposes, pose and explore 
meaningful questions; they investigate and take action rooted in classroom practice; 
they collect and reflect on evidence to analyze what has worked and what has not. 
In light of challenges, they create, build on and extend their professional knowledge,  
engage with and mobilize relevant expertise and research, adapt existing practices 
and find new avenues of action. They begin again ... 

This perspective on learning as a dynamic iterative process that connects educator 
and student learning helps to counter the view of collaborative inquiry as a technical 
event or a product, an end in-and-of itself as exemplified in the statement, “We did 
our collaborative inquiry this month.”   

Begin where you are ... 

Why are we doing this? 

When teachers perceive collaborative inquiry as a directive and are unclear about the 
benefits of using student learning to inform their work and guide their professional 
learning, they are less likely to increase their engagement in evidence-based decision 
making. Administrators can contribute to their team’s collective professional learning 
journey by engaging in reflective dialogue with teachers: 

How might we describe our current collaborative inquiry/professional learning  
processes? What impact are these having on our students? Our classroom practices? 
Our work and learning with each other? How do we know?

Based on the thinking that emerges from conversations such as these, administrators 
can ask of themselves:

What conditions for learning do we need to further nurture? What knowledge and 
experience do we collectively have that might further support learning – my own, 
teachers’ and students’ learning? 

Beliefs Matter ...

Our beliefs are subtly woven through the fabric of our actions. Do we truly believe 
that “all students can learn, progress and achieve,” and if we do, what does this 
belief look like in action? How might collaborative inquiry support administrators and 
classroom educators in talking about their beliefs and understanding the impact that 
they have on fostering a “culture of high expectations” for all (School Effectiveness 
Framework, 2013 p. 2)?

Carol Dweck has developed the concept of “growth and fixed mindsets” as a compelling 
way to understand how beliefs can influence action. Educators operating from a “growth 
mindset” believe that “all students can learn,” that intelligence is malleable and ability 
and potential can grow and change (Dweck, 2010). A “fixed mindset” is a belief that 

Keep focused on the “why?” ... 

Inquiry shifts the purpose of examining 
evidence of student learning from grading  
it to understanding it.

Cycle back to deepen  
learning ... 

The reflective process is most powerful  
when it cycles back, reviews and rebuilds. 
Deeper understanding is built from cycles  
of learning over time.
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intelligence is static and that innate ability is the primary driver of achievement – for 
example, a belief that learning in mathematics is a product of innate ability. The 
challenge for educators is understanding how their beliefs and resulting actions 
convey powerful, perhaps unintended, messages to learners. 

Beliefs, of course, do not change overnight, nor can they be mandated. Changing, 
evolving or sustaining beliefs within a learning culture is “an adaptive rather than 
a technical challenge” for principals and teachers. Adaptive challenges cannot be 
resolved “through the application of authoritative expertise” (Heifetz & Linsky, 2010, 
p. 3). Negotiation is required if educators are to find common ground in which to 
engage in collaboration.

Traditionally, successful practice has been viewed in terms of the degree to which 
educators have implemented or not implemented strategies. When implementation is 
the main goal, it can be perceived as an end in and of itself – “We taught it; they just 
didn’t learn it.” Strategies such as setting student achievement targets, SMART goals 
and moderation of student work are some of the ways districts and schools have  
tried to reset attention on evidence of student outcomes. How do the practices of  
collaborative inquiry represent a different view of the relationship between profes-
sional learning and student achievement? 

Because collaborative inquiry is rooted in the study of the classroom experience,  
educators focus on the reciprocal relation between student learning and educator  
action(s). They inquire, “What impact does [educator action(s)] have on [student  
learning outcome]?” Actions taken may indeed lead to the intended outcomes for all,  
or for some students. However, it is the process of reflecting on the evidence of 
impact, on the potential dissonance between educator actions taken and student 
learning outcomes realized, that fuels new educator learning and next steps.  
Connected to the notion of “Just because we teach, doesn’t mean they learn,”  
educators move beyond the technical to ask, “We ‘taught it’ – Who learned it?  
Who did not? Why? What adaptations are needed? What else may be done?  

Much more than a meeting ...  

When our practice is adaptive, it evolves continually in response to the needs of 
students and in light of our own professional experiences and understandings. While 
“short-term ‘wins’ are useful,” these “must be integrated into a long-term process  
for change – one in which the work is never done” (Katz, Dack, & Earl, 2009).

How can formal opportunities to participate in collaborative inquiry foster a  
collective inquiry stance that lives beyond the network and school meetings,  
or outside an initiative? 

An inquiry habit of mind is cultivated when educator learning is evidence based  
and anchored in situations that emerge daily within classroom settings. Educators  
require opportunity to “seek emergent possibilities – new questions and solutions” 
(Collaborative Teacher Inquiry, Capacity Building Series, 2010) to challenges of  
practice that describe what students need to learn and in turn, what educators 
need to learn. 

Involve everyone in the 
inquiry ...  
•	 All educators need to be involved 

in all parts of the inquiry cycle 
(versus a small select group acting 
on their behalf).

•	 Plan ongoing opportunities to 
meet and monitor progress.

•	 Support collective “just-in- time” 
learning.

Make the data accessible  
to the team ...
•	 Collective ownership results  

when the team has ready access  
to the data and jointly engages  
in interpretation of the data to  
construct a challenge of practice 
or an inquiry question. Use of 
cameras, chart paper, photocopies, 
audio amplification, etc. can help 
ensure access and transparency.
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Learning – Make It Visible, Make It Public
Issues and questions that emerge during inquiry are not so much problems to be 
resolved, as they are tensions to be negotiated, a means to gain deeper insights and 
to explore alternative perspectives. This kind of nuanced and differentiated interaction 
calls for understanding teaching and learning on the ground. The ways in which  
administrators take action “beyond the meeting”are vital and shape the learning 
culture of school or district. Actions can signal the difference between simply giving 
input to fostering learning that is internally owned, understood and put into action 
(Earl & Hannay, 2011). 

In an in-depth review of the literature, Robinson, Hohepa and Lloyd (2009) identify  
five leadership dimensions ranging from establishing goals and expectations to planning, 
evaluating and coordinating that have the most impact on student outcomes. Of these, 
one dimension, “promoting and participating in teacher learning and development,” 
has double the impact of the other dimensions on student achievement. More than 
“just providing opportunities for staff development,” leaders engage in their own 
public and visible learning alongside teachers. They maintain “energy and purpose  
for both what is being learned and how it is learned.” 

•	 In what ways do the inquiries of classroom educators guide my own inquiry about 
principal purpose and actions? 

•	 How, when and why will I interact with students as they learn in classrooms? 
What forms will this interaction take? How will students know I am genuinely 
curious about their learning and well being? 

•	 How does experiencing learning through the eyes of classroom educators and 
students guide the kind of support I provide? What actions can I take to cultivate 
efficacy? 

•	 What actions can I take that will have a coordinating influence or build coherence?

•	 What questions have emerged for me in light of perspectives presented by students 
and classroom educators? What do I need to learn more about? 

What we’re learning about the 
principal’s role ... 
•	 Inquiry “provides a through-line to the 

instructional core – what are the vital 
activities that need to happen to improve 
teaching and learning?” (City, Elmore,  
Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009, p. 45)

•	 “... the most effective/telling feedback 
that teachers will get is that which is built 
into the purposeful, interaction between 
and among teachers and the principal. 
Such interaction is specific to the task  
of learning.” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012)
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