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WHY BEING PLASTIC MATTERS

A story shared by Vince Macdonald at Northern Edge Algonquin on August  7, 2011
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WHY LEARNING FIRST AND LEADING SECOND MATTERS

by Lisa Neale

A lot has changed in my lifetime. I didn’t grow up with a computer or the Internet.  In fact, all of 
my formal K - 12 learning was unplugged. 

In this digital age, we are plugged in and wired more than ever. I cannot imagine my personal or 
professional life without technology and the Internet. Can you? In today’s ever-changing world, 
digital tools are transforming everything we do. Every day our learning becomes more digital, 
more mobile, and more multimedia.  The ways we connect, communicate, collaborate and create 
are more than ever done online and in a networked way.  

How do we lead the way, manage constant change and create a culture of  
continuous learning for all?   

Today’s leaders must not only be comfortable with change, they must be excited by it.  Being a 
successful leader in the 21st century involves being open to change and most importantly building 
relationships with others as you work and learn in a world that is ever-changing.  

As an educational  leader, I am present as a learner alongside my staff, students, parents, 
colleagues and community.  This means that I roll up my sleeves, pay full attention and am a 
participant in the learning.  I ask questions, take risks, plan and reflect with others.  Collaborative 
inquiry is the learning process that guides us in creating together a continuous culture of  
learning.  As a leader, I invest time, care and build trust with people. 
Recently when working with a principal and her staff  co- creating plans for designing a learning 
commons space, the questions being asked mattered more than finding the answers.  Listening 
attentively and welcoming the resistance generated rich dialogue and full participation of  all.
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I am a connected leader who uses many tools and social media to construct learning experiences. 
How, when, and where I learn is my choice.  My learning and leading is visible, transparent and 
tech-savvy. This goes hand in hand with how the real world works and how people lead their 
lives.

Leading by learning is the key in today’s digital age.  Being a passionate learner who is self-
directed and comfortable not being the expert inspires others to be lead learners with you.  It’s 
okay to not know and in fact, that’s what makes creating a culture of  continuous learning become 
real. Being an open learner who is a problem-solver, critical thinker and first and foremost a 
collaborator brings to life the creative power of  all

Leaders must always be learning and understand that learning is the work that brings us together.  
And that’s why creating a culture of  continuous learning matters.  



WHY TEACHER INQUIRY MATTERS

by Tom Fullerton

When we change our practice, we change who we are. 

Through teacher inquiry, we better understand ourselves and our practice. The inquiry process 
involves deeply questioning who we are both personally and professionally. It involves exploring a 
dual identity, that of  teacher and learner. Teacher inquiry invites us to engage in a cycle of  action 
and reflection: to critically reflect on our practice; question our assumptions about teaching and 
learning; draw on theory to better inform the decisions we make every day and to develop a plan 
of  action. Essentially, it is a personal inquiry into teaching and the object of  our research is 
ourselves.

As we engage in inquiry, it is important to take the time to archive those moments when learning 
becomes visible, to carve out the space where learning becomes practice.  It isn’t enough to think 
about it on the car ride home.  You have to actually do it.  Create it. Share it. A process portfolio 
acts as this archive. It is a record of  learning, supported by evidence selected from reflections, 
journal writings, archives of  peer conversations, comments on blog posts or student work.  When 
we take the time to collect artifacts of  our learning, we are better positioned to communicate new 
knowledge to the wider educational community.  Our portfolios give us the signposts to look back 
at our learning over time.  It allows us to make visible the evolution of  our practice.

The process of  change comes through sustained conversations over time. There are no easy fixes 
to the challenges we face in education. When we adopt a disposition towards inquiry and create a 
community of  practice at the school and district level, it creates a culture of  learning that 
pervades the community. When we shift to a learning focus, we open the channels of  
communication and decision-making. Articulating a shared vision for ongoing professional 
development allows us to direct the change we want to see.

Imagine the effect of  all members of  the educational community adopting a disposition towards 
inquiry. Imagine what would happen if  we shifted our stance from imposing external teacher 
evaluation frameworks to learning alongside classroom practitioners.
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WHY TECH ENABLED LEADERSHIP MATTERS

by Camille Rutherford

With the exception of  E-mail, the toolbox of  resources available to school leaders has remained 
virtually unchanged for the last twenty-five years.  Despite the previously slow pace of  change, a 
new generation of  leadership tools that include blogs, wikis, and RSS feeds, appear to have the 
potential to significantly alter the who and how of  leadership practice, and rapidly disrupt 
previous notions of  school leadership. 

These new leadership resources, that are often labelled ‘social media’, have already demonstrated 
that they are capable of  disrupting traditional patterns of  knowledge management and 
information distribution. One needs to only look to the impact of  Wikipedia and blogs on the 
information and news industries to grasp the disruptive nature of  these resources. 

When harnessed as a leadership tool, these social media resources may have the potential to 
disrupt the traditional distribution of  leadership and how leaders influence followers. Just as 
recent technological advances have changed traditional notions of  the workplace and 
collaboration by creating a flat world where telecommuting across time zones and collaborating 
across continents is possible, technology-enabled leadership has the potential to alter school 
leadership to the point that it warrants the label “leadership 2.0.” 
	
The designation 2.0 is generally associated with web applications that afford greater levels of  user 
interaction, collaboration, and engagement than the static, pre-millennium internet. It is also 
commonly used by computer programmers to highlight an incremental improvement in software 
code that is built on the strengths of  a previous version. Consequently, leadership 2.0 can be 
considered a new iteration of  leadership practice that goes beyond traditional models of  static 
leadership that were often opaque and hierarchical to facilitate leadership practices that are open,  
collaborative and dynamic in nature.
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WHY BEING PLASTIC MATTERS

by Vince Macdonald

I have been thinking a lot about my Mom and the important need for simplicity in learning.  My 
mother was a student in a one room school house in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia in the 1930’s  on a 
small country road….where she brought her milk to school each day in a glass bottle…….and 
placed the bottle in the brook to stay cool until lunch.  She had two teachers  – twin sisters – who 
engaged her in meaningful lessons  about humanity and civics……teachers  who continued to 
nurture a relationship even into their 97th year of life.  This was a time of beautiful simplicity and 
student engagement with important lessons for all persons to be open to growth. 

I offer this  narrative since it evokes the notion of situated learning and ensuring that we host 
regular conversations with our teachers…..professional learning and cognitive apprenticeships 
that are rooted in project-based learning.  I envision the metaphor of a kitchen table……..where 
all teachers feel welcomed to actively inform an intentional focus on quality learning.  I firmly 
believe that there is  an important need for regular dialogue in our schools.  How often do we 
gather around our kitchen tables for a simple focus on the real needs of  our school systems?

In my view, there is  an important need to nurture the development of students in classrooms with 
engaged learners who are actively involved in knowing the purpose of their learning….with 
classrooms  that proceed from careful planning………with learning that is socially 
constructed….we need an intentional focus on this knowing-doing gap.   How many of our 
classrooms engage in practices that allow for the social construction of knowledge?……..in a 
participation framework?……..in which learning is mediated by the perspectives  of the collective 
group and an embedded focus on purposeful talk?  I believe that our classrooms can become 
more constructivist through dialogue, explicit feedback, monitoring and coaching.

I believe that we need to be plastic and learn from our experiences…..to be malleable and 
change our professional practices.  A one room schoolhouse was  the important core of education 
in the life of my mother……and she conveyed to me the salience of growth and adaptability.  
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My question is this, “How are we plastic and malleable as teachers?  What meaningful questions 
do we bring to our practices?  What are we measuring when we evaluate and scaffold learning?”



WHY BEING A SUPPORTIVE PRINCIPAL MATTERS

by Rob Fisher

Actually I think everything matters. What I’m suggesting is that because we never really know for 
sure what impact our actions will have on our students, or teachers, everything we do matters. 
Please see my story as an example of  what I’m thinking.

But this essay was supposed to be about administrators, specifically principals and technology 
infusion so being a supportive principal matters.

But what matters most? 

Principals should find, collaborate, and assist teachers with projects that are real, authentic, and 
sometimes have a social justice theme. Projects that in some way make a difference in the world. 
Collaborative projects allow us to connect with people on a common quest. Tapping into our 
social networks and facilitating collaboration among teachers should be something all principals 
strive to do.

And to do this we need to re-think how we interpret curricular outcomes. We should see content 
or knowledge outcomes as a suggested starting point, and not an end or goal in and of  
themselves.

Does it really matter what a grunion is? I can see a few of  you zipping over to Wikipedia to check 
it out. My point is that the clusters or specific content mentioned in provincial curricula are 
meant to be a beginning to help students generate their own questions (and then provide a 
framework onto which inquiry and technology infusion can attach itself).

It amazes me that when I have discussions with people involved in developing provincial 
curriculum they will say things like "of  course people don't make a list of  curricular outcomes 
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and check them off  when done" to which I reply "that's exactly what we do."  In fact I think 
many teachers feel it's their responsibility to do so. 

Principals need to create safe space in their schools and allow teachers to see knowledge 
outcomes as guidelines, and encourage teachers to achieve higher order thinking skills with their 
students. We should be doing things that really matter. We should be providing opportunities for 
students to gather and make sense (critical thinking) and to produce and show understanding 
(creative thinking) and infuse technology in the process of  doing so.



WHY A NUDGE MATTERS

by Kim Crawford

Educators need a nudge to face the ways that information technology and access to information 
have transformed the world and should be transforming teaching and learning. We’ve been too 
gentle with our expectation that instructional practice change. 

A colleague of  mine once joked that our jobs as curriculum coordinators would be easier if  we 
said...

If  you spend most of  your teaching time in front of  your class, talking, stop. Please, just stop.

But it isn’t that simple. Change requires a lot of  support, so we design learning opportunities for 
educators like instructional coaching, co-planning and co-teaching, and collaborative inquiry. By 
most accounts, these models of  professional learning have been successful at improving 
professional dialogue and collaboration, and moving teacher practice out from behind closed 
doors. Shifts in instruction occur where sustained support is provided, but the significant, large- 
scale changes in instruction still elude us.

We need a nudge. 

Richard H. Thaler, the author of  Nudge explains that

A nudge can clear away the fog and help to set a course. 
A well designed nudge helps people make better decisions. 
Better decisions equal better outcomes.

How is this for a nudge? A school sets a strategic goal that by the end of  3 years, all students will 
have access to the Internet all of  the time. Wireless Internet will be available anywhere in the 
school. Students will be able to use their devices, or school devices, on tests, exams, projects, and 
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during class.

How would assessments change? 
How would instruction change? 
One thing is certain. It would have to.

A nudge might bring us to a place where we finally enact and bring to scale, the kind of  changes 
to instruction we spend so much time discussing. We cannot change everything we face, but we cannot 
change anything unless we face it (James Baldwin). And facing anything is easier when we have support. 
Educators need a nudge to transform teaching and learning, but not without a safety network 
of  people we trust.
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