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The Journal of the Council for School Leadership 
of the Alberta Teachers’ Association

Welcome to the summer 2022 issue of the CSL Magazine.

What Have You Learned 
About Leadership During 
the Pandemic?

Over the past few years, teachers have been faced with unique challenges because of 
the ongoing global COVID-19 pandemic. Teacher leaders have also been faced with new 
lessons and obstacles to overcome. Although we are not over the effects of COVID-19, I 
am often reminded of the popular quote: “Hard times teach us valuable lessons.”

For our next edition of this magazine, we want to reach out to you and ask: What have 
you learned about leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic? Have you gained a new 
sense of empathy toward each other? Have you discovered the value of collaboration 
and a strong team? Have you noticed the supports that are essential for all students 
and staff to achieve at high levels? Have you identified some faulty thinking that you 
have used in the past?

Please submit your lessons to us for inclusion in the next edition. Entries should 
be 500 to 1,500 words. You can submit them by e-mailing CSL.communications@
teachers.ab.ca before December 2022.

Corey Haley,
Communications Officer and Editor



Council for School Leadership
As an Alberta school principal, assistant principal or central 

office teacher, you are encouraged to select the Council for School 
Leadership as your automatically renewing specialist council. If you 
are not already a member of the Council for School Leadership, 
please take a moment—today—to follow this link: www.surveymonkey 
.com/r/joincsl. If you have colleagues who are school leaders or aspiring 
school leaders and who have not yet become members of the Council 
for School Leadership, please share this information 
with them and have them follow the steps to join this 
school leadership specialist council. It is custom-made 
for school leaders and aspiring school leaders and 
for all those to whom the new Leadership Quality 
Standard applies (principals; assistant, associate 
and vice-principals; and school jurisdiction leaders including central 
office teachers such as assistant superintendents, consultants and 
other certificated teachers). 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/r/joincsl
http://www.surveymonkey.com/r/joincsl
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Over the past few months, I’ve been thinking 
about the importance of voice and being 
introspective. As a leader, I appreciate hearing about 
what others think. I use them as sounding boards 
to collect my thoughts and widen my view. Their 
opinions help guide my path, as I question if I’m on 
the right road as we move through this time together. 

Those sinking internal questions that keep popping 
up are, What the heck am I doing? Do I know enough 
to make these decisions? Keeping that smile and 
bravado based on years of experience as an educator 
and a leader, I hope that I’m on the right path. In 
the back of my head, I know that it’s OK to fail, but 
the disappointment and feeling that I need to do 
more and do it better lurk like an ever-present cloud. 

A style I’ve always tried to emulate is that of the 
servant leader. I offer my expertise and ability to 
solve complex problems, manage to be a listening 
board and quietly give direction or light the way 
for someone else who’s looking for answers. I am 
empathetic while trying to see the big picture. I 
always focus on what’s best for kids. I help teachers 
remain strong and vigilant in their teaching practice 
but realize that they are near their breaking points 
as well. All the added rocks—family issues, health 
and wellness, time management, and kids who 
are dysregulated and socially naive about how to 
sort through their own emotions and fears as they 
struggle with adults who are struggling—are the 
things we have to manage. Breathe deeply. 

I think back to a time a short while ago when things 
seemed to slow down. Traffic shrunk and roads 

were empty. Families stayed home and bunkered in, 
trying to stay safe and physically healthy. Remember, 
we talked about the important things in life like 
caring for ourselves, our siblings, our elders, our 
spouses and our partners. What great lessons we 
learned. Parents realized the importance of teachers, 
support staff and educational assistants. They felt 
the pressure that we take on every day as hundreds 
of different personalities and needs come into our 
care as a small microculture in their own families. 

Then there is the importance of connection and 
proximity—even the simple act of turning on a camera 
at a webinar to feel as if you are in the same room 
as your colleagues. During every webinar, meeting 
and conference call when everyone was either vocal 
or feeling it in their bones, I wanted to connect in 
person—communicating not only with words but 
with those small physical signals humans create 
when we are in real communication with other 
human beings. I wanted to see a smile by seeing 
their face instead of just their eyes. 

There is definitely something to be said about 
presence. We feel it when we are with someone. 
Many of us strive to connect in person because our 
humanness requires it. I can’t express how good it 
feels to be in a profession that lets us gather in a 
building, room or gym and see, feel and hear the 
social interactions taking place moment by moment. 
I know that many people are working from home, 
feeling isolated from their colleagues and trying to 
make the best of their situations. 

Mark Sylvestre, President  
Council for School Leadership

Message from the President
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I’m worried about our students and staff who 
currently work in an entirely online environment. That 
sense of belonging and being together is somewhat 
lacking. And I know teachers are doing everything 
in their power to try to bring a sense of normalcy 
to this, struggling with technology issues, equity 
issues with students and programming that are 
arising from a lack of resources or a focus on big 
tech programs that have their own sway on learning 
and teaching. Don’t forget to keep reaching out to 
those educators. It’s easy to think they don’t want 
another Teams meeting or Zoom call, but they need 
the connection with you as well. They need to hear 
your voice as a leader. 

I feel absolutely certain, based on my conversations, 
that folks will actively seek the human connection, 
whether it’s through family gatherings, dinner with 
friends or just meeting someone at a park. Be safe, 
stay healthy and don’t forget to call.
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Alberta’s Teacher Leaders: 
Integral Members of a United 
Education Professional 
Collective 

Randy Hetherington

Articles 
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In October 2003, then Alberta Learning released 
Alberta’s Commission on Learning (ACOL) report 
entitled Every Child Learns. Every Child Succeeds. The 
report contained 95 recommendations including 
recommendation 78, which called for the formation 
of a new council of education executives that would 
oversee certification, support and professional 
development for principals and assistant principals. 
This council would become the professional 
organization of school administrators, replacing 
the Alberta Teachers’ Association (ATA). 

In summarizing the arguments for and against the 
removal of administrators from the Association, an 
unbiased commission would have given equal weight 
to all arguments both for and against removing 
teacher leaders from their Association before 
writing the recommendation. I suggest that current 
considerations of similar intent, as I believe was true 
of considerations by the commission in 2003, are 
heavily biased by the governing provincial political 
party agenda and do not consider key characteristics 
of a strong education system. The assertions I am 
about to make are based on both teaching and 
administrative experience in Alberta and British 
Columbia over a 34-year career and, more recently, 
experience in the American educational system as a 
professor in training programs for teachers, principals 
and superintendents of schools. My experiences in 
these contexts leave no doubt. Students are better 
served when teacher leaders in Alberta, inclusive of 
superintendents, principals and assistant principals, 
are part of the same professional Association as the 
teachers, charged with overseeing 
their certification, support and 
professional development. 

Education is not a business. Our 
children are more than the output 
of some assembly line. Student 
success is achieved through 
relationships with teachers and 
interactions with curriculum 
designed and delivered by 
teachers. The Teaching Quality 
Standard (Alberta Education 
2020a) asserts optimum student 
learning results from “teacher’s 

ongoing analysis of the context, and the teacher’s 
decisions about which pedagogical knowledge 
and abilities to apply” (p 3). The Leadership Quality 
Standard (Alberta Education 2020b) asserts that 
optimal student learning occurs when “leader’s 
ongoing analysis of the context, and decisions about 
what leadership knowledge and abilities to apply, 
result in quality teaching” (p 3). There is a reason 
these two statements are near identical; they are both 
about skilled teaching informed by the professional 
decisions of teachers and teacher leaders. These 
decisions are best made collaboratively with the 
best interests of the students in mind. That’s what 
professionals do. That is what current teachers and 
teacher leaders in Alberta do.

Teachers and teacher leaders working 
collaboratively in the best interests of students 
requires trust (Tschannen-Moran and Gareis 2015). 
Trust is achieved by authentic teacher leaders who 
distribute leadership based on their belief in the 
collective efficacy and competence of their team 
of educators, paraprofessionals and support staff 
(Wood, Bandura and Bailey 1990). In short, their 
position as leader is based on referent and expert 
authority granted the leader by team members rather 
than role authority or positional power, as is often the 
case in business and industry (Northouse 2019). Trust 
is earned and my experiences in several schools and 
school systems outside Alberta, where principals and 
assistant principals are viewed as management, trust is 
rarely if ever fully extended both by the administration 
and the teachers. It becomes an employer–

employee relationship rather than 
a professional relationship. The 
quality of service to students fails 
to meet its full potential as teaching 
and learning situations become 
adversarial rather than collegial, 
and valuable time is taken in service 
to conflict rather than collaborative 
practice. It is as simple as us versus 
them in place of we. Currently in 
Alberta, we work together for the 
betterment of our students and 
the global community. There is 
no us … no them.
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The ATA does have an important role to play in 
ensuring that the collaborative and professional 
relationship between teacher leaders and the people 
they serve in Alberta’s schools remains anchored in 
trust and informed by best practices in leadership. 
ACOL, in providing its rationale for recommendation 
78 in truth, makes the case today for teacher leaders 
to remain members in the ATA. They suggest ongoing 
professional development be available for principals 
and vice-principals, and that principals must have 
dedicated support and advice on issues involving 
supervision and evaluation and managerial functions 
associated with their role (Alberta Learning 2003, 
125). The ATA must continue to provide dedicated 
personnel from Teacher Employment Services, 
who are available to school leaders when they 
are needed and monitor whether that support 
is being acknowledged by teacher leaders in the 
field. Through professional development during 
Council for School Leadership events and programs, 
including the international uLEAD conference, the 
Educational Leadership Academy, workshops and 
training offered by colleagues with the Association 
administrator instructors core and the vast resources 
of the ATA library, the Association must continue to 
provide opportunities for school leaders to learn 
together and establish best leadership practices. 
In essence, two of the main drivers of ACOL’s 
recommendation 78 are being met and exceeded 
by the ATA. 

I began with a definitive statement based on 
my lived experiences, predominantly in Alberta, 
as well as British Columbia and the United States, 
and supported by my work as a scholar in 
educational administration. Students, teachers and 
teacher leaders are all better off when we are one 
profession, united and supported by our professional 
Association. As a vice-principal and principal in 
Alberta for 17 years, I both appreciated and nurtured 
a trust-based relationship with the students, teachers 
and community partners for whom I had the privilege 
of serving. Educational leadership is not a business, 
it is a relational skill set. Leadership succeeds as the 
relationships that underpin it succeed. Relationships 

based on confidence, competence and shared 
vision grant leaders the expert authority they need 
to lead Alberta’s teachers, so they can enable and 
facilitate student aspirations and potential. Linda 
Darling-Hammond (2006), one of the world’s leading 
authorities on standards in education, points to the 
professional collective (p 302) and the centrality of 
that collective to the ultimate success of students. 
A government-initiated removal of teacher leaders 
who act as principals and assistant principals from 
their professional collective, by default creating 
an us versus them, context within schools, will I 
argue limit the success of Alberta’s students and 
unnecessarily weaken one of the best education 
systems in the world. We are a profession. We are 
better together. 

Alberta is a recognized leader worldwide in public 
education. Alberta must retain the professional 
collective that in so many ways generated and 
nurtured that standing. The Commission on Learning 
got it wrong in 2003 with recommendation 78. 
Those articulating that same message are wrong 
now. We are one profession, united and proud of 
what we’ve accomplished. 
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Leadership Agility in the School 
Planning Process

Lynn Leslie
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During these unprecedented times, school 
leaders have been called on to learn and lead in 
new ways never thought of before. In 2017, when I 
first embarked on my education doctorate (EdD) 
in the field of educational leadership, I did so to 
gain insights into being a more effective, impactful 
school leader. My leadership challenge focused on 
engaging teachers in implementing the annual school 
plan strategies within what seemed to be an ever-
changing and increasingly complex school context. 
I could have never imagined the timely relevance of 
my chosen topic, especially as I navigated the final 
year of the three-year program amid the onset of a 
global pandemic. For the record, I do not recommend 
that experience to anyone! 

At Western University (UWO), the three-year online 
EdD program can be completed while working full-
time, with the intent that school leaders become 
scholarly practitioners. The program encompassed 
many elements of design thinking. In Design-Based 
School Improvement, Mintrop (2016) explains that for 
school leaders to lead organizational effectiveness, 
improvements in complexity learning and cultures 
of equitable change, they need a different kind of 
knowledge—practical design knowledge so that they 
know “what to do or how to intervene when one 
encounters recognizable problems in one’s work” 
(Introduction, section 1, para 5). Alongside a class 
cohort of school leaders across Canada, I engaged 
communities of practice, completed required 
coursework and culminated with a dissertation in 
practice, a research project called an organizational 
improvement plan (OIP).

My OIP was entitled “Engaging Teachers in Agile 
School Improvement” and was a three-chapter paper. 
It included (1) an introduction and analysis of the 
problem; (2) planning and development of solutions 
based on the research, theory and practice; and (3) 
implementation, evaluation and communication of 
the plan to move the envisioned change forward. 
For your consideration, I offer some of the research 
and emerging strategies I gleaned from my EdD 
experience that continue to resonate with me in 
my leadership journey as a school principal.  

Problem Analysis: Are 
You a Tortoise or a 
Hare?

In the fast-paced reality of schools, slowing down 
to take the time to gain a deeper understanding of 
the problem can provide valuable insights and reduce 
unintended resistance to change plans. As Einstein once 
said, “If I had an hour to solve a problem, I’d spend 55 
minutes thinking about the problem and 5 minutes 
thinking about solutions.” Although I’m no Einstein, my 
EdD did teach me the importance of spending time 
identifying and analyzing the problem before trying to 
solve it. This was harder than I thought as I found myself 
getting easily caught up in new ideas and possible 
solutions throughout the learning process. However, 
the OIP’s design structure helped me to stay focused 
on deeply understanding the many multifaceted factors 
that contribute to an organizational problem. 

My initial review of the problem of engaging 
teachers in the implementation of school plan 
strategies within dynamic school contexts uncovered 
several underlying challenges. Some preliminary 
factors included short timelines to develop relevant 
strategies, many priorities and initiatives, limited 
real-time and school-based data, yearly changes to 
student enrolment and staff, and increasing student 
complexity. I also considered the influences of the 
organizational context and structures as well as my 
leadership position and lens. These analyses helped 
me realize that school leadership is a very personal, 
complex and contextual endeavour. It is important to 
note that school leaders may share similar leadership 
challenges; however, the underpinnings of the 
problem and potential solutions will most likely be 
different given school leaders’ personal beliefs, range 
of experiences and different organizational contexts.

Leader Influences
We all bring unique perspectives and experiences 

to school leadership work, which thereby shape our 
decisions and actions. For me, my involvement in the 
ATA’s Council for School Leadership (CSL) Agile Schools 

Summer 2022 7



Network was very influential in how I viewed my 
leadership challenge. CSL leadership academies with 
Simon Breakspear and learning about agile leadership 
and teaching sprints provided new ways of thinking 
about how leaders promote teacher autonomy 
in professional practice improvement, focused 
on student learning and impact. Additionally, my 
experiences from leading a K–9 school in implementing 
Teaching Sprints in a one-year pilot helped me to 
realize the opportunities as well as the challenges 
in engaging teachers in agile school improvement. 
I believe that focused, collaborative work is key for 
school improvement; however, there always seems 
to be competing priorities for time and resources 
that limit the potential of this work. 

When I read about the theory of complexity 
leadership, I realized this was the lens through 
which I viewed my school leadership work. As 
described by Mason (2008), complexity theory 
provides an alternative perspective in education 
where organizational change is not predictable; it 
emerges in social and dynamic interactions and 
connections within the system. With this perspective, 
I could articulate my leadership beliefs in a way 
that provided a foundation for how I viewed my 
problem of practice (PoP) considered solutions. 
However, I also realized how my leadership actions 
were at times misaligned with my beliefs about 
effective leadership. When we feel this dissonance, 
it is often intuitively. Afterall, Mahatma Ghandi has 
said, “Happiness is when what you think, what you 
say, and what you do are in harmony.” However, 
when there feels like a disconnect within our practice 
or we are facing resistance despite well-intended 
efforts, depersonalizing the situation to reflect on 
why this is happening can help. 

Leader-driven change and top-down initiatives 
can limit teacher voice, readiness and current needs, 
thereby leading to resistance of others. In Leading 
in a Culture of Change, Fullan (2020, 129) states: “As 
we do our current work in the state to increase the 
collective focus of districts improving learning for 
all students, we encounter the tendency to take 
on ad hoc initiatives that, by definition, undermine 
coherence. In the rush to solutions, people inevitably 
operate more superficially.” Coherence occurs when 

people are aligned with the vision and belief that their 
action and effort are worthwhile, so there is more 
commitment to the change. When resistance occurs, 
it could be that the leader’s actions are inadvertently 
causing concerns for others (Lewis 2019). Resistance 
isn’t necessarily negative as it may be an indication 
of a leader’s blind spots, something that a leader 
has not yet considered. Therefore, resistance can 
provide valuable insights and even help to bridge the 
dissonance between what the leader believes and 
their actions. Hallinger and Leithwood (1996, 109) warn 
that “a cultural context exists, but our ‘acculturated 
lens’ blinds us to its effects.” If our actions are not 
anchored and reflective of a leadership lens, not only 
might there be resistance, but there will likely be an 
internal struggle and sense of overwhelm. Pausing to 
reflect on how our actions are impacting others, both 
positively and negatively, can provide the opportunity 
for readjustments of strategies to occur.

School Planning Complexity
A literature review and framing the problem further 

deepened my understanding of the complexity of 
school planning. Limited Canadian research was found, 
so most of the literature review refers to the United 
States and other international studies. A closer look 
at the research about the school planning process 
revealed that even though it is widely accepted as a best 
practice strategy for school improvement, school plans 
are most often perceived as management tools that 
signal conformance to external accountability policy 
requirements instead of contributing to impactful 
education reform (Mintrop and MacLellan 2002). It 
was also interesting to learn that school plans range 
in design (Fernandez 2011), and the only common 
criteria that Dunaway, Kim and Szad (2012) found in 
the analysis of hundreds of school plans was the use 
of external, standardized assessments measures. 

On the positive side, school plans were perceived 
as helpful in aligning vision, mission and beliefs (Dolph 
2016), and easing into the beginning stages of strategy 
implementation by providing teacher collaboration 
opportunities that build a school improvement 
culture (Strunck et al 2016). The principal’s role in 
facilitating school planning and data-informed 
decision making was deemed essential in building 
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relational trust between principals and teachers when 
discussing student data (Marsh and Farrell 2014). 

Furthermore, what became clear through the research 
was that school improvement cannot be a one-time 
event. It requires continuous monitoring and flexibility 
to adjust plans as barriers arise (Dunaway, Kim and 
Szad 2012; Fernandez 2011). Data literacy (Streifer 2000) 
and management systems (Lai and Hsiao 2014) are 
identified as necessary to support timely, differentiated 
and bottom-up decision making, and transformative 
practices for leaders to facilitate equitable and inclusive 
data conversations. Furthermore, to support the 
successful implementation of school plans, everyone 
needs to be involved and learning together throughout 
the process (Dunaway, Kim and Szad 2012). 

Another organizational analysis tool that provided 
insight into the complexity of school planning was a 
PEST (sometimes called PESTE) analysis. This analysis 
helped to untangle the political, economic, social and 
technological factors that contributed to the problem. 
By analyzing ill-structured problems from broader 
contextual factors, Mintrop (2016) explains that problem 
solvers uncover some of the underlying political and 
normative assumptions that contribute to the problem, 
thus providing valuable insights into how to develop 
an appropriate solution. In this analysis, I concluded 
additional factors that contributed to the challenge of 
leading school plan implementation were declining 
school resources, innovation constraints within a 
culture of accountability, limitations of data and student 
information systems, and conflicting/confusing political 
ideologies and policies (Leslie 2020). Paradoxically, 
as districts and school leaders are given more local 
autonomy for school improvement, they often have 
increased external accountability for performance 
and achievement as determined by standardized 
measures. As Apple (2004) asserts, neoliberal education 
policies promote decentralization, competition and 
choice; however, neoliberal policies also reinforce 
the neoconservative values of standardization and 
accountability. The literature review and PEST analysis 
established a broader perspective of the issues related 
to school planning, thereby helping me to make sense 
and accept what was realistically within my principal 
scope of influence to change. 

Planning Solutions: 
Beware of the Silver 
Bullet Syndrome

In my OIP, I considered the problem analysis 
and research to propose three possible solutions 
to address the challenge of engaging teachers in 
implementing annual school plans within a dynamic 
school setting. First, a strategy map, a one-page visual 
strategic management tool, could create change 
vision and strategies linkages with internal structures 
and processes (Cawsey, Deszca and Ingols 2011). 
Second, a collaborative, short-term action planning 
(CSTAP) protocol, a one-page planner I adapted 
from the concept of Strategic Doing: Ten Skills for 
Agile Leadership (Morrison et al 2019) could help to 
quickly focus conversations and promote strategy 
development through experiential and reflective 
practices. Third, a digital school plan portfolio could 
support the development of a shared vision, capture 
evidence of impact and support school improvement 
decisions using various forms of data (Fisch 2010). 
These three solutions addressed different gaps 
identified in my leadership challenge; however, at 
the time, I chose to proceed with recommending 
the CSTAP protocol. Interestingly (and true to the 
dynamic nature of school contexts and shifting 
priorities), I have since found that the other two 
solutions have become more relevant in providing 
focused, purposeful action and in celebrating 
the small successes that occur, which helps to 
build positive school culture and momentum for 
continued sharing and learning. 

It has been my experience that at any given time, 
school leadership involves dealing with more than 
one thing at a time. While the research is clear that 
multitasking does not work, a principal’s schedule is 
often determined by others and prioritized by the 
most urgent matters that arise. In a recent Alberta 
study of the experiential shift of school leadership, 
many school leaders reported living “in a constant 
state of diversion and overwhelm” (ATA 2019, 11). 
With limited time and resources along with the 
ever-changing and complex school context, it can 
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be tempting for school leaders to grab onto the 
latest and greatest program or best practice and 
promote it as the silver bullet for practice and student 
learning improvement. 

However, as much as I know we would all like 
that one magic solution, I’m afraid this is not meant 
to be. Instead, I lean toward Fullan’s (2009) ready-
fire-aim wisdom for leading change. To reduce the 
burdens of overload, he explains the concept of 
simplexity, “finding the smallest number of high-
leverage, easy-to-understand actions that unleash 
stunningly powerful consequences” (p 16). Similarly, 
in Strategic Doing: Ten Skills for Agile Leadership 
(Morrison et al 2019), identifying the Big Easy is 
promoted. This is when people quickly brainstorm 
a list of possible strategies in response to a problem 
and plot ideas on a two-by-two decision-making 
grid to determine the strategies that are likely to be 
easiest and most impactful to implement (Morrison 
et al 2019). Using these agile approaches can help 
leaders make decisions about the best next move, 
especially when circumstances are changing, and 
targets seem to be continually moving. 

Implementation: 
Building Bridges

In Adaptive Implementation: Navigating the School 
Improvement Landscape, the implementation 
gap is described as occurring when fidelity to 
best practice programs is promoted instead of 
a collaborative, continuous process of adapting 
them in response to changing classroom 
realities (Yamaguchi et al 2017). Therefore, when 
introducing any change strategies, people must 
have time to make sense of the changes and 
consider the opportunities and challenges that 
may arise in moving forward. Katz, Dack and 
Malloy (2017) describe the need for principals 
to be both intelligent and responsive because 
they are positioned “between the decentralized 
contextual realities of classroom teachers looking 
to learn through bottom-up professional judgment 
processes and the centralized efforts of top-down 
system prescription” (p 17). In this middle space of 

school leadership, the experiential tension provides 
an opportunity to bridge the gap between policy 
and practice through both/and strategies. Finding 
these sweet spots can promote win-win strategies 
that meet both top-down mandates and bottom-
up needs. 

Push and Pull Strategies
As visionary and instructional leaders, there may 

be times when school leaders promote top-down 
(push) strategies because of mandated expectations 
or because they have specific knowledge to share. 
However, to foster individual and collaborative 
learning capacity, there may also be times when 
school leaders choose to be facilitators to foster 
bottom-up (pull) strategies that promote generatively 
co-created strategies. In The Power of Pull: How 
Small Moves, Smartly Made, Can Set Big Things in 
Motion (2012), Hagel III, Brown and Davison assert 
an overuse of push strategies within education 
and peoples’ lives. Heifetz (1994) points out that 
in times of uncertainty, people look to leaders to 
provide stability through clear directives; however, he 
warns that the long history of top-down leadership 
has only short-term benefits and often enables a 
culture of over-reliance and dependency on leaders. 
As Hagel III, Brown and Davison (2012) argue, “If 
we are going to succeed in this rapidly changing 
world, we face two challenges: making sense of 
the changes around us and making progress in 
an increasingly unfamiliar world” (p 2). Therefore, 
intentional reflection and adjustment of leadership 
approaches to rebalance push and pull strategies 
can establish a sense of stability and encourage 
emergent strategy development. 

Technical Versus Adaptive Challenges
In schools, leaders face both technical and 

adaptive challenges, so when navigating middle 
spaces, it is necessary to adapt the implementation 
approach depending on the type of problem. 
Heifetz (1994) coined the term adaptive leadership, 
where technical and adaptive challenges require 
different leadership approaches. Leaders must 
know the difference because the biggest reason 
change strategies fail is because leaders implement 
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technical solutions to address adaptive challenges 
(Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky 2009). Implementing 
a change strategy through planned and deliberate 
strategies often fail because they do not address 
the many variables that arise within unpredictable, 
complex environments (Mintzberg and Waters 
1985). For some clarification, Heifetz (1994) defines 
three types of organizational leadership challenges: 
(1) technical problems are easily defined and the 
strategies to solve them are known or can be 
learned; (2) adaptive problems are dif ficult to 
define and require experimentation and learning 
because solutions are not known; and (3) technical/
adaptive problems are easy to define, but difficult 
to solve without experimentation and new learning.

Since school plans include various priorities 
and goals, I found it helpful to break down the 
types of problems (or leadership situations) and 
the related implementation decision pathways. In 
Figure 1, I illustrate how Leadership Decisions for 

Strategy Formation can engage teachers through 
deliberate top-down strategies, facilitating co-created 
strategies, and/or harnessing emergent, bottom-up 
strategies (Leslie 2020). Understanding the different 
types of problems that might occur provided 
clarity in developing first steps of implementation. 
Instead of top-down strategies being negative, I 
determined that there may be times when this 
would be the most appropriate change strategy. At 
the same time, there may be school plan strategies 
that require bottom-up teacher autonomy and 
the development of strategies that could be built 
upon. In The Opposable Mind, Martin (2009) claims a 
common trait among successful leaders is integrative 
thinking, “a predisposition and capacity to hold 
two diametrically opposing ideas in their heads” 
(p 6). In this model, I envision the middle spaces 
of school leadership as opportunities to use both/
and strategies to bridge the implementation gap 
created from either/or strategies.

Figure 1. Leadership Decision for Strategy Formation (Leslie, 2020). Adapted from Of Strategies: 
Deliberate and Emergent (Mintsberg & Waters, 1895), Adaptive Leadership (Heifetz, 1994), and 
Accelerate (Kotter, 2014).
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Adaptive/Agile Leadership Approach
There is certainly an element of art in leading 

organizational change—awareness of when to push 
and when to pull back. Heifetz (1994) warns leaders of 
the dangers of leading during changing, challenging 
times, asserting leadership is like walking on the edge of 
a razor. If leaders exert too much authority, people may 
resist and the leader will get pushed off. Conversely, if 
leaders do not exert enough authority, people will not 
move, and the leader will lose balance and fall off. Either 
way, he states, the leader gets cut and blamed for what 
happened. Adaptive leadership is all about leaders 
recognizing the potential of creating enough productive 
distress so that people are motivated to try something 
new. However, adaptive work can create risk, conflict 
and instability (Heifetz and Linsky 2017). Therefore, 
Heifetz (1994) conceptualized a holding environment 
where the leader is transparent in building trust in 
spaces where adaptive work is happening. Ensuring 
psychological safety is essential when promoting 
risk taking and experiential learning within contexts. 
Celebrating the successes as well as the learning from 
failures are equally important if people are to take risks 
in their practices. It is in the safe space of a holding 
environment where a productive level of distress 
promotes a genuine openness and nonjudgmental 
consideration of others’ ideas and concerns, which 
ultimately lead to new learning (Heifetz and Linsky 2017). 

Complementary to adaptive leadership is agile 
leadership where the leader’s people-centred 
mindset and iterative approach are foundational 
to their decisions. Breakspear (2017) maintains 
that agile leaders do not “expect rapid large-scale 
transformation whereby deep change happens 
through one big surge. Rather they aim to make 
small, critical changes that they can improve through 
disciplined action” (p 71). Similarly, Hattie (2015) 
stresses the important role of principals in fostering 
a culture of “cooperativeness, learning from errors, 
seeking feedback about progress and enjoying 
venturing into the ‘pit of not knowing’ together 
with expert help that provides safety nets and, 
ultimately, ways out of the pit” (p 27). 

Drawing from the Manifesto for Agile Software 
Development (Agile Alliance 2019), Peha (2011) 
describes the agile school leader’s mindset as valuing 

 x individuals and interactions over processes 
and tools, 

 x meaningful learning over the measurement 
of learning, 

 x stakeholder collaboration over constant 
negotiation and

 x responding to change over following a plan.

Although all the values in the manifesto are 
essential, agile leaders value the items on the left 
more than the values on the right, signalling “powerful 
leverage for effective school leadership” (Peha 2011). 
Once again, the idea of integrative thinking becomes 
apparent as a necessary trait with the school leader 
navigating the paradoxical middle spaces of school 
leadership.

Agile School 
Improvement Process 
(ASIP)

Throughout my OIP development, I realized 
school planning was complex and included three 
interdependent, yet equally comprehensive elements of 
strategy: development, implementation and assessment. 
Furthermore, with the different types of problems and 
differentiated leadership decisions for deliberate and 
emergent strategy formation, I was drawn to adaptive/
agile project management methodologies like Scrum 
and Kanban, which are commonly used for software 
development projects (PMI 2017). Given the technical and 
adaptive challenges in school plans, Scrum is particularly 
helpful in delivering outcomes in uncertain environments 
where the project requirements and technical skills are 
difficult to determine at the outset of the project and 
need to evolve over time (PMI 2017). Scrum promotes 
short-cycle project implementation and an evolving 
improvement cycle, and “places a structure around 
the learning process, enabling teams to assess both 
what [they have] created and, just as important, how 
they created it” (Sutherland and Sutherland 2014, 9). 
Kanban is a simpler way of organizing the work process, 
with managing the work into to do, doing and done 
categories. Scrum and Kanban provide some of the 
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technical skills of managing a complex, flexible and 
dynamic school planning process. 

As a quick overview of how an ASIP is envisioned: 
school plan goals and/or strategies are prioritized 
and presented to teachers who determine which 
areas, either individually or in groups, to focus their 
local action on. Depending on the problem diagnosis 
and type, different approaches to strategy formation 
could be used to facilitate or determine first steps 
of action. Top-down, deliberate strategies would 
be adapted for teacher readiness and classroom 
contexts, and/or bottom-up strategies would 
emerge from learning in context and be scaled up 
through retrospective sharing of what was impactful 
to teacher practice and/or student learning. At the 
end of each cycle, retrospectives would provide 
evidence of impact or next steps of learning. 

What is important with this model is the feedback 
loops and teacher retrospectives that provide 
evidence of impact in relation to the process, 
professional learning and student improvement. 
In quality implementation, Donohoo and Katz (2019) 
depict collective efficacy as what drives teachers’ 
behaviours including engagement in “professional 
learning structures that reflect a progressive 
inquiry methodology that results in focused effort, 
persistence, application, experimentation, and analysis 
in search of a better way of doing things in schools 
and classrooms” (p 28). Hence the ASIP promotes not 
only top-down initiatives or strategies determined 
in the early onset of school plan development but 
also fosters continued, collaborative learning and 
strategic development within a changing school 
context. The burn down and burn up charts help to 
capture what is working and what is yet to be done. 

The ASIP provides a comprehensive, systemic and 
iterative approach to student-centred, collaborative 
and impactful school improvement. As Boulton, 
Allen and Bowman (2015) state, “Complexity thinking 
suggests that impacts have multiple causes, that 
inputs can contribute to multiple outcomes, and 
that impact can be delayed in time and is not linear 
and incremental” (p 189). Given the nonlinear way 
in which school improvement occurs, Scrum and 
Kanban provide a way of monitoring and evaluating 
dynamic organizational change and allows for a 

broad range of possible outcomes and measures 
as evidence of school improvement. 

Since completing my research, I am thrilled that 
Alberta Education has shifted school planning from an 
accountability to an assurance model, which I believe 
allows for more emergent strategy development. 
This helps to move school planning from a one-time, 
yearly event to a continuous improvement process 
where impacts can be celebrated and adapted within 
local contexts and not only measured by external 
standards. Furthermore, over the past few years, I 
had the honour of participating in the revisioning of 
my district’s school plans, moving from a multipage, 
combined planning and results reporting document 
to a one-page planner with some elements from my 
research encompassed in the new school planning 
implementing guide. 

Although my original intent in completing the EdD 
program was to address the leadership challenge of 
authentically engaging teachers in implementing our 
school’s annual school plan strategies in a complex, 
dynamic school context, I learned that it was more 
about resiliency, sense making and discovery—
personally and professionally. Furthermore, putting 
the plan into action wasn’t exactly as I had envisioned 
in the OIP, far from it to be honest! I successfully 
completed my EdD just as schools shifted from 
in-person to online learning. True to my claim that 
school leadership occurs in middle spaces within a 
broader, dynamic ecosystem, my leadership journey 
pivoted to a new challenge—leading my district’s 
first online school—Grades 1 to 9 English, French 
immersion and special education programs where 
student enrolment grew to 5,500 students and 
230 teachers. Together with amazing educators, 
support staff and district leaders, we faced many 
first-time experiences and harnessed emerging 
opportunities to co-create a vision and strategies 
for teaching and learning online. It was not an easy 
task! As Simon Sinek (2016) so eloquently states in 
Together Is Better, “Life is difficult and dangerous. 
Anyone who would attempt to do it alone is simply 
mad … As individuals, we are useless. We can’t lift 
heavy weight and we can’t solve complex problems. 
But together? Together we are remarkable” (np). 
Adopting an agile mindset and applying some of 
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the strategies I learned about engaging teachers in 
agile school improvement helped me develop new 
ways of thinking and leading in a complex, dynamic 
situation. I have since returned to principalship at an 
in-person school and continue to reflect and adapt 
the leadership strategies I learned from my EdD.

Given the challenges the pandemic has presented 
over the past few years and the uncertainties 
forthcoming in education curriculum and policy 
changes, there is no doubt that school leaders will 
continue to be called on as agile leaders to help 
their staff survive and, hopefully, thrive in a new 
and uncertain world. It is my sincerest hope that 
my insight helps to validate the great work already 
happening in schools and perhaps elicits some new 
ideas to inspire action in leading in the recovery of 
education in the years to come.
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Motivational Interviewing: 
Helping People Find Their Own 
Reasons for Change

John Tedeschini and Sandy Jung

What is motivational interviewing? It’s a way of having a 
conversation about change, and it’s a particular way 
about having a conversation about change that listens to 
and calls forth the person’s own ideas about whether to 
do that and why to do it.

—William R Miller
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While working as an addictions counsellor in 
the early 1980s, William R Miller faced a dilemma. 
Why, despite the crippling outcomes of their 
drinking or drug use, did his patients show such a 
remarkable degree of ambivalence about changing 
their behaviour? Equally unsettling was that these 
same clients did not respond favourably to the 
conventional approach to treatment, one where 
the counsellor lectures, demands and even argues 
with the patient about the need to change their 
behaviour. Fortunately, Miller’s plight would become 
the impetus for a new style of counselling, one 
where the client was encouraged to find their own 
reasons for change. This progressive and empathetic 
approach to behaviour change would become 
known as motivational interviewing (MI).

In 1989, Miller met a like-minded counsellor 
named Stephen Rollnick, who encouraged him to 
continue his writing and research into this novel 
counselling approach. Two years later, Miller and 
Rollnick published their first book together entitled 
Motivational Interviewing: Preparing People to Change 
Addictive Behavior (1991). To reflect the ever-evolving 
nature of MI, the third and most current version of 
the book, Motivational Interviewing: Helping People 
Change, was released in 2012 and has been published 
in over 20 languages, demonstrating the global 
appeal of MI. A rich body of research evidence 
supports MI’s effectiveness in helping people change, 
and while its origins are in the field of addictions 
counselling, MI’s reach and impact in other fields are 
impressive. Its application has expanded to health 
care, justice-involved individuals, the treatment of 
mental disorders and in the sporting realm (for 
example, coach–athlete interactions). 

More recently, MI has emerged as a strategy within 
a school context, where students are engaged in 
finding their own path toward change (Miller, Kaplan 
and Rutschman 2016). For example, MI provides 
a pragmatic way for teachers, administrators, 
counsellors or coaches to approach students when 
challenged by academic difficulties, motivational 
challenges to engage in the classroom or other 
problems, such as addictions or family conflict. 
Using MI over traditional, ineffective approaches 
(for example, conversations that solely focus on 

the student’s behaviour and time-limited cross-
examinations), offers an effective alternative to 
helping students move toward positive change 
and making them an active agent in implementing 
that change.

This article will provide an overview of the essence 
of MI, focusing on its “spirit,” the four core processes 
and foundational communication skills. Wherever 
possible, we encourage you to consider viewing the 
client referred to in this article as a student whom 
you can help find their own reasons for change. 

The Spirit of 
Motivational 
Interviewing

The underlying reason for how and why things 
are done in MI is called the Spirit of Motivational 
Interviewing. The spirit of MI is made up of four 
components: collaboration, acceptance, compassion 
and evocation. 

Collaboration
Collaboration in MI is when the interviewer and 

client function as allies, not opponents. In short, 
it’s a partnership, but one that does not deny the 
interviewer’s own role, goals or values when engaging 
a client. Collaboration also means avoiding the 
expert trap, which is when the interviewer assumes 
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the role of the expert in the interaction. This can 
often lead to the interviewer taking on a “just do 
this” approach, which is seldom effective and does 
little to help the client. Instead, it is vital that the 
client be allowed to do the talking and bring forth 
what works best for them. To better explain what 
constitutes effective collaboration, Miller and Rollnick 
use the analogy about dancing together rather 
than wrestling each other. While wrestling with a 
client means trying to outsmart, pin and defeat 
them, effective MI is more akin to dancing, where 
partners move together, constantly adjusting their 
movements to complement the other person.

Acceptance
Acceptance includes everything the client brings 

with them into the interaction. This can include 
their problem behaviour(s), excuses and failures. 
True acceptance of a client focuses on seeking 
out their strengths, being respectful of their needs 
and supporting their sense of autonomy. To better 
understand what true acceptance means, Rollnick 
recommends wearing imaginary “strength goggles,” 
because they will help to see the good in the client, 
rather than just focusing on their deficits. Verbalizing 
one’s support of the client and affirming the adversity 
they have been through can also have a positive 
and lasting effect on behaviour change. 

Compassion
Compassion has been defined as “to suffer 

together” and is a value inherent within many 
religions, philosophies and other spiritual beliefs. 
For example, in Buddhism, an act of compassion 
is explained as one that frees someone from 
suffering. Regardless of its definition, the role of 
compassion within MI is strongly correlated with 
positive outcomes. To adhere to the spirit of MI, 
compassion means not viewing the client as a failure 
who is undeserving of forgiveness or a second chance 
in life. A useful exercise to help explore one’s own 
capacity for compassion is to first identify someone 
you would like to influence (for example, client A). 
Next, write down your negative attitude of them 
(for example, client A is lazy, impulsive and short-
tempered). Finally, write a more compassionate 

view of them, one that identifies their good traits, 
intentions and how they may have come to their 
own perspective (for example, client A is honest 
about their shortcomings, cares about their school 
marks and has had a challenging upbringing).

Evocation
Evocation has been called the “heart of MI” and 

involves drawing out the client’s own ideas and 
motivation for how and why they should change. Not 
surprisingly, skilful evocation is crucial to successful client 
outcomes. According to Rollnick, practitioners would 
do well to recognize that the insight to resolve problems 
will come from within the client, not the practitioner. 

Two cornerstones of MI directly related to skilful 
evocation are instilling a sense of autonomy and 
soliciting change talk. Autonomy is an individual’s 
perception of themself as the determining agent 
of action (that is, I choose to do this). Instilling a 
sense of autonomy within a client is integral to MI 
because the client will work harder and make a 
more lasting change when they make the choice 
to do so. Statements that communicate a sense of 
autonomy to a client can be especially empowering. 
For example: 

 x If you want to do some additional work on this 
subject, I will be happy to help and support 
you. It’s your choice. 

 x It’s up to you how you want to address your 
grades. I’m here to help you figure out what 
you want to do.

Change talk is how a client talks about the idea 
of change. Accordingly, eliciting change talk and 
recognizing when a client makes an argument for 
change is critical to navigating toward a positive 
outcome. There are four kinds of so-called 
preparatory change talk, which are illustrated by the 
acronym DARN (desire, ability, reason, need), as seen 
in Figure 1. “Mobilizing” change talk is talk that moves 
the client toward the end goal of behaviour change 
and is broken down into the following categories 
under the acronym CAT (commitment, activation, 
taking steps), also outlined in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Skilful Evocation and Elements of Change Talk

Desire
Statements about preference 
for change. Words like 
want, wish and like.

I want to stay 
out of trouble.

Ability
Statements about the capability 
to make change. Words like 
can, could and be able to.

I could probably make that 
study session next week.

Reasons Listen for specific arguments 
about change. No specific words.

Going to bed earlier 
would be good for my 
attention span in school.

Need
Statements about feeling obliged 
to change. Words like need, have 
to, got to, should and must.

I must do a better 
job of getting to 
school on time.

Preparatory Change Talk (DARN)

Commitment
Statements about the 
likelihood of change. Words 
like will, promise, guarantee, 
ready to and intend to.

I will go to the 
tutoring session 
tomorrow morning.

Activation
Statements reflecting 
preparedness, willingness 
or anticipation. 

I’m willing to do 
what it takes to get 
my grades back up.

Taking Steps Statements about action 
taken toward change.

I went the whole month 
of February without 
missing a study session.

Mobilizing Change Talk (CAT)
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The Foundational 
Processes of MI

Motivational interviewing is made up of four 
foundational processes to facilitate change with a client 
and include engaging, focusing, evoking and planning.

Engaging
Engaging encompasses the building of an alliance 

and working relationship with the client. Simply put, 
if there is no engagement or connection between 
the parties, no progress is possible. 

Focusing
Focusing is when the client and practitioner come 

to a mutual agreement about what will be the basis 
of the session. Progress is best accomplished when 
there is a shared focus. Accordingly, rather than trying 
to address multiple issues at once, the parties should 
focus on one topic until meaningful progress has been 
made before moving on to the next one. 

Evoking
Evocation is the heart of MI and revolves around 

bringing out the client’s own reasons for change. 
The evoking process speaks to why MI is best 
described as a guiding, rather than a directive or 
following approach. Good guiding involves effective 
listening, the considered use of one’s expertise and 
the acknowledgement that it is the client—not the 
practitioner—who has within them, their own reasons 
for why and how they can change. As previously 
described, instilling a sense of autonomy and eliciting 
change talk are key components of the evoking process.

Planning
Planning involves the client transitioning from the 

thought of action to identifying precisely how they 
might go about making the change. In other words, 
what are the steps that need to be taken to drive 
progress? Especially important is that the planning 
stage remains a collaborative process and one where 
the client’s autonomy is supported throughout. 

Foundational MI 
Communication 
 Skills 

MI has a number of interpersonal communication 
skills at its core, which fall under the acronym 
OARS. The intention of these foundational skills 
is to ensure clear communication between the 
parties and to maintain a collaborative working 
relationship. Put dif ferently, OARS are used in 
strategic ways to “row” in a particular direction. 
OARS stands for open questions, af firming, 
reflections and summaries.

Open Questions
Open questions have been called the gold 

standard in investigative interviewing, and their utility 
extends to an MI context. Chief among the benefits 
of open questions is that they prompt longer and 
richer responses and allow a client to feel heard by 
expressing their experience in their own words and 
at their own pace. Here are some examples of open 
versus closed questions:

 x Do you want to fail your course? (closed) 
 x What would you like to do about your marks? 

(open)
 x Are you interested in doing some extra work 

on this subject? (closed)
 x What sort of things would work for you to 

help raise your mark? (open)

Affirming
Rather than focusing on their shortcomings or 

deficits, affirming involves strapping on Rollnick’s 
“strength goggles” and seeking out what is good in the 
client. Affirming means acknowledging the struggles 
faced by the client alongside their successes, goals 
and values. To give you an idea of what affirming 
statements are, here are a couple examples:

 x You’ve worked hard to get your marks up 
this term.

 x You’re making big strides in class, and it shows!
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Reflections
Reflecting involves making a statement, not asking 

a question. Reflecting is about imagining what 
it’s like for the client and then saying something 
that conveys to them that you understand their 
experience. Some basic examples of reflections 
are given here:

 x You’re not happy with your last report card.

 x That must make it really hard for you to talk 
to your parents about.

But skilful reflecting also means not falling into the 
trap of confronting the client about their behaviour, 
as seen in the following example:

 x Student: My parents are always telling me to 
work harder in class.

 x Teacher: They have some good reasons for 
telling you that. (confrontation)

 x Teacher: You’re frustrated by your parents 
telling you what to do. (reflection)

Summaries
Summaries pull together all the key points the 

client has told you. Summarizing is also helpful to 
ensure that you have understood what the client 
has said and if anything needs to be clarified or 
added to their account. Here’s an example of a 
summary:

 x Student: And so, then I went to the mall after 
school which was a really stupid decision. 
(Student goes silent.)

 x Teacher: So, let me make sure I understand 
this. You had a decent day at school, and 
your plan was to head home at the end of 
the day and get your homework done. That 
way, you could still play your scheduled 
hockey game in the evening. When your 
friend picked you up from school, you 
both decided on the ride home that you 
should stop at the mall to meet some 
other friends. You have regrets about that 
decision now. What else is important to 
talk about now?

Skilful Advice-Giving
An additional foundational communication skill 

that doesn’t fall within the OARS acronym but is highly 
effective is skilful advice-giving. To better understand 
skilful advice-giving, it helps to know what the “righting 
reflex” is. Described as the natural desire of someone 
(for example, a parent, therapist or counsellor) to set 
things right, to prevent harm and promote a person’s 
welfare, the righting reflex is a common part of daily life. 
When it comes into play, the learning of an individual 
to solve the problem for themselves is inhibited, and 
this runs counter to the central tenets of MI. As Miller 
and Rollnick are fond of saying, “good MI” involves 
resisting the righting reflex.

While the righting reflex should be avoided, there 
may be occasions when it is entirely appropriate 
to give advice to a client, most notably when they 
ask for it. In essence, skilful advice-giving is not the 
same as succumbing to using the righting reflex. 
Instead, when advice-giving is appropriate, ask for 
permission. For example:

 x I’ve got some ideas about what I think might 
be helpful for you. How would you feel if we 
talked about that for a little bit?

 x Do you mind if we talk about (insert the 
behaviour)?

 x Can we talk a bit about your (insert the 
behaviour)?

Conclusion
It is important to highlight that MI was never 

developed to be a cure-all or a way to “fix” people 
(this latter point led Miller to quip that if fixing 
people is your objective then become a surgeon 
instead!). Rather, MI is, in its simplest form, a way 
of communicating with people that encourages 
them to voice their own case for change. As such, 
MI will be most effective when used by those who 
are naturally drawn to it and employed with people 
who are ambivalent or reluctant to change. We are 
hopeful that this overview of MI is your beginning, 
and that it draws you in to learning more about 
this proven, effective, and intrinsically rewarding 
approach to behaviour change.
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This interview has been modified from the original 
form for length and clarity. To hear the full unedited 
interview, please listen to the uLead podcast, 
episode 11.

Corey Haley: Armand Doucet, it is great to speak 
with you today about the pandemic, education, 
leadership and everything included. I want to begin 
our conversation talking specifically about COVID-19, 
which we’ve been in for over two years now. As 
you think about the long-term effects of a global 
pandemic on education, what do we need to focus 
on right now? 

Interview with Armand Doucet: 
Leadership Emerging from the 
Pandemic

Armand Doucet: That’s a great question, Corey. 
I think a lot of people are struggling with it, and I 
think the struggle comes in multiple forms. The first 
one really is short-term solutions without any kind 
of long-term vision. We keep adding mini programs 
or mini solutions, trying to problem solve for the 
moment without really keeping an eye on long-term. 
We need to ask, “What are the effects of this?” It’s 
not everyone that can do that day-to-day decision 
making and long-term visioning and finding solutions 
that can answer both.

During COVID-19, we are responding as if it were 
complicated versus complex. We have been doing 
this for quite some time in education, where we keep 
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adding programs and different elements without 
looking at the unintended consequences that those 
have, and without merging them with the programs 
that already exist or with the practices that are 
already there.

And I think we need to rethink this practice going 
forward. We’ve heard of building back better, but 
the truth of the matter is that we need to bring 
back education to the communities and we need 
to bring back education to have a local governance 
where we are looking at it from a full picture, not 
just the education lens or just a pedagogical lens or 
just a restorative practice. This is a really complex 
issue, education is. 

The second is that I’m wondering about the 
snowball effect of the mental health issues and 
everything else that comes with online learning for 
younger brains. We are mandating younger kids 
to learn online after we’ve had almost 30 years of 
guidelines that have said: half hour a day, maybe 
45 minutes, maybe an hour for the older age group, 
but now you’ve got to stay in front of a camera and 
in front of a television set for this amount of time. 
So, I think that there’s an unintended consequence 
there. Nobody’s really talked about it, but that’s a 
massive one. 

Third, we have a lot of administrators around the 
world, a ton of them, but we need leadership. That’s 
not the same thing. Leadership is about creating the 
opportunities to communicate, giving opportunities 
to people to voice their concerns, and then doing 
something with it. And it’s not just about mandating 
what you believe should be done. It’s really about 
listening. 

Another thing with leadership, it’s about giving 
hope when hope is taken away. Leaders need to 
create the structures and the cultures to be able 
to do that. I do feel we have a lot of administrators 
globally who are masquerading as leaders. There’s 
a lot of people that are really caught with, “This is a 
complex situation. I don’t know how to handle it. 
So, I’m going to revert to what I know” instead of 
looking at it and saying, “OK, we’re in the middle of 
a storm, we’re in a ship, what can I do to give hope 
to everyone? What can I do to stabilize the situation 
so they can focus on what they need to do?” 

Last, I think people have realized that the equity 
piece is massive and that it really does impact our 
classrooms. I’ve always said this, but if we’re willing 
to pay three meals a day for prisoners, why the heck 
are we not paying three meals a day for students? 
Why are we not investing the money for the people 
who cannot afford it? 

Corey Haley: I feel that lot of the issues you are 
talking about—complicated versus complex, the 
questions about long-term thinking and so on—
can be solved by great school leadership. So, I’m 
wondering, what are some of the people who have 
some good thinking about what real leadership is 
and whose ideas are going to help your thinking 
about moving through the pandemic?

Armand Doucet: I completely agree with you. 
Leadership is the key, and you can coach leadership. 
There’s no question there. But leadership is hard 
because leadership is gut instincts, and it’s feeling 
the culture. It’s feeling the situation. It’s being 
empathetic, and it’s making the call that might 
not be popular, but it’s probably the right call at 
that point. Versus management, where somebody 
tells you from above and you have that cover. Two 
vastly different things. 

I read through Simon Sinek’s book again, Leaders 
Eat Last (2014), and he talks about basically the 
difference between leadership and management. 
He talks about the more humanistic leadership and 
how you protect the people around you. Now with 
distributed leadership and education, it’s almost 
as if everybody kind of washes their hands out of 
making the decision and protecting the team.

There are a lot of strengths to distributed 
leadership, don’t get me wrong on that, and you 
want to get everybody on board. But at the end of 
the day, the people you lead, you’re in service of, 
and they need to feel protected and they need to 
feel comfortable to be able to take the risks that 
they need to reach the students that they have.

They won’t feel that if they think you’re only 
checking off boxes. When you’re in a position of 
leadership, it’s not about you, it’s about the people 
you lead. That means sacrifices for the people in 
leadership. And it’s rough. It’s not easy being in 
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that position, especially certainly school leadership 
where you don’t really have a chance to share with 
other colleagues. And even when you do it, it’s not 
necessarily what you need and sometimes you 
don’t want to open up. Right. Those situations are 
quite complex.

The other ones that have really resonated with 
me have nothing to do with education. One is called 
Being Mortal, by Atul Gawande (2017). Atul Gawande 
is known for his book The Checklist Manifesto (2011), 
which is a phenomenal book in terms of checklists. 
Being Mortal has nothing to do with education, 
nothing to do with checklists. In this book, he talks 
about palliative care and he talks about end of life. 
He talks about how the medical profession has 
basically gotten it wrong. We’ve dumped more and 
more money into barbaric prescriptions, clinical 
trials, trying to treat different diseases, instead of 
having the tough conversation. 

He talks about three different types of doctors 
in end-of-life situations. First, doctor paternalistic, 
which would have been more of an old school 
doctor expert, a sage on the stage. They would 
outline what you’re going to do, and these are the 
reasons why. 

Then he talks about doctor informative, which 
he considers himself to be, which is: Here are the 
12 different treatments that are out there, here are 
the percentage points, which one do you want? 
Basically, overwhelming the patient completely. And 
the patient kind of says, well, this has got a 90 per 
cent chance of, and you know, 10 per cent of the 
people survive. I’m going to do this. Right. 

And then there’s doctor interpretive, which takes 
all that data and then sits down and asks the patient, 
what do you want? What are the things that are 
important to you? What are the things that are 
important to your family? If I told you that you 
had six months, what kind of life would you want? 
They ask hard questions, the questions that a lot of 
doctors are not comfortable talking about. 

So Being Mortal, when I bring it back to education, 
is thinking of the system that we’ve created. What 
has happened during COVID-19 is that many of our 
students, the moment we took out the standardized 

testing, said, “I’m done. I don’t have anything to 
learn.” What kind of system have we built that we’ve 
taken away curiosity, we’ve taken away the passion 
for lifelong learning, we’ve taken away the ability 
for teachers in their classroom to try to connect 
with kids in different ways than just the curriculum? 

As I’m reading through Atul Gawande, I’m finding 
so many parallels with large scale systems that are 
completely disconnected from the communities that 
they serve and have created policies that cannot 
be contextualized, that are not flexible enough.

I’ve read another one by Joe Navarro, who was 
an FBI expert in behavioural analysis, called Be 
Exceptional (2021). He talks about the master, the 
five traits that set extraordinary people apart. One 
of the key ones is communication. That to me is 
something that I’ve been looking a lot more into 
on how can I connect with people on a deeper 
level. How can I be more present? How can I create 
opportunities to communicate for them to be able 
to speak their truth, and for me to listen to it? One 
of the things that he says is create the opportunities 
to communicate. Don’t assume, create them. What 
he talks about is that he doesn’t wait until they 
come into the boardroom. He doesn’t wait until 
they send an e-mail. He doesn’t create a setting, 
artificial setting, he goes and meets them on their 
turf. He talked about an FBI director, the head of 
the FBI, who used to drive two and a half hours 
to go running at 6:00 am with the trainees, at the 
depot, and the FBI longstanding officers to have 
conversations with them without any filters.

Think about it from this perspective, you have a 
superintendent or a CEO of a system that go into 
the schools, walk around without an agenda, just to 
meet with people, just to have those conversations, 
just to know exactly what’s going without any filters. 
What is really happening? You need to go see. Joe 
talks about that. What are they feeling? What are 
they seeing? What’s the system stopping them from 
being able to do? What do they need to be able 
to do their jobs?

And if you think about education, the amount 
of red tape that we have and the number of hoops 
that we need to jump through as a school leader, 
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the amount of administration work that keeps you 
away from actually being able to be in a classroom 
and help teachers grow is tremendous. So how do 
you create those times?

Corey Haley: I was wondering, is there one thing 
that you have seen that someone’s doing right now 
that addresses some of the concerns that you have, 
and you’re saying to yourself, “I think that this is a 
really good idea.” People whose ideas you want to 
explore in our context, whether that be a Canadian 
context or one of our provincial contexts?

Armand Doucet: If you don’t mind, I’m going to 
say four. The first one actually comes from a book 
and not from what I’ve seen globally. And it’s called 
Team of Teams, by General Stanley McChrystal (2015). 
He talks about the complexity theory, and he talks 
about flatlining the communication system and 
that we need to be nimbler so that we have shared 
consciousness and shared purpose. And then from 
that, empowered execution. When we talked a 
bit earlier about administrators versus leadership, 
when the leadership’s not there, you don’t have 
the empowered execution. So sometimes there’s a 
shared consciousness, sometimes there’s a shared 
purpose, but at the front lines, people do not feel 
like they are empowered to execute. I think a lot of 
our school leaders feel that at the moment. They feel 
handcuffed. They don’t feel supported. They feel 
the system is so big, and they feel like they’re kind 
of left alone to their own devices until something 
hits the fan. And then all of a sudden, they don’t 
get the support they need. They’re kind of caught 
between a rock and a hard place. I think the second 
one that I’ve really seen that resonates with me is 
the work from UNESCO. Right from the start where 
they rallied partners about two months into the 
pandemic and they created this big summit on 
equity issues and how to solve the equity issues. 
And I thought to myself, it took a pandemic for 
you guys to realize what was going on or you just 
decided to finally listen, right? 

We talked about communication and creating that 
communication, but once you’ve communicated 
that there’s some massive issues, you need to deal 
with it. Like you need to step up and create and have 
those conversations and bring the people together 

and figure out ways to move your community 
forward.

I think we forget that in the social media world, 
you’re more connected than you’ve ever been, but 
you’re more disconnected within your community. 
At the end of the day, it’s your community that will 
help or scuttle you. All boats rise on rising tides. But 
I think we forget about that.

That brings me to my third point, the work that 
Rebecca Winthrop and the Brookings Institution 
have done with engaging community, which we’ve 
been bringing to CSL. It’s a 310-page report. It’s 
a massive behemoth, but there are a lot of really 
good things that come out of that report. I have 
to say that Rebecca is probably one of the people 
that I respect the most in education research. 
Their last book was called Leapfrogging Inequality, 
where they brought the 3,000 innovations from 
around the world, all in one hub. Anything you 
kind of want to know about education, they have 
in that hub, and you can go take a look at what’s 
worked and what hasn’t. I find her work is very 
interesting because it has solutions to some of 
the issues that we have right now, and engaging 
community is a key one. And we’ve realized that 
during the pandemic.

And then the fourth one is actually some work 
that I’ve been doing with Beatriz Pont that we had on 
the first CSL uLead preconference session, which is 
bridging the policy and practice gap. The reason that 
I’m bringing this forward is that I feel in education we 
talk to each other, but we are not communicating. 
There’s a great George Bernard Shaw quote that 
talks about communication and the illusion that 
we’ve actually communicated, and that happens 
all the time in education.

You know, we’re calling parents up; we think 
we’re on the same page, but we’re not. Or when 
talking with students, we think we’re on the same 
page, but we’re not. That to me is one of the key 
issues: we’re in a human and relationship profession. 
And we can’t talk to each other, if we can’t actively 
listen to ask questions for clarification, instead of 
listening to finding out what the solutions are and 
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answering them. And I’m horrible at that, and I’m 
getting better. 

There’s a great book called Ask for More, by 
Alexandra Carter (2020), who’s the director of the 
Center for Mediation at Columbia University. This 
woman is extremely bright. She talks about silence as 
landing the plane. Land the plane, ask the question, 
shut up. “Corey, tell me about your summer,” and 
just feel that awkward silence. And wait until they 
answer; don’t ask another question. You just had 
a great open-ended question, but 90 per cent of 
the time, she says, we then fill it in because of the 
awkward silence with another question that closes 
it in really quickly. And we don’t actually get the 
information that we’re looking for.

Corey Haley: We’ve talked a lot about the issues 
and how to solve some of the problems that we are 
facing, but I want to finish this off with something a 
little more positive because there is some positive 
that has come out of COVID-19 in terms of education. 
What are some positives that you’re seeing that you 
think are going to be long-term? What’s going to 
stick with us that you think is a positive outcome 
from COVID-19 around education?

Armand Doucet: A rethink of technology’s place 
has been a positive. I have been a critic in terms of 
ethics when it comes to technology, particularly 
the software and the data mining of kids, but in 
this situation, having a one-stop shop for a learning 
management system is key for parents to be able 
to be on the same page as teachers.

I think blowing the doors off the parent–teacher 
relationship and teacher–community relationship. 
Everybody kind of realizing that we’re in this together. 
In so many different instances, students are capable 
of playing all these stakeholders off each other like 
divorced parents. The fact that we now are having 
some of those conversations to rally together to 
help these kids is positive. 

The equity piece. The realization that schools 
cannot do it alone. I look at my friends in the United 

States particularly the ones where their schools are 
funded by the land taxes, and they’re in poor areas 
and their schools are suffering. It’s opened up the 
eyes on diversity and equity in many ways, and how 
we are going to move this forward. It’s also opened 
up that conversation on, are we truly a launching 
pad for everyone, or is that a myth? And I think 
the rethink there is key. How do we have a proper 
true launching pad for everyone is a question that 
I know is arising all over the place. 

The rethinking of pedagogy and the rethinking of 
the approach on pedagogical practice. The pendulum 
has been swinging drastically from left to right. 
It’s gone from teacher-centred to student-centred 
to whatever else. Forget any of the foundational 
knowledge that people need. Forget the fact that 
social media is having an impact on learning, and 
students get dinged 200 times in 45 minutes with 
notifications. 

One of the things that really popped into my 
mind is the jurisdictions around the world where 
union and government respect the profession of 
teaching, and they worked hand in hand to move 
forward. Those ones were really successful. It really 
showcases the need for that type of relationship. 
The places where they had been battling for quite 
some time, instead of thinking about education as 
an investment, those jurisdictions really struggled 
and they struggled hard. 

Corey Haley: I think you bring up a lot of really 
good points and a lot of really good questions. I 
want to thank you for giving us a little bit of your 
time today. I’m looking forward to the upcoming 
sessions that we’ve got with our preconference 
sessions for uLead. And I’m also looking forward 
to reconnecting with you during the conference. 
Thank you very much, Armand, and we’ll hopefully 
see you soon. 

Armand Doucet: I appreciate it, Corey. I always 
enjoy our chats, and hopefully we will be able to 
connect at uLead. Thank you for having me.
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uLead 2023
To obtain information about upcoming professional learning events and programs for school 
leaders and central office teachers and leaders, you need only remember www.uLead.ca to access 
up-to-date news about school leadership in Alberta, provincial and regional professional learning 
events, and the uLead conference that takes place every year. 

The call for proposals for uLead 2023 is open and the next round of presenters will be selected in 
October. Hundreds of delegates from around the world have already registered for this made-
in-Alberta event. Please visit uLead.ca on a regular basis—the events and news will change 
frequently.

Professional Learning Opportunities and News
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uLead Podcast
The Council for School Leadership of the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association (CSL) is proud to release the uLead Podcast. 
This new way of getting information and professional 
learning is now available from iTunes, Spotify or wherever 
you get your podcasts.

We know that school leaders lead hectic lives and that accessing high-quality 
professional learning can often be difficult. Whether it be because of a lack 
of time or because of proximity issues to great sessions, we hope that this 
new podcast will help you access professional learning on your terms. In the 
podcast, we bring you sessions and interviews with professionals speaking on 
topics that are relevant to Alberta schools and might help you to build your 
expertise as a school leader.

Subscribe today to the uLead Podcast (https://tinyurl.com/CSL-LEARNING) 
and let us know who you would like to hear from on the show. You 
can send suggestions and feedback to corey.r.haley@gmail.com.
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Publishing Under the  
Personal Information Protection Act

The Alberta Teachers’ Association (ATA) requires 
consent to publish personal information about an 
individual. Personal information is defined as anything 
that identifies an individual in the context of the 
collection: for example, a photograph and/or captions, 
an audio or video file, and artwork.

Some schools obtain blanket consent under FOIP, 
the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy 
Act. However, the Personal Information Protection Act 
(PIPA) and FOIP are not interchangeable. They fulfill 
different legislative goals. PIPA is the private sector 
act that governs the Association’s collection, use and 
disclosure of personal information. 

If you can use the image or information to identify a 
person in context (for example, a specific school or a 
specific event), then it is personal information and you 
need consent to collect, use or disclose (publish) it.

Minors cannot provide consent and must have a 
parent or guardian sign a consent form. Consent forms 
must be provided to the Document Production 
editorial staff at Barnett House together with the 
personal information to be published. 

Refer all questions regarding the ATA’s collection, 
use and disclosure of personal information to the ATA 
privacy officer. 

Notify the ATA privacy officer immediately of any 
incident that involves the loss of or unauthorized use 
or disclosure of personal information, by calling 
Barnett House at 780-447-9400 or 1-800-232-7208. 

Maggie Shane, the ATA’s privacy officer, is your 
resource for privacy compliance support. 

780-447-9429 (direct) 
780-699-9311 (cell, available any time)

Consent for Collection, Use and Disclosure of Personal Information

Name: ____________________________________________________________________  (Please print)

  I am giving consent for myself.

  I am giving consent for my child/children or ward(s), identified below: 

Name(s): __________________________________________________________________  (Please print)

By signing below, I am consenting to The Alberta Teachers’ Association collecting, using and disclosing 
personal information identifying me or my child/children or ward(s) in print and/or online publications and 
on websites available to the public, including social media. By way of example, personal information may 
include, but is not limited to, name, photographs, audio/video recordings, artwork, writings or quotations. 

I understand that copies of digital publications may come to be housed on servers outside Canada. 

I understand that I may vary or withdraw this consent at any time. I understand that the Association’s 
privacy officer is available to answer any questions I may have regarding the collection, use and disclosure 
of these records. The privacy officer can be reached at 780-447-9429 or 1-800-232-7208. 

Signed:  ________________________________________

Print name:  ____________________________________   Today’s date:  ________________

For more information on the ATA’s privacy policy, visit www.teachers.ab.ca.
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