Secondary School
Timetable Design Options
Considerations for Trustees When Forming District Policies

Overview
On July 29, 2020, all secondary school leadership teams and staff faced the challenge of
instituting the direction of the BC PHO to organize learning cohorts for the fall 2020 school
opening. Working within these guidelines, in just five weeks, secondary school leadership teams
and staff in the province re-designed school timetables around learning cohorts with fewer
classes for longer periods of time. There were benefits, such as teachers working with fewer
students, but also challenges for all involved.
LOOKING AHEAD
With vaccines becoming available in the province for K-12 staff, the school opening of fall 2021
presents some interesting challenges and opportunities. With more time to plan and think
deeply about our secondary schools, we have the opportunity as a province to take advantage
of this time of flux to redesign aspects of secondary school learning.
While a decision on whether or not learning cohorts will be required by the BC PHO for the fall
of 2021 has yet to be finalized, there are other considerations for change that boards and senior
district staff will want to consider. Timetables are presently being established for next year, so
we can apply lessons learned from this past year, as well as other experiences and research, to
choose and implement approaches that best fit local needs exclusive of the COVID-19
pandemic.
Many staff had already been thinking about curriculum transformation and how to structure
secondary school learning differently prior to the impact of COVID-19. Around the province
considering student voice, collaborative structures such as co-teaching, co-planning, and
approaches including inquiry, interdisciplinary and place-based learning are examples of
already well-developed strategies in some secondary schools. This may be an opportunity to do
more. Provincially we have a requirement to report the outcomes of students who have been
disadvantaged in our schools: children in care, Indigenous students, students acquiring English
and students with special needs.
Imagine the possibilities that this period of “recovery” and this moment where change is required
could represent – a chance to think hard again about what these groups of students and all
students post-pandemic require – and a time to transform our education system so that we free
up our staff to do their best work, together, in consultation with students and families.
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TAKING ACTION
As trustees across this province, now is the time to ask questions and work together with our
system leaders to improve secondary education. Included at the end of this document are
additional resources.
•

A report from Dean Shareski that was prepared for Metro Vancouver school districts that
highlights considerations for secondary schools in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

•

A research article from the University of Calgary, published in the Canadian Journal of
Educational Administration and Policy, that focused on redesigning secondary schools
for improvement and the process required for that work to be meaningful.

A table of the traditional ways to organize secondary schools with a brief description of the
strengths and weaknesses of each model is included in this document under the
semester/linear/quarter comparison heading.
We know that students are impacted by the structure of our secondary schools. We see this
impact – heightened for students in care, students with special needs, Indigenous students and
students acquiring English – reflected in school district results in a number of ways – lower rates
of transition to post-secondary, graduation rates, literacy and numeracy results and enrolment in
courses that lead to post-secondary, for example.
As senior staff make recommendations about secondary school redesign/timetables/structures
for this fall and moving forward, we should be thinking back to the transformation agenda
introduced with the B.C. redesigned provincial curriculum and, more recently, since March of
2020 when we experimented with ways to best support students at home and then returned
students to a cohort-structured system.
We should not lose the opportunity to think about secondary school education – where it is
strong and where it has not served students well.
FOCUSING ON STUDENT SUCCESS
When students were asked about their experiences during the pandemic, they offered some
important perspectives which helped us to improve their experience this year.
Copernican or quarter, semester or linear, in-class learning or remote learning, these structures
and the many variations all have strengths and weaknesses and have been in play in the
dialogue about secondary school instruction for decades. What can be done to move the
dialogue forward – to work with all students more effectively?
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Viewpoints from the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD)
We know that schools that are improving show care and deep regard for both the experience of
students and staff. Improving schools is not ‘one-size-fits-all,’ but rather requires an approach
where principles of learning (identified by the OECD for the purpose of this exercise) guide
efforts to respond effectively to all learners – which inevitably means knowing the strengths and
the learning challenges of our students and building their programming using that knowledge.
Each principle of learning is relevant for students, but there is a corollary statement which is
relevant to our staff which equally requires careful consideration. It is not enough to consider
only students in the equation – just as schools cannot be organized solely with the adults in
mind.
OECD PRINCIPLES OF LEARNING
1. Learners at the centre
2. The social nature of learning
3. Emotions are integral to learning
4. Recognition of individual differences
5. Stretching all students without excessive overload
6. Assessment for learning
7. Building horizontal connectedness
OECD RESOURCES
•

The OECD Handbook for Innovative Learning Environments

•

The Nature of Learning: Using Research to Inspire Practice
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Guiding Questions
What follows are some suggested questions that boards of education, senior staff and school
staff could consider regarding how secondary schools are structured based on the broad OECD
principles of learning.
LEARNERS AT THE CENTRE
Students learn at different rates and in different ways. Key to their success as learners is their
active engagement in learning.
1. How are we accommodating the needs of students who need more/less time to engage
in and to master learning? Do they have opportunities to engage in and demonstrate
their learning in a variety of ways (i.e, Universal Design for Learning)?
2. How are we supporting recently graduated new teachers who may have had very limited
practicum experiences during the pandemic (little experience with classroom
management, structuring a number of learning experiences/lesson planning for longer
periods of time, supporting students with complex needs, learning outdoors, etc.)?
THE SOCIAL NATURE OF LEARNING
During stage two, many students felt deprived of social interactions due to the tightness of
COVID-19 health and safety procedures. Learning is deeper and richer when students have
opportunities to engage with one another
1. How will we support staff to ensure that the social nature of learning (group
work/collaborative teams/partners/etc.) is a strong and thoughtfully implemented aspect
of the fall 2021 experience?
2. How can we build communities of learners with students in class and/or virtually?
3. How can we encourage schools and educators to prioritize interactive learning where
students have the opportunity to share their perspectives, cultures and background
knowledge for the betterment of all learners?
EMOTIONS ARE INTEGRAL TO LEARNING
One of the most important aspects of teaching during the pandemic was to attend to students’
emotional states. Students need to feel safe, welcome, and valued to engage in lasting and
meaningful learning. SEL (social emotional learning) strategies to reduce stress in classrooms
need to be built into our planning.
1. How will we support teachers to incorporate SEL strategies into curriculum – with
flexibility and especially in the recovery period?
2. How can we embed specialized supports for students who have experienced trauma?
What do we have in place?
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RECOGNITION OF INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES
Learners have diverse needs and learning in diverse ways. A single mode of instruction will not
meet everyone’s needs.
1. How are we supporting equity of access to quality instruction and elective areas?
2. How are we building support into classrooms and the school day for students to access
them proactively?
STRETCHING ALL STUDENTS WITHOUT EXCESSIVE OVERLOAD
Student thrive when educators believe in them and have high expectations. Students need to be
able to meet these expectations without being overextended.
1. Are we structuring regular check-ins with all students – to understand the stress they
experience and to help alleviate it?
2. Do we have structures and strategies in place to have staff connect regularly with our
most vulnerable students, ensuring they are able to engage in learning?
ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING
Formative assessment is one of the most effective ways to engage students in their learning
and to help them build competence over time.
1. Are assessment practices varied and mainly formative?
2. Are departments and school staffs engaging in assessment for learning conversations?
3. How have we engaged students in competency-based learning? Do they have
opportunities to self-assess, set goals, and demonstrate growth over time?
BUILDING HORIZONTAL CONNECTEDNESS
Secondary schools can be difficult for students to navigate, especially students from
marginalized communities.
1. Does every student feel known and cared for at school?
2. Do teachers work in teams and connect with each other to plan for and support all
learners?
3. Where are there options/opportunities for cross-disciplinary connections/learning?
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Semester/Linear/Quarter Comparison
The following table serves to highlight the potential impact on students and staff when making
decisions regarding timetable options. This is a subjective overview and opinions may vary.
TOPIC

SEMESTER

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Overall Academic
Performance

Significant negative
impact on courses
that benefit from
learning over time
(e.g. languages,
music, reading).
Can more easily
accommodate
longer classes (e.g.
2.5 hours) which
may benefit practical
arts and lab based
courses the most.

Positive impact on
student learning in
courses that are
best done over time
(e.g. music,
languages).
Limitations on the
length of classes so
does not
accommodate
practical arts and
lab based courses
well (especially at
the sr. level).

Greatest negative
impact on courses that
benefit from learning
over time (e.g.
languages, music,
reading). Can more
easily accommodate
longer classes (e.g. 2.5
hours) which may
benefit practical arts
and lab based courses
the most.

Entry/Exit Points

September /
February

September only

September / November
/ February / April

Allows for students
to advance in
specific discipline
areas (example:
taking Ma 11 and
Ma 12 in Gr. 11).

Little opportunity for
advancement within
the school year.
Acceleration in
schools with linear
timetables is usually
accomplished
through external
programming (e.g.
virtual).

Students would have a
greater opportunity to
take advanced courses
(examples: Calculus or
AP courses) by taking
multiple progressive
courses in the same
year (math 11 > 12 >
calculus).

Course
Acceleration
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TOPIC

Course Selection /
Change
Opportunities

SEMESTER
Initial course
selection and
timetabling done
before September,
but can
accommodate midyear changes in
January (assuming
staffing availability
and flexibility).

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Initial course
selection and
timetabling done
before September,
with little or no
opportunity for
change during the
school year.

Initial course selection
and timetabling done
before September, but
can accommodate
quarterly changes in
November, January
and April (assuming
staffing availability and
flexibility).

Accessing District
Dual Credit
programs (college /
BCIT); Secondary
School
Apprenticeship and
other Career/Life
Program options

The majority of
external Dual Credit
programs start
February 1 so can
be accommodated.

Very limited or no
opportunity for
participation.

The majority of external
Dual Credit programs
start February 1 so can
be accommodated.
This may, however,
vary from district to
district.

Students
scheduling Work
Experience or
volunteering in
community

Semester timetables
can provide longer
blocks of time to
schedule
community-based
activities.

Linear timetable
classes are
traditionally of
shorter duration and
thus cannot
accommodate
community-based
activities.

Quartermester
timetables traditionally
provide the longest
blocks of time to
schedule communitybased activities.

Specialty Programs
and Distance
Learning

Schools with
specialty programs
may be able to
benefit financially by
including students
from other districts
or the independent
schools through
their two entry times
(September /
February).

Schools with
specialty programs
only have one entry
point with no
opportunity to
attract outside
clientele mid-year.

Schools with specialty
programs may be able
to benefit financially by
including students from
other districts or the
independent schools
through their potentially
four entry times each
year.
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TOPIC

SEMESTER

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Accessing
programs at other
schools during the
year

There is no
advantage of one
timetable over
another for students
who transfer schools
during the year IF
both schools are on
the same form of
timetable. For this
reason, many
districts often
standardize
timetable formats
across all of their
schools.

There is no
advantage of one
timetable over
another for students
who transfer
schools during the
year IF both schools
are on the same
form of timetable.
For this reason,
many districts often
standardize
timetable formats
across all of their
schools.

There is no advantage
of one timetable over
another for students
who transfer schools
during the year IF both
schools are on the
same form of timetable.
For this reason, many
districts often
standardize timetable
formats across all of
their schools.

Extra-Curricular
Activities

During extended
absences
(provincials’
championships,
tours, etc.), students
miss more time per
course than on a
linear system, but
course selection and
scheduling can
sometimes be
adjusted to match
absences.

During extended
absences
(provincials
championships,
tours, etc.),
students miss the
least amount of time
per course.

During extended
absences (provincials
championships, tours,
etc.), students miss the
most time per course,
but course selection
and scheduling can
sometimes be adjusted
to match absences.

Specific programs
such as Performing
Arts, Recreational
Leadership and
Physical Education
courses may be
limited to a single
semester (especially
in smaller schools).

Curricular
Performing Arts,
Recreational
Leadership,
Physical Education
and other courses
are held throughout
the year.

Specific programs such
as Performing Arts,
Recreational
Leadership and
Physical Education
courses may be limited
to a single quarter
(especially in smaller
schools).

Co-curricular
Courses and School
Culture
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TOPIC

SEMESTER

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Teacher to Student
contacts

Teachers will have 3
or 4 classes during
each semester (75 –
100 students
usually).

Teachers will have
7 classes for the full
year (approximately
175 students
usually).

Teachers will only have
1 or 2 classes per
quarter (25-50 students
usually).

Weekly contact with
teachers

Daily (4 classes
each day) or
alternating day (2
classes each
alternating day).

Alternating days
(usually 4 classes
per alternating day).

Daily (2 classes per day
every day for the
quarter).

Number of Course
Preps (per teacher
at one time)

Four block rotation
limits the number of
teacher course
preps to 3 or 4 per
semester.

Eight block full year
rotation can mean
teachers to have up
to 7 course preps at
one time.

Teachers have only 1
or 2 course preps per
quarter.

Teacher Preparation
Time

Teachers usually
receive prep in only
one semester
(unless there is
teacher course
sharing).

Teachers usually
have a prep every
other day for the full
year.

Teachers usually
receive a prep block for
only one quarter or one
semester if there is
teacher course sharing.

Collegial
Collaboration

Semestered prep
provides some
opportunities for
collegial
collaboration within
school and between
schools.

Full year time spans
may limit
opportunities for
staff collaboration.

Shorter time spans may
limit opportunities for
staff collaboration.

Teacher Mobility

Teachers enabled to
potentially provide
instruction in more
than one school per
year by moving at
semester change.

Teachers less able
to provide
instruction in more
than one facility.

May provide an
opportunity for teachers
with specialty programs
to offer these courses
to students in various
facilities by moving at
the quarter.
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TOPIC

SEMESTER

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Use of Teaching
Resources

Textbooks, etc. can
be utilized twice per
school year (i.e. by
two students).

Textbooks, etc. can
only be utilized
once per year.

Textbooks and other
learning resources can
be used up to four
times per school year.

Quality vs Quantity
of student leaning

Anecdotally seen as
the reasonable
compromise to meet
the needs of all
students and
programs.

Anecdotally seen as
best meeting the
needs of students
and programs with
an academic focus.
Seen as providing
the best overall
quality of learning.

Anecdotally seen as
best meeting the needs
of students and
programs with a
practical arts focus.
Seen as providing the
best overall quantity of
learning options.

Time span of
individual classes

Usually
approximately 75
minutes per class (4
classes per day) or
150 minutes (2
classes per day
alternating).

Usually
approximately 75
minutes per class (4
classes per day on
alternating days).
Historically there
were examples of 5
or 6 short blocks
per day.

Usually approximately
150 minutes per class
twice daily.

Effectiveness of
Class Time for
Intense Learning
Opportunities

The effectiveness of
learning
opportunities will
depend on chosen
length of class.
Longer class times
(e.g. 2.5 hrs.) may
be difficult (i.e. less
effective) for classes
such as band, PE
and math.

Shorter class times
may not be effective
for project work but
may be more
effective for intense
learning
opportunities.

Longer class times may
be effective for project
work but may be
sustainable for effective
for intense learning
opportunities.

Time to get to know
each other

Teachers and
students have a 5
month time span to
get to know each
other.

Teachers and
students have a 10
month time span to
get to know each
other.

Teachers and students
have a 2.5 month time
span to get to know
each other.
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TOPIC

SEMESTER

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Learning
Assistance /
Remedial Help for
students

Only available for
one semester
unless doubleblocked or outside
of the school day.

Available
throughout the
school year within a
single block. Offers
the most time to
‘catch-up.’

Only available for one
quarter unless doubleblocked or outside of
the school day. Little
time to ‘catch up’ if
behind.

Reporting for
Students

Students
traditionally receive
two formal report
cards per course
(mid and end
points).

Students
traditionally receive
three or four formal
report cards per
course (sequential
and end points).

Students traditionally
receive only one formal
report per course (end
point) with an informal
update at the mid-point.

AP and IB
considerations

While articulation
with AP (easier) and
IB (more difficult)
programs is
possible, it still
provides some
challenges
especially in the
second semester.

Articulates best with
AP and IB programs
as the majority of
class time is
completed before
exams.

Articulation with AP and
IB programs is
possible, but with
significant challenges
and required changes
to the timetable.

Student and
Teacher Absences

Provides students
and teachers a
balance of flexibility
(time wise and
current courses) to
deal with after
unforeseen
absences.

Provides students
and teachers the
greatest flexibility
(time wise) to deal
with unforeseen
absences, although
they must deal with
the greatest number
of courses in doing
so.

Provides students and
teachers the least
flexibility (time wise) to
deal with unforeseen
absences, although
they only have to deal
with the fewest number
of courses in doing so.

Student Grade
Completion and
Graduation

Students may
complete course,
grades and
graduation
requirements at
either of two times
through the school
year.

All students
generally complete
course, grades and
graduation
requirements at the
same time.

Students may complete
course, grades and
graduation
requirements at any
one of four times
through the school
year.
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TOPIC

SEMESTER

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Parent preference

Most often parents
prefer the timetable
they were in as a
student, or the
timetable
traditionally provided
by their children’s
school.

Anecdotally - More
often preferred by
parents who believe
their children are
going to university /
academic program.

Anecdotally - More
often preferred by
parents who believe
their children are
struggling in school or
going on to a practical
arts / hands-on
program.

Teacher preference

Very often teachers
prefer the timetable
they are most
familiar with (i.e. the
one they have the
most experience
with).

Anecdotally - More
often preferred by
teachers who are
teaching university
bound / academic
classes.

Anecdotally - More
often preferred by
teachers who are
teaching practical arts
classes or those
classes with activities
or field trips.

Potential School
District Cost
Savings

Some opportunity
for districts to
reduce school
staffing (costs) over
the school year
(mid-year) as
student numbers
decline. There may
also be a cost
saving as lower
numbers of
textbooks and other
learning resources
are required.

Little or no
opportunity for
districts to reduce
school staffing
(costs) over the
school year. Less
opportunity to
reduce the overall
number of
textbooks required.

Greatest opportunity for
districts to reduce
school staffing (costs)
over the school year (3
times) as student
numbers decline. There
may also be a cost
saving as lower
numbers of textbooks
and other learning
resources are required.

Collective
Agreement
considerations

Local clauses in the
teacher (and
support staff)
collective agreement
may limit flexibility
(on staffing,
assignment and/or
prep time) during
the school year.

There are usually
no conflicts with the
collective
agreement as
changes during the
school year are
generally not
possible.

Local clauses in the
teacher (and support
staff) collective
agreement may limit
flexibility (on staffing,
assignment and/or prep
time) during the school
year.
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TOPIC

SEMESTER

LINEAR

QUARTERMESTER

Accommodating
Student Teachers

Greater opportunity
to accommodate
student teachers
especially for
shorter and/or parttime experiences.

Greatest
opportunity to
accommodate
student teachers
especially for
shorter and/or parttime experiences.

May limit opportunities
to accommodate
student teachers,
especially for shorter
and/or part-time
experiences.

Turnaround time
preferences

Moderate need for
‘turn around’ time
between reporting
periods or class
changes (which can
take away from
overall student
learning time).

Minimizes the need
for ‘turnaround’ time
between reporting
periods or class
changes.

Maximizes the need for
‘turnaround’ time
between reporting
periods or class
changes, which may
take away from overall
learning time.

School Size, Grade
Span and Mobility
Considerations

May more easily
accommodate larger
homogeneous but
more transient
school populations.

May better
accommodate
smaller, more
diverse and stable
school populations.

May more easily
accommodate larger
homogeneous but
fluctuating school
populations.
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Introduction
Just over a year ago the world got sick. No one was exempt from
this disruption including and perhaps especially schools.
References to this pandemic almost need not be shared as we’re
still very much in it and have heard, read and watched more
stories about all that’s happened ad nauseam. And yet, its impact
is impossible to ignore and particularly among those with
influence and privilege, there is an appetite to explore what good
might come out of this epic world event.
Education has been talking about disruption for a long time. Most
recently, the disruption conversation has been fueled by
technology and as we’ve seen our world change dramatically as a
result of the Internet, mobile phones, artificial intelligence and
more, schools have been trying to figure out what that means for
them. In the short term, education has been full participants in
this disruption if only in terms of increased devices and
accessibility. Still far from equitable, it would appear to have
taken hold as an accepted means of delivering content as well as
the ability to create content. The debate continues as to whether
or not the experience of children has dramatically been improved
or shifted. Futurists have tried to gauge the impact of all this as
well. Christensen, Horn and Johnson, authors of Disrupting Class,
boldly made this claim a decade ago:

We believe that by the year 2019 half of all classes for grades K-12 will
be taught online… The rise of online learning carries with it an
unprecedented opportunity to transform the schooling system into a
student-centric one that can affordably customize for different student
needs by allowing all students to learn at their appropriate pace and
path, thereby allowing each student to realize his or her fullest potential
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In 2019, we would have dismissed this as folly even though online and virtual learning did increase, specifically in high
schools, K-12 education in Canada was under 6% online. And yet 2 years later we might feel quite comfortable saying that

Unbox

by many measures, particularly referencing the spring of 2020, 100% of grades in K-12 were taught online. Seismic shifts of
this nature don’t come from well-thought-out arguments or even glaring needs. It came because of a global pandemic. For
better or worse, most people experienced some type of forced change. While complaints and struggles were real,
resistance was less of a factor as most people accepted and even embraced this and even saw an opportunity.

Of immediate concern was not how children will continue learning, but how children and families and all people would
survive and be cared for. Schools quickly mobilized around the Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) efforts that have been
part of the school experience since well before COVID-19. This mindset and perspective was a product of years of work
and focus in many jurisdictions and particularly in British Columbia. From the onset, the focus of school would be to ensure
that children were safe and cared for. Academics took a back seat and even as school transitioned to some face-to-face
learning in June of 2020, it was not about ramping up and focusing on the curriculum but maintaining and in some cases
enhancing the SEL work that had been established.
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During this time, many reflected on both the strengths of the system to respond in the most ethical, equitable manner
but also saw where inequities lie. Whether it was a lack of devices and access to technology or seeing the impact of
poverty or witnessing firsthand the challenges of family dynamics, educators were getting a Master's class in equity. Yet
amongst all those who struggled, some did thrive. Perhaps not the majority but it became an interesting study into why
certain students seemed to be doing well when others were doing so poorly. There was no conclusive data that emerged
but through conversations, observations and surveys, we discovered many students liked autonomy. Some liked setting
more of their own schedule. Others saw efficiency in completing work. Some, who struggled in social settings, found
respite in their homes. Younger students in some cases were able to spend more time outdoors and were able to be
more active than they had been in school. With a decreased emphasis on time and curriculum, teachers that shifted to
more project-driven and student-directed learning found students who appreciated the opportunity to pursue their own
learning more. These were the stories and moments that made many educators consider “what if...:?”

What if we could do school differently?
What if students had more control over time?
What if we adjusted the schedule to better meet their needs?
What if we spent more time outdoors or paid even more attention to
well-being?
What if we assessed and structured learning to allow more
autonomy?
These powerful questions were happening everywhere but in most cases took a back seat to the continued efforts to
survive. No one could be blamed for focusing on the immediate needs because that was job one. However, for many
progressive and inquisitive educators and leaders, the ability to see past the present and consider the future and its
possibilities is what makes them effective leaders.
British Columbia is filled with these kinds of leaders. They exist in every school and district office in the province. BC
is highly regarded around the world for its innovative curriculum and success on many other measures. But what
makes them great is that they do not rest on their laurels or work to maintain the status quo. What makes British
Columbia the envy of many other provinces and states and countries is a culture of innovation in pursuit of a worldclass education that evolves and adapts to the needs of children.
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It was with this spirit and understanding that over 200 high school principals, vice-principals and district leaders met in the
spring of 2020. These 2-hour sessions featured leaders from over 10 metro Vancouver area school districts and allowed
participants to share their experiences, compare notes and consider the current struggles and the implications of more
permanent change. This initial meeting was largely to lay the groundwork for what any future gatherings might entail. From
the immediate and urgent questions like “how will we handle graduation?” to the longer-term wonderings like “How might
we increase the opportunities for students to learn virtually?” Beyond the specifics of these various conversations, it was
clear the appetite to learn with and from each other was evident. The convenience and structure of online meetings proved
effective and allowed for continued discussion. This group met 3 more times in the fall of 2020 to once again address the
immediate needs of high schools but also to begin to seek out the practices and lessons learned from the pandemic that
might be maintained and amplified as sustained shifts that truly impact student learning and outcomes.

Participants

268
Unique attendees

13
Districts Represented

196

72

Principals/VPs

District Leadership

While attendance at these meetings ranged from a high of 233 to a low of 157, it was time to narrow the scope of the
conversations and seek to dive deeper into some selected themes. It was at this point all attendees received an invitation
that came with a caveat: The next phase of this work would require some additional time and effort. The goal was to create
this white paper that would share some specific findings around 4 themes:

Scheduling, Blended Learning, Assessment and Wellness
These themes were chosen as they consistently emerged as topics that school leaders saw being shaped by the pandemic
and had the opportunity to truly impact student success. Thirty-four individuals chose to take on these themes. It was
determined they would seek data from as many participating districts, schools and individuals as possible. It was agreed to
early on that this work would not be classified as “research” in the purest sense, however, gaining input from as many
districts as possible would begin to shine a light on trends and practices that could provide insight into considerations and
actions moving forward. It is also acknowledged that this work was completed over less than a 3 month period but having it
completed in early spring, it may provide support for districts in implementing change for the 2021-22 school year.
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The following work represents hundreds of hours of work collecting and analyzing data and provides not so much
recommendations as consideration for districts to use in decision making around these 4 areas. It is the goal of
this committee that this work is the start of even greater efforts for individual districts and schools. Much of the
findings will likely confirm some of your hunches or beliefs but others may challenge you to dig deeper and work
harder to make the necessary shifts. This brief is an invitation to reflect on your experiences and align them with
your district's needs to enhance learner agency as you consider some potentially bold innovations.
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Working Groups
Scheduling
Name

District

Position

Jeannette Laursoo

Burnaby

Assistant Superintendent

Ian Kennedy

West Vancouver

Director of Instruction

Michael Finch

West Vancouver

Principal

Aaron Davis

Vancouver

Director of Instruction

Chris Sandor

Burnaby

Vice-Principal

Brooke Haller

Chilliwack

Principal

Chris Nicholson

Sea to Sky

Assistant Superintendent

Annette Vey-Chilton

Vancouver

Principal

Justin Wong

North Vancouver

Vice-Principal

Dauvery Macdonald

Richmond

Vice-Principal

Tuzar Irani

Richmond

Vice-Principal

John Crowley

North Vancouver

Vice-Principal

Lee Ann Kristmanson

Burnaby

Principal

Greg Hockley

North Vancouver

Vice-Principal

Assessment
Name

District

Position

George Kozlovic

Langley

District Principal

Jennifer Towers

West Vancouver

Vice-Principal

Elizabeth Taylor

Richmond

District Administrator

Lynn Archer

Richmond

Assistant Superintendent

Blended Learning
Name

District

Position

Sean Nosek

West Vancouver

Associate Superintendent

Alison Ogden

Vancouver

Director of Instruction

Ryan Fullerton

Vancouver

Vice-Principal

Paul Bernard

Chilliwack

Vice-Principal

Tim Wozney

Burnaby

Principal

Brandon Curr

Burnaby

Director of Instruction

Magdy Ghobrial

Langley

District Principal

Nolan Cox

Sea to Sky

District Principal

Lester Leung

Richmond

Vice-Principal

Wellness
Name

District

Position

Diane Nelson

West Vancouver

Director of Instruction

Herj Ghaug

Richmond

Vice-Principal

Adrienne Goulas

Richmond

Vice-Principal

Nik Nashlund

Richmond

Vice-Principal

Avivia Vaughan

Richmond

Vice-Principal

Meghan Downie

North Vancouver

Vice-Principal
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Scheduling
Prior to the pandemic, schools predominantly scheduled
courses in a linear system with students taking 8 courses
at a time. Courses fell over two days with 4 courses
scheduled each day and were typically 80 minutes long.
More than half of the school districts had schools that
offered the semester system in addition to schools that
offered the linear system. A semester system consisted of
4 classes per day, which were typically 80 minutes long.
During the pandemic and at the start of the 2020-2021
school year, the BC Ministry of Education implemented a
BC Education Restart Plan with a five-stage approach for
resuming in-class instruction. School districts began the
school year in Stage 2 of this plan, which required districts
to implement a schedule to meet the following guidelines:

Cohort or Learning Group sizes of 60 for Middle Schools and 120 for Secondary Schools
Full-time instruction for all students for the maximum instructional time possible within cohort limits
Self-directed learning supplements in-class instruction, if required

Due to the five-stage approach for resuming in-class instruction, schools created schedules, which allowed for shifts to be
easily made should there be a change in the stages. As a result of the guidelines, schools moved from their pre-pandemic
linear or semester systems to a quarter system for the 2020-2021 school year. In the quarter system, two courses were
scheduled for 10 weeks at a time. Students typically took one course in the morning and one course in the afternoon. The
quarter system enabled secondary schools to schedule students in learning group sizes of less than 120 students. It also
reduced the number of courses students needed to focus on at one time, which feedback has shown to be helpful during the
pandemic. In some cases, schools continued to run linear courses, such as Band and Advanced Placement Courses outside
of the timetable while maintaining health and safety guidelines.
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To maintain a variety of course elective offerings within a quarter system that is created with learning groups in mind,
some schools offered blended or hybrid classes. For these classes, half of the students had in-person instruction for
their class one day while the other half worked online. The group of students switched regularly. Some schools offered
blended courses throughout the entire day and others offered them in the afternoon only. The grade levels in which
blended courses were offered also varied by district with some districts providing blended courses for students in
grades 9 or 10 through grade 12 while others provided these courses to all secondary students in grades 8-12. The most
prevalent model seemed to be Grade 8 and 9 students attending 100% in-person in their learning group and Grades 10-12
students attending in-person in their learning group for their morning class and attending a blended or hybrid class in the
afternoon.
Flexible student support time was also included in some school schedules. Flexible student support time provided
students with opportunities for additional support with their courses, including learning support and English language
learning support.
The Scheduling Working Group consisted of members from the following school districts: Chilliwack SD 33, Richmond SD
38, Vancouver SD 39, Burnaby SD 41, North Vancouver SD 44, West Vancouver SD 45, and Sea to Sky SD 48. Members of
the scheduling working group focused on the sharing of schedules and timetables used by schools in their district during
the pandemic. Schools and districts gathered information from their community regarding the benefits and challenges of
the schedules they implemented this past school year. From the feedback that schools and districts received from
students, staff, and parents, the working group identified key takeaways to support their planning for the 2021-2022
school year.

Positive Outcomes
· Focusing on 2 courses in a quarter is easier to manage.
· Longer classes in the quarter system are beneficial for some students/staff.
· Having a quarter system with some classes being hybrid has given students the
opportunity to continue to take a variety of core and elective courses.
· Flexible student support time to support students in their learning is beneficial.
· In-person instruction is preferable for student learning.
· Blended/hybrid learning was preferable for some students.
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Key Takeaways
· The condensed schedule of a quarter system is difficult for some students if
they have two challenging courses in one quarter.
· Students miss out on the gradual building of skills due to the courses being
10 weeks long.
· Students can fall behind more rapidly in the quarter system when absent
for an extended time.
· Placement of courses in timetables from year to year can lead to large gaps
in time between courses, such as Math.
· Prep time was a concern for some in a quarter system, as prep time was
typically scheduled for one quarter.

In planning for the 2021-2022 school year,
school districts have been closely following
updates regarding the BC Provincial Health
Orders and their impact on the return to inschool instruction. School districts are generally
planning for a quarter system if BC continues to
be in Stage 2. If the Province is in Stage 1,
schools and school districts are considering the
quarter, semester, linear, and octet systems.
The semester system is being strongly
considered as it provides greater ease to move
to a quarter system, if a shift to Stage 2 occurs
again. Should schools need to start the school
year with the quarter system, some are
considering moving to a semester system for the
second half of the year, if possible.
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Districts now face the challenge of preparing for continued uncertainty but also need to consider the feedback received
in creating the most optimal learning environment for students. We have seen how time and scheduling can impact
students both positively and negatively. It must be noted as well that all the data collected needs to be seen as
somewhat insufficient simply due to the relatively short and complicated way in which it was implemented. However, it
does appear some clear trends emerged and here are the key considerations districts should review as they plan for the
future of their secondary schools:

Considerations
· Ways to support the diverse learning needs of students
· What the best time of day is to have flex time, X block, or flexible student support time
· Incorporation of collaboration time for the sharing of teaching practices and ideas
· The number of classes to place in the schedule each day - 2 or 4
· Ways to schedule linear prep time and offer linear courses to best support student
learning in a semester/quarter system.
· When incorporation of specialty programs including academies and Train in Trades
programs

It is the recommendation of the scheduling working group for schools and school districts to consider the key
takeaways from the feedback collected and shared. It is also recommended for schools to collaboratively develop a
schedule, which best meets the needs of their students, staff, and parents while keeping in mind some of the
considerations listed.
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Assessment
Assessment and evaluation practices and policies have a long history in British Columbia. These have ranged from
traditional reporting practices with a focus on summative judgements to innovative assessment practices and supports
such as performance standards and valuing classroom formative assessment. In particular, since the introduction of the
redesigned curriculum K-9 and then 10-12, the focus has been on classroom assessment rather than external assessments.
While the policies and curriculum design have moved toward valuing classroom assessment as a means of enhancing
student learning, many educators’ assessment practices have not moved significantly from being mainly summative to
being mainly formative.
Educators’ typical practices regarding curriculum and assessment came to a dramatic halt last March when our schools
were closed because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Suddenly everything was new. Most educators had not taught in a remote
learning structure. Planning for learning needed to focus on essential learning. Traditional content-driven instruction and
evaluation needed to shift.

What were the big ideas?
Which curricular competencies were most important?
How was learning going to be assessed when students were not onsite?

Every district drew on existing resources and created new resources to support teachers
adapt to teaching and learning during a Pandemic. Very quickly last spring, assessment
became an area of attention as secondary educators were concerned about how to
assess remote learning and how to use professional judgement to make final decisions
about learning progress. These concerns have continued this year, particularly for
students in grades 10 - 12 as they are not onsite 100% of the time. After reviewing the
assessment resources from various Metro school districts, it is evident that everyone is
currently in process on this journey and we need to continue to support the development
and deepening of formative assessment pedagogy and practice. This is also timely as
the Ministry of Education is in the early stages of developing a draft K-12 Reporting
Policy that will shape the workaround assessment that will need to continue across
districts.
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The assessment samples from different districts have been categorized below for educators to review, adapt, and use.
Most of all, through sharing and networking, the goal is for everyone to learn from our COVID-19 experiences to continue to
drive learning and assessment forward post-pandemic.
Guiding Principles of Assessment - to assist with the ongoing work towards more innovative assessment practices, a
number of schools and school districts have developed Guiding Principles of Assessment for their district to guide this
work. Below are four examples from four different districts. The commonalities between all four examples are the need
for assessment to be clear, inclusive, intentional, student-centred, relational, reflective, responsive and transparent.

Guiding Principles of Assessment - Vancouver School District
Guiding Principles of Assessment - Langley School District
Guiding Principles of Assessment - Richmond School District
Guiding Principles of Assessment - West Vancouver School District

Planning for Learning and Assessment - the documents below provide teachers with tools that help them with planning for
both learning and assessment in mind. With reductions in time for face-to-face instruction as well as shortened learning
periods with the quarter system, many teachers are looking for ways to focus on essential learning outcomes and
standards. The documents below focus on helping teachers develop essential learning outcomes for their classes and
also focus on the backwards design model where teachers are planning with the end goals in mind and in doing so, building
assessment into their unit and lesson planning from the beginning.

Essential Elements of Learning - Surrey School District
Q&A Assessment - Richmond School District
Navigating Shifting Structures - Richmond School District
Keep it REAL - Richmond School District
Planning for Learning - Richmond School District
Unit Planning Model - Richmond School District
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Standards-Based Assessment and Learning Maps - as the Ministry of Education moves towards more competencybased curriculum and assessment practices and the use of consistent proficiency language, teachers, schools and
districts have begun the work of developing learning maps and pathways to assist teachers with shifting their
assessment practice to a more competency or standards-based approach using proficiency language that focusses on
growth as opposed to the traditional use of letter grades and percentages. Below are just some examples from
different subject areas from a variety of different districts.

ADST
ADST Learning Pathway and Progression - Langley School District
Entrepreneurship and Marketing 10 - Langley School District

Career Education

Careers 8 and 9 Learning Pathways - Langley School District
CLE Learning Map - Langley School District
CLC Learning Map - Langley School District

Languages

French 8 Learning Map - Langley School District
Languages Learning Pathway - Langley School District
Languages Proficiency Rubrics - West Vancouver School District

Language Arts

English Composition 10 Learning Profile - Surrey School District
Language Arts Learning Pathway - Langley School District
English 12 Midterm and Final reflection - West Vancouver School District

Math

Math 8 Report Card - Surrey School District
Math Learning Pathway - Langley School District

Science

Science 6-12 Learning Pathway -Langley School District
Science 8 Point of Progress - Surrey School District
Chem 11 - Proficiency based Unit Test #1 - West Vancouver School District
Chem 11 - Proficiency based Unit Test #2 - West Vancouver School District

Social Studies

Social Studies Learning Pathway - Langley School District
Socials Studies 8/9 Curricular Competencies self- Burnaby School District

Humanities

Humanities 8 - Surrey School District
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Formative Assessment - for learning and as learning - as part of the
shift towards using more formative assessment practices that are
more meaningful for students and ongoing, many districts are shifting
to the use of digital portfolios to capture and share student learning.
This also includes for student Core Competency reflection. Below
districts will find examples of how some districts are using digital
portfolios to communicate student learning on an ongoing, timely
basis as well as tools for teachers to use to track learning through a
portfolio.

Communicating Student Learning Digitally - Richmond School District
Digital Portfolio Checklist - Surrey School District
Digital Portfolio: Areas of Learning Tracker - Surrey School District
Core Competency self-reflection and results - West Vancouver School District
Core Competency Self-Assessment for Humanities 9 - Langley School District
Student Growth Mindset Reflection - Langley School District

Proficiency Scale and Classroom Assessment Frameworks - as the Ministry of Education moves to the use of a common
proficiency language, schools and school districts are working on developing tools to assist students, teachers and
parents with understanding what is actually meant by the terms Emerging, Developing, Proficient and Extending. The
examples below have been developed by school districts as tools that can be used in the classroom or with parents to
help explain the proficiency language as schools are making the shift towards using this language more explicitly in
classrooms.

Driving Proficiency - English - Richmond School District
Driving Proficiency - French - Richmond School District
Proficiency Scale Poster - English - Langley School District
Proficiency Scale Poster - French - Langley School District
Proficiency Scale Minecraft Example - Langley School District
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Triangulation of Learning Evidence: Observation, Conversation, Product - one of the major challenges Secondary
teachers found with assessing student learning during the pandemic and remote learning was that they were not able
to rely on traditional assessment tools to gather evidence (tests, quizzes, assignments). This experience has created
the opportunity to shift the assessment conversation to bring the focus of assessment to looking at a body of evidence
of student learning. The documents below provide teachers assistance and guidance with determining the myriad of
factors and evidence that can be used as part of the assessment of student learning including observations,
conversations and products.

Student Evidence of Learning (EOL) - Langley School District
Triangulating Evidence of Student Learning - Surrey School District
Responsive Instruction - Surrey School District

Professional Judgement - as teachers shifted their assessment practice to include the use of proficiency language and
the triangulation of student evidence, the next challenge was to reconcile how to use that evidence and information when
still required to produce a final letter grade or percentage on a summative report. The documents below were designed
to assist teachers with tools and strategies to assist them with this work and allow them to use their professional
judgement to arrive at a summative assessment for each student.

“Bin It” “Convert It” Strategy - Langley School District
Professional Judgement, Proficiency & Summative Assessment - Richmond School District

Reporting Student Learning - these documents below focus specifically on the reporting out of student
progress to parents.

Gearing Up for Reporting - Richmond School District
Sample Standards based report card (IB MYP)-West Vancouver School District

Assessment remains a continued conversation and effort in seeking continual improvement. The pandemic did not initiate
this work by any means but once again revealed we still have a long way to go. This work was an opportunity to provide a
collection of outstanding resources and thinking that is happening in many districts in the Metro Vancouver area. These
should be shared widely to celebrate and encourage a better assessment experience for both teachers and students.
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Blended Learning
COVID-19 has been a driver for change in high schools. Schools
were forced to adapt to support remote learning in the Spring of
2020, and by fall of 2020 most high schools adopted entirely new
models to manage the requirements for cohorts. One such change
was an increase in the number of classes delivered in a “hybrid” or
“blended” format that could allow for smaller numbers of students to
be in “in person” at any one time. For example, a class of 30 could be
delivered in a way that has 15 students face to face, while the other
15 students learn remotely, and then alternating between the two
groups.
The intent of this group is to survey the various models of “blended
learning” happening across the Metro Vancouver districts in the hope
that we might arrive at some recommended “best practices” for
classes that take into account both pedagogical and structural
considerations. The lens is one that transcends COVID and could
forever impact how we offer high school.
Like any good data collection, it's imperative to consider both
qualitative and quantitative data. In addition it's also important to

Blended learning is an approach to
learning that combines face-to-face and
online learning experiences. Ideally, each
(both online and off) will complement
the other by using its particular strength.

look at all impacted by blended learning: educators, parents and
most important, students both in terms of their perspectives and
learning outcomes. Many of the current “blended” classes are new
and as such, we want to be mindful that negative experiences may be
the result of many things including inexperience, inconsistent
platforms, poor design, and teaching styles, etc.
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Before collecting any data, we already had some hunches and hypothesis about the experience of our new blended and hybrid
environments. It was important to articulate these and compare them with our actual findings.

Hunches
Good, consistent digital platforms are key (G Suite, MS Teams, Moodle, etc.)
Design matters (alternating days? How much time in person? alternating groups?
Flipped classroom? Class culture)
Some courses may be better suited to blended than others
Some teachers may be better suited to blended than others
Some students/families will prefer the option to choose blended learning for
some or all classes if available
That we can arrive at some “recommendations” around best practice
(pedagogically and structurally)

We collected data from the following districts: Burnaby,
Chilliwack, Langley, Richmond, Sea to Sky, Vancouver, and
West Vancouver and looked at their various implementations
and the survey each had collected. Knowing that each had
used different techniques, forms and collection protocols
made it more difficult to collate but nonetheless, there were
many commonalities and trends that emerged. Based on that
we have identified the following recommendations and
considerations for districts to utilize as they prepare for the
2020-21 school year. We invite you to use this as a checklist
in building optimal learning environments.
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Recommendations
Consider the broader implications/possibilities that blended learning options
might offer with respect to how we “do school” now and in the future
Blended, if offered, should be a “choice” for staff and students
Have an underlying reason (The WHY) - flexibility, personalization, learning
style, etc.
We should not dismiss blended options in future as a result of reactions to the
“emergency quarter system” blended option we have now
Thoughtful design is paramount (The HOW), especially around how the f2f (face
to face) and remote times are used and scheduled.
The following should be carefully considered:
Size and frequency of f2f
Personalization and differentiation (one could increase/decrease required
f2f time based on individual needs, for example)
Using an Inquiry-based, Project-based and/or Constructivist approach
Expectations for the remote times
Expectations for the f2f times
Examples include Flipped classroom
Consistent and capable school district supported digital platforms are vital (G
Suite, MS Teams) with need for video-conferencing and workflows
Security and privacy must be prioritized and FIPPA compliant
Centralized (provincial) database of approved IT/software/app vendors.
Saves duplicating the work in multiple places
IT departments should be consulted and on-board
Equity considerations are critical. Think about access to technology and
opportunity, etc.
Blended learning may be used to address issues of inequity
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Recommendations
Ongoing Pro-D and Learning opportunities should be made available for Blended
learning teachers - in particular forums for blended learning teachers to share
experiences with other blended learning teachers
Blended learning teachers should seek to ensure they embed ways to include
healthy social interaction
Age, grade level, and subject (course) are important factors (some courses and
some teachers may be more suited to the Blended format)
Start small and be willing to learn and adapt
Engage and empower blended teachers and give them some ownership
Share successes
Agree on your language - Hybrid? Blended?
The evidence-based instructional design needs to support the learning. Consider
how a course may be best suited for blended learning approaches.
Could blended programs increase opportunities/access (Cross-enrolling for
example)
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Wellness
The well-being of adults in the education
system has always been important with over a
decade of work being done in school districts
across the province of British Columbia. Never
more evident than this past year, during the
pandemic, is the importance of overall positive
mental health & well-being.
Historically, around the province, the
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning (CASEL) has been a
reliable resource for educators (K-12) to use to
implement social and emotional learning (SEL)
in school districts, schools, and classrooms.
CASEL describes 5 important parts to social
emotional learning: self-awareness, social
awareness, responsible decision-making, selfmanagement, and relationship skills.

Over the years, while the focus of SEL is to effectively embed the concepts into classrooms, there is much evidence that
school districts have also intentionally worked to develop adult social and emotional learning (SEL) competence to not only
transfer this learning to students, but also to reduce overall teacher stress levels. Locally, for example, a stress contagion
study was conducted focusing on teacher wellness. Teachers’ self-reported stress levels correlated with students’ cortisol
(stress hormone) levels.
One of the five components of the CASEL wheel is self-regulation. This beginning interest in self-regulation graduated to
extensive work with Dr. Stuart Shanker with a goal of better understanding ourselves and others. Even today we continue to
work to understand the importance of stress regulation so that we can be at our best to be able to face any challenge that
comes our way.
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The tool of mindfulness naturally followed to support and develop self-awareness and self-regulation. Mindfulness
practice organically became a promising approach for educators to continue the need to support the importance of selfawareness, self-management, and overall stress management. School districts promoted and encouraged educators to
learn the science of mindfulness and how the brain works managing the various levels of stress. Training in the
understanding and use of mindfulness became effective to provide educators with another tool in their toolkits that
focused on self-regulation and stress-reduction.
Most recently, The Ministry of Education has released the Mental Health in Schools (MHIS) Strategy designed to weave
positive mental health in all aspects of the education system, including culture, leadership, curriculum and learning
environments. This system-wide strategy focuses on: Compassionate Systems Leadership, Capacity Building & Mental
Health in the Classroom. Weaving compassion throughout the system may be another natural progression due to the
decade of work that has already been done across the province in the areas of social and emotional learning.

Scope of Project & Target Audience
It is without a doubt we see the impact of the pandemic on the overall health of our educators and that the challenges and
stresses they face are very real and unprecedented. We know that for educators to support their students, it is important
that these adults also support themselves.
With a proven history of social and emotional learning showing very positive results for students, it is not surprising that
those same individual self-care, social and emotional strategies should also apply to adults.
This metro working group came together in this collaborative project to dive deeper into the topic of adult well-being,
specifically targeting teachers at the secondary level. The main objective was to gain an awareness of what strategies or
habits teachers identified to manage stressors, such as sudden, unexpected, and ongoing changes in their work
environment.
We developed a survey for secondary school teachers designed to provide a snapshot of the key strategies used that they
perceived positively impacted their well-being in the following areas: developing a healthy mindset & behaviours; creating
a new normal; developing optimism; developing openness; taking physical & mental breaks; and creating and sustaining
connectedness. Over 100 teachers (Grades 8-12) completed the survey in the following school districts: Richmond, North
Vancouver and West Vancouver.
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Guiding Questions
What healthy mindset & behaviours supported you?
What approaches did you practice in the new normal?
What strategies did you use to remain optimistic?
How did you remain open to ongoing change?
How engaged were you in taking mental and physical breaks?
How important is social connection and what strategies were successful?

Pre pandemic
Before the pandemic school districts and schools have been developing structures that promote the social and
emotional competence and mental health of students. What we are seeing is that the action plans developed by
the educators have been done through the formation of wellness committees, working groups or wellness planning
teams. These plans target not only students but also the adults in the buildings.
In addition, educators reported that they managed their stress
levels by targeting strategies in areas such as nutrition health,
sleep health, maintaining a positive attitude, and focusing on
being grateful. However, overwhelmingly, teachers reported
that what positively impacted their stress levels were
strategies that targeted their sense of belonging, their sense of
team or sense of connectedness. Examples include face-toface meetings, professional development activities, staff
social events, department meetings, dinner meetings prior to
meet-the-teacher nights or parent-teacher conferences, team
bonding events, parent advisory breakfasts, as well as being
able to coach, supervise, or attend student events. Even short
break times provided teachers with the ability to meet to have
quick conversations with each other or with students.

22

During the Pandemic
Survey results indicated that as educators were forced out of their
comfort zones, they quickly realized that they had to be realistic about
what they could accomplish both professionally and personally.
Educators adapted and adjusted by carefully looking for ways to be
more effective and efficient, both professionally and personally, with
the goal of focusing on academics while at the same time, not losing
sight of the importance of relationships.
All the work in social and emotional learning for adults showed
promise. In adapting to the new normal, educators reported practicing
self-awareness, remaining calm and reminding themselves that
emotions (like the virus) can be contagious, both positively and
negatively. As well, the adults identified a pattern of remaining
optimistic by practicing compassion, remaining gentle and kind with
themselves and others, as well as consistently practicing gratitude.
A theme that emerged as a silver lining to the pandemic is the
rediscovery of the outdoors and the importance of taking regular and
consistent mental and physical breaks during allocated work breaks,
with students during the longer academic periods, as well as outside
of work hours.
It is without question that teachers overwhelmingly reported missing
the ongoing, in-person social connections that occurred prior to the
pandemic. With connections during the pandemic being mainly virtual,
on the telephone, over email or at a distance outdoors for very brief
periods of time, educators report being very intentional to find creative
ways to maintain a sense of connectedness. And throughout it all,
laughter played a role in sustaining joy and hope.
Educators are recovering from the shock of having to adapt and be flexible due to the tremendous and ongoing changes
that occurred throughout the pandemic. From the feedback, educators have observed more compassion, both for
themselves and for others. As well, a more open and flexible mindset has proven to be of tremendous benefit,
particularly in reducing overall stress levels.

23

Learnings
From the data surveys, teacher feedback, and anecdotal sharing, it has become clear that educator well-being in
schools is a priority. We can use the strong foundations we have already built to move this work forward in a way
that is not only necessary but also one that we believe educators would fully participate in if given the opportunity.
The most important learning throughout the ongoing work that is occurring in adult well-being is that there are at
least 3 components that are essential and that each of the components must be interconnected to not only gain
traction but also to sustain adult wellness over time.
Self. We know that if educators are not well, they cannot be at their best to support their students. An important
learning is that well-being lies with the individual and each person has a responsibility to take care of themselves.
However, this on its own is not enough.
Collaboration. We all live and work in unique conditions and contexts. However, collaboration and connectedness
remain important. When educators are provided with the opportunity to work together, are supported through care,
kindness, and compassion, they build relational trust. They are much more likely to take ownership and enjoy the
ongoing learning together, ultimately becoming their most authentic selves.
System. Improving educator well-being is at its best and most effective when there is system-wide change.
Throughout the ongoing journey to adult well-being, it is important to connect the dots along the way. This means
that stakeholders at all levels are informed, able to speak the same language, and lead by example, supporting the
work. Slowly, strategically, and intentionally embedding key strategies into the system eventually leads to a new ‘a
way of being.’
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Recommendations
Develop a collaboratively shared vision by identifying the purpose and why
engaging and embedding well-being into the workplace is important.
All stakeholders have a common understanding that there are three parts that
need to interconnect for most effectiveness in positively impacting educators’
health, happiness, and overall success. Individual, self-care is essential, but it is
not sufficient on its own.
As both context and culture vary, it is important to capture the perceptions of all
the adults with the goal of ensuring the plan of action meets the specific needs. A
survey is an effective tool.
Develop or use an existing graphic to ground the work and provide direction.
There are many examples: K-12 Staff Well-Being; CASEL; Well Ahead; EdCan, NVSD
First Nations Perspective on Health & Wellness
Develop a well-being working group of key stakeholders. Within this working
group, identify a member to play a lead role as ‘the well-being champion.’ Ideally
well-being champions should have the skillset to support and build capacity,
providing a safe space for ongoing dialogue to increase the competence and
confidence of members. With ongoing support, well-being champions are not only
able to move the work forward, but they are also well-positioned to be the conduit
to connecting the dots throughout the system. Well-being champions can identify
common threads with the ability to share information, approaches, or activities
throughout the system.
Build on and embed well-being into what you are already doing, strategically and
intentionally including a range of personal choices and ideas to create a systemwide approach that is not perceived as top-down but tackled collaboratively and
effectively from all angles and levels.
Plan high-quality professional development to accomplish this goal.
Two-way communication about the ongoing progress of the well-being initiative
will be critical. This communication keeps everyone engaged, involved, and talking
about the action plan.

25

Additional Resources
Assessment
Books
Embedding Formative Assessment by Dylan Wiliam
Rethinking Letter Grades: A Five-Step Process for Aligning Letter Grades to Learning Standards
by Caren Cameron and Kathleen Gregory
Softening the Edges by Katie White
Unlocked: Assessment as the Key to Creativity in the Classroom by Katie White

Articles
Standards-Based Grading: What to Know in 2020
Seven Reasons for Standards-Based Grading
Starting the Conversation Around Grading
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Blended Learning
(District breakdown of blended learning data collection)
BURNABY
What are we doing (structure of current models, platforms, etc.)
All secondary students grade 10-12 are split into groups A and B for afternoon classes. Students attend two days per
week in school F2F, three days per week online on Teams in the afternoon.
Students are expected to attend class on Teams.
Teams are used as a depository for work
Flextime for grades 10-12 starts at 2:25. Flex is being used in most circumstances for extra help for students from
teachers.
Grade 8/9 students attend full days face to face.
Successes
Common platform. Parents have provided feedback that they like the use of Teams regardless of F2F or blended.
Provides some flexibility for some of our students. Appears to work for some portions of our student population.
The pandemic has forced educators to reflect and in some cases shift practices (ie. use of technology), while
accommodating student circumstances.
Challenges
Shifting face to face practices to remote learning has been a challenge for some educators
Professional learning for educators

CHILLIWACK
What are we doing (structure of current models, platforms, etc.)
Blended program of choice for kindergarten to Grade 8.
Grew as a result of the shift to remote online learning due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Looking to offer blended learning opportunities at brick and mortar school sites.
Currently a niche reform, small in scale, system-wide adaptation not yet established.
Expand these opportunities to all Grades K - 8 next year. Registration is open.
Hybrid Program as Secondary Schools in the planning phase.
Centralized organization (registration, counselling), brick and mortar delivery.
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CHILLIWACK
Successes
Positive reception was likely due to the timeliness of the initiative.
Challenges
Long term funding plans
Leadership
Teacher professional learning
Access to technology
LANGLEY
What are we doing (structure of current models, platforms, etc.)
MS Office TEAMs - Class Communication, Delivery, Resource Archive platform
Moodle - Western Canadian Learning Network - Online DL platform
MyBluePrint - Digital Portfolio platform
Limiting teaching staff to one platform (TEAMs) for conventional classes has been really helpful
TEAMs was hence used generally as an asynchronous repository for resources and assignments and a
communication tool with which staff could maintain a connection with students.
TEAMs also became a very helpful collaboration tool for departments and initiatives
Some schools (not many) provided a block or two for someone to support TEAMs implementation. The support
provided much-needed help in understanding the potential of the program and help to create and organizing
classes and resources. It also helped to establish common practices within the environment for staff and
students.
Our students were in class full time in their cohorts for grades 8 and 9 and ¾ time for 10-12 (full time in the
morning and half time in the afternoon with the blocks flipping after 5 weeks).
Teachers were provided with 40 minutes of prep before and 30 minutes of prep after school. The common prep
time was invaluable.
SEAs greeted students at the doors every morning and after lunch to ensure students sanitized their hands. This
made a huge difference to the culture in the school. Kids felt better known. They tended to walk with their heads
up more often in the hallways and were more likely to initiate conversation with adults.
Teachers taught 8 blocks rather than 7 or 8 because the prep was allocated outside of instructional time.

28

LANGLEY
Successes
Late start - people loved the 9:10 am start time. We had almost no lates. Students were able to get in for some resource
help prior to school. “Early morning” classes such as choir and band weren’t as early. Students had a better disposition
because of the later start.
Common/Daily Prep was invaluable. We have contractual issues around prep time in Langley. Even in a semester
program, prep needs to be linear, which means shared classes or increased class preps. Putting the prep at the bookends fixed that but at the expense of instructional time. Lots of collaboration happening because of the common prep.
Linear schools liked seeing students daily - likely moving to semesters as a result
Greeting kids was awesome.
Common TEAMs platform as helpful.
Had some additional in-house TOCs if they didn’t get the 8th block.
8th block made some classes smaller and enabled us to offer more classes.
Students are passing classes at the same rate or better than before - but I wonder if teachers are being more flexible
with their grading due to what is going on. I am not certain it is an apples-to-apples comparison.
Challenges
Limited instructional time.
Accelerated pace due to quarter.
Blended time was ineffective.
Inequity between grade 9s teaching full time and grade 10-12 teaching ¾ time and ¼ blended.
RICHMOND
What are we doing (structure of current models, platforms, etc.)
Offering both F2F and transitional learning (online) for students in K-9
Students in 10-12 must be F2F
Students in 8/9 who started in transitional learning were initially offered to be in this program for the first 2 quarters,
have since extended to quarter 3
Students in grade K-9 meet F2F every day and are cohorted, students in 10-12 will go to the classes every other day and
are physically distant, not cohorted
Digital platforms offered in Richmond include:
Moodle: For Richmond Virtual School but some (few) teachers also use moodle as a platform in ‘brick and mortar
schools.
Scholantis: Known as the Portal in the district, online intraweb use by the district employees for intra-district
communication but also used by classroom teachers as a means to build online classrooms and e-portfolios. Uptake of
e-portfolios in elementary classrooms has been greater than that of secondary classrooms. Teachers who have adopted
the use of the Scholantis platform have been quite prolific. In one secondary school, Learning Maps have been quite
ubiquitous as a result of using Scholantis.
Microsoft Teams: Introduced this year and teachers in secondary have been adopting this platform over Scholantis.
Have seen students adopt this more in secondary as a result of teacher uptake.
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RICHMOND
Successes
On an anecdotal basis, students who have struggled in the pre-COVID timetable have found success in concentrating
on only 2 classes at a time in the quarter system.
Some teachers of academic classes feel that meeting every other day will not allow them to “cover” all the material in
their classes and have adopted to offering students to “zoom” in on classes on their off day. Teachers have been
forced to adopt teaching methods and technologies that they otherwise wouldn’t consider. Some students are
adapting well.
Parent attendance of meetings has jumped considerably by being able to “zoom” in on PAC meetings/parent info
sessions, etc. Difficult to gauge engagement, however.
Richmond offers Innovation Grants which provide funds towards collaborative, innovative initiatives → I am aware of
at least one teacher who has used this to explore the flipped classroom model using a lightboard as a vehicle for
instruction
Challenges
Some teachers of academic classes feel that meeting every other day will not allow them to “cover” all the material in
their classes and have adapted to offering students to “zoom” in on classes on their off day. This forces students to be
present in some way shape or form in classes they cannot access F2F as they have to be out of the building. Students
are not offered technology by the district to access these classes.
It will be a challenge to implement the successful practices when things go back to “normal” → there will be a
tendency to fall back to past practice
Although more of a by-product of the health and safety protocols brought about by COVID, the community has felt very
isolated from each other and it may be a challenge to build the community back
Senior classes have in-class F2F instruction only half the time, not many teachers have truly embraced a blended
model and have resigned themselves to piling on homework in lieu of F2F time → not many teachers have taken the
opportunity to create digital content
Data:
Data were collected from students in a survey earlier in the year
District working group of administrators have met several times to discuss

VANCOUVER
What are we doing (structure of current models, platforms, etc.)
Quarter system. All students grade 8-12 have 50% F2F, 50% remote. Students attend 1 F2F class per day (105
minutes). Cohorts of 15 students per class. School schedule for teachers has 2 F2F classes per day (105 minutes), 2
remote “flex time” classes per day (60 minutes each). Currently, students flip F2F and remote classes every week.
Office 365- Teams as the platform for delivering remote learning opportunities. (was in early stages of adoption prior
to COVID shutdown)
For Q3: grade 8s will attend flex time for F2F instruction a minimum of 2x per week adding 120 minutes of F2F
instruction.
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VANCOUVER
Successes
Some learners are doing much better with the balance.
Only 2 classes at a time allow students to concentrate on fewer classes.
Less report of student burn-out, being overwhelmed with the workload
Most students, families, and staff feel that schools are safe
Challenges
Each teacher is independently managing their course and course content.
Not all teachers are proficient at maintaining momentum in remote learning.
Teachers reporting that preparing lessons (video etc.) takes a disproportionately long amount of time
Started the year with 2 week F2F vs Remote learning periods, shortened due to social-emotional connection
challenges with prolonged remote learning periods.
Only approx 40 hours of F2F instruction per course
SOME (very vocal) parents feel that not enough F2F learning is being offered.
Data:
Student achievement and attendance data exported from MyEd at the district level. District staff looked at Q1 academic
achievement data with respect to literacy and numeracy. Overall, staff are seeing an increase in students’ achievement in
both literacy and numeracy in grades 10 and 12. There is a decrease in the number of students in grade 8 achieving an ‘A’
letter grade but the same number of students pass the course when compared to a three-year average between 2017 and
2020. This information helped to inform the decision to provide more in-person learning for grade 8 students.
A similar number of students from all grades are passing courses (failure rate is the same)
Grade 8 achievement lower (6 to 8%) than traditionally seen although comparing standards-based assessment results
from this year with percentages from 2017-2020 averages.
Grades 10 and 12 achieving at a slightly higher level.
Attendance data is roughly the same.
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SEA To SKY
What are we doing (structure of current models, platforms, etc.)
Digital Technologies Prior to COVID 19:
SSO DL school offering Gr. 10-12 courses only; 5 teaching staff
Brick & Mortar schools becoming familiar with the following educational technologies:
G Suite for Education (Dec. 7, 2018 inception date; full integration Sept. 2019)
Several workshops on Google Docs, Sheets, Slides, Sites, Google Classroom provided - early adopters only; slow
movement to early majority
Digital Portfolios (Inception Sept. 2019) for K-12
DC 11 for Grades 10-12; Introduced in CLE
Digital Technologies and Learning Emerging During COVID 19:
SSO DL expanded to include SSO K-9 DL (~290 students); 9 teaching staff
Transitions Program from Sept. - Nov. 10th, 2020; currently (~149 students in SSO K-9); 5 teaching staff
Many teachers in B&M schools began using Google Classroom in Spring
District workshops provided w/ minimal uptake, however, schools provided in-house training and support
Professional Learning Support Website for Sea to Sky teachers developed
Development of a Sea to Sky Security/Privacy framework (ongoing)
G Suite for Education Enterprise
Successes
Due to necessity, the pandemic accelerated people’s learning in the use of educational technologies; increased
familiarity with online communication
Challenges
Security and Privacy (FOIPPA compliance while ensuring adequate online resources where available, rostering
student data while maintaining anonymity)
Teacher Readiness (many teachers without basic technology understanding, lack of understanding between
differences in f2f and online.
Student Engagement
Technology - audio and video conferencing in each classroom requires these resources; learning a new LMS
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SEA to SKY
Data
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WEST VANCOUVER
What are we doing (structure of current models, platforms, etc.)
Quarters. The second period for 10-12’s (there are only 2 periods a day) is blended such that half come on one day
and a half come on the next, with students working remotely on their non-in person-days. This happens TuesFriday. On Mondays, all students are remote for period two allowing for the possibility of “synchronous” or realtime remote teaching and learning.
Successes
Works nicely for social distancing and thus enables choice beyond cohorts.
Google Classroom (Google Meet) is a solid platform (workflows. video conferencing. etc)
Leveraging technology our staff and students already have (we Are BYOD and G Suite already)
A flexible schedule means students can work from home
Some learners/teachers prefer this way
Some courses seem well suited to this approach
Challenges
The remote day (what are students doing when not in face to face ?) - current model makes “asynchronous”or realtime remote difficult
Ensuring there is “culture” and fun and not just “instruction” and content delivery
Need breakout rooms in Google meet
Hands-on courses perhaps more difficult
Finding the right balance of in-person/remote
Data:
Educator observations - some students really prefer and even thrive in this space; appears to be a minority
Some courses lend themselves better to this style (hands-on applied skills was harder)
Some teachers do better in this space than others
Very mixed reactions with more skewing negatively
Survey results: staff and students - very, very mixed results, with more expressing negative feelings about the Blended
experience (as it is currently) but certainly some very in favour
Examples from students:
Don't continue hybrid learning after the pandemic is over.
it would be pretty cool to give us an opportunity to choose between the traditional and hybrid
course should keep how it is but with more and shorter face-to-face classes.
everything is pretty well thought out and works fine.

34

Wellness
Contacts
Langley School District Contact: Gail Markin
North Vancouver School District Contact: Meghan Downie
Richmond School District Contacts: Herg Ghaug, Adrienne Goulas, Nik Nashlund, Aviva Vaughan
West Vancouver School District Contact: Diane Nelson
Web Resources
K-12 Staff Well-Being
Well at Work
Compassionate Systems Leadership
Everactive Schools Panel
Guarding Minds
Well-being Survey idea and information
MHIS-strategy 2021
CASEL Framework
Educator Well-Being – We Need Systems Change
Second Step Adult SEL Resource
BCPVPA Refresh
North Vancouver Wellness Resources
Videos
The Secret to Health, Happiness and Success Together | Gail Markin | TEDxLangleyED
Anniversary Reaction to COVID-19: What Every Professional Needs to Know
Books
Onwards-Cultivating Emotional Resilience in Educators
Webinars
Learning Forward BC and the Richmond School District: The BC Case Study Series. Focuses on the Richmond School
District’s journey of building Social-Emotional Learning and Mental health programs (April 21, 2021)
Building Compassionate Communities in a New Normal
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High School Redesign: Carnegie Unit as a Catalyst for Change
Barbara Brown, Gabriela Alonso-Yanez, Sharon Friesen,
& Michele Jacobsen
University of Calgary

Abstract

Researchers examined seven schools in Alberta undergoing high school redesign, including the removal
of the Carnegie Unit, a time-based metric for awarding course credits. A mixed methods convergent
parallel design was used to gather data from leadership teams in the schools and to examine evidence
of the impact on student learning. Qualitative and quantitative data were analyzed concurrently and
then merged for the analysis. Findings illustrate that the removal of the Carnegie Unit was a catalyst for
redesign and learning improvements. Five constitutive factors enable high school redesign, including:
(1) a collective disposition as a learning community; (2) a focus on relationship building; (3) student input; (4) collaboration; (5) and changes to learning tasks and assessment practices. The findings provide
insight into the ways in which leadership teams formed complex adaptive systems to enable change and
may serve to inform practitioners and school leaders, schools and systems, and those who study policy
changes in schools.
Keywords: school reform, high school, redesign, Carnegie Unit, collaborative inquiry

Introduction

High school redesign initiatives are less about architectural changes and more about improving student
achievement, engagement, well-being, curriculum, and graduation rates. As such, high school redesign
is not new. Sizer’s research (1984, 1996, 2013) contributed to shaping high school reform efforts for
over 40 years. In many ways, the problems Sizer identified in 1984 are still as relevant today; in fact, it
appears that efforts at high school reform may only have served to make matters worse (Willms, Friesen,
& Milton, 2009; Evan et al., 2006; Yonezawa, Jones, & Joselowsky, 2009). Those involved in high school
redesign initiatives continue to argue that standardized high school models, with routine curriculum and
structures, are not meeting the needs of today’s students and result in low performing schools where students are underachieving and fail to master sufficient requisite knowledge and skills (Farrington, 2014;
Kutash, Nico, Gorin, Rahmatullah, & Tallent, 2010).
Despite many failed attempts at high school reform, efforts continue in many parts of the world and
with encouraging results. Curriculum reform in secondary schools in China, the world’s largest education system, termed “quality-oriented education,” involved numerous changes to educational paradigms
and practices including a shift from traditional practice to learner-centered, inquiry-oriented approaches
(Tan & Hairon, 2016; Yan, 2012). Promising findings from a study in the United States (U.S.) involving
eleven high schools in a large urban district show a strong positive relationship between the high school
redesign project and teacher grading practices, classroom impact, and student achievement of students
at-risk of dropping out (Baete, Burks, Pollio, & Hochbein, 2015; Baete & Hochbein, 2014). Strategies for
improving high school achievement at a system level vary across the globe; common aims are to increase
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competencies through flexibility and autonomy, and to support all students to complete high school and
prepare for life beyond secondary school.
Led by the Ministry of Education and local educational authorities, Alberta is considered a global
leader in education when compared with other high performing school systems, such as Ontario, Singapore, and Finland (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012). Reports often highlight the Alberta Initiative for
School Improvement (AISI) initiative to demonstrate success from projects occurring over a decade ago
(Hargreaves et al., 2009; Parsons, McRae, & Taylor, 2006). Similar to other high performing countries,
Alberta’s education system continues to adapt to meet the challenges of complexity and change occurring
at a global level. In particular, the Ministry of Education has sought high school improvement through
redesign efforts. The research reported in this paper addresses the following research question: What
conditions and factors within the school enabled high school redesign?

Research in Canadian Context Demonstrates High Schools Need to Change

Building on a Canada-wide study, Willms (2012) conducted research on student engagement in Alberta
that included 178 middle and secondary schools. Student engagement is defined as social engagement,
academic engagement, and intellectual engagement (Willms et al., 2009; Willms, 2012). In the 2012
study, Willms further defined academic engagement as institutional engagement. Four key findings
were reported in Willms’ study: (a) levels of engagement decline from Grade 7 through to Grade 12; (b)
there are large inequalities in engagement outcomes associated with students; (c) in socioeconomic background and First Nation, Métis, and Inuit status, schools vary considerably in measured levels of student
engagement; and (d) levels of student engagement are related to 5 key drivers of schooling outcomes:
quality instruction, teacher-student relations, classroom learning climate, expectations for success, and
student advocacy. Willms (2012) concluded that structural features of schools need change.
In 2012, a mixed-methods case study in Alberta focused on exploring ways innovative strategies,
which included the use of learning technologies, could be used to improve student engagement and
success in high schools (Daniels, Friesen, Jacobsen, & Varnhagen, 2012). The researchers examined a
number of the initiative’s aspects including the impact of technology on student engagement and success in school and the extent to which local and provincial goals were achieved. Study findings were
consistent with Willms’ (2012) findings: (a) most of the 294 participating high school teachers were in
the early phases of adopting learner-centered instructional approaches, (b) most school districts were at
the very beginning levels of providing comprehensive professional learning focused on learner-centered
approaches, and (c) there was little evidence of change within the schools or school districts over the two
years of the research initiative.
The need for high school redesign in Alberta is apparent even though this Canadian province is internationally recognized for excellence in education and innovation (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012). With
374 school authorities spanning a large geographical area of 225,200 square miles, over 785 high schools
were eligible to engage in a high school redesign initiative led by the Ministry of Education. The focus
of the high school redesign initiative, which started in 2008, was defined as supporting high schools with
improving overall student engagement, student achievement, and well-being. A key part of this initiative
was the removal of the Carnegie Unit, a time-based metric used to calculate the required hours for each
credit earned that has been part of higher education (Silva & White, 2015; Silva, White, & Toch, 2015)
and high school structures in North America for the last century. Alberta’s Ministry of Education took
the unprecedented step in removing the requirement for credit unit hours for credentialing from high
schools involved in the redesign initiative.
Established during a time in the early 20th century when the quest for efficiency was paramount, the
Carnegie Unit became a way to determine not only the value of different subjects, but also the amount of
time needed for each subject, the percentage of output a student should acquire based on the number of
contact hours, the cost of running a school, a teacher’s salary, and the amount of funding a school should
receive to be considered an efficient school. Carroll’s (1994) description of the model from over two decades ago accurately describes the current structure in many high schools using the Carnegie Unit (also
called credit hours in some schools):
Under the Carnegie structure, teachers typically teach five classes, each approximately 45
minutes in length, and thus deal with about 125 students each day…. In a typical high school,
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which has seven periods plus a home room and lunch period, students will be in nine different locations pursuing nine very different activities during the course of an approximately 6
1/2 hour school day. Regardless of the subject, the students are taught in classes lasting approximately 45 minutes…. A student may go through an entire day – or several days without
having a meaningful interaction with a teacher. (p. 106)
Why does this structure continue to persist in today’s high schools? What does it take to change such
a pervasive, taken-for-granted orientation? The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching
endorses improvement initiatives aimed at greater flexibility (Silva et al., 2015). In the past, alternative
plans and schedules, such as the Copernican model (Carroll, 1990; Gee, 1997) challenged the use of the
Carnegie Unit. In the Copernican model, classes are taught for longer periods and for only part of the
school year. For example, smaller classes could be held for two hours a day for one third of the school
year. Harvard’s education team (Carroll, 1994) found student achievement increased in seven high
schools participating in a study using the Copernican model; increases in academic mastery were reported ranging from 0% to 46% and the median increase was 18% (p. 112). While the Copernican model may
appear to be an improvement over the Carnegie Unit, it merely divides time in a different way leaving
the fundamental basis for such temporal division unchallenged.
Alberta’s Ministry of Education took the unprecedented step in removing the mandated credit unit
hours for credentialing and funding from high schools involved in the redesign initiative. The removal
of a standard time requirement for learning recognizes that individual students may need more or less
time to complete course work. Teachers and school leaders involved in the redesign proposed how removing the Carnegie Unit would impact their context and how their redesign initiatives would be guided
by nine foundational principles established by the ministry (Alberta Education, 2012). All high schools
in Alberta were invited to participate in high school redesign and remove the credit hour requirement.
Currently, there are over 200 high schools in 51 school authorities in Alberta that are moving forward
with high school redesign. This study contributes to an understanding of the conditions that enable high
school redesign.

Theoretical Framework

We drew upon complexity theory applied to educational contexts (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008; Davis, Sumara, & D’Amour, 2012; Phelps & Hase, 2002; Newell, 2008;
Uhl-Bein, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007) as the theoretical framework to study leadership teams in schools
engaged in high school redesign. Complexity theory, in general terms, is commonly described as a theory associated with non-linear and adaptive systems and acknowledges the system is greater than the
sum of its parts. Complex systems consist of multiple interconnected components. Complex adaptive
systems can be described as the aggregate behaviours that are not simply derived from the actions of
the multiple components of a system, but from the mechanisms that allow the system to adapt and learn
(Holland, 2006). The focus here is on processes of learning and adapting to changing conditions and
constitutive factors.
Complex adaptive systems, both natural and social, emerge and re-assemble through the self-organizing efforts of localized elements within the system (Gell-Mann, 1994; Holland, 1998; Marchi, Erdmann, & Rodriguez, 2014). Current knowledge and theory about complex adaptive systems mainly originates from studying artificial and natural systems and then applying these insights to complex social
organizations. Complex adaptive systems exhibit common characteristics and principles: (1) complex
systems have necessary conditions and factors, (2) complex systems undergo processes of adaptation
and change, and (3) complex systems learn. However, social systems are highly context specific and do
not respond in the same way to the same stimulus at different times and circumstances (Holland, 1998).
Specifically applied to education, Stanley (2009) describe learning in a system as follows: “A diverse
collection of students and teachers, and activities and ideas [that] afford the possibility of novel or creative prospects and the capacity to adapt” (p. 2). Recent work in complexity studies in education has
provided educational researchers with new approaches that help produce accounts of phenomena and
situations that do justice to the emergent, contingent, and unpredictable character of social interactions
within school systems (where innumerable agencies, intentions, adaptive processes and types of participation can be included). The resulting accounts offer a view of school systems quite different from
predominant reductionist approaches that describe schools as static institutions. By contrast, complexity
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approaches reveal processes of how individuals operate, how new forms of organization and practice
come about, and how they are or can be negotiated by diverse actors and can adapt (Coppieters, 2005).
Drawing upon a complexity framework, in our exploration of high school redesign initiatives, we
consider schools undergoing a redesign as a complex adaptive system where learning occurs supported
by enabling conditions. In this study, we considered principles of complex adaptive systems as a lens for
our analysis to study leadership teams in seven redesigned high schools in Alberta. These principles, or
foundational sources of information, included: (1) identification of the necessary conditions and factors
of complex school systems (2) identification of the processes of adaptation and change, and (3) learning
mechanisms in school systems.

Methodology

A convergent parallel mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2014) was used as an approach to collecting,
analyzing, and comparing both quantitative and qualitative data. This research design allowed us to
collect both quantitative and qualitative data from leadership teams (teachers, assistant/vice principals,
and principals), analyze them separately, and then compare the results to determine how they compared.
Data provided information and insight into how leadership teams engaged in the work of redesign as
part of the ongoing transformation within each school. In order to identify the mechanisms of change
and adaptation within the complex systems of high schools undergoing redesign, we sorted, analyzed
and interpreted both data sets seeking accounts and instances of change and adaptation described by the
teachers, assistant/vice principals, and principals.
Research sites. The seven high schools in this study were selected from the initial 16 self-selected
schools that were part of the High School Flexibility Enhancement Pilot Project during 2008-2013 and
the 11 additional schools that joined the project in 2011. This initial pilot was designed to explore the
question: What would happen if the government removed the Carnegie Unit requirement and allowed
high schools to have increased flexibility in how they timetabled? This pilot project became “Moving
Forward with High School Redesign” in 2013, as more high schools across the province requested to be
involved. The research team identified 12 schools from the 27 schools in the pilot identified through
research reports submitted by the school and the government as having made significant changes and improvements within their schools. The research team contacted all 12 schools to determine the nature of
the changes and improvements that had been made. Eight schools were selected, however, one declined
participation. Thus, seven schools across six school districts participated in the study. Each of the schools
participating in the study was deemed to have made significant changes and improvements as a result
of removing the Carnegie Unit. All of the schools were bound by a common strategic framework called
“Moving Forward with High School Redesign” focusing on school culture, school leadership, school
pedagogy, and school structures. This framework was developed by the ministry. The nine foundational
principles guiding change included: mastery learning; rigorous and relevant curriculum; personalization;
flexible learning environments; educator roles and professional development; meaningful relationships;
home, and community involvement; assessment; and welcoming, caring, respectful, and safe learning
environments (Alberta Education, 2012). As part of the effort to redesign high schools, each of these
schools was permitted to remove the requirement for 25 hours of face-to-face instruction as a measure to
determine every credit earned in high school. Removing this requirement was intended to provide flexibility for students who might need more or less time to meet learning outcomes. The schools in this study
were also bound by a common purpose and desire for redesigning high school and building the learning
capacity for all learners. Principals from the seven schools provided contact information for members of
the teams that led the initiatives in their school. Roles of the team members who agreed to participate in
individual interviews or team focus groups and surveys are summarized in Table 1.
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Table 1
Data Collection by Role
Interviews/Focus
Groups
36
7

Teachers
Principals
Assistant /Vice Principal
Total

Surveys
23
7
3
33

43

Data collection. All data sources were collected concurrently and in one single phase of the study
to examine the conditions and factors within the school that enabled high school redesign, to identify
the processes of adaptation and change, and learning mechanisms in the school. Qualitative data sources included focus groups with teachers and principal interviews to gather perspectives from members
of teams leading the high school redesign initiatives in each respective school (site). Quantitative data
sources included teacher surveys, principal surveys, school accountability reports, Tell Them From
Me™ student engagement data, and school plans. The number of participants from each of the seven
schools and number of documents provided by participants are summarized in Table 2. Leadership
teams participating in the study ranged from three members in smaller schools to ten members in larger
schools.
Table 2
Number of Participants and Documents by Site
Data Collection Method

Site
1

Site
2

Site
3

Site
4

Site
5

Site
6

Site
7

Total

Survey Participants

3

4

9

4

1

6

6

33

Interview Participants

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

7

Focus Group Participants

2

3

9

4

4

6

8

36

Documents *

2

1

1

3

0

1

2

10

*Denotes number of printed artifacts provided by participants (pdf, ppt, jpeg, doc digital formats) in
addition to online sites and achievement data.
Survey. Principals and teachers completed an online survey and responded to 22 questions about the
pervasiveness of the changes and improvements within the school relative to the principles that guided
high school redesign. As the principles of high school redesign were reflected in the principles of effective teaching practice (Friesen, 2009), the survey design was guided by both documents. The survey
included questions about the pervasiveness of teaching practices implemented in the school, student
work, assessment, student engagement, and collaboration. The response rate for the online survey was
77% (n=33).
Interviews and focus groups. Interviews and focus groups were also used to collect in-depth responses from participants (n=43) about teaching and learning in their schools. Interviews and focus
groups sought to determine the nature of the redesign that occurred, ways in which teachers needed to
learn new pedagogies and assessment practices, and ways teachers went about learning to make those
changes. Principals were asked how they went about leading teacher learning, and how they went about
their own learning in relation to high school redesign. Using an interview protocol with semi-structured
questions, participants were interviewed either individually or in focus group at each site. Interview
questions were related to teaching practices, adult and student learning in the school, and evidence of
success in high school redesign.
Documents. In addition, participants shared online sites and documents, including school account101
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ability reports, Tell Them From Me™ student engagement data, and school planning documents related
to high school redesign and school improvement. Additional documents included artifacts, such as stakeholder presentations, school brochures, and school achievement data.
Data analysis. Survey data, interview/focus group transcripts with teachers and principals, and
documents were prioritized equally and analyzed independently by the research team using a side-byside comparison. The researchers created a table to directly link each research question with the data
source and the type of analysis that would be conducted. Various visualization techniques were used to
connect the link between the data analysis and the theoretical framework. Data were designated with
letters associated with the type of data collected and the site number as listed in Table 2 (i.e., F-2 denotes
a respondent in involved in the Focus Group with Site 2; I-2 denotes an interview response in Site 2). We
used principles of complex adaptive systems from our theoretical framework as a lens for our analysis
to study leadership teams in seven redesigned high schools in Alberta. Reliability in this study was promoted through intra- and inter-coder agreement (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). We made several
passes through the data using first and second cycle coding (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). First,
cycle coding consisted of descriptive and process coding. This process required multiple passes through
the data to maintain consistency in using the coding methods and to collectively make decisions about
any disagreements in coding. In the second cycle of coding, the research team generated and identified
pattern codes. The survey data were analyzed using descriptive statistical analysis using statistical software.
In summary, a convergent parallel mixed methods design (Creswell, 2014) was used to examine
leadership teams undergoing high school redesign. Despite the differences among the schools studied,
there were common elements of support for principals and teachers provided by the leadership teams that
pointed to processes of change and adaptation. We considered these common processes as constitutive
factors that enabled high school redesign and facilitated the mechanisms that allow the system to adapt,
change, and learn.

Findings

When the Carnegie Unit and length of time for learning was no longer standardized, participants enabled
changes and adaptive processes in the seven high schools. In this section, we use principles of complex
adaptive systems as a lens to describe how leadership teams affect change and adaptation in seven redesigned high schools in Alberta. We discuss five constitutive factors that enabled high school redesign and
enabled the mechanisms that allow the system to adapt, change and learn. The descriptions that follow,
operate within complex systems principles or foundational sources of information: (1) identification of
the necessary conditions and factors of complex school systems (2) identification of the processes of adaptation and change, and (3) learning mechanisms in school systems.
A process of change and adaptation require leadership teams to have a collective disposition
and commitment to learning. One constitutive element for redesign to occur was the collective disposition of the community as a community of learners and openness to change. This collective disposition
was described by participants as a collaborative approach to co-evolve with all members taking collective responsibility in working towards adaptive outcomes. Participants recognized the strengths of
colleagues and the importance of their collective efforts and commitment to learning. Participants in the
study consistently discussed how the learning community was adaptive. In an interview, one participant
explained, “We talk about what we’re going to improve and what we’re going to change … you have to
all agree that we are going to do this better” (I-4). A common theme that emerged from the interview and
focus group transcripts was an openness to adapting to change. For example, one focus group participant
described how data was continually gathered throughout the year resulting in immediate changes even
though the school was accustomed to making changes only at the beginning of the school year:
Even though my brain said, ‘If you are on September, it cannot change until next September
because you have a set system in place.’ But, no, we changed in the middle [of the school year]
and we said okay well actually the rule is now gone and this is the new expectation. (F-6)
Another focus group participant, echoed this sentiment and described a process of continual reflection and improvements, “We’re open to change all the time….we are on that ever searching quest of how
can we make it better … we want to be able to be reflective and then reactive enough to make it better”
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(F-5).
Similarly, in an interview, a participant described the changes as iterative:
We use the word ‘iteration’ in this school a lot...there are very few things in here that are
finished documents. Some are a little bit further along than others, but for the most part everything we are willing to look at again. (I-2)
One of the high school principals shared how unpredictable and non-linear complex systems are and
the value of the community learning together:
Over time it turned out to be the domino kind of effect. We moved one thing and quickly
realized now we need to change and it hasn’t stopped. High school redesign is a lot of chaos.
I talked with my staff a lot initially about change. We did a lot of work on change theory
and change because it is going to get mucky and going to get chaotic … I think that’s what
appealed to the teachers too – learning with us. They are bringing their experience and expertise, but at the same time, they didn’t have all the answers. (I-7)
Researchers noted a collective disposition, and commitment to learning and adapting to change
when conducting interviews and focus groups with members of the leadership team.
Building strong relationships with students facilitates a process of change and adaptation.
Participants emphasized the significance of interactions and having strong teacher-student relationships
throughout a student’s high-school experience. Participants described the student-teacher relationships
as a partnership: “It’s more like a partnership between teacher and the student instead of an authority
figure telling them this is what you have to do” (F-7).
One consistent strategy described by all of the schools to improve trusting relationships was the configuration of smaller student groupings or learning communities. This strategy was intended to ensure
each student would have a significant adult to interact with each day. The schools involved in the study
provided a variety of names for smaller student groupings (Teacher Advisory, TA, learning communities, student success grouping, etc.); however, the intent was similar across all of the schools. Student
groups offered opportunities for increasing teacher-student interactions. Participants noted students
could “remain unnoticed and in the background until a test comes around” (F-5). This common observation in the schools prompted redesign around student groupings aimed to increase interactions and
strengthen relationships.
One group of teachers referred to the teacher advisory program as a pillar of change aimed to work
on personalization, relationships between staff and students, and also build enhanced student supports
(F-3). In this school, each student was placed in a teacher advisory class consisting of approximately 1619 students from Grades 9-12. This move required all personnel in the school to help lead the smaller
groupings, including administrators, librarians, and school counselors. Students remained with the same
teacher advisor and grouping throughout high school. The teacher advisor role was described as a mentor or facilitator to provide academic guidance, personal supports, and to help meet the unique needs of
every student for success.
A smaller rural school configured student groups in small cross-grade groupings that met with one
teacher advisor for 20 minutes, two times per week. Another school organized similar groups who met
for a brief period on a daily basis. An interview participant shared, “We are going to have a learning
community where there are adults involved in their life and making contact with them” (I-4). Regardless
of the amount of time or occurrences of these cross-graded groupings, the teachers expressed similar
ideas about the value in having consistent groupings to increase interactions and build trusting relationships with the students. Student attendance and retention were consistently reported as improvements in
the schools when participants reflected on evidence of success with the teacher advisory program. For
example, in one school, there was an increase of attendance from 66% to 99% over the years since the
school started focusing on high school redesign. Developing these tight trust groups ensured no student
was unnoticed and at least one adult knew each student well to help guide their learning.
Seeking input from students regarding high school redesign through consistent instruments
enables and facilitates scaling up processes of change and adaptation. In assessing whether the
changes being implemented were working, teachers and administrators focused their attention on gathering feedback from students in their respective schools. In all the schools, the participants noted the
importance of continually seeking student input regarding high school redesign. Administering schoolwide surveys (i.e., Tell Them From Me Survey™) was one specific strategy all schools in the study
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used for gathering student input. Participants also described how changes were implemented once the
students provided their survey responses. For example, in one school, participants described how student
input was used to inform scheduling changes: “We’ve actually made changes to our timetable based
on student requests. We were talking about our Flex block, if we should move them to the morning or
afternoon” (F-3). School-wide surveys were often administered more than one time during the school
year. Hence, Tell Them From Me™ student engagement survey results also provided current information
about changes to student experience throughout the school year.
All of the schools participating in the study provided examples of how school-wide survey responses
informed changes for high school redesign. Results were also compared year-to-year when analyzing
high school redesign changes. For example, in one site (Table 3), 76% of students reported they were
intellectually engaged. This was a 30% increase from the previous year. Furthermore, over 95% of the
feedback provided by students in the open-ended questions were positive comments. Analysis of the results also indicated the school surpassed Canadian norms in most categories. The survey results demonstrated an overall increase in student experience across all categories including a decline in truancy rates.
This information was important to the school leadership team to help inform the impact of changes made
year-to-year.
Table 3
School-wide Student Engagement Survey Results (Tell Them From Me™ Survey - Site 1)
Category

Result

Intellectual Engagement

+30%

Interested and Motivated

+16%

Students that Value School Outcomes

+13%

Relevance

+12%

Effective Learning Time

+12%

Effort

+11%

Planning to Finish High School

+11%

Rigor

+10%

Positive Homework Behaviours

+8%

Truancy Rates

Minus 4%

The Tell Them From Me™ student engagement surveys using a consistent instrument and repeated
throughout the year was an important strategy used by the schools to inform strategic planning and actions within the school. The schools in this study reported their students regularly provided feedback and
were consulted in developing ideas for high school redesign. The schools also noted how they shared the
results from the survey with students and also shared any plans for changes on a regular basis so students
could recognize how their input was put into action. Learning systems need to regularly seek and act-on
input from students.
Collaborative interactions are central to system change and adaptation. It is evident that the
seven schools we studied had found ways to work collaboratively within their sites and with other school
schools involved in high school redesign initiatives to improve learning. We noted that leadership teams
questioned existing approaches, examined new conceptions of learning in high schools and provided
mutual support. Changes required all members of the learning system to work together in collaboration.
In one school, a teacher described the benefit in being paired with another teacher teaching the same
subject for weekly non-instructional time. This weekly time, previously referred to as “prep time,” or
time for individual teachers to prepare for their classes, was now referred to as collaborative time by the
teachers in the study:
We are getting together to look at what are good summative assessments to use. What would
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we consider so we have the same standard for excellence, proficiency and adequacy. That is
something that we were working on this year. (F-1)
In another school, the principal described a rotating department shutdown. In this case, each department would take a turn shutting down (closed for instruction for a block of time) to allow for extra
collaborative time.
As shown in Figure 1, the majority of survey respondents (n=24, 80%) indicated that most teachers
(75-100% of teachers) work in collaboration with others to design robust learning tasks and obtain feedback about instructional planning and day-to-day teaching from colleagues and mentors.
90%

80%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

17%

10%
3%
0%

75-100% of the teachers in our school

50-75% of the teachers in our school

0%

Less than 50% of the teachers in our
school

None

Figure 1. Number of teachers designing in collaboration in seven redesigned high schools
Participants indicated teacher collaboration also allowed for flexible and innovative approaches to
high school timetables, schedules, and acquisition of resources. Lack of time is often cited as a barrier
for change; however, in this study, flexible use of time and collaboration was a stimulus for redesign and
providing students with a range of learning options. Principals indicated that organizational structures,
such as staff meetings, were driven by pedagogical changes and used for collaboration and connection
among teaching colleagues within and across discipline areas. Professional learning for teachers was
ongoing, embedded in a collaborative environment of learners, and extending within the network of
schools. It is clear, collaboration is important for moving forward with high school redesign.
Redesign of learning tasks and assessment supports mastery learning. Survey Respondents
were asked questions to determine the pervasiveness of design principles enacted across the school as
shown in table 4.
Table 4
Survey Questions and Mean Responses
Teaching Practices

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Teachers have an exceptional understanding of the core concepts
within the disciplines they teach.

4.83

0.38

Teachers have an exceptional understanding of the outcomes as
articulated within the Programs of Study.

4.77

0.43
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Teaching Practices

Mean

Standard
Deviation

Teachers work in collaboration with others to design robust learning
tasks and obtain feedback about instructional planning from
colleagues and mentors.

4.77

0.50

Students have opportunities to collaborate with one another to build
collective understanding of their work.

4.67

0.61

Assessment criteria are made explicit to students prior to the work
they undertake.

4.63

0.56

Teachers design tasks that are meaningful to students.

4.60

0.50

Students receive ongoing, specific feedback to enable them to
increasingly monitor and direct their own learning.

4.57

0.57

Teachers share their thinking processes with students to help them
learn and to make their work progress during their learning rather
than at the end.

4.57

0.50

Teachers have an exceptional understanding of how students learn.

4.53

0.51

Teachers intentionally design strong robust, authentic tasks that
focus on issues, questions or problems central to the discipline.

4.50

0.63

Teachers design tasks that connect students to the world outside of
school.

4.40

0.56

Teachers design learning experiences that engage their students
in undertaking work that requires distinct ways of thinking and
acting resonant with the ways in which the respective and relevant
disciplines work

4.30

0.95

The work students undertake is authentic fostering deep
understanding of important ideas.

4.30

0.79

The work students undertake resembles the type of knowledge that
evolves in real world contexts.

4.20

0.92

Assessment criteria reflect authentic real-world standards for high
quality work.

4.10

1.03

Students are deeply engaged in their work and know why it matters
to them, to the discipline and/or world beyond the classroom.

4.10

0.96

Students collaborate in an understanding that each member has a
significant role in the knowledge advancement of the entire team.

3.90

0.99

Students are emotionally and intellectually invested in the work
(spend extra time and effort).

3.83

0.95

Assessment criteria are collaboratively designed with students.

3.30

1.18

A majority of respondents (83%, n=25) estimated 75-100% of the teachers in their school have exceptional understanding of the core concepts within the disciplines they teach. Similarly, respondents (77%,
n=23) estimated 75-100% of the teachers have an exceptional understanding of the outcomes as articulated within the Programs of Study. The participants in this study indicated their colleagues demonstrate
an exceptional understanding of both core disciplinary concepts and the outcomes articulated in the
Programs of Study.
Participants (53%, n=16) estimated that 75-100% of the teachers within their school had an exceptional understanding of how students learn. In terms of task design, participants (57%, n=17) estimated
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that 75-100% of the teachers: designed robust, authentic tasks; (60%, n=18) estimated that 75-100% of
the teachers designed tasks that were meaningful to the students; and (43%, n=13) estimated that 75100% of the teachers designed tasks that connected students to the world outside of the school. Figure 2
captures how the respondents described the pervasiveness of learning designs being utilized within their
respective schools.

Design task s that connect students to the world outside of school

Design task s that are meaningful to students

Design robust, authentic tasks

Understand outcomes from Programs of Study

Understand core concepts within the disciplines they teach

Understand how students learn

0%
75-100% of teacher s

20%
50-75%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120 %

Less than 50%

Figure 2. Percent of teachers in schools who design meaningful tasks, understand programs of study and
disciplines they teach, and how students learn
We noted, schools were committed to providing high quality learning and assessment processes,
and teachers had a common focus on mastery learning when designing learning and assessments. All
students were expected to exhibit mastery and provide evidence of high-quality learning in high school.
Participants described how adaptive changes to internal structures for assessment supported mastery
learning. Strategies were used in the schools to help students achieve mastery, such as, making provisions for re-submitting assignments, separating grades from behaviours, using competency or outcome-based assessment, and providing multiple opportunities for learning and demonstrating learning.
According to the standardized achievement measures (i.e., Accountability Reports), schools showed
positive results in diploma exams at the acceptable level and excellence level. Overall, schools were
either maintaining or improving results in diploma exams and participation rates. Classroom assessment
practices were developing with an increase in formative assessment practices where students received
ongoing feedback and opportunities to improve work. In the survey, 57% of respondents agreed most
of the teachers’ learning designs allowed for students to receive ongoing, specific feedback that enabled
them to increasingly monitor and direct their own learning. Participants also shared changes in reporting practices. For example, one principal reported student-led conferences increased 5-80% in parent
involvement over the years the school has been involved in high school redesign. Participants discussed
how redesigning learning and assessment practices in high schools served to deepen their understanding
of the challenging and engaging curricula. In these schools, the overall expectations for student learning
and demonstrating learning were set to high standards for all learners.
Removing the standardized Carnegie Unit and length of time for learning led to changes in high
schools in Alberta. The following five constitutive factors were drawn from the data gathered from leadership teams involved in high school redesign in the seven high schools participating in this study and
enabled the system to adapt, change and learn: (1) leadership teams require a collective disposition and
commitment to learning; (2) relationships with students matter; (3) regularly ask students for their opinions and input regarding high school redesign using consistent survey instruments; (4) changes require
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collaboration; and (5) it is important to redesign learning tasks and assessment.

Discussion

Removing the Carnegie Unit was both an enabling constraint and an impetus for change. When the Carnegie Unit was removed, participants started to initiate changes in the seven high schools. Schools within
this study used the removal of the 25-hour per credit requirement as an opportunity to begin questioning
everyday structures and practices to initiate change. Participants indicated the removal of a time structure supported their high school redesign plans. When the time was no longer standardized, course work
could be offered as interdisciplinary learning units, and this required a change in scheduling structures
and assessment practices. This observation is consistent with the notion of disequilibrium needed to
prompt changes in a learning system (Davis et al., 2012; Schwartz, Bransford, & Sears, 2005). Removing
the Carnegie Unit provided an enabling constraint and the right amount of instability or disequilibrium
needed for high schools to begin questioning taken-for-granted structures and practices to redesign for
the learners. As participants discussed their involvement in high school redesign, it was clear the removal
of the Carnegie Unit was a catalyst for changes in organizational learning according to five constitutive
factors.
First, collective efficacy is necessary for high school redesign. Change and adaptation require leadership teams who work collectively and have a collective focus on improving student learning. Collectively
determining priorities and shared expectations of impacting student learning is associated with effective
leadership (Davis et al., 2012; Hallinger, 2011; Kools & Stoll, 2016; Pont, Nushce, & Moorman, 2008;
Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). This collective disposition, or in complexity terms, ethos, was noted by
principals and teachers in all seven high schools (Davis, Sumara, & D’Amour, 2012) as an important factor for carrying out changes involved in redesigning high schools. Shifting from individual to collective
responsibility and collective goal setting is necessary for school improvement (Hargreaves & Shirley,
2012; Yuan & Zhang, 2016). Researchers argue that teachers with a greater sense of collective efficacy
are willing to take more risks in change efforts that can advance student learning (Kools & Stoll, 2016;
Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015; Wahlstrom et al., 2010).
Second, building strong relationships, particularly with students, matters for high school redesign. In
a longitudinal study, Bryk and Schneider (2003) found that schools with low levels of trust have one-inseven chances of academic improvement. Fostering effective relationships involves developing a culture
of trust and mutual respect (Alberta Education, 2018) and it is necessary to consider relationships with
students. High school educators in this study identified relationships with students as an important factor in moving forward with high school redesign. A positive school culture with a focus on relationship
development with students can support students in developing as learners, learning from successes as
well as set-backs (Dweck, 2008; Masten, 2011). Building in-time for teacher advisory is not a pervasive
feature in high schools (McClure, Yonezawa, & Jones, 2010). As noted by Benson and Polliner (2013),
“when a school takes time and space for advisory, it sends the message that knowing and supporting kids
are at the center of its mission” (p. 55). Educators in the high schools involved in our study described
allocating time for establishing learning communities with teacher advisory as a critical aspect of student
support.
Third, students need to provide input towards the redesign. Using student data to inform decision
making is not a new concept. The high schools in this study reported using student data to inform decisions but emphasized the value of using leading indicators instead of trailing indicators. Researchers
conceptualize leading indicators (e.g., student questionnaires) as systematically collected data that can
be used immediately for proactive approaches, that spur investigations, and inform the adjustment of resources (Supovitz, Foley, & Mishook, 2012). In other words, data were collected from students in the high
schools in our study throughout the year and informed immediate changes in the schools. Unlike trailing
indicators (e.g., standardized test results) that provide data the following year, the participants involved
in high school redesign emphasized the importance of gathering input from students and using this input
to inform redesign decisions including approaches for learning (Kools & Stoll, 2016). We recognize the
search for validated instruments that provide leading indicators may be challenging. It this study, the
high schools were using an online questionnaire developed by J. Douglas Willms and Patrick Flanagan
(http://thelearningbar.com/) to anonymously survey students and measure a wide variety of indicators
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about student engagement, wellness, and school culture with options for adding site-specific questions.
Regularly gathering input from students on leading indicators throughout the year was a common strategy described by teachers and school leaders that continually informed decisions and guided high school
redesign.
Fourth, collaboration is necessary for change. Researchers contend that teachers who collaborate
well in teams positively impact teacher performance and student learning (Ronfeldt, Farmer, McQueen,
& Grissom, 2015). Furthermore, Louis (2015) suggests schools can have an organizational learning
culture that emphasizes both collaboration and adaptation. For example, the high schools in this study
noted the importance of ongoing and frequent collaboration that was made possible through modifying
and rearranging traditional course schedules (Yuan & Zhang, 2016). Traditional course schedules did
not consider teacher collaboration and, if a common time was available for teachers to collaborate, it was
usually accidental and not an intentional part of the scheduling process. The high schools in this study
intentionally adapted schedules to engage in collective learning and improve effectiveness of collaboration and interdependence (Berlin & White, 2012; Johnson, 2012). Fullan and Hargreaves (2016) highlight that a culture of collaborative professionalism is a factor distinctive of high performing educational
systems:
The factors that separate Canada, Singapore, and Finland from many systems, for example,
are not their teacher evaluation systems or lists of professional standards. The fundamental
difference between these systems and many other countries is a culture of collaborative
professionalism that permeates the system, serving both individual and collective learning.
(p. 7)
Fifth, high school redesign efforts involve changes to teaching and assessment practices in the
school. Pedagogical knowledge, defined as a “body of knowledge of teachers for creating effective teaching and learning environments for their students,” is connected to improved student learning (Guerriero,
2017, p. 13). Likewise, embedded assessment practices can help move learning forward and inform
teaching practice (Davies, 2007; Stiggins, 2006; Wiliam, 2011). In high school redesign, our participants
discussed how they engaged with their colleagues in inquiry related to advancing pedagogical approaches that lead to optimal student learning (Rincón-Gallardo & Fullan, 2016). Teachers and school leaders
described professional learning involving continuous cycles of collaborative inquiry, whereby teachers
were working together and across disciplines to design instruction, discussing assessment strategies
for mastering learning, and analyzing evidence of student learning (Earl, 2008; Kools & Stoll, 2016;
Timperley, 2011). These cycles were consistent with elements of high-quality learning designs in the
literature:
a. understanding of how students learn (Robinson, 2011; Marzano, 2009);
b. the concepts in the disciplines they teach (Guerriero, 2017; Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock,
2001);
c. robust, authentic task design (Herrington & Oliver, 2000; Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, &
Bryk, 2001; Thomas & Brown, 2011);
d. the extent to which the designs include tasks that are meaningful to the students (Perkins,
2009, 2014); and
e. the extent to which the tasks that were designed connected students to the world outside of
school. (Newmann, et al., 2001; Perkins, 2009, 2014).
In the high schools involved in this study, it was clear the teachers and school leaders focused on
making improvements to teaching and assessment practices as part of their redesign efforts. Overall, the
research outcomes include a deeper understanding of creating adaptive learning systems in high schools
with evidence of impact on the learning community.
We recognize that there were limitations in our study, such as the sample size of educators who participated in the survey and interviews from leadership teams in seven high schools. Some of the schools
were in rural areas with small student populations and provided names of only three individuals who
comprised the teams leading the redesign initiative and larger urban schools provided names of up to ten
members of the team (principals, assistant principals, and teachers). Some leadership team participants
completed the survey while others agreed to participate in an interview or focus group. Principals also
provided us with student engagement results; however, a future study could involve gathering in-depth
data directly from students through interviews or focus groups. We also recognize it would be interest109
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ing to follow the progress of the redesign efforts in these schools for a longer duration and specifically
at times of leadership teams transition when lead teachers and school leaders move to different positions
and schools. Authorities on educational change agree that change is difficult, that any gains take many
years to observe and that reform requires overall system coherence with changes in policy and practice
(Childress, Elmore, Grossman, & King, 2004; Farrington, 2014; Fullan, 2000; Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001). Despite the limitations of the study, the findings can inform other high schools
undergoing redesign.
Although the study took place during one school year, the findings were consistent with complex
adaptive systems. There was a collective strength and collaboration in these schools as a learning system
that exceeded the capacity or strength of the individuals in the school (Davis & Sumara, 2006). Interactions within the system (teacher-student relationships) and feedback processes are important. Seeking
and acting-on input provided by students throughout the school year is important for moving forward
with high school redesign. It was evident there was emergence within the system, through continual and
“on the spot tinkering” (Newell, 2008, p. 12) in response to feedback and gathering data through leading
indicators. The constitutive factors identified in this study for enabling high school redesign emphasized
the importance of collaboration and adaptation. This study provides insight into the ways in which leadership teams formed complex adaptive systems to enable change and may serve to inform practitioners
and school leaders, schools and systems, and those who study policy changes in schools.

Conclusion

We have described five common processes as constitutive factors that enabled high school redesign and
facilitated the mechanisms that allow the system to adapt, change and learn. Drawing upon a complex
system perspective, we gathered data from teachers and leadership teams and recognized their role within complex evolving forms which cannot be understood independently from their context and interrelationships.
Our mixed methods design allowed us to examine seven high schools involved in redesign efforts
aimed at improving student learning, engagement, and well-being. Removing a strict adherence to time
required by the Carnegie Unit was a catalyst for redesigning high schools as well as addressing low-levels of student engagement in secondary schools. Through surveys and interviews with principals and
teachers in urban and rural areas in seven schools across six different school jurisdictions in Alberta, our
research team used a complex adaptive systems-thinking lens to examine the schools. In this article, we
reported on findings specifically related to the five constitutive factors and their impact on high school
redesign by improving learning experiences, achievement, engagement, attendance, retention, and parental involvement and satisfaction: (1) leadership teams require a collective disposition and commitment
to learning; (2) relationships with students matter; (3) regularly ask students for their opinions and input
regarding high school redesign using consistent survey instruments with leading indicators; (4) changes
require collaboration; and (5) it is important to redesign learning tasks and assessment.
The Alberta Ministry’s decision to remove the Carnegie Unit as the system of measure for high
schools in Alberta was an enabling constraint with the potential to create foundational changes to Alberta’s education system and to change school structures to support better learning for all students. The
findings from this study serve to inform practitioners and school leaders, schools and systems globally
to continue to challenge the fundamental structures of schooling and the academic and non-academic
features in their efforts to support high school redesign efforts.
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