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Linking Classroom 
and School Improvement

Through their Learning Consortium, four school
districts and two higher education institutions in

the greater Toronto area created a framework that
drives their efforts to support the sustained

development of educators.

E
ducators have learned a great 
deal about classroom and 
school improvement recently, 

and this new knowledge has pro 
vided us with much valuable informa 
tion to make more informed deci 
sions Yet the amount and complexity 
of that information is raining down 
on our heads so hard that it is very 
difficult to understand and imple 
ment what we know about classroom 
and school improvement.

We need a powerful framework to 
assist our efforts to achieve lasting and 
substantial change one like the 
framework we derived from our work 
in the Learning Consortium. This 
three-year experiment began in Feb 
ruary 1988 as a partnership among 
four major school districts and two 
higher education institutions in the 
greater Toronto area. 1 The four dis 
tricts are large, ranging in size from 
45,000 students (90 schools) to 60,000 
students (150 schools).

The Learning Consortium brings to 
gether teachers, administrators, and 
professors in a collegia! partnership 
that focuses on the sustained develop- 
mem of educators. This, in turn, is 
directed at improving students' expe 
riences and learning. All activities uiv 
dertaken by the Learning Consortium 
are invested with the spirit of inquiry
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We make use of previous research and 
produce new research findings of our 
own in our "living laboratory" envi 
ronment. Two of our most important 
concerns include curriculum and in 
struction priorities of school boards 
and issues pertaining to the manage 
ment of change. We work with the 
assumption that classroom improve 
ment, teacher development, and 
school improvement must be system 
atically linked if substantial progress is 
to be achieved.

Systemic and cultural 
change in schools 
as workplaces and 
in teaching as a 
profession are 
intimately linked; 
and these links 
represent a 
powerful route to 
educational reform.

Creating an Action 
Framework for Better Schools
Specifically, we are interested in the 
question of how classroom and school 
improvement might be linked.2 The 
framework evolving from our attempts 
to make sense of and guide our im 
provement efforts in the Consortium is 
shown in Figure 1. A word is necessary 
about the imagery of gears and cogs. 
Taken literally, this imagery is mislead 
ing teaching is not mechanistic, and 
one cog does not necessarily start an 
other. Nor do the framework's compo 
nents simply move in one direction or 
the other. Different and contradictory 
initiatives affect different parts, moving 
them in different directions at the 
same time indeed, this is pan of the 
complexity

Nonetheless, the overall metaphor 
of movement is important and useful. 
The different elements of classroom 
and school development do affect one 
another, and in effective schools they 
do work together in the same direc 
tion in an interactive, dynamic way. 
The diagram in Figure 1 can also serve 
as an "advance organizer," illustrating 
how ideas are interrelated. Although 
the purpose of the framework is not to 
indicate where to start, it does assist 
educators to inquire into the current 
condition of their school or classroom
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situation and predict what factors might 
need consideration. For example, be 
fore a staff decides to implement a 
process that breaks down norms of 
isolation and builds norms of collabo 
ration perhaps through a peer coach 
ing or mentoring program teachers 
and administrators might consider 
what factors in the classroom and 
school will support or militate against 
such programs. The framework, in 
other words, points to the main com 
ponents of improvement all of which 
must be addressed.

We did not develop the framework 
and then apply it in the Learning Con 
sortium. Over a number of years we 
had been working separately on dif 
ferent pans of this schematic in other 
activities. The Consortium provided us 
with an opportunity to work together 
on developing a more comprehensive 
conceptual framework. Our goal has 
become to understand classroom im 
provement on the one hand, school 
improvement on the other, and then 
to identify systematic links between 
the two.

For classroom improvement, we 
and others have found that teachers 
work simultaneously (but not at the 
same pace) on all four inner cogs: 
content, classroom management, in 
structional skills, and instructional

strategies. For both teachers and stu 
dents, the capacity to integrate these 
four components is essential. Content 
encapsulates areas such as the teach 
er's knowledge of curriculum, child 
development, and learning styles. 
Classroom management includes 
what teachers do to prevent and re 
spond to student misbehavior. Instruc 
tional skills are less complex teacher 
behaviors such as providing wait time 
after asking a question and framing 
questions at different levels of com 
plexity. Although less complex than 
instructional strategies, they are essen 
tial behaviors in a teacher's instruc 
tional repertoire. Instructional strate 
gies, such as concept attainment and 
cooperative learning, are more com 
plex processes of teaching that are 
based on models of learning. When all 
four of these inner cogs function in 
partnership, the chances of designing 
a classroom environment that pro 
motes student learning are dramati 
cally increased

The inner cogs at the far right of 
Figure 1 relate to school improve 
ment. The basic features of school 
improvement (as distinct from a list of 
effective schools characteristics) are 
these: shared purpose, norms of colle- 
giality, norms of continuous improve 
ment, and structures representing the

University of Toronto presentee teachers (from left to right) Mary laree, Catty Bematt, Brad 
Boebmer, and Diane Batarich prepare to work tn classrooms of Summer Institute participants, 
who will help train them tn cooperative learning techniques.

Innovations should 
be seen as points 
of departure or 
catalysts, rather 
than as things to 
be implemented.

organizational conditions necessary 
for significant improvement (little 
1989, Rosenholtz 1989)

Shared purpose includes vision, mis 
sion, goals, objectives, and unity of 
purpose. It refers to the shared sense 
of purposeful direction of the school 
relative to major educational goals. 
Shared purpose is, of course, not static 
and does not arise by itself. The other 
three cogs in interaction constantly 
generate and (re)shape purpose

Norms of collegiality refers to ways 
in which mutual sharing, assistance, 
and joint effort among teachers is val 
ued and honored in the school. How 
ever, as Little (1989) has stressed, 
there is nothing particularly virtuous 
about collaboration per se I t can serve 
to block change or put down students, 
or it can elevate learning. Thus, colle 
giality must be linked to norms of 
continuous improvement and experi 
mentation in which teachers are con 
stantly seeking and assessing poten 
tially better practices inside and 
outside their own schools (and con 
tributing to other people's practice 
through dissemination).

Structure refers to organizational ar 
rangements, roles, and formal policies 
which explicitly create working condi 
tions that support and inspire move 
ment in the other cogs. Examples of 
school-level structural changes that 
are conducive to improvement in-
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elude creating time for joint planning, 
developing joint teaching arrange'- 
ments and staff development policies, 
establishing new roles such as the 
mentor function, and establishing 
school improvement procedures. (Re 
structuring, of course, has much to do 
with this cog, although no single com 
ponent by itself can make much of a 
difference.)

The teacher-as-learner concept is 
the centerpiece linking classroom and 
school improvement In this instance 
the term includes anybody at the 
school level who is a professional ed 
ucator, for example, classroom teach 
ers, teacher leaders, head teachers, 
vice-principals, and principals

The teacher-as-leamer centerpiece 
serves two critical uses The first con 
cerns the four aspects of teacher as 
learner the technical, the reflective, 
the research, and the collaborative. The 
mastery of a technical repertoire in 
creases instructional certainty; reflective 
practice enhances clarity, meaning, 
and coherence; research fosters inves 
tigation and exploration; collabora 
tion enables one to receive and give 
ideas and assistance. Each aspect has 
its separate tradition of research and 
practice, and each has made important 
contributions in its own right. The 
important question is how to integrate 
and establish the strengths of each of 
these four traditions in the individual

teacher as learner. Rarely have all four 
received intensive attention in the 
same setting.

The second critical use of the teach 
er-as-leamer centerpiece is as a 
method to distinguish between spe 
cific and generic levels of the develop 
ment of the teacher as learner. By 
specific we mean how particular im 
provements are experienced and de 
signed. For example, in the Learning 
Consortium we began with a technical 
instructional innovation, cooperative 
learning, and found it had conse 
quences for all four aspects of the 
teacher as learner Similarly, others 
could begin with any of the other 
three inner cogs an inquiry research

fig.1. AComf



School administrator Don Real shares his plans for implementing the Summer Institute's 
cooperative learning and peer coaching model with participants in the seven-day retreat.

project, for example and proceed to 
incorporate the development of the 
technical, reflective, and collaborative 
components Or a group could try to 
work on all four aspects from the start

It is, however, the generic point that 
is more fundamental; that is, teachers 
can come to develop their generic 
capacities in all four aspects. This 
would mean not just being good at 
cooperative learning, but at an array of 
instructional models; not just being 
involved in a reflective practice proj 
ect, but being a reflective practitioner; 
not participating in a research investi 
gation, but conducting constant in 
quiry; not being pan of a peer coach 
ing project, but being collaborative as 
a way of working In short, teachers 
gradually internalize these ways of be 
ing so that it becomes second nature 
to be learners The point is not that the 
four aspects are valuable separate ele 
ments of the teacher as learner, but 
that they must become pan and parcel 
of a natural seamless fabric of what it 
means to be a professional educator

Now, it is precisely when every 
teacher in the school develops this 
generic capacity that classroom im 
provement and school improvement 
entirely overlap. Such an ideal will 
rarely be achieved of course, but one 
can immediately deduce how power 

ful the bridge can become when a 
school experiences a significant in 
crease in the proportion of staff who 
are learners.

Two other elements of the frame 
work revolve around the issue of what 
drives the framework One of these is 
the presence of student engagement 
and learning a preoccupation that 
pervades the framework. In our 
model, impact on all students is cen 
tral to each and every cog and to 
interrelationships among the cogs. 
Constant valuing of and attention to 
student engagement and learning is a 
powerful motivating force, the ulti 
mate purpose of the efforts repre 
sented in Figure 1.

The second driving force for change 
is leadership and mobilization. We ex 
plicitly rejected the idea that leader 
ship be a particular component of the 
framework Leadership comes from 
different sources in different situations 
and from different sources in the same 
situation over time: the principal, key 
teachers, the superintendent, parents, 
trustees, curriculum consultants, gov 
ernments, universities, and others 
Further, once the model is fully func 
tioning, leadership can and does come 
from multiple sources simultaneously. 
Certainly the principal, for example, is 
key, but leadership must be mobilized

on multiple fronts if development is to 
continue. Finally, we want to acknowl 
edge that the framework is not in 
tended to incorporate all variables that 
impinge on students, teachers, and 
schools. The teacher as learner, for 
example, is shaped by a variety of 
personality and career factors that 
make up "the total teacher" (Fullan 
and Hargreaves, forthcoming).

The comprehensive model just de 
scribed is both guiding and emerging 
from the Learning Consortium's activi 
ties Two major initiatives undertaken by 
the Learning Consortium since its incep 
tion are the Summer Institute and the 
Cadre of Trainers, both discussed be 
low Each of them seeks to link class 
room and school improvement.

Initiatives of the Consortium
The Summer Institute. The first 

Summer Institute brought together ap 
proximately 90 educators from the 
Consortium's four school districts and 
two higher education institutions in 
the summer of 1988. Participants (the 
majority were teachers and principals 
or vice-principals, with a few central 
office administrators and professors) 
attended a seven-day residential work 
shop. The workshop emphasized co 
operative learning and coaching and 
the management of the change pro 
cess, including plans for follow-up im 
plementation of the summer program.

The planning group chose coopera 
tive learning because of the evidence 
that it stimulates student learning 
Coaching and mentoring were empha 
sized as vehicles for sharing expertise 
and for encouraging collaboration in 
schools. And the concept and process 
of coaching and mentoring were also 
introduced in the training process be 
cause of their effect on stimulating 
teacher learning.

Participants spent the first four days 
learning about cooperative learning 
and peer coaching. Their training in 
cluded learning the basic theory, ob 
serving and participating in live and 
videotaped demonstrations, and prac 
ticing in microteaching situations 
Then they received three days of in 
struction on the variables that would 
affect implementation of the coopera-
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tive learning model and peer coaching 
in their classrooms and schools. Vid 
eotapes, focused reading, small- and 
large-group instruction, and task-re 
lated implementation planning en 
abled individuals and groups to get 
started on their follow-up plans.

The districts had committed them 
selves to follow-up support in the 
classroom, but because of different 
agendas and limited time, they chose a 
range of support strategies some 
participants worked alone, some with 
colleagues and administrators, and 
some received in-class support from 
the summer institute instructors.

To increase the chances that the 
teachers would successfully transfer 
their new learning to the classroom, 
we built the program to include cer 
tain elements First, a powerful model 
of teachirlg was employed: coopera 
tive learning (see Johnson et al 1981, 
Johnson and Johnson 1989, Rolheiser- 
Bennett 1986, Sharan 1980, Slavin 
1980, 1988). Second, we used an effec 
tive training strategy that provided fol 
low-up support the skill training 
model (see Bennett 1987, Joyce and 
Showers 1988, Joyce and Weil 1986) 
Third, we combined cooperative 
learning training with instruction on 
implementing change (see Fullan 
1985, Fullan in press). And fourth, 
volunteer participants were selected 
to participate on the basis of their 
interest in instructional improvement. 
Subsequently, data collected from 
classroom visits, interviews and con 
versations, and analyses of videotapes 
of classroom practice showed that 
teachers did effectively implement the 
cooperative learning strategies

During the first six months of fol 
low-up, while the instructors, peers, 
and administrators supported and ob 
served the teachers as they developed 
their thinking and their ability to apply 
that thinking to cooperative learning, 
we noticed development in two di 
mensions. One dimension was the 
movement toward fidelity to training 
content. Teachers' confidence in their 
ability to transfer their learning to the 
classroom increased, and we gained 
confidence that our staff development 
program was working. The other di 
mension, more fascinating because of

Sustained, 
cumulative' 
improvements at 
the classroom and 
school level, by each 
and every teacher 
in the school, are 
required to meet the 
challenge of our 
collective vision 
of the potential 
of schools.

its richness and insight into a new and 
possibly powerful line of inquiry, was 
the variety of patterns of implementa 
tion, as well as the variety of learning 
outcomes reported by the teachers

The Cadre of Trainers Program 
One goal of the Consortium is to have 
school staffs assume responsibility for 
their professional development while 
concomitantly developing networks 
between and among schools and dis 
tricts The Cadre of Trainers Program 
was designed to facilitate this goal 
Each school district and the faculty of 
education selected approximately 8 
educators to attend 10 one-day work 
shops spaced 2-3 weeks apart from 
January to June 1989 Of these 40 
participants, about one quarter had 
also attended the previous Summer 
Institute

We developed the content of the 
prograi around both classroom 
teaching skills and training skills, so 
that participants could become work 
shop leaders for other educators The 
teaching skills component included 
adding or refining classroom manage 
ment skills, instructional skills, and 
instructional strategies to the cadre 
members' repertoires The training 
component focused on ways to plan

and implement similar sessions back 
in the workplace

Team members from each board 
attending the Cadre program were 
asked to practice the skills and strate 
gies back in their district after each 
session. However, they were encour 
aged not to feel pressured to do any 
inservice work during the remainder 
of the school year, so that they could 
feel free to practice their skills and 
experiment with learning. The only 
inservice work required was that the 
teams meet back in their districts to 
practice thinking through and design 
ing workshops that integrated the con 
tent and process of effective training 
sessions Thus, the Cadre program fo 
cused on developing the capacity of 
the individuals and the districts to 
work more effectively with the compo 
nents contained in the framework

Growing into the Future
Other activities taking place and being 
planned by the Learning Consortium 
include:
  districtwide inservice led by Sum 

mer Institute and Cadre graduates;
  a second Summer Institute held in 

1989 with 100 participants, all of 
whom attended in teams, as well as a 
third Summer Institute to be held in 
1990;
  new field-based apprenticeship 

and preservice programs for student 
teachers in the one-year teacher certi- 
ficaiion program at the Faculty of Ed 
ucation, with Summer Institute and 
Cadre participants acting as mentors 
or providing inservice to mentors,
  school leadership programs for 

principals and vice-principals on in 
structional improvements, the man 
agement of change, and the role of 
school leaders in establishing collabo 
rative work cultures;
  induction programs for first-year 

teachers;
  the establishment of professional 

development schools
Some of these are formal programs 

of the Consortium, some involve two 
or three districts, others are individ 
ual district initiatives that build on 
Consortium activities Each district in 
its own way is forging connections 
and achieving synergy of effort as one
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activity supports or integrates with, 
another When integration does oc 
cur, we see powerful multiplier ef 
fects on classroom, school, and sys 
tem development

Only the Beginning
So . where does one begin? We 
started with teachers and administra 
tors learning an instructional strategy 
or model of teaching selected because 
of its effect on student learning As we 
continued, we integrated that learning 
with other needs, such as classroom 
management and peer coaching. Then 
concepts related to the culture of the 
school and the management of change 
helped guide our efforts

We do not know the best place for 
others to begin. Individual classroom, 
school, and district needs and condi-. 
tions will generate a variety of options. 
But regardless of where they start, 
districts will find it helpful to attend to 
all the components in Figure 1. Sys 
temic and cultural change in schools 
as workplaces and in teaching as a 
profession are intimately linked; and. 
these links represent a powerful route 
to educational reform. We are striving1 
to put innovations and reforms in 
proper perspective, which means day- 
to-day improvements in the work and 
learning lives of teachers and students 
In this sense, innovations should be 
seen as points of departure or cata 
lysts, rather than as things to be imple 
mented Moreover, fixing on particu-. 
lar innovations is less important than 
paying attention to the potential ways 
in which classrooms and schools can- 
improve. Innovations, even major re 
forms, because they are by definition 
temporary, can be diversions rather 
than aids to fundamental, long-term 
change The problem of seeking inno 
vations as solutions is acute because 
decision makers are so vulnerable to 
"quick fixes," given the political and 
time pressures under which they 
work.

What we have described here is 
only our beginning. 4 Progress cannot 
be sustained by individuals working 
alone no matter how energetic and 
skilled they may be Systematic links 
must be made across classrooms. 
Progress cannot be measured by the
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successful implementation of a valu 
able innovation or even by having a 
good year. Sustained, cumulative im 
provements at the classroom and 
school level, by each and every 
teacher in the school, are required to 
meet the challenge of our collective 
vision of the potential of schools.D

'The Consortium's school districts in 
clude the Dufferin-Peel Roman Catholic 
Separate School Board, the Durham Board 
of Education, the Halton Board of Educa 
tion, and the North York Board of Educa 
tion. The two higher education institutions 
are the Faculty of Education, University of 
Toronto, and The Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education.

2ln this paper we concentrate on class 
room and school improvement In other 
work we are also examining the link be 
tween school improvement and school 
district coherence, as well as the impact of 
the partnership on the higher education 
institutions (Fullan and Watson, forthcom 
ing) In our view, the greatest problem 
faced by school districts is not resistance to 
innovation, but the fragmentation, over 
load, and incoherence resulting from the 
uncritical acceptance of too many different 
innovations which are not coordinated.

*We use the term cogs instead of gears 
because we feel it more appropriately por 
trays the metaphor of movement and con 
nection points.

""Future reports will document the vari 
ous activities and results of the Consortium 
(see Fullan, Bennett, and Rolheiser-Ben- 
nett 1989. Watson et al.1989, and Fullan 
and Watson, forthcoming)

Authors' note We would like to thank 
our many academic and school-based col 
leagues who contributed to this article.
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