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A tribute to AIsI

Donna Mayer and David Townsend

The Alberta Initiative for School 
Improvement (AISI) happened 
because it was the right idea at the 
right time. It happened because a 
sufficient number of men and women in 
positions of leadership in many different 
organizations were able to set aside 
their own agendas and pursue a goal 
that embraced a collective good. It 
happened because its purpose, vision, 
goals and structures were clear, easy to 
articulate, and easy to understand. The 
implementation and evolution of AISI 
formed a significant contribution to the 
fabric of education in Alberta for more 
than 12 years. 

Numerous studies, journal articles 
and textbooks confirm the importance 
of leadership to student learning. 
Leadership development was an 
unexpected outcome of AISI, the primary 
goal of which aimed for improved student 
learning and performance. As stated 
in the 1999 Framework for the Alberta 
Initiative for School Improvement, 
“Targeted funding for AISI was provided 
to school authorities on a per pupil 
basis for the purpose of improving 

student learning and performance by 
encouraging teachers, parents and 
the community to work collaboratively 
to introduce innovative and creative 
initiatives”(p. i). Because of the infusion 
of money for AISI, hundreds of teachers 
across Alberta were able to experience 
leadership in a variety of ways that 
were not previously available to them. 
Although AISI leaders were required to 
take on some of the administrative tasks 
involved in more than 2000 projects, 
for the most part they were instructional 
leaders in their schools and school 
authorities. Through a combination of 
theory that built leadership knowledge, 
and the practicality of on-the-job 
experience that developed skills and 
attitudes, AISI was instrumental in 
creating a vast pool of experienced 
candidates for future leadership 
positions. Many teachers who provided 
leadership through AISI have now taken 
on more formalized leadership roles at 
the school and district level. 

At this time of unprecedented public 
scrutiny, heightened expectations, 
expanding standards, and greater 
accountability, today’s school leaders 
must be able to attend to the concerns of 
multiple stakeholders while, at the same 

time, ensuring that all students have 
their learning needs met. Based on an 
Alberta-wide survey conducted in 2008, 
32% of new principals relinquish the role 
in three years. Is it possible these Alberta 
statistics will be positively altered as 
many principalships are filled with former 
AISI leaders? If that were to happen, 
leadership development would certainly 
stand as a valuable part of the legacy of 
AISI. 

April 1, 2013 is a date to remember for 
public education in Alberta. It marked 
the official end of AISI, a world-class 
school improvement initiative that has 
been admired, lauded and envied by 
educational leaders around the world 
because it contributed directly to the 
creation of more effective schools, better 
able to guarantee success for more 
students.

AIsI’s leAdershIp leGACY

...VOICes FrOM the FIeld
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Donna Mayer has been an Alberta 
educator in a variety of roles including 
teacher, school based administrator, 
trustee, AISI team leader at the school 
system level, School Improvement 
Manager with Alberta Education, and 
university sessional instructor. Donna 
is currently a doctoral candidate at the 
University of Alberta.

David Townsend, a member of the 
faculty of education at the University of 
Lethbridge for the last 28 years, was 
involved with AISI from the beginning. 
David continues to work closely with 
districts in which there is a sustained 
focus on school improvement. 

We have put key 
structures in place to 
support our continued 
work on creating 21st 
century Differentiated 
Instruction classrooms 
where the needs of all 
learners are being met.

“

” 

“It Is Just the WAY We dO thInGs here”
Dana Laliberté

I have been involved with AISI from the 
beginning. Initially, in Cycle I, I was on a 
Glenmary School’s team in Peace River. 
We had a challenging project on parental 
involvement (Joyce Epstein’s model) 
but what we learned is that we must 
involve students, parents and community 
in a much more meaningful way than 
we have historically in education. 
We learned there are many ways to 
involve parents and community. Now, 
in everything we do, we are more likely 
to consider multiple perspectives and 
involve people in decision-making. Since 
that first cycle, our Division has worked 
on Cycle II – Differentiating Instruction, 
Cycle III – Assessment for Learning, 
Cycle IV – Listen to What the Kids Say 
and Cycle V – Meeting the Diverse 
Needs of All Learners. Initially, we had 
much work to do to get people where 
they are today. When we started, we 
had only a couple of administrators who 
understood research and data collection. 
We actually brought in Jim Parsons, from 
the University of Alberta, to work with us 
on developing data collection tools and 
understanding how to do research well. 
We did work on SMART goals. Today, all 
our staffs understand these principles. 
More teachers and administrators read 
professionally now. It has been a long 
but rewarding journey. 

there are sustainable structures that 
will support improved teaching/learning. 
As we move into new areas, we have 
strong professional learning communities 
in the schools and at the Division level, 
Instructional Leadership Teams in every 
school where collaborative decision-
making is apparent, Learning Coaches 
who have the skills and attitudes to 
reinforce quality planning and instruction, 
support for our school leaders from our 
Family of Schools and Division office, 
professional learning supports for all staff 
as they continue on this learning journey 
and technological support for teachers/
students to do their work. Most teachers 
know what they need to do and now 
just need the time and support to do it. 
AISI has been the catalyst for all this 
work and the player in the background. 
Our Division has totally integrated all 
the work of AISI and is now building a 
sustainable way of operating for years to 
come. It has been great to see the work 
of AISI unfold like that and know, even 
though AISI has been cut, AISI is here to 
stay in our Division – “It is just the way 
we do things here”.

Dana Laliberté retires this year from 
Holy Family C.R.D. No. 37 where 
she has served most recently as 
AISI Coordinator and Assistant 
Superintendent of Curriculum and 
Instruction.

I believe our administrators all 
understand decision-making based 
on data. They recognize they must be 
strong instructional leaders themselves. 
They have to have the skills to develop a 
plan, communicate it well and implement 
it with some integrity. They know what 
we do in classrooms much be research-
based instruction, and current best 
practices. They value reflection. 

We have put key structures in place to 
support our continued work on creating 
21st century Differentiated Instruction 
classrooms where the needs of all 
learners are being met. Our results have 
been quite good over the years, and 
we attribute much of our success to the 
work teachers and administrators have 
done through AISI. I am retiring this 
year and truly feel I can leave, knowing 
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helpInG teAChers In the eArlY YeArs 
OF prACtICe tO be theIr best 

overall value in providing a structure, 
focus and funding for collaboration in 
their schools.

For a significant number of study 
participants, finding a degree of career 
stability in an AISI project enabled them 
to take on leadership roles that they 
never anticipated. Consider Carol’s 
example:

A really positive thing this past 
couple of years has been to have 
a professional learning community 
and to have time to get to do that. 
Because our district is so big, all of our 
kindergarten teachers have trouble 
getting together. I had been teaching 
kindergarten for a full year before 
finally getting to talk to someone else 
in our district who taught kindergarten. 
And it has been so nice in the last 
couple of years. We’re working on 
a website to share information and 
resources electronically.

One participant noted that, as parents, 
students and teachers discover “who 
you are as a new teacher,” they are 
more likely to come to you for support. 
For this AISI participant, “being known 
as someone doing research as part 
of teaching” helped his credibility as a 
professional, “someone people go to for 
help and when they have questions… 
that is not what I expected in my third 
year of teaching.” 

Further, participants most valued district-
level initiatives that gave them time and 
space to work with colleagues and/or 
mentors and to develop relationships 
above tightly managed, district-
coordinated induction programs or some 
district in-services covering familiar 
material and easily accessible resources. 
New teachers felt comfortable calling or 
emailing newfound colleagues at other 
schools to ask questions, seek advice 
or exchange resources and ideas. A 
number of rural participants reported 
that their districts were working hard to 
facilitate such out-of-school collaboration 
opportunities, many of them supported 
by AISI funding.

As the five-year study progressed 
and more and more participants took 
maternity leave, it became increasingly 
apparent that parenting and the 
associated dynamics of young family life 
play a significant role in the experiences 
of new teachers. Almost half of the 
participants who remained insecurely 
employed (that is, those on temporary 
contracts and/or those substitute 
teaching) were parents of young 
children. For female teachers planning 
to have a family, obtaining a continuing 
contract is important in ensuring they 
will have a financially secure maternity 
leave and a position upon return. Our 
study found that some teachers who 
have children return to full-time work and 
find ways of balancing their careers and 
family lives. Others find that they are 
unable to re-enter the profession in any 
meaningful way after having children. 
Amidst all of these personal changes for 
these new teachers, Arlene’s experience 

J-C Couture 

The impacts of the Alberta Initiative for 
School Improvement (AISI) on school 
culture, student learning and teacher 
growth and development have been well 
documented. But perhaps one of the 
more intriguing and least understood 
facets of AISI is the impact it has had 
on teachers entering the profession. 
This is a key conclusion of a five-
year longitudinal study of beginning 
teachers just completed this past year. 
Commissioned by the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association and led by a University of 
Alberta researcher, Laura Servage, the 
study1 was initially designed to answer 
two major questions: (1) Why do so 
many early-career teachers leave the 
profession? and (2) Where do such 
teachers go? The report shows that AISI 
clearly has played an important role in 
facilitating opportunities for new teachers 
to learn from their colleagues. Although 
participants seldom rated AISI as a 
“very important” source of professional 
development, they nevertheless 
acknowledged that it consistently 
provided structure, focus and material 
support for ongoing collaboration in their 
schools. Throughout the course of the 
study it became increasingly apparent 
that AISI was a positive influence on 
school culture and, while not all were 
directly involved in AISI activities, the 
respondents in our study recognized 
AISI as a key piece of the professional 
development mosaic in schools. 

The full study provides a detailed 
analysis of the perceptions of the 
respondents regarding the types of 
professional development they found 
most helpful (p. 9). AISI appears over the 
five years of the study to have played 
an important role in facilitating district-
level collegial learning. Regardless of 
the professional development options in 
their schools, participants appreciated 
opportunities to network with and learn 
from colleagues and recognized its 

1  A full description of the study methodology 
and findings is available from the 
Association or online HERE. 

The stability afforded through 
sustained collaborative 
inquiry evident in AISI, 

allowed new teachers to 
forge relationships, develop 

networks, take on peer 
leadership roles and become 
more engaged in the school 

community. 

“

” 
Another respondent said that the stability 
of her placement in an AISI project had 
allowed her to “grow professionally... 
When moving from school to school like 
we tend to do as new teachers, you don’t 
necessarily get to do that because you 
are getting to know staff.” The stability 
afforded through sustained collaborative 
inquiry evident in AISI, allowed new 
teachers to forge relationships, develop 
networks, take on peer leadership roles, 
and become more engaged in the school 
community. 

http://www.teachers.ab.ca/SiteCollectionDocuments/ATA/Publications/Research/Teaching%20in%20the%20Early%20Years%20of%20Practice%20(PD-86-19a).pdf
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It will be difficult to identify the legacy of 
AISI because AISI was not one thing. 
It was designed to reflect local needs 
and contexts that often tapped into 
the deeper complexities of the entire 
education system. We should consider 
AISI’s many legacies within the context 
of a K-12 education sector that saw over 
half of Alberta’s teaching force enter the 
profession since AISI began. Clearly 
more research and analysis is needed to 
more fully understand the impact that this 
unique school development program has 
had on not only the profession but the 
education system in general. 

In closing, perhaps Sandra, one of our 
study participants, captured one of the 
more compelling long-term impacts that 
will endure in the years ahead: 

When I started teaching, I thought 
it was okay to call myself an “AISI 
teacher” and I did so with some pride. 
As I finish my fifth year, I now realize 
that good teachers are all, in a way, 
‘AISI teachers’. Therefore, while the 
decision to cut support for AISI is sad, 
this doesn’t mean I will stop trying to do 
the work. Because the work is trying to 
be the best teacher I can be. Nothing 
can take that away from me.

J-C is Associate Coordinator of 
Research for the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association.He has been a 
representative of the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association on the Education Partners 
Steering Committee (EPSC) since 
the inception of AISI. The EPSC is 
comprised of representatives from a 
diverse cross-section of education 
stakeholders working in concert to 
support student learning and the work 
of AISI teams province-wide.

captures the paradoxical realities in 
many schools. While AISI provided 
some support and stability, without a 
comprehensive approach to supporting 
new teachers, the early years of teaching 
can be demoralizing. 

Arlene—Teaching with Two Children 
at Home 

The employment history of 
Arlene illustrates the difficulty that 
new teachers with children may 
experience in obtaining secure 
employment. In year one, Arlene 
substitute taught from September 
to April and then received a half-
time temporary contract for May 
and June. In year 2, she received 
a temporary, quarter-time AISI-
funded contract; in year three, she 
substitute taught and had a six-
month, full-time temporary contract; 
in year four she substitute taught 
and had a two-month, full-time 
temporary contract; and in year five 
she stayed home with a new baby 
and then returned to substitute 
teaching. In year six, she planned 
to substitute teach but is wondering 
about staying in teaching.

Although offering refuge in a sea of 
volatility was not the goal of AISI, for 
Arlene, AISI provided some support and 
stability in a system environment that 
was rather demoralizing at times. 

As the education partners struggle to 
make meaning about AISI’s legacy 
there will be stories of both limitation 
and hope. Arlene’s experience stands 
in sharp contrast to one of the most 
compelling AISI projects I recall over 
my fourteen years of work with the 
program. During the 2005–06 school 
year, 17 beginning teachers at Pearson 
High School in Calgary and a dedicated 
staff member met to consider what they 
needed to develop further as teaching 
professionals. Led by Tim Skuce, this 
project2 dug into the core of teaching 
focussed on collaborative inquiry 
around “complicated conversations” 

2 For a full description of this project click 
here.

(after Pinar):—who are we becoming as 
teachers? What does it mean to be an 
experienced teacher? Why do we study 
English, math, science and social studies 
as separate disciplines? How can our 
students come to understand them as 
living disciplines that they, the students, 
live? 

As the project unfolded, the teachers 
began to explore these professional 
inquiry questions, the conversation grew 
to include other teachers who were not 
part of the original mentorship group but 
who wanted to enliven their practice. In 
a school where one-third of the school’s 
teaching staff had two or fewer years of 
teaching experience and 17 beginning 
teachers had joined the staff in one year, 
AISI provided the catalyst and support to 
create an environment that recognized 
that many of the most effective and 
enduring strategies to support teachers 
in the early years of practice are very 
similar to those to support all teachers. 
Strategies to support new teachers 
have their greatest impact in schools 
where a strong culture of collaboration 
and instructional leadership by the 
principal is evident. While not a 
surprising finding of the Association’s 
five-year study, too often these systemic 
factors are overlooked in efforts to 
foster professional inquiry among new 
teachers.

[AISI] was designed 
to reflect local needs 

and contexts that 
often tapped into the 
deeper complexities 

of the entire education 
system.

“

” 

http://www.teachers.ab.ca/Publications/ATA%20Magazine/Volume%2087/Number%203/Articles/Pages/Moving%20Beginning%20Teachers%20toward%20Praxis.aspx
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Marcel Lavallée

The five francophone school authorities 
in Alberta have been involved in 
the initiative of improving student 
achievement and pedagogy since the 
beginning of AISI in 2000. This was a 
challenge for some of these authorities 
as some had been established for only 
two or three years and catered to a small 
student population. These authorities 
were young and full of ambition. Thus, 
in Cycle 1, three authorities submitted 
more than a project, one submitting 
four projects! The areas of focus 
were varied—science, small classes, 
technology and full-day kindergarten to 
name a few.

By Cycle 2, they had realized all the 
work involved in an AISI project and 
each authority focused on a single 
project. In addition, there was greater 
commonality in the choice of projects. 
Indeed, four of the projects focused on 

pedagogy. The same trend held true 
in Cycle 3 where four projects focused 
on assessment for learning. In Cycle 
4, all five projects dealt with a common 
theme: oral language as a tool for 
learning and identity construction. For 
Cycle 5, two authorities submitted a joint 
literacy project from Grade 1 to Grade 
12. Two other projects explored the 
role of learning coaches. This similarity 
of projects allowed the authorities 
to collaborate in the organization of 
professional development days.

What has been learned as a result of 
these past 12 years of AISI? There 
is no doubt that there has been a 
transformation of teaching practices and 
a growing awareness of the importance 
of linking objectives, strategies and 
measures in all initiatives undertaken by 
teachers. These authorities recognize 
the importance of looking systematically 
at what happens in a classroom or 

in a school to reach sound decisions 
based on data. They will continue to 
build on the achievements of their AISI 
projects evidenced by the higher student 
results and higher levels of satisfaction 
expressed by teachers.

The Francophone authorities will 
continue to build on the legacy of 
AISI. It will continue to engage them in 
answering the key question all educators 
must ask: "I teach, but do my students 
learn, and HOW do they learn?".

Marcel Lavallée has worked at Alberta 
Education for the past 35 years as an 
administrator and contractor. 

QuOI de neuF? – AIsI In FrenCh

The key question all educators 
must ask: I teach, but do  
my students learn, and  
HOW do they learn?

“

” 

David Hay

In Elk Island Public Schools, the goal 
of our AISI V project was to increase 
students’ intellectual engagement 
through the implementation of 
innovative learning environments. Some 
suggestions for teachers to implement 
included blended, collaborative, project-
based, or gamified environments. 
Early on in our “Innovative Learning 
Environments” project, we realized 
that most of the environments involved 
blended learning in some form. This 
was particularly true for flipped learning, 
which seemed to be a good way to get 
teachers interested in posting materials 
and starting to interact with students 
online. 
 
Some teachers were particularly excited 
about flipped learning, and started 
making videos and posting interactive 

and text-based resources. I liked being 
able to show them various options for 
creating videos and places to organize 
and curate content, such as Moodle, 
Edmodo, Google Sites, and others. 
Different choices appealed to different 
teachers based on their experience and 
needs, or those of their students. 
 
The great thing about teachers posting 
materials online was that it gave 
students, and in most cases parents, a 
place to get information about the class. 
More importantly, it started to create an 
online space for interactions with the 
teacher and among students. This space 
was sometimes used synchronously, but 
more often was used outside of class 
time. Teachers even found that absent 
students could keep up with what they 
needed to learn and do. 
 

reFleCtIOns On FlIpped leArnInG And 
blended leArnInG 

Not to upstage the Horizon Report1, 
but I think it won’t be long until most 
learning is blended learning. One of our 
favorite quotes from a teacher about her 
experience with blended learning was, “I 
won’t go back to teaching the way I used 
to.” I think that epitomizes the goals of 
the AISI project and innovative learning 
environments. 

David is an Education Technologist and 
former AISI Consultant with Elk Island 
Public Schools, where he encourages 
and supports innovation and technology 
implementation. In his spare time, 
he enjoys making things, biking with 
his family, playing video games, and 
programming. He can be found online 
under the name MisterHay.

1  The NMC Horizon Report examines 
emerging technologies for their potential im-
pact on and use in teaching, learning, and 
creative inquiry.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blended_learning
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flip_teaching
https://sites.google.com/a/eipsacademy.com/academy/teachers
https://sites.google.com/a/eipsacademy.com/academy/teachers
http://moodle.eips.ca/
http://edmodo.com/
http://sites.google.com/
http://www.nmc.org/news/2013-horizonk12-interim-results
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Meet

GOne but nOt FOrGOtten
Carolyn Jensen

The Alberta Initiative for School 
Improvement (AISI) has been a driving 
force in educational change in Alberta 
and Parkland School Division (PSD) for 
the last twelve years. “AISI constitutes a 
world-class and world-leading example 
of a system-wide educational strategy.” 
(The Learning Mosaic, p. xi). Sadly, this 
visionary program has been suspended 
in the last provincial budget. While the 
funding and formal requirements of 
AISI are no longer, the work of AISI will 
continue in PSD.

Our work has been centered around 
critical thinking and assessment and we 
have made great strides, seeing great 
results for students and teachers in our 
classrooms. One of the ways that we 
know that critical thinking has become 
part of the culture of PSD is that we hear 
students and teachers speaking the 
language of critical thinking throughout 
the school and even into the community. 
The wordle below is a word cloud of 
three of our critical thinking after “source 
documents” sharing vocabulary, habits 
of mind and key points. This is the 
language we hear in our schools daily.

By using critical thinking as a basis to 
teach concepts, students are provided a 
structure to enhance their thinking and 
learn the content more deeply as one of 
our grade two teachers notes, “My grade 
two students just finished writing their 
“powerful cinquain poems”. I was really 
impressed with how well they critiqued 
each poem and if they couldn’t find 
evidence to meet the criteria, how they 
were able to adjust the poem to meet 
the criteria. I was really taken back by 
how well the kids used critical thinking 
vocabulary in their discussions. Great 
critical thinking lesson!”

As students become more proficient with 
their critical thinking skills, they become 
more deeply engaged in their learning. A 
grade four teacher shared a story about 
her students taking the lead in their own 
learning. “After working through several 
critical challenges throughout the year, I 
introduced the concept of diversity. The 

students asked me if they could do a 
critical challenge around diversity. The 
students created the challenge; posed 
the problem, created the criteria, and 
carried out the challenge. (They) really 
uncovered the concept of diversity.”

the information they gather, as another 
grade six teacher notes. “Students are 
starting to receive their letters from their 
local representatives. The answers are 
wonderful and provide the students with 
mountains of information. It is wonderful 
to note the looks of surprise on their 
faces when they share their letters with 
me and their classmates. It is interesting 
that all of the students are getting 
different answers because they asked 
such a diverse number of questions. 
They enjoy reading their letters out loud 
to their class and sharing their answers. 
What a great activity made even better 
with powerful questions!”

You can be assured that Parkland will 
continue the work that we have already 
started in the areas of critical thinking 
and assessment. This work has been 
integral to PSD and student learning and 
will remain priorities within the Division. 
We’ve got a great foundation to continue 
to build upon with the expertise and 
resources that we’ve built already. We’re 
still looking forward to great work in 
these areas! 

Carolyn Jensen participated in AISI 
Cycles 3 and 4 at the school level and 
as a division leader with AISI in Cycle 5. 
She currently serves Parkland School 
Division in the position of Learning 
Services Facilitator & AISI Coordinator.

Comments from a PSD grade six teacher 
illustrate how embracing critical thinking 
as a way of teaching also has a positive 
impact on teacher practice. “My teaching 
has evolved to include more student 
involvement. I am constantly thriving to 
ensure my students are engaged in their 
learning and making the most of it. I love 
it when students do the questioning and 
set the criteria for judgment. This gives 
the students a sense of empowerment in 
the class so they have more control over 
their learning. I want to give students the 
opportunity to learn how to think not just 
what to think.”

The strategies used to develop critical 
thinking skills, like asking powerful 
questions, permit students to engage 
in their world and make meaning of 

I want to give students 
the opportunity to learn 

how to think not just 
what to think.

“

” 

http://education.alberta.ca/teachers/aisi.aspx
http://education.alberta.ca/teachers/aisi.aspx
http://education.alberta.ca/media/1133263/the%20learning%20mosaic.pdf
http://www.aac.ab.ca/
http://www.wordle.net/
http://www.psdblogs.ca/aisi/files/2013/03/Critical_Thinking_Talking_Points-1xhjyro.pdf
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Glenn Gouthro

AISI, without any question, has mobilized 
teachers and continues to transform 
their understanding of how students best 
learn, in a way that no other educational 
initiative has in recent history. It has been 
slow and ponderous work but it has been 
methodical and followed a pathway or 
progression that scaffolded our growing 
understanding of the importance of 
building communities of collaborative 
inquiry and investigation into effective 
teaching practices and their impact on 
student engagement and achievement.

The most significant impact that AISI 
has had on our jurisdiction, apart from 
the areas which we focused on for our 
projects, has been a slow but definite 
breaking down of the barriers that have 
prevented teachers from collaborating 
around effective practices and using 
research and data to inform those 
practice. In general, past practices were 
more intuitive, based on “gut” feelings, 
and (more often than not) completed 
in isolation with a much less precise 
understanding of how to support student 
achievement and engagement than 
today.

the GenIe Is Out OF the bOttle
As unfortunate as the sudden dissolution 
of AISI Cycle 5 has been, the prevailing 
feeling in our jurisdiction is that the work 
and the things we have achieved to date 
are far too important to our jurisdiction 
to simply brush our hands off and walk 
away from any further pursuit of our 
goal: to use research and data in a 
collaborative environment to improve 
student achievement and engagement. 
We are resolved to be more innovative 
and more creative about providing 
teachers and administrators with the 
resources needed to continue to do this 
important work. The genie is out of the 
bottle and cannot be put back in.

Until recently Glenn was the AISI 
Coordinator for  Buffalo Trail Public 
Schools serving in this capacity 
beginning in year 2 of Cycle 3 until 
March 30, 2013. Moving forward, Glenn 
will have some new responsibilities in 
his portfolio but will remain a part of 
the central office Learning Services 
Team. The Learning Services Team 
is an integrated, collaborative and 
comprehensive working group that 
eliminates the siloization of central 
departments in order to collectively 
address teacher efficacy in order to best 
meet the needs of all students.  

AISI has deepened 
our understanding 

of the importance of 
collaboration and an 
appreciation for the 

synergy that is created 
when we work together. 

“

” 
Where it was once considered 
acceptable for teachers to work in 
isolation, and the delivery of curriculum 
and grading practices were idiosyncratic, 
that is no longer the prevailing model. 
AISI has deepened our understanding 
of the importance of collaboration and 
an appreciation for the synergy that 
is created when we work together. 
So teachers and administrators 
have come to expect opportunities 
to collaborate around best practices 
for increasing student engagement 
and achievement. They are now 
much more willing to engage in those 
professional discussions. We have 
learned how to engage in this dialogue 
in an environment of mutual trust with 
an understanding of the benefits to be 
gained. 
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Janet Wallentiny

I have a very clear memory of driving up 
the road to the corner that turns to the 
School Division’s central office building. 
I was having a pep talk with myself on 
the way to a job interview. Until now, I 
had been in the same teaching position 
for 16 years in the same Junior/Senior 
high school. Other than a brief stint as a 
grade 1 teacher in Saskatchewan, this 
had been my career. Like everything I do, 
I threw myself into it completely – always 
trying to learn more and keep up with 
those I admire around me. When people 
ask me if I remember what brought me 
to work with the Alberta Initiative for 
School Improvement (AISI) projects in 
our jurisdiction, I always privately picture 
my hands on the steering wheel and 
the road shortening as I headed to the 
interview.

So, how did I get there? My early 
teaching journey was a little like 
learning to drive my parents’ car. I 
love teaching. It is challenging and 
deeply complex. However, just like my 
parents’ car, in the early days, teaching 
was not technologically supported. 
Many teachers may not recall a time 
before computers when information 
about teaching was not always readily 
available. Times and technology were 
different. Hand entered marks on grid 
sheets, student profiles in file folders full 
of samples (later called portfolios), and 
daily handwritten plans based on the one 
copy of a Program of Study stored in an 
office file cabinet were the way of the 
world. (Yes, I remember students holding 
papers to their faces and not because 
they were warm, either.) The first car 
I drove was my mother’s 1957 Chevy 
with “3 in- the-tree” manual transmission 
before moving on to my own automatic 
transmission Pinto and nowadays my 
driver’s seat resembles a cockpit with 
hands-free devices and information 
centers. Not entirely unlike the changes 
in the cars I drove, my career spanned 
my beginning in Grade 1 in a very 
small town with only a ditto machine 

to high school with its photocopier and 
eventually to settling in with junior high 
school students when computers were 
on every teacher’s desk and digital files 
on memory sticks.

In my first years of working with the 
Programs of Study, I spent my energies 
developing a depth of understanding 
of the content and an awareness of the 
students’ misunderstandings about the 
content. Eventually I realized there was 
much more about student learning that I 
did not yet know. Here my journey shifted 
gears again when I began looking for 

not go unnoticed. I had been fanatically 
sharing my learning with colleagues, 
who patiently listened to me. Shortly 
thereafter, I had the opportunity to sit 
on a Project Development Team for our 
school division’s third AISI project. The 
challenge? Build a Ferrari! I kept thinking 
what a fantastic opportunity it would be 
for a teacher to learn and work alongside 
other teachers in the school division. 
Until then, I had never thought about 
the job as serving a larger classroom of 
highly skilled and effective teachers, and 
I won’t lie—the idea was very appealing. 
I was ready to train for the road test, this 
time, in a better car.

Shifting gears from teaching to being a 
Learning Coach is equivalent to slipping 
into the seat of a high speed, souped-
up concept car and being asked to 
begin your driving process there. I really 
needed to move beyond professional 
learning (licensing) towards practical 
application (road testing). I needed 
to understand how I could maximize 
teaching and learning performance by 
really understanding why this “vehicle” 
operated the way it did. But, life in 
a school is busy. Time to reflect and 
process professional learning was not 
a part of teaching prior to AISI. The 
wheels and engine were there, but the 
time to reflect on learning, theorize, 
and test possible solutions were not 
part of the classroom teacher’s day. 
Oftentimes, AISI funding provided 
much-needed opportunities to gather 
teachers together to put teaching and 
learning up on the blocks: to access 
each other’s expertise and strengths, 
to solve common problems, to develop 
skills and understandings. We draw on 
that understanding simultaneously as 
we press the pedal, navigate terrain with 
our students and maneuver curves with 
the ever-improving finesse of a Learning 
Coach. 

Over the next seven years, I drove 
many high quality professional learning 
roads, spent hours poring through 
recommended readings on effective 
instructional practices and spent even 

reFleCtInG On A JOurneY FrOM 
teACher tO leArnInG COACh

better questions. If teachers ask up to 
two questions every minute, up to 400 in 
a day, around 70,000 per year or two to 
three million in the course of a career, it 
seemed like something I needed to do 
even better, to refine my driving skills as 
an educator.

So, I went under the hood to deepen my 
understanding of the “technical aspects” 
of teaching with the Northwest Regional 
Learning Consortium. A brief session in 
May grew into sessions over summer 
holidays in preparation for the next 
school year and some of the most pivotal 
professional learning experiences of my 
career. The overhaul in my career did 
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more time developing and delivering 
professional learning for teachers, 
information specialists, educational 
assistants, administrators, and entire 
school jurisdictions. Initially, much of 
this “learning curve” was more of a 
vertical ascent. I am confident that I 
have grown in my understanding of 
teaching, learning, and achieving. I know 
the greatest impact on the learning for 
students is in the classroom with their 
teachers. The idea that I could participate 
in supporting teachers on their journeys 
to providing quality education for all 
students has great appeal. After seven 
years, I confess that I am just beginning 
to appreciate the deeply complex nature 
of this job. I hope Learning Coaches will 
grow and deepen to become an integral 

Jeff Kuntz 

As I look back, I am struck by the impact 
AISI has had on the teaching profession 
here in Alberta. This is not to say that 
teachers were unprofessional before 
AISI, far from it. This province has 
always been blessed with educators 
who are committed to providing quality 
instruction. But AISI helped break down 
many barriers that separated us as 
professionals, as we worked across 
disciplines and grade levels to make a 
difference for the children of Alberta.

When I started with AISI, the initiative 
was met with equal measures of 
hope and suspicion. The idea that 
the government was ready to let 
teachers and boards decide the targets, 
procedures and pace of their school 
improvement was not something 
educators expected or were even ready 
for. Once teachers and administrators 
embraced the spirit of AISI—to improve 
schooling from the ground up, by 
accessing the expertise and experience 
of the professionals in each building—
much of the skepticism disappeared, 
but that took time, leadership and a 
commitment to meaningful change. 

part of teaching practice. It is important 
to innovate and to seek to imagine a 
better way to support young learners in 
an ever-changing world. 

The advancements AISI has brought 
to our jurisdiction are revolutionizing 
our teaching: professional learning 
communities, deeper practical 
understanding of Assessment for 
Learning and instructional practices, 
Literacy, and a more inclusive education 
through Response to Intervention. I 
know we are forever different for having 
experienced this shift in thought and 
practice. Like the scientific study of the 
cars of yesterday, the newer models of 
education will continue to use data from 
the past to learn and improve for the 
future. And like the forgotten handwritten 

mark books and ditto copies, there will 
come a day when we look back on our 
journey in Education and wonder, “How 
did we do this before AISI?” 

Janet Wallentiny is a full-time Learning 
Coach in Peace River School Division 
She has taught in a Junior/ Senior high 
school for 16 years prior to joining the 
school district’s team of, initially, only 
three coaches in 2006, which now 
includes seven coaches. Learning 
Coaches in PRSD focus on literacy in 
inclusive environments by assisting 
with instruction, curriculum, planning 
activities, classroom management and 
organization, resource assistance, data-
related activities, facilitating learning 
teams, modeling teaching, workshops 
and technology training.

FrOM IsOlAtIOn tO COllAbOrAtIOn
Since those early days, AISI has 
changed how we, as teachers, learn 
about effective practice—both from and 
with each other. 

Before AISI, professional learning was 
something done only by individuals 
when they left the school building to 
attend conferences or workshops. The 
strategies and lessons these teachers 
learned were often only implemented 
in a few classrooms; without time, 
opportunity and support, it was hard for 
one or two teachers to lead any kind of 
collective change. School-wide learning 
really only happened sporadically when 
administrators would bring in an “expert” 
for a half-day session on one of the few 
PD days set up for this. Follow-up was 
minimal. 

AISI changed all that. 

With AISI came extensive opportunities 
for shared inquiry, collective research, 
collaborative implementation and 
ongoing, sustained, school-wide 
professional development. AISI 
helped us find common ground, share 
our questions and discoveries, and 
support each other as we grew in our 

understanding of important educational 
issues like assessment, differentiation, 
literacy, inquiry and inclusion. AISI 
provided the means, the support, and 
the structure that allowed Alberta’s 
teachers, as a professional community, 
to re-examine their practices and make 
timely, research-based changes in their 
practice. 

And this is AISI’s legacy. 

The teachers I work with today are 
open to suggestions and support, they 
are knowledgeable about trends and 
issues in education, they are skilled in 
dealing with data and in making effective 
adjustments to their classrooms, and, 
above all, they are collaborative. They 
realize that professional learning is 
optimized when we take an interest in 
each other’s work, when we hold each 
other accountable, and when we build 
upon the success and understanding of 
the professional community.

Jeff has experienced AISI as a teacher, 
literacy consultant, AISI coordinator, 
school administrator, and university 
resource.
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stay Connected… join the Inspired Learning online community of practice! 

Together Alberta educators innovate, create and explore ways of learning collaboratively while sharing 
transparently what works as they implement the vision of Inspiring Education. Community members 
engage both online and face-to-face to discuss common challenges or interests and to explore ways of 
working, identifying common solutions, and sharing good practice and ideas. Opportunities are provided to:

•	 connect with like-minded colleagues and peers

•	 share experiences and learning

•	 enable collaboration and achieve common outcomes

•	 accelerate learning

•	 improve student learning experiences and achievement

•	 validate and build on existing knowledge and good practice

•	 share resources, ideas, and what’s working in your classroom or school

•	 innovate and create new ideas

•	 grow leadership potential

Join today at http://inspiredlearning.ca/

http://inspiredlearning.ca/
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Spotlight on … Sustainability 

What we learned about sustainability
AISI projects have demonstrated that when a school 
community has a vision, a plan, and a commitment, 
newly implemented approaches to teaching and learning 
can be sustained. The characteristics of school 
improvement initiatives that foster sustainability are:

 A focus on active and engaged learners—both 
students and teachers

 Collaboration among school and community partners
 Professional learning communities
 Shared-distributed leadership blended with 

centralized-formal leadership
 Integration, coherence and alignment of school 

improvement initiatives

What we’ve learned from 

AISI 
  

Sustainability involves transference and 
integration of practices as part of the culture of a 

school or school authority. 

 1 

The Scoop is the official newsletter of the 
Alberta Initiative for School Improvement and 
is produced by the School Research and 
Improvement Branch of Alberta Education.

On behalf of the staff of the School Research 
and Improvement Branch, our sincere thanks 
to all who have shared their AISI stories, 
over the years! In particular, we would like to 
express special thanks to: Marcel Lavallée for 
translating the tribute edition of The Scoop; 
Céline Nadon for designing the appearance 
of both The Scoop and Quoi de Neuf? tribute 
editions; David Harvey and Nelly McEwen for 
their tireless service as previous editors of The 
Scoop and Quoi de Neuf?. 

The Scoop has been an excellent forum for 
sharing AISI project experiences, discoveries 
and achievements. We trust that the lessons 
learned and connections made through this 
resource will continue to serve education 
across Alberta and in wider arenas in the 
future.

All issues of The Scoop and Quoi de Neuf? are 
accessible online at http://education.alberta.ca/
teachers/aisi/leaders/scoop-journal.aspx. 

With gratitude,

Kelly Johnson, Editor 
kelly.johnson@gov.ab.ca

Anna DiNatale, Producer  
anna.dinatale@gov.ab.ca 
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