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A group of VCS students celebrates as they walk in the grasslands overlooking Fulton Secondary & the Vernon Valley - October 2014

“This is not actual school.  This is magic school.  It’s amazing !” 



Introduction to my study:
      For me, teaching and living are about a practice of mindfulness – as a host welcomes a stranger (Rud,
1995; Nouwen, 1975),  a gardener attends to biological particulars (Vanier, 1979), a mermaid explores the 
depths (Nim, 1950), or like Chuang Tzu’s skillful butcher attempting to discern the true nature of the 
other before acting - slowing down, watching carefully, holding back, barely moving (Palmer, 1990, p. 73).  
Rud encourages me to pay attention to my reactions of what may be new and different, and to listen 
deeply to the unfamiliar voice. Nouwen suggests that the stranger may have a mysterious and even 
sacred purpose – one that has the potential to benefit me tremendously – if  I lean in.  Nim calls me to 
take up my natural curiosity and fully embrace my desire to go deeper - understanding people, 
communities, situations, problems as fully as I am able.  And then to consider even more possibilities 
outside of my existing comfort zone of conceptions, theories, beliefs, values.  Piles of books all over my 
house attest to this thirsting.  As I unpack the layers inherent in my work as teacher I am becoming 
aware – “…about openings, about possibilities, about moving in quest and in pursuit” (Greene, 1995, p. 
15).  

     This study will offer documentation of lived curriculum (Aoki, 1993) to counter the dominant 
discourses of curriculum-as-planned, behaviorism and standardized curriculum. It has the potential to 
provoke change and move our community towards greater social justice (Freire, 1970), moving away 
from prescription, one size fits all and the consequent oppressive competitiveness enlivened by these 
practices (Eisner, 2005; Nouwen, 1975; Palmer, 1999) into responsive pedagogy which offers students 
daily opportunities to experience issues, provocations and dilemmas and be prompted to consider a 
multiplicity of points of view, opinions and answers. Theory suggests that students will demonstrate 
engagement, learning and growth stimulated as a result of mindful curricular enactment (Aoki, 1993; 
Dewey, 1902; Pinar, 2004; Thayer-Bacon, 1995). The chronicling of the daily life of the community 
school will uncover and elaborate on the criticality of developing and nurturing relationships leading to 
deep learning and competencies of communicative action and reflection (Aoki, 2005) that promote and 
sustain ever more democratic communities (Freire, 1996;  Noddings, 1984; Palmer, 2000).

     Vernon Community School was approved by the Vernon School Board in December 2013 after a 
lengthy, circuitous and arduous process supported primarily by a handful of parents, community 
members, led by Annette Sharkey of Vernon’s social planning council, and by Dr. Leyton Schnellert, a 
professor in the faculty of education at U.B.C.O.  A meeting in January 2014, at Vernon Secondary 
School was the tipping point as over 150 people gathered to hear about this new learning opportunity - 
and over 130 students applied for 56 spots.  Both parents and children were interviewed in an attempt to 
ensure an understanding of the challenges inherent in innovative settings, a commitment to the first 
year of co-constructing the school, and an understanding of how unique learning would look like in this 
context.  Students at Vernon Community School are diverse in many ways and come from all over the 
District.

Student Taelor and a group of peers explore & attend to the wetlands by our school during a body break -
a place of solitude & wildness - November 2014



 Emerging practices, themes & trends:
      Vernon Community School announces to the world that it is a place of mindful teaching and learning 
rooted in social justice.  In this reflection I seek to describe how these practices are emerging as well as 
being co-constructed in our first few months in the making.  In addition, I will engage in some tentative 
sense making of other themes and trends that have been surfacing and resurfacing this fall.

     My conceptions of mindfulness are rooted in Dewey’s (1938) relational orientation to educating – “…
attentive care must be devoted to the conditions which give each present experience a worthwhile 
meaning” (p. 20).  I also draw from Noddings (1984) extensive consideration of care and her notion of 
the receptive-intuitive mode which “… allows us to receive the object, to put ourselves quietly into its 
presence” (p. 34) resisting the urge to act.  This alternative and often novel perspective and motivational 
shift enables the teacher to be transformed by the student through “attentive quietude” (p. 31).  Yet 
according to Palmer (1990) these essential contemplative practices which penetrate illusion and bring us 
closer to reality, require a movement to action - “But as we act, we not only express what is in us and 
help give shape to the world;  we also receive what is outside us, and we reshape our inner selves.  When 
we act, the world acts back, and we and the world are co-created” (p. 17).  

     As we gathered together, all 60 of us, on September 22, 2014, we entered into mystery:  Who is each 
one ?  How is it that we shall be together ?  What is the ecology that these unique personalities will require in order to 
best grow and learn ?  To thrive ?  These questions have become a daily practice for colleague Murray Sasges 
and I as we reflect upon our work - full of joy and challenge, understanding and confusion, answers and 
questions - always in the making and re-making - always open to change.  Each day I come fully prepared 
as teacher without my lesson plans or my agenda but with the mindset described by Maxine Greene “…
about openings, about possibilities, about moving in quest and in pursuit” (1995, p. 15) and an assumption 
like John Dewey’s that “...amid all uncertainties there is one permanent frame of reference:  namely, the 
organic connection between education and personal experience” (1938, p. 25).  Resultantly, I find myself 
putting down roots as learner as I plant myself in this curricular landscape - the expected and the 
unexpected - constructing and reconstructing.   The inner effort is rigorous and unfamiliar from 
teaching-as-planned, but Stafford reminds me “What can anyone give you greater than now, starting 
here, right in this room, when you turn around ?”  Still, I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I’m afraid, 
like Wendell Berry, that “... always in the big woods when you leave familiar ground and step off alone 
into a new place there will be, along with the feelings of curiosity and excitement, a little nagging of 
dread. It is the ancient fear of the unknown, and it is your first bond with the wilderness you are going 
into. What you are doing is exploring. You are undertaking the first experience, not of the place, but of 
yourself in that place. It is an experience of essential loneliness, for nobody can discover the world for 
anyone else. It is only after we have discovered it for ourselves that it becomes a common ground and a 
common bond, and we cease to be alone” (2006, pg. 42).

The entire community gathers to tell their story of observing one of their peers experiencing a traumatic physical injury - 
all voices being heard in the circle - small gym @ Fulton Secondary - December 2014



 The Culture:
      A tall, well rooted and mature tree is the symbol of Vernon Community School - my dream of each 
child growing into the fullness of their promise, their potential.  In the natural world, this happens when 
a seed finds itself in warm, damp darkness teeming with life. “There is an entire ecosystem in a handful 
of soil: bacteria, fungi, protozoa, nematodes, earthworms. Through their breeding and dying such 
creatures vivify the world. This pattern of relationships I find a captivating mystery; I love plants, but I 
am most attracted to the fervent and secret work that goes on beneath the surface” (Bahnson, 2013, 
prologue).  Without these conditions, the seed will remain dormant - full of life, but not yet open to 
growth.  With these conditions, curious roots emerge from their place of comfort.  They push deeply 
into the earth tasked with the absorption of mineral elements for the embryo plant still waiting within 
its protective dwelling place.  Then, the vulnerable young shoot can’t help but emerge from its place of 
comfort - stimulated to fully become all it can become. “Roots flourish in deep tilth, creating a vast 
subterranean network that feeds aboveground life” (Bahnson, 2013, prologue).  This process happens 
with stunning regularity if the conditions are right.  This is our image of Vernon Community School.

%     Murray and I have spent much of our time this fall preparing and working and thinking about the 
soil of Vernon Community School.  Gardeners remind us that “...if we practice feeding the soil, the soil 
will feed the plants, and plants will feed the people” (Bahnson, 2013, prologue) and I have always been 
aware of the connection of classroom culture to overall student growth and development.  In fact, my 
first teacher inquiry project in 1990 asked early learners - “How does belonging help you learn school 
stuff ?”  Until V.C.S., however, I was not fully awake to how much students crave this deep, rich, shared 
culture that is critical for growth.  Culture really is, as Wade Davis states “...a blanket of comfort that 
gives meaning to lives ... and a body of knowledge that allows the individual to make sense out of the 
infinite sensations of consciousness, to find meaning and order ... and a body of laws and traditions, a 
moral and ethical code that insulates people ...” (2009, p. 198).  At the same time, I am surprised by the 
patience required to feed this living organism - “Soil both craves life and wants to produce more life, 
even a hundredfold” (Bahnson, 2013, prologue).  Just when I believe that the students are ready for more 
stimulus, more challenge, they remind me that they are still in the process of nurturing the soil - “the 
conditions for rebirth are being created” (Palmer, 2000), and I am tempted to treat culture as trivial 
(Davis, 2009).  My exploiter self emerges - “Whereas the exploiter asks of a piece of land only how much 
and how quickly it can be made to produce, the nurturer asks a question that is much more complex and 
difficult: What is its carrying capacity? (That is: How much can be taken from it without diminishing it? 
What can it produce dependably for an indefinite time?)” (Berry, 1996).  Impatience astonishes me as it 
takes up residence in my heart and mind.  I am not as comfortable with mess and muck as I once 
believed.  I am not as complete as I once imagined (Greene, 1995).  I know without a doubt, however, 
that my work is to nurture;  my practice must not exploit.

Vernon Community School’s logo - designed & digitally created by Kloe Kurbis - December 2013 - 
deep roots & high branches with mountains in the background



“Before spring becomes beautiful, it is plug ugly, nothing but mud and muck.  
I have walked in the early spring through fields that will suck your boots off, 

a world so wet and woeful it makes you yearn for the return of ice. 
But in that muddy mess, the conditions for rebirth are being created. 

I love the fact that the word humus - the decayed vegetable matter
 that feeds the roots of plants - comes from the same root that gives rise to the word humility. 

It is a blessed etymology.  

It helps me understand that the humiliating events of life, the events that leave “mud on my face”
 or that “make my name mud,” may create the fertile soil in which something new can grow” 

 
(Palmer, 2000).

Mentor Shimshon, an eco-artist, provoking students Willie & Cyrus and colleague Margaret  
by the questions “What are the gifts of sound given to you ?” -  in the wetlands by our school - December 2014



     Our question - “How is it that we shall be together ?” - was uncertain from the outset.  After five weeks of job 
action, Murray and I entered the space provided to Vernon Community School only one day before school 
began.  From our past experiences, inquiry into indigenous pedagogies and numerous conversations on the 
picket line,  Murray and I knew only that circle protocol would be practiced.  It is the dwelling place of lived 
curriculum.  Would that be possible with almost sixty though ?  Would we split into smaller groupings ?  

     With time to move a few pieces of furniture, unpack a couple of boxes, and place chairs, benches and 
chests around a carpet, we had to embrace uncertainty and trust in process.  Maxine Greene’s insight that 
“...the classroom situation most provocative of thoughtfulness and critical consciousness is the one in which 
teachers and learners find themselves conducting a kind of collaborative search, each from her or his lived 
situation” (1995, p. 23).  The strike left us with no other possibility except the notion that education would 
have to emerge through the context of relationship (Thayer-Bacon, 1995).  There simply was no time to plan 
for anything else.  I had to be hospitable with myself as Teacher and accept a not knowing that was deeply 
agitating and felt unprofessional.  Drawn to Rilke’s (1995) admonition, throughout this process, I become 
aware of the need to practice a patience “ … toward all that is unresolved in (my) heart and try to love the 
questions themselves like locked rooms and like books that are written in a very foreign tongue”.  

Murray, teacher, reflecting - “Where we at ?” -  after the only day for moving, unpacking & set-up after the 5 week teacher strike -
Vernon Community School - September 2014



     Our question - “Who is each one ?” - was revealed in part through our first inquiry project presented in 
October (see: The first inquiry project:  a close examination of YOU).  The students were asked to examine 
themselves and were provoked with questions that would hopefully amplify each one’s strengths, gifts, 
talents, limitations, vulnerabilities, wounds and conditions in which each grows best.  Assessment and 
evaluation were not even mentioned.  This was intentional.  Not one asked.  The inquiry was a three week 
adventure. Each day found four unique personalities introduced to the community.  The offerings were quite 
formal at the beginning.  As the days progressed, a spirit of safety slowly emerged in the space itself and 
within the spaces between each student - the deeper the vulnerability, the deeper the understanding, the 
deeper the compassion, the deeper the connection.  Assumptions were faced, at times interrogated and 
sometimes shattered.  Some students had prepared slideshows and in the moment chose instead to 
improvise.  Some brought props.  Others performed - jumping on the tables and shocking the audience.  
Some cried.  Others laughed.  Listening deepened as the days progressed.  Callum desired to not be afraid to 
speak his mind anymore.  Ingrid shared that competition with her older brother shuts her down.  Adam 
confessed that he used to stutter.  Soren talked about his dad leaving for four years.  Ashley said that she 
offers her creativity and patience to the world.  Walt voiced “I like to be as laid back as I can. I don’t like to 
get angry.  It’s embarrassing the next day !” and Carlton expressed “I always want to know what others are 
thinking which is obviously impossible.  So, it’s a weakness.”  We noticed that relationships widened and 
deepened as the multitude of varying narratives were told.  As Maxine Greene asserts - “Only when the given 
or taken-for-granted is subject to questioning, only when we take various, sometimes unfamiliar perspectives 
on it, does it show itself as what it is - contingent on many interpretations, many vantage points, unified (if 
at all) by conformity or by unexamined common sense.  Once we can see our givens as contingencies, then 
we may have an opportunity to posit alternative ways of living and valuing and to make choices” (1995, p. 23).  
I noticed that couches became inhabited by different groupings each morning.  The circle check-in became 
more meaningful as hearts leaned in.  A nurture & care committee was initiated.  A blanket of comfort 
(Davis, 2009) was being stitched as healing stories were told (Wagamese, 2008).  This building of culture is 
definitely not trivial.  Culture is the soil which stimulates all growth.  I could feel its warmth.  As hooks 
(2003) magnifies -  “Dominator culture has tried to keep us all afraid, to make us choose safety instead of 
risk, sameness instead of diversity. Moving through that fear, finding out what connects us, reveling in our 
differences; this is the process that brings us closer, that gives us a world of shared values, of meaningful 
community” (p. 197).  Trust is deepened as I lean into another’s anguish.  Such engaged pedagogy in which 
education is seen as the practice of freedom (Hooks, 1994) has the potential to empower all students, 
particularly those that are at-risk, to contribute in meaningful ways to classroom discourse (Egbo, 2005).  
Kessler (2005) identifies this kind of mindfulness as the soul of education – “When a group of students can 
acknowledge the truth, whether it is malevolent or benign, when they can meet where their personal stories 
strike universal chords, they become a community that can respond constructively to any challenge” (p. 5).  

Student Zach, a maker, demonstrating the helicopter he built to demonstrate his maker capacities - design & construction - 
during the presentation of his inquiry - “An Examination of You” - October 2014



a close examination of

a V.CCs. inquirS project ‐ Sour discoveries presented Sour waS

You

Where do you grow best ?

What kinds of environments or relationships help you thrive ?
What kinds of environments or relationships 

hinder your growth ?

What kinds of fruit do you offer the world ?

What are your strengths, talents, gifts, desires ?

How are you vulnerable ?

What are your needs, weaknesses, challenges, wounds ?

The first inquiry project:  a close examination of YOU



     Our question - “What is the ecology that these unique personalities will require in order to best grow and learn ?” - 
began on the first day in September.  Relationships between the students and their environment has been re-
visited and re-examined and re-worked since - as we look for inspiration and illumination (Kessler, 1999) - as we 
engage in this ongoing complicated conversation (Pinar, 2004) and resist the temptation to control and 
engineer.  Each day we live experiences - both collectively and individually - “... every experience enacted and 
undergone modifies the one who acts and undergoes ...” (Dewey, 1938, p. 38).  In addition, “Put another way, I 
came to believe that humans do not simply have experiences;  they have a hand in its creation, and the quality 
of their creation depends upon the ways they employ their minds” (Eisner, 2005, p. 151).  Each provocation and 
the consequent multiplicity of experience(s) causes Murray and I to reflect upon the question -  “Does this 
form of growth create conditions for further growth, or does it set up conditions that shut off the person who 
has grown in this particular direction from the occasions, stimuli, and opportunities for continuing growth in 
new directions ?” (Dewey, 1938, p. 36).  This is no easy task - sometimes a lived experience has caused negative 
feelings to erupt and despite deep learning, the student is angry and resistant.  At other times, a lived 
experience is pleasant and unthreatening;  ephemeral in nature, the absence of tension may be enjoyable, but 
can not be called educational.  Therefore “... the sympathetic understanding of individuals as individuals which 
gives (the teacher) an idea of what is actually going on in the minds of those who are learning” (Dewey, 1938, p. 
39) which, cultivated during the first inquiry project, remains fragile and must be continually attended to.

     For example,  we have connected students to the community by providing relationships with mentors from 
the North Okanagan’s art, business, technology, sport, medical and service sectors.   We conceptualized 
mentors as experts who would stimulate and provoke as they built real world connections for the students as 
well as providing reasons for the development of cross-curricular skills and knowledge.  Each week, the 
students are exposed to diverse personalities and a multiplicity of gifts and talents:  a long time martial arts 
expert; a parent who is sharing her love of the art of knitting;  another parent who is offering knowledge about 
managing social media; a local actor who is sharing techniques along with his love of his craft; a photographer 
who herself became interested in photography at 12 years old;  an acupuncturist who is enlightening us about 
traditional Chinese medicine; a scientist who has dissected a cow heart and explored the human circulatory 
system;  a talented musician and maker who leads weekly jams;  a dance teacher and textile artist;  a family 
doctor who showed the class how to apply a cast and spoke about her vocational path;  an ex-professional 
basketball player and trainer; a local street artist who is supporting the students in designing a V.C.S. alphabet 
to be installed on a building in downtown Vernon;  a counsellor who explores emotions;  a biologist who just 
returned from Brazil; an eco-artist who helped us to receive sound gifts in the local wetlands;  and three who 
are teaching different aspects of computer science and digital technology. 

Student Cole, a scientist, looks carefully at Ashlyn’s eyes during work with a science mentor - November 2014



Mentor Shannon, a chiropractor, explains the mechanics and biology of a human spine -
October 2014

     Some students have been inspired to take up the questions, challenges and imaginings that the
mentors have provoked.  As Eisner asserts these kinds of experiences are mind-making (2005) and full of 
promise for future learning and development, satisfying Dewey’s aforementioned argument (1938).  The 
engaged students are looking through their own eyes and naming in their own voice the experience they are 
living alongside mentors.  Without the tension of evaluation and assessment, the invitation to learn is 
appealing and students are bestirred  “...to create their own projects or find their own voices” (Greene, 2005,  
p. 27).  At a recent School Board meeting, Anna asserted that “Subjects I couldn’t learn in traditional school 
where reading and writing were the most important things, I am now finding that I am really good at.  I am 
really enjoying learning now.  I am learning all the time - at school and at home.”  This is transformation.

     Some students, on the other hand, are having experiences with mentors that pass the time, but do not 
appear educative.  They approach the experiences passively, and because they are not engaging, they are not 
able to share any understandings or articulate any questions that they would like to pursue.  This ennui is 
deeply concerning and prompts me to ask how each became so shut down, and then, how do we create 
conditions where their natural orientation towards curiosity for learning can be restored ?  

     Still other students (perhaps the same students as mentioned above ?) want mentors to take on the traditional role 
of teacher with curriculum-as-planned - transmitting what is to be learned,  prescribing how it is to be learned 
as well as how the learning will be demonstrated.  Without this structure, these students will not engage in the 
ambiguity of lived curriculum or even believe that what happens in this context is learning.  The fear and 
uncertainty they experience is palatable.  How do we move these students to understand as Pinar (2005) asserts 
- “... the exchange and acquisition of information is not education” (p. 8) and “Education is an opportunity 
offered, not a service rendered” (p. 5).   Again, it is incumbent upon me as teacher to create conditions where 
their natural orientation towards curiosity can be restored.  The Burning Question Inquiry Project was the 
first attempt to stimulate a process of reorientation for these learners, as well as offering new provocations for 
the already engaged (see: What’s a Burning Question).

     As the individual YOU presentations were concluded, Murray and I presented the Burning Question 
inquiry to the students.  We figured that everyone had questions about the world.  We were wrong:  the same 
students who were not engaged in the mentoring relationships were not able to articulate any questions and/or 
they refused to work with others.  They were encouraged to join with those who did have a question they 
could imagine researching.  We set up a provocation - working alone was not a choice this time.  Tentatively, 
groups took shape, and based upon relationships and interests, cross-curricular queries emerged:  How have 
fairytales changed over time ?  How do you define risk ?  What is the process of making a simple computer 
game ?  What is the impact of growing up without a Dad ?  What is fear ?  What causes it ?   What are the 
reasons for the Syrian War ?  Eventually, everyone found an interesting question or a hospitable group.  They 
worked for six weeks on this inquiry project.  The ample time gave space for growing and learning, as well as 
the documentation and observation of groups, individuals and dynamics.



[1]

October 2014 - another stimulating VCS inquiry brought to you by the maker of thoughtful challenges 

TO ANSWER A QUESTION, YOU NEED TO INQUIRE
To inquire is to search for understanding 

through a process of asking questions and investigating possible answers.  
It is question driven, self-directed research.  

Inquiry involves:  
•coming up with a question that you wonder about & that does not have a 

quick & easy answer.  (If you find the answer on your first google search, this is NOT a 
good question for an inquiry project.)
•searching out evidence from different points of view, recording where you 

found the evidence (even wee bits !) & personally responding to the collected 
data (you may record your evidence in your journal or electronically or both)
•arriving at a well-thought out & elaborated conclusion in your own words
•presenting your answer or answers to the community (to help them learn & grow)

 BURNING 
what’s a

you have ?

wondering 
questioning 

researching researching 
researching researching 

possible answers ?QUESTION

A part of this challenge 
is to work with others.  So, you 

have some choices to make:

1.  Choose a question & find others 
who have similar questions 

2. Choose a group & determine a 
question together

Follow the 
“Ozone process for 

projects” to guide your 
work.  

It’s posted on your Fresh 
Grade portfolio as well 
as on a magnet on our 

whiteboard.

The second inquiry project: What’s a Burning Question ?



Students Hannah, Mackenzie, Taelor and Sam listen to feedback after their Burning Question Presentation -  December 2014

     Burning Question Presentations were spread out over 2 weeks intentionally to encourage, facilitate and 
promote thoughtful audience engagement.  Although fairness isn’t sameness, we believe it is incumbent upon 
the teacher to create the healthiest ecology for all learners.  Some students can handle a day of project 
presentations - fully engaged.  Other students can barely regulate for a single presentation - redirection and 
body breaks are frequently required.  Moreover, the students knew that they would be required to use the 
Inquiry Presentation Growth Continuum to provide immediate feedback to each group, as well as be prepared 
to present their learnings about each question at the end of all the presentations.  This created a context of 
challenge - positive and stimulating for some, negative and stressful for others (see: Growth Continuums).

     Encouraged to share their findings in the most powerful manner they could imagine to promote engagement 
and resultant deep learning, presentations ranged from simulations, to lectures, game shows, films, models, 
powerpoints, dramas and re-enactments.  Although the work is rarely shared equally, all groups endeavoured to 
have each participate as fully as possible.  A spirit of kindness and generosity was frequently noted even when a 
lack of practice or rehearsal was exposed.  Questions, comments, feedback and concerns were requested from 
the audience after each presentation - some examples:  “You didn’t just research how to make a computer game.  
You actually did it”;  “Were your sources triangulated ?  I couldn’t tell”;  “Your presentation was very smooth.  I 
wouldn’t change a thing”;  “Having us act out Medieval times was a good idea.  It was fun so I learned more”;  “It 
was really noisy, but people were engaged”;  “I found myself asking questions I didn’t have before”;  “I was 
relaxed and got lost in your stories”;  “Your voice was really assertive”;  and “I noticed you did most of the 
talking.  Why ?”  After the oral feedback, students enthusiastically used the Inquiry Project Growth Continuum 
and reflected upon process and product for each group.  Most groups were perceived as quite developed - fully 
sprouted seedlings - “promise realized”.  I wondered if this was because most students were feeling vulnerable 
about their own presentations and this new and unfamiliar way of demonstrating learning - and thus were less 
critical and more benevolent.  

     After the final presentation, the students were given a “test” of the learning they had done as a result of the 
Burning Question presentations:  What did you learn about the question, the presenters and/or the 
presentation style ? (See: Inquiry Project Data Collection:  example of learning questions).  The intention of the “test” 
was to provide each group with data about how well they had helped others learn and grow through their 
presentations.  At the conclusion of the “test”, each group was provided with a pile of growth continuums and a 
stack of learning data.  They were asked to attend to the data and note their observations (see:  Inquiry Project 
Data Collection:   Tally Sheet).  They were stunned with how little was learned from their presentations - “I learned 
so much from my research.  I can’t believe that most people only learned one or two things”;  “Our presentation 
was entertaining, but we didn’t teach anyone anything”;  “I don’t think the test was fair - only good writers took 
the time to write down their learnings.  Other people were sloppy”;  and “The test was written too long after 
some of the presentations.  I don’t have a good memory”.  This led to many powerful and complicated whole 
community conversations prompted by the students - the depths of which astonished me:  What is learning ?  
What is an authentic assessment ?  Can you learn something and be able to do it, but not be able to write or talk 
about it ?  How can a presentation be problematic, but learning still happen from it ?  And yet how can another 
presentation be pleasant and enjoyable, but no learning happens from it ?  Who learns the most from a 
presentation - the audience or the researchers ?  How stimulated was root growth - the hidden learning - from 
this process ?  Accountability for everyone was certainly high as a result of the analysis of feedback on so many 
levels. It remains to be seen what was gleaned.  I am very curious about our next inquiry cycle.



Attending to:
full of promise

not yet open 
to learning & growth

promise emerging 
 open to 

learning & growth

promise rooting & 
first expressions
desire to learn & grow

promise realized 
taking up learning & 

growing opportunities 
provided

beyond promise 
self-directed

learning & growth

research

(in addition:  use critical 
thinking growth 
continuum)

- no triangulation of data
- difficulty connecting 

research to question

- some care to triangulate  
data

- some connections of 
research to question

- triangulation of data more 
evident - effort made 

- effort made to connect 
research to question

- most information is 
triangulated - real effort 
made

- research connected to the 
question 

- awareness of the need to 
focus in on a more precise 
question 

- both sources & information 
are triangulated

- research focused on the 
question - adjustments 
made during research to the 
question to focus in on a 
more precise question

- new questions have 
emerged

ideas 

(in addition:  use creative 
thinking growth 
continuum)

- no elaboration or 
thoughtfulness

- disconnected &/or random 
ideas

- not supported with research

- a little elaboration & some 
thoughtfulness

- ideas can be confusing & 
sometimes seem random

- a few ideas supported with 
research

- some parts are elaborated 
& some parts are thoughtful

- ideas are more clear & 
connected

- most ideas are supported 
by research

- all parts are elaborated & all 
parts are thoughtful

- clear & connected ideas
- all ideas are supported by 

research - here and there 
from different perspectives

- every point is elaborated & 
great thoughtfulness

- ideas are clear & connected 
& go beyond the question to 
new ideas

- ideas are supported deeply 
by research from different 
perspectives

project itself - no creativity or 
inventiveness

- bits are creative & some 
inventiveness

- creativity is evident & some 
inventiveness peeking out 
here & there

- creativity & inventiveness all 
over

- creativity & inventiveness 
knocks our socks off !

presentation itself

(in addition:  use 
communication growth 
continuum)

- no POW !
- not engaging
- didn’t consider audience

- a little bit of POW !
- engaging at times
- wee bit of consideration of 

audience

- parts have POW !
- engaging at times
- some consideration of 

audience

- lots of POW !
- engaging throughout
- much consideration of 

audience

- crazy, mad POW ! 
- engaging throughout 

leading to audience wanting 
to take up this inquiry too

- mindful of audience

teamwork 

(in addition: use 
social awareness & 
responsibility growth 
continuum)

- poor communication
- not working together
- problems not solved - lots 

of bad feelings between 
team members still

- communication at times
- some working together
- problems not solved - bad 

feelings between some 
team members still

- good communication
- working together at times
- a few problems solved - still 

many unresolved issues

- very good communication
- working together - with 

some doing more work than 
others

- problems solved

- excellent communication
- all team members working 

together equally
- problems solved effectively 

- growth through the 
problems

overall polish - not completed - some parts are completed - many parts are completed - most parts are completed - everything is shiny ... 
nothing has been missed

DRAFT - VCS fall 2014# # # # # # # Question:
# # # # # # # # # # Group Members:
# # # # # # # # # # Assessed by:

Inquiry Project continuum of growth

Inquiry Project Continuum of Growth:  reflecting on process & product



Inquiry Project Continuum of Growth:  reflecting on critical thinking



Inquiry Project Continuum of Growth:  reflecting on creative thinking



Inquiry Project Continuum of Growth:  reflecting on communication



Inquiry Project Data Collection:  example of learning questions  (only 2/12)

cut here



Inquiry Project Data Collection:   Tally Sheet
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