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Abstract
This case study explores the potential for change within a small rural secondary
school facing declining enrolment. Through participatory action research, a teacherresearcher examines the implementation of a school-wide pedagogical approach emphasizing
project-based inquiry. Combining multi-age cohorts of students using competency-based
assessment and inquiry-based teaching and learning across a multidisciplinary curriculum,
students and educators found greater flexibility and choice. Data sources drew on
quantitative and qualitative mixed methods and included surveys, journals, interviews,
artefacts of learning, and the documentation of teacher and student experiences. Quantitative
data analysis entailed using Likert questions in student surveys, followed by graphical
analysis using Excel. Qualitative data analysis entailed key word coding to determine
emergent themes. Positive, negative and neutral attributes were subsequently tied to
observations, interviews and journaling of teachers. Dominant themes across all data sources
reflected positive effects on teaching practices, teacher autonomy, and student agency for
learning. Specifically, findings indicated teachers and students found the learning
environment cultivated through project-based inquiry to be favourable when compared to
traditional classrooms, while supporting the needs and abilities of students at all stages of
mastery. Students reported being more empowered within their own learning, while teachers
described how curricular enactment re-engaged their own learning and passion for teaching.
Critical and creative student thinking manifested over time and enabled teachers and the
greater community to feel confident that students were gaining the needed skills and
capacities for their futures, given a changing knowledge economy. The teacher-researcher
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observed how the changes to the school and classroom structure focusing on competencies
rather than prescriptive content, productively affected the personal learning journeys of all
individuals. School attendance was greatly enhanced and students, teachers, and the
community relayed belongingness to the school that holds potential for sustained school
growth.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

I am a teacher at a small rural secondary school in British Columbia, in my 16th year
of teaching. As a teacher I have had many experiences with students who do not fit a
traditional mode of school. I saw students struggle in an environment where learning is
supposed to happen by students listening to a teacher while sitting in a classroom, learning
about what the textbook and teacher have deemed important for students to learn. Quite early
in my teaching career I realized that if I cared about having students learn, I would need to
teach in a way that engaged students while encouraging their participation in the learning
process and giving students more control over the way in which information was presented.
Considering options to the traditional ‘delivery mode’ I would need to be flexible in my
teaching style. This required me to re-evaluate my classroom management, my content
choice, and the way I taught, making room for respectful interactions that were less
authoritarian. This developed into an understanding that the content choice needed to be
framed in a way so that students could see the pertinence to their own lives and situations.
Further to that I began to question how students could possibly see relevance to the content
without actually experiencing it in a meaningful way (Alberta Education Aboriginal Services,
2005; Dewey, 1938/1986). I came to see that learning entailed building relationships between
students and subject matter (Biesta, 2015; Eisner, 1985; Noddings, 2012). Based on my
experiences, I recognized that students can be engaged in authentic learning without a
textbook or lab manual, which gave me the liberty to teach topics that would still support the
BC Curriculum, but allowed me to create meaning with students in a way that was locally
relevant and offered direct application to the world around them.
1

I value creativity and alternate pathways of connecting curriculum to real life and
have, over time, moved away from both traditional teaching and traditional testing practices
using unit/chapter tests or larger quizzes. This latter move in relation to assessment has been
largely in response to student anxieties, reading levels and my own questions around the
validity of these types of tests in the grand scheme of learning. By opening up my
willingness to accept student work that was not necessarily traditional but yet showed
learning and thinking I found that my classes were more engaging to both students and
myself, and the learning occurring was richer and deeper as a result.
This has been a personal journey for me over the past 14 years, the course of my
entire teaching career, and one that has been supported by own experimental, but informal
research. The shame I hold in memory of adamantly proclaiming myself a teacher of a
subject, not of a student’s whole self, in my first months of teaching has shaped the way I
have worked in the educational field. I constantly remind myself that learning is about
moving a person through the development of skills alongside all aspects of their lives, while
remaining cognizant that all subjects are interrelated and interdependent.
My time spent teaching vulnerable aboriginal students in isolated communities
reinforced this viewpoint, and strengthened my strategies to engage students in successful
learning. This led to an invitation by the First Nation Education Steering Committee
(FNESC) to develop a Grade 8/9 Teacher Resource Guide (TRG) for teaching mathematics
through a First Nations’ perspective. The guide was to provide authentic hands on learning
experiences that would give an aboriginal learner a place within a traditional classroom, as
well as bridge the gap for teachers who did not have confidence teaching aboriginal content.
2

During the presentations and promotions of the FNESC TRG, I had conversations and
developed relationships with representatives of the Learning Division of the British
Columbia Ministry of Education. It was through those relationships that I was invited in 2012
to be part of conversations at the Ministry offices to re-envision the potential of a future
education system in BC.
Throughout my teaching career I have questioned the most effective way for teachers
to teach and students to learn. In my classroom, in my district, and in my provincial work,
these questions became amplified. So when an opportunity arose in 2013-14 at my secondary
school to plan and implement an innovative approach to teaching and learning, and to do so
with a team of teacher colleagues, I was excited to be able to participate and contribute.
Decreasing student population had resulted in decreased funding, resulting in less teacher
time allocated to the school. The amount of teaching time allocated would not support the
traditional form of timetabling, and the staff, students and public did not want to combine
academic courses into split classes, which was perceived to divide the teacher’s attention
between student levels within the same amount of time. With an acknowledgement that my
school could not function using a regular semestered timetable model, new and inventive
options that supported students and staff needed to be created. The British Columbia
Education Plan (2011) supported innovative approaches that went beyond a traditional school
model, allowing for alternative programing and learning models that promoted 21st century
skill development alongside an emphasis on teacher autonomy. Within the BC Education
Plan, latitudes were given to open up possibilities that would support schools within
communities facing change and needing the freedom to provide a flexible learning
3

environment. This was a chance to research and formalize some of my assumptions about
how students learn.
In 2012, I had decided to enroll in a Masters Graduate program at UBC Okanagan.
Over the course of many discussions with professors and classmates, my lived experience
with designing and implementing the upcoming changes at my school became an obvious
choice for research. As a teacher at this secondary school, I was also now a graduate
student/researcher taking part in the research and studying it at the same time. This research
is a case study using my school, involving participatory action research because of my role as
both a teacher experiencing the study while reporting on it concurrently. The innovative
pedagogical approach studied was known as “Project Block”. The term ‘Block’ may connote
to some a rigid setting or approach, or a boxed or pre-defined curriculum, which might be
construed to be in direct contradiction to innovation. In fact the term was solely used to
indicate a time period within the timetable and teaching assignment.
I led a team of six teachers at Raven Creek Secondary School (RCSS) in reenvisioning a new way for students to progress through the Grade 8 and 9 curriculum. This
curricular enactment concentrated on a multi-age (13-15yrs) cross-curricular pedagogical
approach that focused on student choice of project-and inquiry-based units. These units were
referred to as “Project Block”. Over the course of the 2013-14 school year, 65 Grade 8 and 9
students each chose six units to study. Each combination of the six units chosen, out of
eighteen possibilities addressed the Ministry of Education draft of all of the Grade 8 and 9
BC Provincial Learning Standards (PLS) for Social Studies and Science, as well as learning
outcomes for English, Math, Physical Education, and Art. Throughout the design and
implementation of Project Block, the teachers involved faced successes and challenges in the
4

planning, implementation, tracking, and assessment components of this project. The purpose
of this research project is to document Project Block as a case study, involving myself as a
participatory action teacher/researcher. The study will include perspectives from the teachers
and principal involved, the students, and a narrative thread by the researcher. In particular,
experiences in Project Block by all participants will be linked to a) competency-based
teaching, learning, and assessment; b) an inquiry-based pedagogical approach; c) a multidisciplinary pedagogical approach; and d) student engagement.

Background: Raven Creek Secondary School
Raven Creek Secondary School (RCSS) is a small rural high school in British
Columbia (BC), with declining enrolment and a student population of 168 students in Grades
8-12 as of September, 2013. At that time the school had a staff which included one full time
principal, 13 teachers (8 full-time and 5 part-time) and a variety of support staff including an
Aboriginal Education worker and a number of Certified Education Assistants who are very
involved in the education at RCSS. Unlike many secondary schools, the majority of staff are
female, and the science department consisted solely of females. Three-quarters of the staff
have over 12 years of teaching experience; the remainder have either four or five years with
only one staff member having less than four years of teaching experience. The staff ranges in
age from 28 to 55.
As a whole, the staff are remarkably resilient to change, having recently transformed
the timetable to one that fits their school and student population more effectively. Over the
past few years, Raven Creek Secondary School has been faced with an overall decrease in
school population and a solution was sought that would keep the school operational as well
5

as attempt to ensure the retainment of the entire staff. The school staff formalized a decision
to work under the culture of "yes", and were determined to look for solutions to teaching in a
small school in a progressive, leading edge manner while supporting the vision held by the
staff to offer excellent learning experiences. This meant that the change was designed and
implemented in a way that was pedagogically sound and would uphold best practices based
on experiential learning opportunities for students. The staff were also very willing to try
new things if it was deemed to be good for the school and/or groups of students that tended to
be underserved or overlooked.
The administration was faced with the prospect of a reduction in teaching staff,
despite the fact that a larger group of Grade 8s were coming up from the feeder schools. This
incoming Grade 8 population was added to a larger than usual number of Grade 9s currently
in the school. The options the staff considered included:
i)

two classes of each grade with small numbers in four blocks per academic
subject; or

ii)

one block of academically low Grade 9s combined with the Grade 8s as an
adapted split class, requiring three blocks per academic subject.

Considerations of these options raised an issue wherein students in a small school
quickly identify motives for grouping students, and the staff were very concerned and did not
want to have a negative label associated with any group.
The need was recognized to reduce the number of teaching blocks while maintaining
the creative timetable the staff had designed the previous year. This timetable created the
previous year allowed for more student choice in courses and allowed electives to include
students in Grades 9 through 12 in single classes, eliminating the need for two teaching
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blocks to be used to separate junior and senior students within the same elective area (e.g.
Foods and Nutrition, Applied Skills Shop). This freed up many blocks to increase course
offerings. However, we were still left with a “school within a school” in regards to the Grade
8s as all of the Grade 8 classes were separate from the others, thereby requiring a full slate of
nine teaching blocks in order to address all of the academic subject areas, plus preparation
time. In addition, the School District had reduced the allocated staffing block for the
upcoming year by nine blocks from the previous year total and this needed to be considered
in the timetable. The bottom line was that RCSS needed to integrate the incoming grade 8s as
we reduced blocks to the overall timetable. The course counsellor suggested integrating the
Grade 8s into the electives which would free up four teacher blocks for the timetable. The
idea was met with resistance by teachers, who believed mixing thirteen year olds with
introductory needs with eighteen year olds with proficiency in a subject was unfair to both
parties. Other concerns were voiced about maturity levels of students, and a lack of
boundaries for relationships between grades.
The rejection of this option prompted further discussion among myself, the course
counsellor, and the principal in which I suggested implementing an educational model where
all students in Grade 8 and 9 were mixed together for their academic courses in the morning.
This would offer a four teaching block savings as well by only requiring six teaching blocks
instead of ten. But even more importantly, if used as an inquiry block, teachers involved
could integrate subject areas, adopt the new BC curriculum and explore new teaching and
assessment models. Finally, one of the goals outlined in the RCSS Growth Plan was to
increase engagement of the students. This new timetable and teaching proposal would
hopefully meet all of these desires. The seeds of “Project Block” had been sown. Ultimately,
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Project Block would involve combining the Grade 8s and 9s together in the mornings in
short, integrated courses that addressed the Grade 8 and 9 Social Studies and Science
provincial learning outcomes (and possibly other academic subject learning outcomes),
through inquiry-based projects of student choice.
Concomitantly, the redesign of the BC provincial curriculum and adoption of
competencies, which will be explained in the following two sections, would encourage
students to engage in deeper learning by allowing students to see relationships between
subjects, explore different perspectives, and make meaningful connections to their own
experiences and previous learning.
Our own experience with a new design at Raven Creek Secondary School had the
added bonus of being able to provide feedback to several Ministry of Education committees,
promoting our model in the district, and improving the reputation of the school further in the
community.

British Columbia Education Plan
In 2011, then BC Minister of Education, George Abbott, announced the creation and
dissemination of the BC Education Plan, a document created by the Ministry of Education
Office (Appendix A: BC Education Plan). This marked a distinct change in the possible
format and focus of education in BC. The plan describes seven components under “Building
on Our Strengths”:
1) Staying solid on the basics;
2) More real-world skills;
3) Improved student assessment and reporting;
8

4) Importance of teachers;
5) Effective teaching;
6) Greater flexibility; and
7) Freedom to adapt (British Columbia, Ministry of Education, 2011)

Of particular importance and relevance to the current research study are the last two
components. They are:
GREATER FLEXIBILITY
Under BC’s Education Plan schools will gain new flexibility to design
programs that really work for all students. There will be more flexibility
and choice regarding how, when and where learning takes place, and there
will be more flexibility about how students are organized for learning.
Public and independent schools, including specialty programs like
traditional schools and academies, will continue to be options for parents
and students.

FREEDOM TO ADAPT
This Plan will give students, families and educators more say on how, where,
when and what students will learn. In many cases, the way classes and
schools look might change. School calendars may change if boards of
education see that as benefitting students. Almost certainly, more learning
will take place outside of the school setting. (p. 4, 5)

These directives allow schools to reformat themselves to adapt to local changing
needs and pressures; as well, it laid the groundwork for the new curriculum, assessment
models, and graduation requirements coming from the BC Ministry of Education.
As a statement of the coming changes to the system, many teachers at this time were
apprehensive, or even opposed to the news and to the document. The timing of the release of
9

the BC Education Plan may have played a role in its generally icy reception by teachers, as
the British Columbia Teachers Federation (BCTF) were at the time in negotiations with the
British Columbia Public School Employers Association (BCPSEA) and the Liberal
government and a strike by teachers was in effect. With a combative mentality, being open to
new formats that would require many changes to teaching in classrooms and a reformatting
of curriculum, many teachers refused to enter into a conversation about the document itself.
After attending a conference with managers of the BC Ministry of Education Learning
Department, however, I became intrigued about what changes might be possible in schools
outside the lower mainland, as well as how these changes would be accepted by my own
school staff. It seemed to me that within the new BC Education Plan there were possibly
more options for schools with larger population bases, or where choice was the driving force
of differentiation to draw students to specific schools. The challenge for Raven Creek
Secondary School might be to address the BC Education Plan in a small, rural secondary
school. It may be, however, that smaller schools are better able to create localized changes
with easier transitions than larger schools. One such investigation of change in a smaller
school is taken up in this research.

Introduction to the British Columbia Ministry of Education’s Competency-Based
Teaching and Learning Model
In June, 2012, I was invited to be on a provincial committee to review the new model
for teaching and learning set out by the Ministry of Education. This new model was based on
“competencies” rather than the traditional set of learning outcomes and achievement
indicators that curriculum documents, known as Integrated Resource Packages (IRPs),
10

currently used at each grade level for each subject area. Instead, five competencies had been
developed. The B.C. Ministry of Education had developed the competencies in consultation
with academics, First Nations stakeholders, and educators to reflect the broader nature of
education and skill building within the 21st Century learning context (Enabling Innovation,
B.C. Ministry of Education, 2012). The five competencies identified were:
1) Communication
2) Critical Thinking
3) Creative Thinking and Innovation
4) Personal Responsibility and Well Being; and
5) Social Responsibility.
These competencies had been identified, explored, and clarified with other teams
from other provinces in Canada, while following a global movement in education towards
broader competency based learning outcomes rather than large lists of very specific skillbased learning outcomes. The BC Ministry’s rationale for competency-based learning
outcomes follows:
At the heart of the concept of competencies is the principle that education
should lead to the development of the whole child—intellectually,
personally, and socially. In a world of growing diversity and challenge,
schools must do more than help students master the separate sets of
knowledge and skills acquired through the standard subject areas. They
must prepare students fully to live well in the world and to continue learning
throughout their lives.
(Cross-Curricular Competencies in the BC Curriculum, Draft, Ministry
of Education, Oct 2012, p.2).
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Markus Bauer, Learning Division Manager, Ministry of Education, (personal
communication, June 8, 2012) stated it is the desired intent of the B.C. Ministry of Education
that future reporting and assessment be based on the progress and learning of curriculum
through the competency lenses. If competencies are what teachers are expected to assess and
report on, then it makes sense for teachers to start teaching in such a way that the content and
the focus are on the competencies. It seems a basic truth that assessment often drives
teaching, so if we are assessing the skills found within the competency definitions, we should
teach towards development of the competencies, not on the strict content focus (lists of
learning outcomes and achievement indicators) currently prescribed through the IRPs.

In 2012, I was involved in another provincial Ministry of Education committee which
looked at the transformations in the BC Mathematics Curriculum. The experience and
knowledge I gained from being on this committee in conjunction with the experience I had as
part of the earlier Provincial committee that looked at the new competency-based model for
teaching and learning gave me much to think about. In fact, it caused me to re-envision the
way a teacher could involve all of the competencies in an academic subject based class.
Through the year, further Cross Curricular Competency work at the provincial level
had occurred, resulting in the document “Defining Cross Curricular Competencies.
Transforming Curriculum and Assessment.”(British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2013).
In this document the Cross Curricular Competencies were further explored and defined, with
a change in the number of competencies decreasing from five to three, each with
subdomains. The new definitions of the Cross Curricular Competencies can be found at

12

https://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/irp/docs/def_xcurr_comps.pdf . They are summarized below
(British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2012):

1. Thinking Competency
 Critical Thinking: the ability to foster questions and discern appropriate answers
 Creative thinking: the ability to formulate unique or innovative ideas
 Reflective thinking: the ability to look back on past thinking, actions and experiences,
including metacognitive processes

2. Personal and Social Competency
 Positive personal and cultural identity: the positive awareness and understanding of
an individual’s culture and role in the community
 Personal awareness and responsibility: the responsibility of the student in their own
learning and lives, including financial applications, healthy living and self-respect
 Social awareness and responsibility: the role of the student in the world and society,
while promoting collaboration and authentic service opportunities.

3. Communication Competency
 Language and symbols: the ability to exchange information
 Digital literacy: the ability to use digital and technical tools to enhance the
communication of ideas

13

The competencies are designed to increase the personal, intellectual and social skills
that a student needs to look at topics from different perspectives, as well as make connections
across their learning, their community and their future. The competencies contain some
overlap with each other, representing a holistic approach to student learning (Defining Cross
Curricular Competencies, Transforming Curriculum and Assessment, Government of British
Columbia, 2012)
If I was having issues thinking about the way the new curriculum and competencybased teaching and learning and assessment would be implemented, I was sure that other
teachers would have similar concerns. This change in the way we as teachers are being asked
to think is actually a change in the way we will need to teach (Enabling Innovation, B.C.
Ministry of Education, 2012). With that in mind I sat on a panel at the Professional
Development Tri-Zone Conference in the local school district. Also on the panel were the
Superintendent and a teacher who is an English curriculum developer with the Ministry of
Education. The intent of the panel discussion was to introduce and answer questions about
what the new curriculum models were, the progress to date on curriculum and competency
development, as well as how to use and implement the new curriculums and competencies in
classrooms. Participating in this panel discussion and hearing questions and concerns from
the teachers present allowed me to make shifts and changes to accommodate teachers in
transitioning towards the new model of teaching and learning we were adopting at RCSS.
The RCSS teachers present were more excited to try the new Project Block in the upcoming
year, and were more willing to share their experiences with others during that day and in
coming months. This also gave the RCSS teachers a common language to begin talking about
14

how competency-based teaching/learning could look, given the new permissions by the
school district superintendent and the BC Education Plan.
During my work with the Ministry of Education committees in 2012 and 2013,
conversations about competency-based teaching and learning continued. A dividend of my
participation at this provincial level was that I was able to bring back to my RCSS staff,
information on the progress of developments in competency-based teaching/learning,
discussions about graduation transitions and potential changes in the way in which schools
run and how students can potentially proceed through the system.

Context for Study: Project Block Description
What is Project Block?
The decision to combine the Grade 8 and Grade 9 students was a direct result of
needing to determine a means to decrease class sizes without exceeding teaching blocks
available. To facilitate that, the three classes of combined Grade 8 and 9 students needed to
run through both semesters to balance the timetable. Using the new competency-based
curriculum allowed students to do the same content, regardless of grade and eliminated the
need for teachers to teach split classes, thus reducing overall teacher preparation and
planning. Project Block was born. The option for course selection included the core subjects
of English, Social Studies, Math, and Science. Teachers involved wanted to choose subjects
that are not traditionally grouped together in cross-curricular teaching, and further, were not
tied to Grade 10 Provincial Exams. Social Studies is not tied to any standardized exam, and
as English is both a Grade 10 exam and closely linked to Social Studies, it was eliminated
15

from consideration. The principal and teachers agreed on combining Social Studies and
Science for three reasons:
1)

more teachers who volunteered for Project Block felt comfortable with teaching
Science than with Math.

2)

the students coming into RCSS were identified as having poor math skills, and a
formalized classroom was considered a good transition to promote and improve
basic math skills.

3)

it was felt that Science offered easy access to inquiry-based teaching and
learning.

Each semester used three teaching blocks that were further split into three projects,
resulting in nine Project Blocks per semester. Each Project Block was to be approximately 27
class periods, or approximately 40 hours of study. Teachers came together to identify a)
topics of interest to them individually, and b) topics that they felt were related to the new
curriculum. Teachers brainstormed up to eight possibilities that they would be willing to
teach to a group of students. Together the six teachers and principal then related each
potential topic of inquiry to the new curriculum and identified the competencies each could
address, in order to determine which topics were the best fit, and which would probably have
the most interest for the students in mind. Copies of the draft curriculum documents can be
found at https://curriculum.gov.bc.ca/curriculum.
The course counsellor and I tallied the content and competencies to ensure that all
competencies would be addressed by teachers, and no competencies or content would be
missed. We then determined what courses would be offered, with teachers having one or
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more options to develop further for future years. Refer to the following tables for Project
Block offerings in the first and second semesters.

Table 1.1: Project Block offerings during first semester for students to choose from.
Semester 1

Project Block 1

Project Block 2

Project Block 3

Timeline

Sept-Oct

Oct-Dec

Dec-Jan

Teacher

Topic

Topic

Topic

DMP

Indigenous Plants and

Waterworks

Stars Above

Primary focus:
Science, Socials
Primary Research

Primary focus:
Science, Socials
Science of Sound

Traditional Uses

DB

Primary focus:
Science, Socials
Controversial Issues

Project

SN

Primary focus:
Socials
Cell Life

Primary focus:
Socials
Cyclic Earth

Primary focus:
Science
Electricity*

Primary focus:
Science

Primary focus:
Science, Socials

Primary focus:
Science

* Electricity was substituted for Earth Shake, Rattle and Roll due to poor sign up (two
students). This did result in a hole in the curriculum dealing with plate tectonics and
geomorphology.
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Table 1.2: Project Block offerings for second semester for students to choose from.
Semester 2

Project Block 4

Project Block 5

Project Block 6

Timeline

Feb-Mar

April-May

May-June

Teacher

Topic

Topic

Topic

TH

BC Geography

World Religions

Revolutions

DF

Primary focus:
Science, Socials
Chemistry Prep

Primary focus:
Socials
Vision and

Primary focus:
Socials
Chemistry Prep

Electromagnetism*

MA

Primary focus:
Science
Cultural Foods

Primary focus:
Science, Socials
Castles and Catapults

Primary focus:
Science
History of Fashion

Primary focus:
Socials

Primary focus:
Science, Socials

Primary focus:
Science, Socials

* The substitution of Electricity in Semester 1 resulted in some crossover students in
Semester 2 taking Vision and Electromagnetism. This meant some students had basic
electricity twice and resulted in some frustration by the teacher.

Students were given only the titles of the Project Blocks offered in September. They
chose one of the three offerings. To avoid a very large class, students were told that there
would be a maximum number of 24 students in a class at a time. If after sign-up there were
more than 24 students, students could switch out of that class and go to another with a
smaller number. Students could not switch to a class with a higher student number than their
current class. Switching Project Blocks would only be allowed on the first day. During that
first week, a sign-up sheet went around classes to have students choose their remaining two
Project Blocks for the first Semester. Semester 2 Project Blocks were completed by sign-up
sheet during the last week of Project Block 3. This allowed teachers to moderate class size
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before the beginning of the new semester. Grade 9 students were told that they must choose
one of the mandatory Chemistry Preparation courses offered during Semester 2.

Planning a Specific Project Block
When planning a specific Project Block, the teacher had at the forefront a statement
of what the basic theme of the inquiry would be. The main investigation of each course
would highlight the goals the teacher would lead the class through during the 40 hours of
instruction. The teacher had already selected the competencies in Science and Social Studies
that they would be assessing. To address these competencies, the teacher would plan a set of
3-8 larger activities or smaller projects that the students would all complete. These were
intended to be small in number, and more in depth than the final inquiry presentation of
learning, as well as hands-on in nature. Classes would be guided by the teacher but with the
intent that student interests could influence the direction of the class. The Project Block
would include time for the students to investigate on their own, a project of their choosing
but related to the Project Block. Each individual project was to be presented at the end of the
course as a culminating assignment, a “Presentation of Learning” for each course. The
assessment for these capstone projects addressed the competencies aligned with each course.
This section describes the “Water Works” Project Block as an example. The thematic
statement included investigating the properties of water, its uses and abuses, and implications
of issues facing global societies in the future. The Water Works Project Block was equally
based in Science and Social Studies competencies:
1. Conduct an inquiry
2. Distinguish causes and consequences
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3. Evaluate the reliability and usefulness of different sources of evidence
4. Make observations aimed at identifying their own questions about the natural
world.
5. Identify a question or problem to solve through scientific inquiry
6. In fair tests, measure and control variables
7. Seek patterns and connections in data from investigations and secondary sources

The main assessments to be completed included:
1. a water properties lab set that dealt with physical states, melting point, boiling
point, chemical make-up, solubility factors, density and surface tension
2. an inventory of human water use at a global, national, geographic, local and
personal base, including hidden uses of water linked to visuals
3. a stance on reducing water use or human effects on aquatic biomes
4. the recognition of inequalities of water availability and the issues surrounding
limited water linked to visuals

The Inquiry began with the entire class brainstorming the uses of water. Three main
uses were identified: 1) Make things, 2) Live in, or 3) To Live. The students developed
questions using those categories and the class used these, and added to them over time, as
discussion points throughout the Project Block. When discussions evolved regarding the
town’s long standing water quality advisory and issues it was causing local families, the class
began developing questions around sewage disposal. This lead to a field trip to a waste water
management facility in a nearby town. One pair of students took this up as their inquiry
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project, and developed a presentation to the local municipality, mayor and council, where
they highlighted weaknesses in the current system and offered suggestions for future changes
to the system along with reasoning and basic cost analysis for spending a grant the town had
just been given in this area of need.

Project Block Classes
A class, consisting of 78 minutes, would look different based on the teacher, and the
inquiry topic. The class would generally begin with students reporting on anything of interest
that was related to the previous class discussion. Questions could be asked at this time about
any new information or anything that had arisen after thinking further on the previous topic.
While the teacher acted as a facilitator of the discussion, students were also encouraged to
answer questions they knew the answer to, or if they had further information to be
considered. The teacher asked for opinions of the group and/or pushed the question to a
higher level. If the teacher knew the answer he/she could answer or explain at this time, using
what means they needed to in order to engage students at an intellectual or cognitive level
(i.e. On-line videos, articles, manipulatives etc.) If the teacher did not know the answer
he/she could either assign a student, or group of students, to research the answer, or dock the
question for future inquiry. Generally, this occurred at about the 10-15 minute mark of class.
At this point of the lesson, flexibility was required. Potentially a line of questioning may
have resulted in high engagement and offered an extended learning path for the class. The
teacher may have chosen to continue this path of discovery if they deemed it to be
worthwhile to both the students and the objective of the Project Block. If the teacher decided
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not to continue the questioning and discussion line, the teacher attempted to guide student
questioning to the topic of the day, or make an abrupt transition.
The next stage was directed discussion of the topic of the day. The teacher introduced
new knowledge on a topic to the class. This guided lesson may have included vocabulary
building, mapping skills, graphing skills etc. as embedded within the topic. The lesson was
not about the vocabulary, but vocabulary was an integral part of the background to the
lesson. The new topic discussion was open enough to promote student questioning during the
lesson to help avoid misunderstandings, gaps in learning, and continued to promote the
duality of both Science and Social Studies subjects as they related to the topic. When the
guided lesson was completed, and questions were finished, the students were given a related
hands-on, and generally group, assignment to explore the topic. The lead up to the hands-on
assignment may have taken 10-20 minutes, and the assignment may have taken another 1025 minutes.
Students were then asked to develop their own questions based on their experience,
and attempted to answer them. At this point students may also have worked on their own
individual inquiry projects (approximately 15 minutes). With the remainder of class, students
reconvened to report out their questions they developed and to discuss their findings.

Project Block Teaching, Learning, and Assessment Vision
The educators involved in Project Block were dedicated to the idea that learning was
supported by and through all subjects, and thus each subject should be supported equally
when presented during the inquiry process, but that student interest, motivation, and skill
base should be cultivated and show growth over time. This shared vision reinforced a strong
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sense of community and inclusion within the school setting. To help reinforce this
opportunity to share and support each other, teachers were also given, by the administrator, a
common preparation time.
When the educators involved scrutinized what the Project Block model looked like, it
seemed to superficially look like a traditional middle school model where students are still
grouped in grade levels and move as a class. While Project Block had some of the same
similarities as a middle school model, it did have some distinct differences.
1. Students had choice as to what specific topics they want to explore.
2. Middle school models still tend to be teacher driven and teacher directed. Project
block was inquiry-based, and the individual student decided not only the direction
of learning, but the depth to which he/she would go, as well as the format he/she
would present his/her new learning in.
3. Traditional courses segregate learning by discipline; middle school uses subjects to
create cross curricular units. Project block reintegrates all aspects of a topic,
creating an environment where the direction of questions dictate the subject of
study and how each interrelate and affect the other to create the whole topic.
4. Students were able to follow teachers or avoid teachers if they wanted to, or if
administration decided it was advantages to either party.
5. Topics of study were formed into distinct timelines rather than at the pace of the
class or teacher choice of time dedicated.
6. Very few, if any, tests or quizzes were given as assessment tools.
7.

Students regrouped into new multi-grade cohorts at regular intervals.
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Research Study
As an educator involved in RCSS’s new venture, it was of great interest to me to study
this re-envisioned form of teaching and learning. In this opening chapter I described in detail
what “Project Block is and how it worked at RCSS, including a description of the Project
Block teaching, learning and assessment vision, as well as inclusion of some specific unit
examples.
In Chapter 2, I will present a literature review on competency-based curricula,
inquiry-based teaching and learning, multi-disciplinary teaching and learning, and student
engagement. I will also describe in detail what "Project Block” is, how it worked, and I will
show how Project Block links to the Ministry of Education competency-based teaching and
learning model as well as to inquiry-based teaching, learning, and assessment.
In Chapter 3, to explore the benefits and challenges of this approach, the methods of
data collection for this case study will be presented. The data includes information from the
teachers, the students and the administrator involved in Project Block in the 2013-14 school
year at Raven Creek Secondary School.
In Chapter 4, I will present the findings of the study including analysis of the surveys,
interviews, teacher journals through the lens of the Teacher/Researcher (T/R). The personal
narrative of the T/R was threaded throughout these findings.
In Chapter 5 I suggest conclusions as to the impacts Project Block had on the
teachers, students and administrator at RCSS. In addition, I share insight into where to go
from here – how the results of the research of this case study could potentially have impact
beyond the case study.
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Research Question
The research question that aligned Project Block’s design and implementation was,
“What significant impact does creating and implementing a multi-age, cross-curricular,
inquiry orientated pedagogy in a small rural high school have on participating teachers and
students?”
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Competency-Based Pedagogy
A competency can be defined in many ways: from simply “an ability or skill”
(http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/competency) to “a cluster of related abilities,
commitments, knowledge, and skills that enable a person (or an organization) to act
effectively in a job or situation”.
(http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/competence.html)
In the context of pedagogy, O’Donoghue and Chapman (2010), believe that a definition of
‘competency’ needs to be based on a wide view so that conversations can be further informed
and investigated by teachers. They argue that to define ‘competency’ narrowly as a career
skill base will impede growth and create a resistance within teachers to implement change. It
is this larger view of competencies that allows for a redesigning of curricula and educational
change that will support and be supported by competencies-based education (O’Donoghue
and Chapman, 2010). Indeed, the BC Ministry of Education, in its current draft document,
“Defining Cross-Curricular Competencies” aligns with that perspective and shares the
following wider definition of competency:
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“The cross-curricular competencies are the set of intellectual, personal, and
social skills that all students need to develop in order to engage in deeper
learning—learning that encourages students to look at things from different
perspectives, to see the relationships between their learning in different
subjects, and to make connections to their previous learning and to their
own experiences, as members of their families, communities, and the
larger society.”
(BC Ministry of Education, 2013, p.3)

It is acknowledged that moving towards a competency-based pedagogical system has
inherent difficulties and impediments. Both Riddile (2012) and O’Donoghue and Chapman
(2010) recognize that to effectively assess competencies, there needs to be a transformational
shift in the teaching styles of teachers, the format of the structure of schools, and a realignment of the curriculum to support the teaching of these competencies and their learning.
Essentially, in order for competency-based assessment to be effective, it must be based on
competency-based teaching and learning and there has to be buy-in from teachers,
administrators and curriculum-makers. And it is essential that the buy-in from teachers, in
particular, needs to be accompanied by understanding and confidence in what they are being
asked to do. Competency-based assessment refers not solely to assessment, but to the entire
pedagogical approach based on teaching and learning and assessment focused on
competencies. When reading about competency-based assessment, one should assume this
includes competency-based teaching and learning.
Competency-based teaching, learning, and assessment are not new concepts in
education. Many career training programs, such as some within Faculties of Medicine, have
already embraced competency-based pedagogy, where it has been both very successful in
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training, and well received by the professions (Davis and Harden, 2003). In these training
programs, however, competencies are often referred to almost synonymously with skills. In
secondary and elementary education in Canada, educators and parents have not had much
experience with competency-based teaching, learning, and assessment. It is not uncommon,
however, in the realm of public education elsewhere for school age children in other
countries e.g. Sri Lanka, New Zealand, Finland and Australia (Moon, 2007). Australia first
introduced the notion of competencies in transferable skills as early as 1980 and began
teaching identified “common skills” in schools during 1985 (Young, 2010).
According to Riddile (2012) competency-based assessment is a recognition of the
basic skills and attributes needed to be successful in either a career or higher education, and
an acknowledgement of a student’s ability to perform these skills effectively, which shifts the
focus from a minimum expectation, to a preparation of the student for their future (2012).
Riddile (2012) defines the current model of reporting in public education as a minimum
standard, based on the average, stating that another term for ‘average” is ‘proficient’. He
further clarifies his statement with the concept of needing a minimum mark to achieve a
graduation certificate. Within this current model, Riddile (2012) believes that there is no
drive for excellence, only a desire to be at least mediocre.
Yet another way of referring to competencies is mastery. Fullan (1993) believes in
order to be an effective goal for assessment, mastery must also be a means for achieving
deeper understanding. Once a skill set has been mastered, it allows for a person to start to
rethink the ways in which things are done, and cause change (Fullan, 1993). If a person does
not have the necessarily complex understanding of a concept or skill, they cannot re-imagine
the way in which it can be used differently. Mastery allows for further development and the
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ability to question further into new possibilities related to that concept or skill and its
interrelatedness to other concepts or skills. “Beyond exposure to new ideas, we have to know
where they fit, and we have to become skilled in them, not just like them.” (Fullan, 1993, p.
14). To be efficient at change, mastery is required to connect specific innovations to
individual usage.
Within the context of the BC Education Plan, competencies are considered to be not
only skill-based, but also evaluated with regards to being a proficient educated citizen. In this
way, the term 21st Century Skills has been adopted to encompass characteristics and
processes such as leadership, teamwork, lateral thinking, esthetics and communication.
Garriock (2011) argues strongly that Canada as a whole needs to implement and push for
further 21st Century skill development in schools across the country to offset Canada’s
lagging position in producing leaders in innovative thinking and design as well as stop the
increasing “Brain Drain” to other countries for research, design and creative expression. He
cites “The Conference Board of Canada” (2010) sharing that Canada ranks 14 out of 17
countries in innovative skill practices. Garriock (2011) states that for innovative skill
development to occur, curiosity, inquisitiveness, experimentation, risk taking, teamwork, and
interest are best introduced in Grades 3-7. Then in Grades 8-12, students practice these
competencies, with creativity development being key to the whole process, so that in
university and beyond, the investments finally are embedded and second nature. He
summarizes by stating that in order to improve our rankings in innovation nationally and
globally, we need to add creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and communication to
what is assessed and addressed in classroom learning. Garriock is talking about
competencies.
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Despite this call for introducing competencies early on and throughout students’
schooling, there is some opposition. One of the arguments against a transition to
competency-based assessment is that it panders to the economic needs of the province,
emphasizing skills needed in the present workforce, and downplaying the knowledge of
individual course content (O’Connor, 2007). In the present education system, grades are
intended to be accurate reflections of student achievement and are currently used as a way to
report on learning. Additionally, they are used as a means of comparing students for selection
in other opportunities, most notably admission into higher education. However, if instead the
purpose of the education system is to prepare students for life after public education, then
perhaps an assessment of their skills as potential employees makes sense. But even in that
context, competency-based pedagogy makes sense. Over the last three decades there have
been vast changes in the types of skills needed to succeed in the workforce (Young, 2010).
Many more students are entering trades, where responsible work ethic, communication and
thinking skills are more important than the percentage they received in a particular class
(Young, 2010).
Yong-Lin Moon (2007) suggests that the current education system does little to
provide the economy with the needed creative leaders that would help to develop a thriving
economy and citizenry. Instead, he believes that the system is currently set up to produce
more ‘man-power’ akin to factory machines than to promote excellence in thought and selfactualization. Moon (2007) suggests that the education system worldwide needs to be
restructured by reducing the relative weight of subject-centered courses and opines towards
an introduction to competency-based curriculum by teaching key competencies for life.
Focusing less on a subject-centered curriculum, and embracing a more holistic curricula
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based on competencies would create a benefit to students who are now marginalized due to
mediocre or failing grades in a system; a competency-based education system would consist
of a set of diverse learning activities designed to enhance and develop the potentials of
students while valuing autonomous learning (Moon, 2007). In this system there would still be
a need for subject-based study, but only as a way to attain basic knowledge.
Hong (2011), depicts an ideal classroom where competency-based teaching and
assessment are used as a transformative approach to the teaching of curriculum. This
paragraph, based on Hong’s work (2011) describes this approach. It is thought this ideal
classroom is a place where individual teachers are involved in the development of both the
curriculum and in competency definition development. As well, support is in place to help
teachers with a shift in teaching style that assists in a redirection of knowledge-based
transference towards skill development. Conversely, Hong suggests, when teachers transmit
information that students passively accept, little long term learning, or later application of
knowledge is evident in South Korea. An example would be the scores South Korea attains
on standardized international assessment such as the Programme for International
Assessment (PISA) and the Trends in International Math and Science Study (TIMSS). Hong
looked at five different schools where they have moved away from the traditional stand and
deliver model of pedagogy into competency-based curriculum and assessment. He found that
all five schools did better on the PISA and TIMMS than in previous years. He specifically
encourages South Korea to be more supportive of this trend within classrooms. They have
made the change in pedagogical practice in the schools studied, but as of the time his paper
was written Hong did not have data to prove the correlation to those tests results. When he
published his findings, South Korea was in its first year of implementing a competency-based
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curriculum. Hong does suggest, though, that students retain information and perform better
on standardized tests as found in countries that have moved towards a competency-based
structured curriculum and assessment model. “In particular, most of the new curricula have
focused on developing knowledge and skills outside the boundary of the subject matter, such
as ‘‘essential learning,’’ ‘‘new basics,’’ and ‘‘capabilities.’’ Tasmania, for example, has
listed essential learning under ﬁve headings: Thinking, Communication, Personal Future,
Social Responsibility, and World Future. Other states have made similar efforts to connect
curricula to desired outcomes.” (Hong, 2011, p. 29). The New Zealand Curriculum 2007
document, as another example, encourages teachers to think differently about teaching and
assessment by promoting inquiry-based learning as a means to support competency-based
assessment.
“The key competencies are both end and means. They are a focus for
learning – and they enable learning. They are the capabilities that young
people need for growing, working, and participating in their communities
and society. The school curriculum should challenge students to use and
develop the competencies across the range of learning areas and in
increasingly complex and unfamiliar situations. … There will be times when
students can initiate activities themselves. Such activities provide
meaningful contexts for learning and self-assessment. In practice, the key
competencies are most often used in combination, when researching an
issue of interest.”
(The New Zealand Curriculum, 2007, pg. 38).

Hong (2011) further identified that teachers who embraced competency-based learning and
assessment using an inquiry model showed more commitment towards their schools, felt less
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pressure to cover content, and believed students learned more relevant information than
within an outcomes based classroom, regardless of the country they were teaching in. In all
countries identified it was found that teachers felt the need to change their teaching style in
order to accommodate a competency-based curricula.
With competency-based pedagogy and curriculum, teachers become the architect of
learning. They have the license to identify meaningful situations as a basis for designing
authentically relevant learning experiences that enhance and develop student learning in a
modern context of education. A competency-based curriculum is dynamic in nature, as
students use their abilities to apply what they know in an appropriate situation. Competencies
focus on knowing how to use resources as well as when to use skills, knowledge, attitudes
and values with an emphasis on lived experiences and real world learning. Friesen (2013)
states competency-based curriculum is based in the engagement and involvement of students
in work that they feel involved in creating and that they feel has value, while helping students
become “able” participants in and contributors to society. “Competencies are an important
component in shifting curriculum in a post-industrial world—a world where it’s no longer
sufficient to acquire only knowledge and master skills.” (Friesen, 2013, p.1)
Wiggins and McTighe (2007) present an argument for using the same competencybased approach to reform of schooling as a whole, enabling students to demonstrate
understanding and ability. By creating curriculum and assessment that honors this goal,
teachers ensure that content "coverage" is no longer the common route to instruction.
The BC Ministry of Education’s (2014) draft competencies are not currently clear on
how to judge mastery, and do not show links to curricular competencies between the new
curricula and the cross-curricular competencies that should be supported by them. At the time
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of writing this paper, it is also noted that there has been a strong call from teachers for more
professional development in understanding competency-based pedagogy and the
implementation thereof.

Inquiry-Based Teaching and Learning
Project Block was implemented as inquiry-based learning, a learning approach which
has been shown to engage students, promote deeper learning, and result in higher academic
achievement.
“Effective inquiry is more than just asking questions. Inquiry-based
learning is a complex process where students formulate questions,
investigate to find answers, build new understandings, meanings and
knowledge, and then communicate their learnings to others. In
classrooms where teachers emphasize inquiry-based learning, students
are actively involved in solving authentic (real-life) problems within
the context of the curriculum and/or community. These powerful
learning experiences engage students deeply.”
(Alberta Learning, 2004)

In Project Block, the teachers developed inquiry-based units which often took the
form of projects. Teachers facilitated by setting the parameters and then letting students
question and inquire about how and what their learning would look like in the form of selfchosen projects. Wu and Wu (2011) found that after engaging in inquiry learning, students
were able to critically analyze experiments, methods, and had a richer understanding of the
subject than previously measured. Jennifer Gavriel (2013) noted fuller engagement and
deeper understanding for students when independent interests were encouraged to develop
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within an inquiry-based classroom. In a study by Liu, Lee, and Linn (2010), student
achievement in different Grades 8-12 science classes was compared. The student
achievement for students in a typical science classroom which relied heavily on textbooks
and traditional teaching styles, was compared to student achievement in a science inquiry
classroom. Students in the science inquiry class performed better regardless of teacher or
specific content. Marx et al.'s (2004) findings indicate that students who historically are low
achievers in science can succeed in inquiry science when curriculum is carefully developed
and aligned with teacher professional development.
An overlapping factor in all studies reviewed (Ermeling 2010; Marx et al., 2004;
Skinner and Belmont, 1993; Tseng et al., 2013) is the influence of the teacher. Teacher
experience with either traditional classroom or inquiry models has been shown to add to the
success of an inquiry-based classroom (Tseng et al., 2013). Tseng et al. (2013) suggest it is
not what the type of teaching experience is, but the fact that the teacher is not new to the
profession that will determine the success of adopting an inquiry based model into their
teaching style. In absence of moderate to extensive experience, collaboration with a teacher
of experience either within an inquiry classroom was deemed to be beneficial to student
success. Fullan (1993) defines inquiry as internalizing norms, habits, and techniques for
continuous learning. Inquiry must be sustained by information and ideas in the environment
and be supported by lifelong learning. Further, Fullan (1993) sees teachers as change agents
and career-long learners, stating that if an educator is not themselves a lifelong learner, they
lack that part which inspires students to think and ask further questions. Wiggins and
McTighe (2007) advise educators to "think like assessors, not ‘activity' designers." They say
that when educators begin thinking like assessors, they plan units based on what they want
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students to know. This assists teachers in knowing if their students are reaching the goals
they have created for them which in turn can free teachers from relying solely on teaching
content.
When a school such as RCSS has high goals and aspirations for change, teacher
collaboration is imperative for success. “Schools will improve for the benefit of every student
only when every leader and every teacher is a member of one or more strong teams that
create synergy in problem solving, provide emotional and practical support, distribute
leadership to better tap the talents of members of the school.”, (Sparks, 2013). Teacher
collaboration is generally considered a positive condition for teacher learning and
professional development. This can be a powerful experience if while collaborating, teachers
can exchange ideas or experiences, develop and discuss new materials, get feedback from
colleagues, and give each other moral support as outlined by Meirinka et al. in 2010. Gideon
(2002) cautions that the structures built around teacher collaboration is what will drive
student success, and that while well thought out and implemented structures show student
improvement, poorly designed collaboration models will ultimately lead to poor student
successes. Solid, effective teacher collaboration is a necessary ingredient for the successful
implementation of a new inquiry-based model of teaching and learning, such as at RCSS.
Inquiry has long been cited as a goal for science educators, but has over time
developed into a term that includes the ability to apply thoughtful and analytic skills to
develop the deeper learning of concepts and processes inherent to the aims of education
(Quigley et al., 2011). Quigley et al. (2011) identified the following challenges for teachers
attempting to teach in an inquiry model:
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“Challenge 1: How can we measure the quality of inquiry as implemented in
the classroom?

Challenge 2: How can teachers use discourse and discussion to encourage
more effective inquiry based learning?

Challenge 3: How can we get teachers to think of content and inquiry as not
mutually exclusive, but rather aspects of the same goal?

Challenge 4: How can we help teachers learn to manage an effective inquiry
classroom?” (p.55)

These certainly were challenges that the Project Block teachers faced in attempting to teach
in an inquiry-based model, but ones that were easier to address knowing there was always a
team of teachers to dialogue and collaborate with.
One aspect that was identified in the literature that needs to be considered is the
number of students in the inquiry classroom. Hong (2011) unexpectedly discovered that class
sizes of more than 25 did not benefit from inquiry-based learning or competency-based
assessment. This was attributed to less attention to individual student interest and to less time
with teacher interaction, resulting in less student engagement. In comparison, he says classes
with less than 25 students had more success from both teacher and student perspectives with
relation to higher confidence in learning and positive attitudes towards school
Both the challenges and benefits to inquiry-based learning have been identified in the
research. The present study proposed to see if Project Block, based on inquiry learning was
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successful in engaging students, promoting deeper learning, and resulting in self-perceived
higher academic achievement.

Multi-Disciplinary Connections
A multi-disciplinary approach to teaching and learning is applauded by researchers
and teachers (Bohle et al., 2013; Crow and Pounder, 2000; Robinson, 1998) as more
engaging than a single subject didactic approach and also that it promotes a higher level of
understanding (Vahey et al., 2012). William Doll (1993) puts forward the idea of the three
R’s of education changing from “Readin’, ‘Ritin’, and ‘Rithmetic” towards a more
interdisciplinary form of the four R’s of “Richness, Recursion, Relations and Rigor”. Within
his work, Doll (1993) proposes that the features of Richness and Relations with approaching
curriculum in such a way promotes depth of learning and embodiment of the lived
experience. These aspects of curriculum lend themselves towards a more natural form of
situational learning that promotes student connections between subject silos and emerging
goals that create a matrix, supporting the richness with relationships between subjects, while
embedding itself in a multidisciplinary curriculum.
While there is much literature (Davis and Harden, 2003; Dewey, 1938; Kim et al.,
2013; Maina, 1997) that advocates for the use of multidisciplinary (or interdisciplinary or
cross-curricular) forms of instruction, there is little that deals with the specific pedagogies
related to implementing this form of teaching. Fewer yet focus on middle and high school
grades. Applebee et al. (2007) explored multidisciplinary teaching and learning and were
able to determine that few studies actually isolate this aspect of teaching. Instead, Applebee
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et al. (2007) suggest that this type of teaching and learning is not common, but when done it
is exceptional and is often accompanied by other aspects of good teaching.

“…the teachers and curricula they describe often emerge as sophisticated
examples of a progressive pedagogy in practice. As such, they suggest that
interdisciplinary instruction may be taken up as part of a larger package of
“best practices” that involves a student-centered pedagogy emphasizing
cognitively engaging activities rare in contemporary classrooms.” (p. 1004).

This RCSS case study is a good example of what Applebee et al.(2007) are
suggesting. Project Block is not based on a single criteria to determine its potential
effectiveness. Rather, there a number of factors including competency-based curriculum,
inquiry-based teaching and learning, and student engagement besides multi-disciplinary
connections. It would be impossible to attribute Project Block’s success or not to the single
factor of multidisciplinary connections.
Often times at the secondary school level, cross-curricular models focus on History
and English with little attention paid to Science and Mathematics. Or the model is confused
with a middle school organizational approach where all subjects are taught separately but
along a theme (Weiss et al., 2015). Weiss et al. (2015) used participatory action research, as
defined by MacDonald (2012) to create an integrated topic cross-curricular organization
within a middle school, showing how this model increased teacher collaboration via
conversations, as well as increased achievement for students with diverse needs. In true
interdisciplinary teaching, new fields of study that include fields outside specific academic
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subjects may emerge which show connectivity to prescribed curriculums as well as
highlighting topics that are not often valued (Weiss et al., 2015; Robinson, 1998).
There has been a global shift in educational pedagogies, including within Canada,
since the mid 1990’s to include a more holistic way of teaching to each student, drawing
from local and personal knowledge according to Katz (2000). This shift in pedagogies is in
direct correlation with a shift in epistemology focusing on authentic learning that is studentcentered. In the early 20th century, John Dewey proposed that education needed to include
the child’s point of view, and to be successful, any manner of education needed to have
relevance to the child within their scope and world (Dewey, 1938). Teachers can present
information, but it is up to the child to determine the amount of knowledge and
understanding they attain. This is why classroom assessment, works as the device that
encourages the learner’s interpretation process. “It is something best accomplished by the
self since it is the knower who holds privileged access to the relevant beliefs, though they are
obliged to make these public” (Katz, 2000 p.139). This is supported by Dewey’s belief that
an outcomes based curriculum creates an epistemological paradox where the teacher may
teach the class, but it is the individual student who learns (1986), (Katz, 2000). With this in
mind, the trend towards competency-based assessment is intended to contribute to the
development of the whole child. The role of the teacher in this form of project-based,
multidisciplinary teaching and learning, is also to promote the self-confidence of the student
and encourage the individual to push their limits for even more success. Best practices
(Eisner, 2001; Hargraves, 2005; Tomlinson, 1999; Wiggins and McTighe, 2011) that have
included individual assessment and teaching styles such as Differentiated Instruction,
Universal Design for Learning, Assessment FOR, AS, and OF Learning, and the BC
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Provincial Performance Standards are developing into newer, more refined teaching styles as
opposed to tools for teaching. In addition to this, curricular development, which has been
dormant for much of the Maths and Sciences, is starting to be developed and branch out. This
is an interesting and exciting time in secondary education.
Unfortunately, the multi-disciplinary or cross-curricular method is not used as often
in higher grades in Secondary Education as in Elementary Education and is often even
looked down upon by some teachers and administrators (Robinson, 1998). Teaching in an
interdisciplinary way is not the norm, and some feel it is not an acceptable teaching strategy
(Applebee, 2007). Unfortunately, until the notion of implementing cross-curricular teaching
and learning and assessment gains the momentum in a large number of classrooms, the
system of one subject, one class, will remain in place from an administrative fallback
position. To create a school-wide model of a multi-disciplinary pedagogy requires both staff
leadership and a brave administrator. An evolution in the school system is too slow of a
process; we need a revolution in education which encourages creativity in teaching and
learning (Robinson, 2010).
Many teachers struggle with bringing quality instruction to their students and
covering course content. Tomlinson and McTighe (2006) believe educators frequently feel
that both teaching and learning have departed from the original intention resulting in
potentially diminished learning environments for teachers and learners. They argue that
educators need a model that acknowledges the need for competencies but also ensures that
students truly understand the content while being able to apply it in meaningful ways. When
facts and process skills are combined with concepts and principles, students get a much more
tangible experience that provides a foundation for understanding, engages mental processing
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and is highly transferable. Erickson (2007) states: “Integration refers to the cognitive process
of seeing patterns and connections at the conceptual level of thinking”. While an “integrated,
interdisciplinary curriculum looks at a topically-based theme, problem, or issue through an
integrating, conceptual lens” (Erickson, 2007 p. 15), it is this conceptual lens that forces the
thinking to an integration level. Erickson (2007) states that single topic based subject
curriculum that uses process skills and facts is a flat model. It is both superficial and nontransferable. Eisner (1985) believes this flatness is a direct result of eliminating topics from
the curriculum, and regulating these to the ‘null curriculum’, or the material that is not taught
in schools, and thereby deemed less important by the educators, students and public. “We
teach what we teach largely out of habit, and in the process, neglect areas of study that could
prove to be exceedingly useful to students.” (Eisner, 1985, p. 77). He argues that teaching
simply out of tradition does a disservice to students if educators do not think about our
choices in curriculum before defending them (Eisner, 1985).
Comparatively, Egan (1997) argues that it is the attempt to be so specific, even as far
as teaching individual facts from individual subjects in silos, at the wrong time of cognitive
development, which causes the education systems problems. In an attempt to allow selfdiscovery and to socialize the child into a useful role in society we are actually failing at
teaching anything in any depth by focusing so directly on single discipline silos, due to the
inability of the mind to learn at the depth we expect to teach at (Egan, 1997). He would
suggest a more natural path of learning by not isolating into single pieces, but presenting
information in a holistic way that follows the way the mind develops in order to achieve
educational goals (Egan, 1997). Teaching the whole child and relating to a student's life is
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not reflected by teaching single subjects in single blocks; rather a multidisciplinary approach
mirrors more real life. This aligns with both Dewey’s and Eisner’s philosophy.
In an attempt to re-engage students with the curriculum, the inclusion of subjects
across curricular jurisdictions has become a rally call for the disillusioned teacher. The new
competency-based model, following personalized learning strategies, and using a reconstructivist paradigm where individuals, teachers and students alike make meaning for
themselves, would suggest that this type of learning is more beneficial to the student, and that
the learning is at a deeper level due to the approach.
“If teaching is reduced to mere data transmission, if there is no sharing of excitement
and wonder, if teachers themselves are passive recipients of information and not creators of
new ideas, what hope is there for their students?” (Lockhart, 2009). This wonder and
excitement can only be enhanced by multidisciplinary teaching and learning.

Student Engagement
Student engagement as active learning, was first identified as a key component to
learning by Dewey in 1915 (1938) but largely ignored by research until the mid-1980’s
where it re-emerged as the term ‘involvement’ in work by Astin (1984). More current
researchers define students’ engagement in a variety of ways. Ken Levin of the Canadian
Education Association (CEA) states there are three different types of engagement: 1) social,
2) academic, and 3) intellectual. (2010). Social engagement is defined as a type of
belongingness with the school body. This form of engagement tends to come naturally to
adolescents as they participate in school groups and activities, or simply associate with their
friends. Academic engagement is defined as the willingness of the student to participate in
43

classes via attendance and completion of assignments. Many students consider this to be the
goal of school. Intellectual engagement is defined as the goal of educators, when a student
involves themselves in a form of study, actively showing interest and an enjoyment of the
subject matter being studied, participating in such a way as to demand quality instruction.
(Levin, 2010).

It is this disconnect between what students believe school is about, and how to
succeed within it, and the motivation of educators, and what they deem as successful, that
causes a paradox in the educational system. Sefcik (2013) drew out a pattern in the CEA’s
research on engagement in schools that points to this disconnect. Students are able to attain
high marks through academic engagement, but remain unhappy, unmotivated and
uninterested in the learning they are doing, thus scoring poorly in intellectual engagement. If
students can achieve high marks, but do less learning, Sefcik questions the accuracy of using
a marks-based assessment in the classroom, suggesting that more emphasis is placed on
effort and behaviour than confirmation of learning (2013). This supports the call for
educators to think critically about how their marking and assessment affects both student
achievement and student engagement, while questioning how their pedagogical practice
promotes intellectual engagement. Sefcik (2013) goes on to state that, “intellectual
engagement was increased through collaborative activities between, and among, teachers and
students.” (p.24).
Fredricks et al. (2004) define three aspects of engagement with regard to students’
and teacher interactions. They separate and classify the forms of engagement as 1)
behavioural, 2) emotional, and 3) cognitive. In their later research the term ‘emotional’ was
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replaced with ‘affective’, but consisted of the same definitions. Wang, Bergin and Bergin,
also defined levels of engagement as 1) affective, 2) behavioural, and 3) cognitive (2014).
“Affective engagement refers to positive emotions during class, such as interest, enjoyment,
and enthusiasm (Fredricks et al., 2004; Skinner et al., 2009). Behavioral engagement refers to
observable behaviour such as time-on task, overt attention, classroom participation, question
asking, and choice of challenging tasks. Cognitive engagement refers to mental effort, such
as meaningful processing, strategy use, concentration, and metacognition.” (Wang et al.,
2014, p. 518).

Wang et al. measured engagement in classrooms ranging from Grade 4 through Grade
12 in a study published in 2014. They suggest that using social engagement as an indicator of
classroom success is misleading, as often social engagement measures include participation
in school teams or activities which are outside the classroom, and may not indicate how a
student performs or is engaged in a classroom setting. Affective engagement is focused on
engagement within the classroom, and reflects the student’s opinion of the subject and/or
class. This engagement might change class to class, or teacher to teacher. Using the three
types of engagement (affective, behavioural, and cognitive), Wang et al. (2014) were able to
measure in-class engagement for a specific teacher and subject regardless of how the student
preforms in other areas of school life. Types of engagement can vary, but engagement cannot
be used as a term for an individual student in general as it is tied directly to teachers and
subjects (Wang et al. 2014).

Fredricks et al. (2004) state that the relationship and focus of the teacher will dictate
the type of engagement focused on in class and most exemplified by students. If a teacher
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focused more on relationships within the classroom, students showed more
emotional/affective engagement. If a teacher stressed the need for classroom management
and rules, students were more likely to follow with more behavioural moded engagement.
However, in a classroom where cognitive engagement was a focus, “middle school students
reported higher cognitive engagement and greater use of learning and metacognitive
strategies in classrooms where teachers presented challenging work and pressed for
understanding” (Fredricks et al., 2004, p.75). In all cases, Fredricks et al. (2004) reported that
focusing on one form of engagement resulted in less engagement in the other forms in
traditional classrooms, regardless of the age of the students involved.

Classroom tone and designation of decision-making also play a role in student
engagement. Contexts that support autonomy are presumed to enhance engagement (Connell,
1990). “Autonomy-supportive classrooms are characterized by choice, shared decision
making, and absence of external controls, such as grades or rewards and punishments, as
reasons for doing schoolwork or behaving well. In schools where students were offered
choice, students worked more strategically and persisted longer in the face of difficulty.”
(Fredricks et al., 2004, p.78)

Many studies demonstrate a link between behavioural engagement and achievement
(Marks, 2000). However, this form of engagement does not necessarily lead to cognitive
engagement, as many common tasks use memorization, superficial strategies or task
completion to attain higher marks, but not necessarily understanding (Fredricks et al., 2004).
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Vahey et al. (2012) noted that while engagement was higher with both students and
teachers when a cross-disciplinary model was used, the stage had to be shared between the
subjects in order for the teachers to be willing to continue with the method, and be happy
with the results. In the researcher’s specific experience and reflection the social studies/math
lessons were highly math-oriented, which led to dissatisfaction from the social studies
teacher.

The issue to be addressed by educators and researchers is the question of engagement
of the student as it pertains to learning in the most effective way. It is through the lens of the
three types of engagement: affective, behavioural, and cognitive, that the current research on
student engagement in Project Block will be studied.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Purpose of the Study
Project Block was researched as a case study. The researcher is a graduate student but
also a teacher at RCSS who used participatory action research in this study in partial
fulfillment of a Master of Arts Degree in Education. The intent of this study was to research a
case in a narrow field (i.e. one school, one principal, six teachers, 65 students) and to
document the journey of creating and implementing an innovative teaching approach referred
to as Project Block. The hypothesis was that studying this phenomenon in a narrow field
would allow the researcher to collect data, analyze, summarize and make inferences based on
possible connections between this small study and the practices of other schools and school
districts. At the very least, findings from this study will have an impact on what teaching and
learning may look like at RCSS in the future.
The case study may introduce new and unexpected results during its course. The
purpose of the research is to document this journey from the perspectives of the teachers and
administrator, the students and the teacher/researcher. i.e. the case may unfold in a variety of
ways based the on-going data collected, the summaries and inferences made.

Research Methodology
Participatory action research is an approach to research that emphasizes participation
and action with the goal being to understand and explain a phenomenon through experience
and reflection (MacDonald, 2012). Within this process, "communities of inquiry and action
evolve and address questions and issues that are significant for those who participate as co48

researchers" (Reason and Bradbury, 2008, p. 1). In the Project Block study, I was one of the
six teachers involved in Project Block as well as the principal investigator for the
accompanying research study. As the teacher/researcher (T/R), I will be using my
experiences to inform my acumen and analysis.
This study also falls under the classification of a case study, as defined by Gagnon
(2010), who states that a case study identifies what is attempted to be understood, the context
it is found in, and the main issues raised by the study. Yin (2003) further defines a case study
to include research on a real-life context that can explore complex situations within a holistic
and meaningful way. As Project Block will be researched in the first year of implementation,
and the issues and outcomes are unknown at the onset of the study, this fits a case study
design. Yin (2003) and Gagnon (2010) both clarify that an appropriate case study research
question will address the ‘how or why” aspects of a phenomenon.
A qualitative mixed methods approach was chosen for this study as a variety of types
of data collection were used (surveys, interviews, and teacher journal reflections) as sources
of evidence to make meaning of the data collectively. The meaning will emerge after all of
the data is collected and analyzed. Coding and pattern seeking was used to look for emergent
themes. In this case study, the researcher did not have a predetermined outcome that she was
looking to prove or disprove, rather the data was exploratory in nature and the researcher
attempted to make sense of the data after collection. Making sense of the data occurred in a
“personal, socially constructed way” (Suter, 2012, p.343)
Throughout the design and implementation of Project Block, the teachers involved
faced successes and challenges in the planning, implementation, tracking, and assessment
components of this project. Hopefully, these challenges would have been tempered by the
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increase in professional development that occurred by reflecting on their practice and
working closely with other teachers. Tseng et al. (2013) showed positive impacts on the
performance of science inquiry classes when teacher professional development included
working closely with other teachers performing inquiry learning.

Study Population
The study population consisted of six teachers from Raven Creek Secondary School
(RCSS), the School Principal, and 65 Grade 8 and 9 students enrolled in Project Block at
RCSS in the 2013-14 school year.
The following information about RCSS and the community was taken from Statistics
Canada and the Regional District websites. The information was also used in a document,
“Small and Mighty” (Bird, 2013) which was a district publication about transformational
educational practice at RCSS.
Raven Creek Secondary School is a small, rural secondary school serving Grades 812. RCSS currently enrolls approximately 175 students, with an identified aboriginal student
population of about one third our total student population. The small community of 2 441 is
economically depressed, with many jobs being seasonal and an unemployment rate of 17.6%
(Statistics Canada 2011). Statistics Canada gives the average 2011 pre-tax income for the
area to be $24 192 and a median pre-tax income of $15 578, which is expected to be higher
than the current amount. Due to the lack of stable jobs, the community is losing many young
families, compounding the effects of declining enrollment. The projected enrollment for
September 2013 was 161 students, down from 230 students two years previous (A decrease
of 30%).
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In the community, according to 2006 Statistics Canada information, 9% of the adult
population has not completed Grade 9 and over 36% of the adult population has not
completed high school. On the other end of the spectrum, 14% of adults have completed
some form of university and 18% have completed trades training. In 2012 the RCSS
graduation rate was 81.3% (2.1% below district average but on par with provincial average).

Study Procedures
In the summer of 2013 six RCSS teachers met together to imagine and create Project
Block. Please refer back to Chapter One for the full description of Project Block. The six
teachers individually volunteered for this innovative project and had the support of their
administration as well as a supportive directive from the Ministry of Education to pilot this
project. Participating in the project was not outside what these teachers would do as part of
their regular teaching assignment. However, consenting to the parallel research study which
included documentation and recording of the process and project itself was totally voluntary
and teachers had the option to consent or not to this parallel research study. All five teachers
agreed to join the teacher/researcher in the study.
According to the Tri- Policy Statement 2 Tutorial “as part of the community
engagement process, researchers…should consider applying a collaborative and participatory
approach as appropriate to the nature of the research…” This section continues to state that
“Collaborative research is generally understood to involve respectful relationships among
colleagues, each bringing distinct expertise to a project. Collaboration often involves one or
another of the partners taking primary responsibility for certain aspects of the research…”
(Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council
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of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2014, p.123),
In this study, the collaboration occurred within Project Block itself – six RCSS teachers
working together to design and implement an innovative approach to teaching. The research
responsibility of documenting that journey belonged to the teacher/researcher (T/R).
Project Block aligned with the two RCSS school semesters – Semester 1: September,
2013 – January, 2014; and Semester 2: February – June, 2014. Within each semester, there
were three teachers teaching Project Block; each was responsible for three units. The
duration for each unit was 28 classes and within each unit, the focus was on inquiry-based
projects. The Grade 8 and 9 students had a choice of nine projects per semester. Project
Block research was conducted in the 2013-14 school year across both semesters.
The T/R interviewed the five other teachers individually and the administrator in
September, 2013 before Project Block began. The teachers were then individually postinterviewed upon completion of their teaching assignment (i.e. three teachers after Semester
1 in January, 2014; and three teachers after Semester 2 in June, 2014). The interviews were
open-ended in that they began with initial questions but transpired based on the interviewees’
responses. They were basically conversations between colleagues. The teacher interview
questions can be found in Appendix B. With consent, these interviews were audio-taped and
then transcribed.
Planning and organization teacher meetings were held throughout Project Block. At
the end of their Project Block teaching assignment, teachers were asked to complete a short
survey. Teachers were also asked to keep a journal of their experience with Project Block
throughout the study. These journal reflections were not guided, and were meant to reflect
the thoughts and experiences of the teachers after the initial experience with teaching and
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learning in Project Block so that teachers had some experience with students in this model.
At the project completion, teachers decided which journal entries they wish to submit to the
researcher. They were requested to submit at least one journal entry during their second
Project Block.
At the end of Project Block in each semester (end of January, 2014 and end of June,
2014), all of the 65 Grade 8 and 9 students involved completed a short survey that contained
questions related to Project Block. The surveys were anonymous and administered by the
principal with no teachers present. The survey consisted of 16 Likert scale questions and five
open-ended questions and took approximately 20-30 minutes to complete. The questions
related to students’ self-perceived notions of the affective, behavioural, and cognitive aspects
of Project Block. The Likert questions were categorized into the following three categories,
all related to the student experience with Project Block:
1. Affective: Feelings, emotions, opinions,
2. Behavioural: How attitudes influenced the actions or behaviours
3. Cognitive: Learning beliefs, knowledge
The same survey was done both times so as to compare results and get an overall
student opinion of the project block. All students present on the day of invigilation completed
the survey, but only those with signed parental consent and student assent were included
within the data set. Surveys were sorted by the principal as they came in, before being given
to me to tabulate. 38 surveys met the consent/assent criteria for the January survey, while 40
met the criteria for the June survey. This creates a total of 78 for the total count of surveys
included.The student survey can be found in Appendix C.
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Assent/consent forms were completed for all students, parents, teachers and the
administrator involved in the study. Participating teachers will have voluntarily chosen to be
a part of Project Block at RCSS. Students did not have a choice about their participation in
Project Block as it was delivered as part of their regular school curriculum. However, both
teachers and students had the option of participating or not in the parallel research study.
Finally, the administrator was approached in the spring of 2013 before Project Block
was even imagined. He was supportive from the start. The principal completed a preinterview in August, 2013 and a post-interview in June, 2014. He also completed a survey
during February, 2014, after observing Project Block in its entirety in the first semester and
after reviewing report cards. The interview questions and this survey can be found in
Appendix D and Appendix E.

Data Analysis
Throughout the year, I was immersed in the experience of teaching Project Block.
Daily, I was involved in conversations and reflection on the teaching and learning
experiences that were occurring in front of and alongside of me. The administrator and I met
regularly to evaluate the way things were going, address concerns, identify potential
roadblocks, and celebrate successes. As meetings were held, or conversations occurred that
were applicable, I recorded them using a digital voice recorder as part of my journaling and
reviewed them later to write notes, looking for keywords. Then, I categorized links and
similarities into the topics of study. I created a journal, where I made observations about my
practice, my opinions on the other Project Blocks, noted reactions by staff to different topics,
and discussed student samples. My journaling served as a reference point to mark changes in
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thinking or to clarify thoughts during this experience Moreover, it allowed me an opportunity
to investigate and analyze how all the parts of Project Block fit together and supported each
other as the concept evolved.
I wanted to ensure that multiple perspectives of the data were collected, to be able to
objectively extract a well-rounded and integrated view of the experiences of those involved.
Throughout the course of the year, teachers submitted their journal entries to me in the form
of an email, all of which were collated into a single MSWord document as entries came in.
Entries were organized by teacher name and while not anonymous, remained confidential.
After the administrator conducted the surveys of staff and students at the January
midpoint, the surveys were removed to be collated at the end of the study. These were
combined with the surveys done at the endpoint in June. Student surveys were separated by
two colours to indicate the session they were written. In the following month, I tallied the
anonymous surveys by hand, indicating question number, Likert scale response, and
transcribing the responses to the student response portion of the survey into a MSWord
document. Data was entered into an Excel spreadsheet for each question, separating midpoint
and endpoint responses to be able to identify changes over time, as well as a combined total
column. A parallel table converted the responses into percentages to further identify trends
and extract importance assigned by the students. Teacher and administrator surveys were
transcribed into MSWord documents.
At the end of the study, I listened again to the pre- and post-interviews of the teachers
and administrator. I produced a summary of interviews that identified keywords, and
experience with regards to topics, detailing the understandings and thinking presented. I was
very interested in seeing how the interviews were different after the Project Block
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experience. During the post-interviews new topics were identified in addition to those
identified in the beginning of the study. Key portions of the pre- and post-interviews were
transcribed using Dragon Dictation software and i-Notes. Then each was converted into an
MSWord document.
With all of the interview data collected, I looked for patterns and themes within the
interview responses, drawing out words that were repeated or those that were striking in
nature. These words were coded as suggested by Creswell (2008) and searched for in the
other surveys and journals. As dominant themes arose, I investigated those again in the other
data sources. As I extracted findings, I triangulated their accuracy within other sources, my
journal and/or the administrator’s perspective. I also returned to the individual, when
necessary, to clarify the meaning behind their interviewed answer, using the transcription of
the interview.

Linking Project Block to Competency-Based and Inquiry-Based Teaching, Learning,
and Assessment
In the province of British Columbia, the Ministry of Education sets out the education
standards for students in Kindergarten through Grade 12. They do this through Integrated
Resource Packages (IRPs). An IRP is a set of curriculum outcomes that specify the learning
goals for a course by identifying Prescribed Learning Outcomes (PLO's) teachers need to
address so that students complete the aims and objectives of the course. Often the IRP
contains examples or suggestions that qualify the PLO to be addressed and some IRP's
contain suggestions for assessment. Some teachers have compared IRPs to checklists or
laundry lists that never get completed and have complained that the prescribed curriculums
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presented are overloaded and unobtainable. They also identify that the documents do not
allow for exploration of subjects of interest, and take away from both the love of learning, as
well as the level of understanding. IRPs have not been updated on a set schedule, or with
consistency across subjects
The new format and structure, based on competencies, developed by the BC Ministry
of Education can promote excellence in teaching and learning by allowing teachers and
students to use inquiry approach to learning combined with authentic tasks with their
passions to communicate their learning. The inquiry and tasks are the pirate’s map and the
treasure the learning. At the Professional Development Tri-Zone Conference in School
District 83 (mentioned earlier in Chapter 1), Prince-Nyeste (2011, Feb, 2013) reassured
teachers that the freedoms given within the Transforming Education and Engaging
Innovation documents were permissions to explore options, particularly multi-disciplinary
ones, in their classrooms with less pressure to complete the course content.
With a competency-based curriculum model there is a need to shift the perceptions of
teaching, that are currently held, away from content and specifics towards the ability to
process and determine information in such a way that we are assessing capabilities rather
than tallying checkmarks or grades that may not be a true indicator of student knowledge.
With a shift in thinking towards deeper learning as opposed to surface understanding,
teachers should be prepared for changes in their classrooms. With permission from the
Ministry of Education, the six teachers at RCSS involved in Project Block, decided to move
forward and experiment to determine if using the new curriculum drafts and competencybased assessment lined up with what they would have given as an assessment within a
traditional marking scheme. Assessment drove the need to teach based on the competencies,
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which caused a change in pedagogy. The teachers believed this presented an opportunity to
start addressing the “how and why” of what was taught, deciding what the important markers
of a discipline were, and deciding how to support these new markers with appropriate
pedagogy. A successful model takes time to build, with lots of thought and collaboration. By
beginning the planning and development of competency-based authentic tasks before they
were mandated by the BC Ministry of Education, teachers were able to refine their ideas and
examine the effectiveness of the teaching needed to promote the enduring understandings and
process of a discipline with less pressure.
While the teachers were comfortable and confident in their newly designed approach,
the final test to determine if Project Block was successful would be the reaction of the
students to the choices available. Ultimately it would be the individual student who decided
how deep the research and applications would go, based on their interest in the topic or tasks.
The goal of teachers was to design inquiry projects that engaged the student at all three
engagement levels, and draw out students’ personal abilities in a manner that was enjoyable,
meaningful, and encouraging to both students and staff.
Competencies are designed to be the over-arching umbrella for assessment of
students. Even though this may be a new way of thinking for many teachers, there certainly
has been discussion about how students currently meet the PLOs and what it means for
students to perform at a minimum standard. It is generally understood that minimum does not
mean 51% nor that this is the expected level from students nor that teachers stop teaching
when minimal standards are met (whatever those minimal standards are deemed to be).
However, it does mean that the way teachers look at students’ abilities will go beyond
homework assessments and completion of projects – beyond minimal standards. The
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question teachers need to ask, when assessing competencies will be, “Did the student meet
the content and processes identified, so that they can show that they are competent?”
In Project Block the competencies were assessed for all grades and subjects, and
remained consistent, viewed as a continuum. A student in grade 9 should not be considered
to be at the same level as one in grade 12, although it could happen. Students may have skills
that may be already at a mastery level in some aspects of the defined competencies. One
thing to note is that technology was determined to be a tool, not a skill. The use of digital
media is encouraged by the Ministry of Education, but is not a skill or competency to be
focused on.
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS

Themes of Investigation
In the literature review in Chapter 2, the following topics were reviewed: a)
Competency-based teaching, learning, and assessment; b) Inquiry-based teaching and
learning; c) Multi-disciplinary teaching and learning; and d) Student engagement. The Euler
diagram below (Figure 4.1: Conceptual Framework of inter-related themes within Project
Block) presents the guide to the data analysis and the themes revealed through research.
These themes arose from the data collected on the overarching research question, “What
impact does creating and implementing a multi-age, cross-curricular, inquiry model of
education in a small rural high school have on participating teachers and students?”
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Competency-Based
Pedagogy

Inquiry-Based

Multi-Disciplinary

Teaching

Connections

and Learning

Student Engagement

Figure 4.1: Conceptual Framework of Inter-related themes within Project Block

All three of the thematic areas in the top circles needed to be considered by teachers
in the planning and implementation, (including teaching and assessing), of Project Block.
Individual, as well as overall, student engagement was both the marker and reward for
judging the attainment of the desired balance. The following table expands on the above
themes and relates them directly to the data collected from each group that participated in
this study which included: a) teachers; b) students; and c) the school administrator.
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Table 4.1: Data Collection
Competency-Based Curriculum
Data
Collection

WHAT

HOW

Inquiry-Based Curriculum
WHAT

Teachers

Asked about
- understanding
- validity
- knowledge of
Ministry
expectations
- assessment of
mastery
- personal
confidence

Surveys
Asked about
Interviews - expectations
Journals
- support
needs
- hopes

Students

Asked about
- knowledge of
competencybased curriculum

Surveys

Administrator

Asked about
- expectations
- system needs
- understanding
- validity
- knowledge of
Ministry
expectations

Survey
Asked about
Interviews - expectations
- support of
needs
- hopes
- reasons for
embracing

Multi-Disciplinary
Curriculum

Student Engagement

HOW

WHAT

HOW

WHAT

HOW

Surveys
Interviews
Journals

Asked about
- previous
experience
- expectations
- hopes

Surveys
Interviews
Journals

Asked about
- their
perception of
student
engagement
- observation of
and
interactions
with students

Surveys
Interviews
Journals

Asked about
- their own
experience
throughout
Project Block

Surveys

Asked about
- observation of
and
interactions
with students
- feedback
received

Survey
Interviews

Asked about
- “new type of teaching and
learning”

Survey
Interviews

Surveys

Asked about
- expectations
- support of
needs
- hopes

Survey
Interviews
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Findings From Teachers
Data collection from teachers included survey responses, interviews, and reflective
journal entries. The teachers completed short surveys mid-way through a Project Block term;
three teachers completed this survey (Appendix F) in October and another three teachers in
March. In addition, interviews were conducted in September and at the end of each set of
three Project Blocks. The interview script can be found in Appendix B. Finally teachers were
asked to submit a self-selection of journal entries, three entries over the second Project Block
they taught. The timeline for Project Blocks and reporting followed the following format,
where each Project Block was designated as a term.

Term 1

September 3 – October 16

Term 2

October 17 – November 29

Term 3

December 02 – January 28
Exam Period

Term 4

February 3 – March 14

Term 5

March 31 – May 7

Term 6

May 8 – June 17

Trimester 1
Semester 1
Trimester 2

Semester 1
Trimester 3

Exam Period

Figure 4.2 Timeline of course changes and reporting schedule

With regard to competency-based curriculum, inquiry-based learning, and integrated
curriculum, teachers were asked, in the surveys and interviews, their opinions with regard to
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planning, teaching, and assessing Project Block. They were also asked questions about their
perceptions of student engagement during Project Block.
All teachers recognized that they had embarked on a journey that would extend the
entire year. That is, just because a teacher was assigned to teach Project Block in a specific
semester, they recognized a commitment for participation in and support of Project Block for
the entire year. All six teachers shared the following concerns about Project Block before
beginning the year:
a. Time commitments to do a good job:
i. Planning time
ii. Assessment time
iii. Sufficient time to complete an inquiry in approximately 40 hours of
study
b. Increased Planning needs
c. Concern with finding appropriate resources
d. Worries about offering a rich course with relevant information
e. Worries about keeping students engaged in the course
Interestingly, they did not identify concerns with:
a. Finding topics that were interesting
b. Involving all students in the learning experience
c. Meeting the requirements set out by the administration
d. Having all students be successful participants
Additionally, all six teachers were:
a. Excited to begin
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b. Expecting the Project Blocks to be fun
c. Eager to see what students would show as their demonstrations of learning
d. Tentative in exploring their own inquiry as part of the teaching strategy for
planning their project blocks
e. Willing to explore a new teaching style that supported the new curriculum
f. Cognizant that there was no other school to look to for examples or direction
and that we would be that example to others (Teachers revealed that they were
both nervous and excited about that prospect.)
During the actual teaching of Project Block, the six teachers came to settle into an
inquiry stance in their classrooms. This required a pedagogical mind shift where teachers
became ‘a guide on the side’ rather than a ‘sage on the stage.’ An inquiry approach to
teaching demands less teacher involvement and more facilitation of increased student
engagement. Based on the observations and experiences of the T/R, it was noted that of the
six teachers involved:


Four teachers settled into the teaching model easily, with loose scaffolding
structure as described earlier in the description of Project Block in Chapter 3.
Variations within classrooms were evident, but not significant, mostly being
attributable to personality and teaching experience.



One teacher, who was by self proclamation, a very traditional teacher,
(students taking notes, no talking, sitting in rows, lots of worksheets, tests and
quizzes, few if any group activities, rule based classroom), tended to fall back
on their regimented teaching methods, but attempted to infuse the Project
Block with more hands-on activities, and group work that reinforced the
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concepts they were teaching. Tests were not given, and assessment was an
ongoing battle between percentages and competency mastery.


One teacher, who preferred a hands-off approach to classroom management
and favoured free structure, tended to introduce a topic and offer suggestions
for study. However, other than one large class project per project block, they
offered little structure or direction in what was expected of the students,
instead giving students open discussion time on large general questions and
research time for their demonstration of learning.

Very early on teachers identified that their ability to assess competencies was a
challenge. While the three teachers teaching in the first semester needed to deal with the first
report card, it was obvious that conversations needed to occur quickly in order to offer a
formal report. Teachers were happy with the effort students were bringing into the class, and
with the way their Project Blocks were progressing, but were unsure how to explain their
expectations or defend their assessment of the work presented. As the first set of inquiry
projects were due, it was obvious that there would be a substantial difference amongst
students in the presentation of their work, which resulted in nervous teachers. The teachers
seemed more nervous than the students about being able to judge the effectiveness of the
learning involved while comparing them to the competencies identified for the Project Block.
Students were overflowing with ideas, and diligently on task with their own learning
inquiries. In one Project Block, the final projects ranged from a compare and contrast rap
about Greek Gods and their modern day political leader counterparts, building a working
telescope out of old televisions, painting a series of pictures depicting the solar system, and
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writing a children’s book on the life of a star, amongst others. Interestingly, teachers and
students both felt informed about what the expectations were of the other, and where the
students were in relation to teacher expectations. But while students had no overt evidence of
worry or stress, the teachers were very concerned with how the learning would be best
communicated to parents, and how the parents would judge the classroom model and thereby
the teacher.
Along the journey, issues arose around assessment and reporting. One teacher (DB)
questioned himself stating that:
“I still find it difficult to know how to assess thinking, I really do. For
example on these controversial issues it is difficult for me if someone comes
down extremely homophobic. It's difficult for me to say. Am I judging them
because of their thought or their ability to think because they didn't
agree with the same conclusions as me and ones I agree with, which is
tolerance and acceptance of difference? Or am I really saying: Okay.
Well that position's fine, but I don't see the thinking behind it. You see? It
is difficult to separate judgment of their position versus a judgment of their
thinking abilities. Somehow in my mind, some of those positions are pretty
much: If you were able to think, you wouldn't come up with those positions.”
DB, interview, 10:42
Project Block teachers agreed that mastery-based assessment was more valid than
percentages and letter grades, and felt that this was shown in their classrooms when students
were able to raise their own expectations of themselves rather than putting in the minimum
effort required to pass. It was agreed that often grades undermine intrinsic motivation to
learning in the long term but was equally recognized that it would be a long and uphill battle
to sway the general public and some other teachers who were used to the percentage and
letter grade format. There were many discussions that focused on how the Project Block
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teachers could or should differentiate between good and excellent work on a pass/fail model.
In one instance, the most traditional teacher decided to keep a parallel set of marks, and
found one student that did not attain any competencies, yet would have received a passing
percentage in the original system. This caused her to question her marking system, her
assignments, and her focus in the classroom, as well as opening much discussion with staff.
Interstingly, everyone agreed the student did not deserve a passing grade for the class.
While mastery learning on a pass/fail basis for each individual curricular competency
was agreed upon by the teachers, as the year progressed and teachers reflected back on their
experiences, the teachers found that a continuum model that showed the progress of a student
towards complete mastery was perhaps beneficial with regards to reporting to parents and
school officials. Teachers worried that by only assigning a pass/fail to each competency
attempt, the quality of work might be undermined over time. By putting students on a
continuum, teachers could focus on the snapshot or endpoint each student had achieved. A
continuum would also show rate of growth and learning over time, as well as differentiate
between students with regard to achievement for the purposes of awards. For instance, one
teacher ruminated that:
“Rewarding of quality work…well that is just straight intrinsic motivation,
which is enough for most students, but not necessarily most parents.”
MA post interview,14:14

However, there were also drawbacks to this system of assessment. The arguments
against the continuum model were based on assigning students back into roles that favored
comparison and competition, as well as played into students’ feelings of self worth and
abilities.
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“There are no longer ‘marks’ that make them feel inferior or stupid, so
success can be had. No grades is the equalizer for weaker students, and
motivates them in positive direction.”
SN, Survey
All of the teachers at RCSS had seen positive growth in those formerly marginalized
students, as both teachers and students saw successes and achievements within Project
Blocks. Moreover, the teachers felt that those same students would return to previous habits
or viewpoints about themselves and their abilities if they were able to compare themselves to
other students again.
Due to the pressures of the grade 10 science exam and a very full science 10
mandated curriculum, the traditional teacher had pushed to have all grade 9s complete a
Chemistry Preparation course to ensure the students had a good background in basic
chemistry before entering grade 10. Thus, their Project Block ended up being taught in a
more traditional way than the other Project Blocks due to a lack of teacher comfort with the
inquiry-based and multi-disciplinary teaching model. When this teacher reverted back to
methods such as worksheets and more traditional type homework, the students baulked
because they were expecting methods more similar to the other Project Blocks. While
students agreed that having the mandatory inquiry was necessary and important to their
future success in grade 10, they seemed resentful at being put into a teacher-directed class yet
being required to also complete an inquiry project as well as regular assignments and
homework. Additionally, due to the need to change one Project Block in the first semester
due to low student signup, some students in the fifth inquiry Project Block had already been
exposed to some of the concepts in the second inquiry Project Block as there was overlap of
some content between these two. Unfortunately for this teacher, the teacher of the plate
69

techtonics and geomorphology inquiry had changed the focus of the inquiry to a topic very
similar in nature, to the preset fifth inquiry and some students had then signed up for both.
When this became apparent, the teacher felt pressured by the students to change the focus
and design of the inquiry, which was difficult for her to do. This combination of issues
resulted in the “traditional”teacher not having as much of an enjoyable teaching experience
as other Project Block teachers.
As all Project Blocks shared the same period of time in the timetable, this resulted in
a technology overload demand. Quite regularly all three Project Blocks were in need of the
computers in the library and computer lab at the same time, and there were not enough
workstations available. Often one class was split between several different areas in order to
give students access to the internet or technology being used for their inquiry projects. While
that was a definite supervision challenge, teachers quickly realized that students were on task
for the majority of time and involved in what they were creating or learning. This resulted on
the demands on teacher time and attention being used more toward guiding students along a
clearer question on search engines, or working out a technical glitch as opposed to managing
behaviour. Technology being in high demand resulted in many students bringing their own
devices for use at the school. This alleviated some issues with research access but created a
different problem with too many users and not enough bandwidth on the internet and wireless
systems. The teachers and administration were frequently required to adapt plans while care
and maintance were performed by the district technology department. The administrator
approved the purchase of a few computers, a small number of ipads and different software
and apps to facilitate the needs of the inquiries. It was at this time that RCSS entered into an
affiliation with UBC Okanagan and the Innovative Learning Centre (ILC) with the intent of
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determining a technology needs assessment and plan for RCSS as well as the potential to
become a beta test site for other affiliates of the ILC. This required the administrator and
myself to attend board meetings in Kelowna on a monthly basis. This affiliation resulted in a
much more dynamic relationship and has been mutually beneficial to both parties on multiple
levels.
Teachers found that they spent a disproportionate amount of time planning and
preparing for Project Block compared to their other classes. They spent more time thinking
about developing the class topic for initial presentation before the Project Block started, and
once underway teachers spent much more time reflecting back on what had occurred in the
classes before. They analyzed what had gone right or had been difficult, what had or had not
worked, which students had really grasped the subject and which students had not. Teachers
also had wonderings such as why certain students had done well, or why those students who
had not participated as much as in previous classes were now joining in again. In planning
for subsequent classes within a Project Block, teachers found that they had more discussions
with other adults, checked the internet more frequently and used other teachers for support in
obtaining ideas and demonstrations. The teachers enjoyed this aspect, and found it renewing
to their practice. They used more time obtaining materials and equipment for use in the
classroom and the preparation rooms/storerooms saw much more traffic as noted by the
department head, administrator and custodians. However, teachers gained time during
assessment as teachers did not use time in test development and marking, and felt that the
time spent on assessing the new projects was in fact less time than traditional testing time
requirements overall during the course of the semester.
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In addition to the increased time planning and preparing for new and constantly
shifting classes, teachers also found that they had significant time commitments in aspects
they were not used to addressing. Because Project Blocks often involved activities beyond
the typical classroom type ones, teachers found they spent more time applying for grants to
subsidize field trips, arranging for guest speakers, communicating with parents and writing
reports for interested parties such as the district, the Ministry, the city council, and
newspapers.
Project Block did not use textbooks, but did require the use of more consumable
materials to support the inquiry-based teaching style. The school required teachers to create
an extra order of craft materials such as foam blocks, craft sticks, glue guns, straws, wire,
cardstock, wax and tread before the end of the first Project Block as the art room found itseslf
raided. The multi-disciplinary style of the topics of study lent itself to more field trips where
students could see the topic in action, but some field trips also required admission costs. In
one Project Block students went on four field trips, including a trip to a mushroom festival
(admission), a wild orchid hike, a traditional harvest of Pondarosa Pine needles
(honourarium), and a forestry woodlot. The teachers noted that in the vast majority of
traditional classes they taught, the students might get one field trip over the course of the
semester, but often there was no field trip associated with teaching specific courses and thus
they were spending much larger amounts of time organizing and implementing these new
trips. Teachers in Project Block also wanted to use more experts in their areas as guest
speakers, and the school has a policy to provide an honourarium for out of town guests.
Project Block had such an array of guest speakers come to the classes, a non-exhaustive list
includes: the designer of the Avro Arrow (now residing in a nearby town), a forensic
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entomologist, a botanist, a singer-songwriter, an author, a skype call with an astronaut, a
child soldier, aboriginal elders and drum makers. To this end, Project Block required a
budget to address those needs as school budgets had been decreased without warning mid
year. The administrator decided to increase the transportation budget he had allotted for the
year for Project Block. Also, in an attempt to cover increased or unforseen costs several
Project Block teachers sought out and applied for grants. Additionally, portions of the art and
science budget were used to cover supplies.
Teachers were required to provide anecdotal and cummulative reports to parents at
the end of each Project Block. This resulted in more than the required three formal and two
informal reports to parents as dictated by the BC School Act as teachers provided six formal
and in some cases six informal reports. Due to the speed at which the Project Blocks
progressed, teachers often found that there was a pressure to complete the reports quickly;
however, due to the staggered end dates when compared to the semestered and linear courses,
there seemed to be less pressure overall with regards to reporting. It was further interesting to
note that teachers were more than happy to complete anecdotal reporting, stating that they
found it more informative for parents, clearer in achievement, and gave them more
satisfaction when they looked back on the individual learning. This is in direct opposition to
the preconcieved idea that anecdotal reporting would be more onerous a task.
As people became aware of what was being piloted at RCSS, requests for
information, interview requests, guest visits and preliminary reports of the experience were
constant. The administration and the T/R were also asked to present at different meetings and
conferences which in turn resulted in other schools asking to come and visit the school.
Additionally, the school entered into an affiliation with the Innovative Learning Centre at
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UBC Okanagan, which helped to solidify a signature pedagogy for the RCSS staff, but also
increased our time commitments.
At the end of the year, teachers felt as if they had actually been “teachers”. They
believed they had made a meaningful entry into the teaching profession that had both
validated their skills and knowledge while allowing them the opportunity to really explore
the experience of teaching and learning as a reciprocal agreement between teacher and
students. Teachers still took the lead, choosing the compentecies and facilitating the learning
within the classroom, and did not rely on a mandated curriculum or the textbook for subject
matter. One teacher stated that
“I feel free to explore what I feel is meaningful to the students, to the current
society, and to myself in a manner which is far more relevant to current
culture that is not dictated by a document that was created five or ten years
ago, with the general population in mind.”
DB interview, 7:22

Teachers found it satisfying to have some depth of understanding of a topic, rather
than skimming over the top in order to cover a breadth of subject matter and ideas. By
choosing which Project Block they wanted to teach, this rich understanding of a topic was
inherent. Project Block gave teachers breathing room to ensure students had an
understanding of the topic, and at the same time it allowed them to foster more interest in
subjects and topics that were of significance to both the teacher and the students.
“At the end of the core unit, I felt that we could have spent even more time
on the topic because students were still interested and there was still a lot
to teach.”
TH Journal
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“We are constantly reminded through our conversations and work that the
new curriculum and BC Ed Plan can support us in what we want to do. The
actual focus or intent of the classroom is to develop those curricular and
cross-curricular competencies in ourselves and our students.”
DMP Survey

Five of the participating teachers described their experience as fullfilling, exciting,
freeing and enjoyable. Three teachers used the word “wonderful” when describing their
experience with Project Block. All teachers spoke with enthusiasm, even when offering
concerns, and each teacher said that they would be continuing with aspects of the program in
their future classes if not teaching Project Block.
“It was wonderful! So fun and interesting; where nothing was ready made
and you needed to be on your game. It was… just perfect freedom to be
authentic, develop relationships, learn new stuff. DON’T MAKE ME GO
BACK! I don’t think I can!”
DB, post interview 6:22
“In over a decade of teaching, I have never been in such a fascinating
situation of learning! It was so real, and so immediate.”
MA post interview: 3:44

Findings From Students
Students completed surveys at the end of the first semester of Project Block and again
at the end of the second semester. The student survey questions focused primarily on
engagement through Project Block. The 16 survey questions had been created around the
three types of student engagement discussed in Chapter 1: Affective, Behavioural, and
Cognitive. The four questions related to each type of engagement were randomly placed
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among the 16 questions in the survey. Students were also asked to respond to four other
questions about this “new type of teaching and learning” presented in Project Block.
Additionally, students were asked five open-ended questions relating to their specific Project
Block experiences. The questions did not, though, use the terms ‘inquiry-based’ and ‘multidisciplinary’. As well, students were asked about their knowledge about competency-based
curriculum.

Student Engagement – Affective Domain
Affective engagement refers to positive emotions during class, such as interest,
enjoyment, and enthusiasm. The following four questions focussed on the affective domain of
student engagement. The numbers in brackets following each question refer to either the
percent total of Agree or Strongly Agree (A) OR the percent total of Disagree or Strongly
Disagree (D).

1. I liked coming to the Project Block (A66%)
2. Being able to choose my projects was important to me (A74%)
3. I had a lot of homework every day (D79%)
4. I felt excited about the projects when I began the class (A58%)

An example of the analysis of a sample question within the affective domain is found below
in Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.3: Student response to the importance of topic and presentation choice.

An overwhelming majority of students identified that choice of topic and presentation
of the project was important. All of the responses to the questions in the affective domain
showed that students were extremely positive and happy about their experiences in Project
Block.

Student Engagement – Behavioural Domain
Behavioral engagement refers to observable behavior such as time-on task, overt
attention, classroom participation, question asking, and choice of challenging tasks. The
following four questions focussed on the behavioural domain of student engagement. The
numbers in brackets following each question refer to either the percent total of Agree or
Strongly Agree (A), Neither Agree or Disagree (N), OR the percent total of disagree or
Strongly Disagree (D).
1. I have done this type of learning before (D79%)
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2. I want to be told exactly how to do all the steps (N58%)
3. I am reliable; I follow through on tasks and projects that I undertake (A44%)
4. I chose my projects to be with my friends (N44%)
An example of the analysis of a sample question within the behavioural domain is found
below in Figure 4.4.

Figure 4.4: Student response to the need to be given explicit instructions.

The reason I chose to share this question analysis was that it reinforces the notion that
student inquiry is reliant on the student deciding how to present their findings. A student with
weak inquiry skills will want more explicit instructions and expectations, whereas a student
who is truly an independent learner with strong inquiry skills will not want the constraints of
prescribed process. Teachers need to be cognizant of that and be able to validate individual
students learning process.
The majority of students wanted some direction but not explicit instructions in
performing a task or assignment when they were engaged in learning. As the year went on,
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more students wanted less explicit instructions from the teacher, showing that they were
becoming more skillful and confident in their way of learning.
The teachers thought that students might have been influenced in their choice of
Project Block based on whether or not their friends chose the same one (Question 4 above).
However, the results show that less than half of the students considered friends in choosing a
Project Block. Within the survey, students reported that they liked being with their friends,
but that they wanted to take the Project Blocks they were interested in more. They knew that
they would be with their friends for many because they shared common interests, but that
being apart for a few weeks was not seen as a bad thing. Students also recognized that being
with their friends was distracting to them.
Finally, although this perhaps wasn’t surprising, 79% of students recognized that they
had not done this type of learning before.

Student Engagement – Cognitive Domain
Cognitive engagement refers to mental effort, such as meaningful processing, strategy
use, concentration, and metacognition. The following four questions focussed on the
cognitive domain of student engagement. The numbers in brackets following each question
refer to either the percent total of Agree or Strongly Agree (A) OR the percent total of
disagree or Strongly Disagree (D).
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1. This way of learning was too hard for me (D88%)
2. I think I would have learned more in a regular Science or Social Studies class
(D55%)
3. This type of work allowed me to show what I know (A56%)
4. Making mistakes is part of learning how to do something (A75%)

An example of the analysis of a sample question within the cognitive domain is found below
in Figure 4.5.

Figure 4.5: Student response to the amount of learning they attained within the new model.
The majority of students felt they had a better learning experience in Project Block
than they would have in a traditional classroom. More students arrived at this conclusion as
the year progressed. Some students worried that they were not learning all of the expected
provincial learning outcomes for their grade when they compared themselves to friends in
another school. They also had questions about how the topics were neither grade 8 nor grade
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9 but still met the standards for Science 8 for example. The conversation was had in one
Project Block class about how the other school in question was still using the current
provincial curriculum outcomes and RCSS was using the new draft curriculum, which
addressed different content and had different focuses. Both curricula, students were ensured,
were acceptable with regard to their learning. These students were then more reassured in
what was being done in comparison to the other school. Most students identified that they
would not have tried as hard in a regular class as some of the topics addressed were not
interesting to them, or they did not like the way in which it was regularly taught. Students
also identified that they were more encouraged and more willing to ask questions than in a
traditional classroom setting, further promoting their understanding.
Another example of the analysis of a sample question within this domain is found
below in Figure 4.6.

Figure 4.6 Student response to the difficulty of inquiry-based learning.
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The vast majority of students found the inquiry-based, multi-disciplinary approach of Project
Block to be an easy and accessible way to learn new information and skills. Students found
they were more receptive to the tasks in class, more open to participate in conversations and
enjoyed researching further on their own topics of choice.

Findings From Students About Student Experience
From the Likert portion of the survey, the following four questions were used to
determine if the changes occurring in the classroom were being appropriately interpreted by
the teachers, as well as offering insight into the student experience. The numbers in brackets
following each question refer to either the percent total of Agree or Strongly Agree (A) OR
the percent total of Disagree or Strongly Disagree (D).
1. My teacher encouraged me to find out more (A71%)
2. I prefer getting a percentage mark for my work (A44%)
3. The teacher gave me enough feedback so I knew how I was doing (A47%)
4. I understand what the Cross-Curricular Competencies are (A41%)

An example of the analysis of a sample question within the student engagement domain is
found below in Figure 4.7.
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Figure 4.7: Student response to not receiving percentage marks.
Interestingly, students had the same comments about receiving percentages versus
mastery as teachers did. Anecdotally, students had much to say throughout the two semesters.
Students acknowledged that they were learning more, and that they liked knowing that they
had achieved specific learning goals, and students who were used to receiving low marks
were more enthusiastic about the new way of assessment. These students admitted it made
them try harder and that they did more work than they had in traditional classrooms. Students
felt it lessened the pressure to get good grades while increasing their level of responsibility.
Over the course of the year there was a shift away from wanting percentages by students.
Students agreed it was because the no percentages system was no longer scary or different.
Mostly students who were used to being top achievers were the ones who wanted the
percentages back. They preferred the competition between other top students and worried
that they were getting less accolades than before, now that more students were achieving the
same mark of a Pass. Some students were quite upset that students who never used to get the
right answer were being recognized alongside themselves.
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“I like not being told a percentage on my mark! I know if I don’t know the
work, and getting a fail is just a reminder that kids are stupid about it. I
haven’t failed before but I’m not the one who gets A’s all the time. This
way I do well and feel good about what I do. Same as everyone else.”
Student A
“It’s ok to get a Incomplete competency. I know I can try and get that one
later and my mom isn’t as mad at me. I didn’t fail the whole class and
have to do it all over again.”
Student B
“Some people just don’t like that the teachers know I am as smart as them
and they aren’t as smart as they used to think they were. HA!”
Student C
“If I put a lot of work into a project, I shouldn’t get the same mark as
someone else who didn’t.”
Student D
“It’s good because then the teacher actually knows if you understood
the class at all, instead of just giving you a letter grade. I didn’t stress
about my grades.”
Student E
“It was just different. How do you know if you need to bring your grades
up? I mean, do you have to?”
Student F

Teacher Observations and Perceptions of Student Engagement
Teachers quickly identified that students in Project Block were more involved with
the class itself, and with the content addressed. As students signed up for Project Blocks they
were interested in, it made sense that they would be more willing to participate, but the tone
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of the classes was distinctly different from traditional classes, in that all students were
actively involved in all activities and discussions.
“It has been my experience that often students become bored or jaded
with education when it is consistently presented in such a way as to be
predictable. In comparing current classes with the same students, and
Project Block, it appears that the students are engaged in more active
learning in the inquiry-based classroom settings where there is way less
predictability. Not that setting is the right word, as students can be
found working in the hallways, courtyards, picnic tables, back field,
art room, gym and shop rooms at any given moment. Everyday students
are coming into the room ask me “What are we going to learn today?”
Or “I wanted to ask about X today, can we start with that?””
DMP Journal
“I never have to answer ‘Why do we need to know/do this?’ anymore!”
MA Survey

Students did not opt out, nor were they cajoled into being included. Even when a
student was quiet or not contributing to the inquiry discussions or class focused work, they
were attentive and observant, and when called on to further the work individually they
showed that significant thought and processing had occurred and was continuing to happen.
“During the first session I definitely noticed that some students who
typically did not do well in a traditional school environment and who
were strongly disaffected with school found the new style of learning much
more motivating. Focusing on controversial issues that were not part of
the curriculum but were suited to the development of chosen
curricular competencies enabled me to tap into their interests much more
effectively.”
DB Journal
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Teachers noticed that students no longer asked if the learning activity was for marks
or not, and were less worried about the grades they were receiving. Often the question of how
a student was doing wasn’t asked until close to the end of the specific Project Block, if it was
asked at all. When students were probed about why they weren’t asking, many replied that
they had a good idea of what they were receiving because of the teacher interaction they had
during the class.
In September students needed a lot of guidance to develop their questions and plan a
project. However, by the third Project Block rotation most could manage on their own. By
the fifth rotation, even students who struggle with traditional teaching practice, those with
significant Individual Education Plan (IEPs), could manage independently.
By December, some students who traditionally refused to hand anything in, but had
been up to this point, started to resist completion of written tasks. Many of these students
were able to demonstrate that they had met the competencies by probing during informal
conversations with the teacher. Students would be able to articulate complex understandings
in these interviews, when they were unwilling to ‘jump through the hoop’ of paper or project
demonstration. When these students recognized that they could do this, the vast majority reengaged with their activities.
When observed, teachers noted that students were more engaged in their tasks at
hand. Students were willing to offer opinions and ask questions to the group or to the class.
Quickly, students were more willing to offer an answer to another student’s question, rather
than wait for the teacher to answer it. When the discussion was left to students to guide,
students shared the role of facilitator naturally, without much direction from the teacher, and
they were cognizant to include all members of the class. It was observed that students relied
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on each other during hands on assignments rather than constantly ask for clarification from
the teacher.
Students often left class still talking about their learning, or the activity, and went out
of their way to share this with other students and staff members throughout the day. In many
cases, students obtained apps for their cell phones or digital devices, such as decibel readers,
oscilloscopes, or star maps, to further investigate their topic. This further revealed student
levels of engagement.
As found in the case study described by Applebee et al. (2007), and as noted by staff
and administration, attendance by students in Project Block, and by extension regular classes,
increased compared to the previous year, possibly due to an increase in social and intellectual
engagement. The students also were more willing to discuss issues with teaching staff and
make connections with these teachers to discuss ideas and find out more information, even
when not enrolled in those teacher’s classes.

Findings From the Administrator
The administrator was very excited about the concept and implementation of Project
Block because he saw this as a positive experience for both staff and students, where
combining courses with real life scenarios was a more relevant, authentic way to learn. He
recognized that RCSS was in the process of breaking new ground in BC education, and noted
that it was done with a sense of enjoyment and commitment. His impression was that
teachers were thinking this through, and asking the same questions of themselves and others.
He felt there was buy in from all staff to support those teachers trying the new model.
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The administrator noted that while all teachers were in agreement about using
mastery-based assessment as a pass/fail reporting of the concepts, some teachers were having
trouble putting it into practice, and hypothesized that it may be due to the intense teaching
style needed to have a successful project block. Combining a new teaching style with the new
assessment and reporting was difficult for some teachers, and they needed more support. He
stated that “the ‘No Grade’ aspect of assessment and evaluation, although a good thing, is
having ‘growing pains’ and will take time evolve, but it will.” (SJ, Survey). The administrator
felt that the staff would become more comfortable with the model as they grew in experience.
He felt it was important that no students or parents had voiced concerns with the new
assessment model even after four reporting periods.
The administrator correctly identified early on that his role would be to support
teachers in what their needs were as they were identified, for funding in resources and field
trips, and in determining ways to be compliant with Ministry of Education tracking and
reporting expectations. He found it frustrating to work within the current system of reporting
to the Ministry of Education, which was not as advanced as RCSS needed it to be in order to
show that “…the actual learning and teaching is fantastic! But how do we tell people,
parents and the ministry, about it?” (SJ, interview, 12:44). This frustration was also shown
in planning conversations for the upcoming year between the course counsellor,
administrator and me, with no further development or support from outside the school in
tracking competencies. “A great idea done poorly isn't as good as a poor idea done well.”
SJ, interview, 14:55. The abandonment of the competency pass/fail model for the upcoming
year was discussed because outside of the course counsellor and I, no one on staff was able to
access, curate and collate the data per student. This presented logistical problems. It was
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decided to continue on with this reporting model next year, in the hopes that a computer
program would be developed to use in the future. The principal believed that abandonment of
the pass/fail reporting model would be a premature move, also saying “The accountability
and a lack of a reporting system is getting in the way of what is right for learning and good
for kids” (SJ, post interview 12:12).
The administrator believed the year had been a success because the vast majority of
students had passed and were moving on to the next level, while teachers and students
remained enthusiastic about continuing the Project Block model next year. He enjoyed seeing
the variety and expertise shown by the student projects that showed evidence of higher level
thought, effort and creativity.
Overall attendance by students was increased in comparison to the previous year, but
specifically, students with a history of high absentee-ism, showed an increase in attendance.
Staff were excited about their classes and were encouraged to continue by the efforts of the
students they had. The teachers were excited to share student work with other staff and
students, and students were interested in what other students were researching. Project Block
classes had less discipline issues come to the office and less truancy than other traditional
classes running concurrently, despite having some of the students that could be considered
being more difficult.

Findings From Parents
While parents were not officially asked to participate in this research, it is nonetheless
important to note that many parents commented on Project Block. During the year parents
were very supportive of the transition to Project Block, and offered many positive comments
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regarding the learning they were seeing at home. Parents referred to the projects their
children were constructing at home; noted the relevance of the topics to real world
applications; and most importantly, reported that students were more willing to share what
they had learned in both conversations and hands on examples with their families. Parents
repeatedly told the school that their children were excited about the work they were doing,
and proud of what they were accomplishing. Only one parent did not feel that the new format
was rigorous enough, though he did think that it was a good program. This parent has
exceptionally high expectations of his children, and chose to enroll his grade 9 child in three
additional Distance Learning courses of a traditional nature, covering the current curriculum.
On the whole, parents were universally enthusiastic and supportive of the learning
model. Comments were received like, “I didn’t know my kid could do this,” and “My kid is
having so much fun.”

Teacher Researcher (T/R) Perceptions
As the T/R for the pilot of Project Block, I found many aspects that contributed to
creating a successful model. First and foremost, the teachers involved were all very willing to
try something new and were very supportive of each other. This support towards the new
teaching and classroom model was also seen and felt by the administration and the support
staff. Due, I feel, to the freedom given to the teachers, the teachers willingly embraced the
changes that were implemented, resulting in more successes for the teachers and the learners.
The principal included everyone in the decision making process, and any decisions were
done with transparency and input. This meant that even if there was not complete agreement
on a topic, teachers understood why the decision was made the way it was. It was also
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important to teachers that as a group, they were willing to try an idea to see if it worked.
Conversations between staff were regularly continued throughout the day as if not interrupted
by bell schedules and were often fluid among the members discussing the topic of the day.
Regular communication in the staffroom and hallways supported a feeling of inclusiveness
and questions were encouraged by the staff to further develop the ideas and ideals of the
model. Staff not involved directly in Project Block were also involved in this aspect and
commented that the year had created a much more cohesive staff, and offered so much by
way of their own professional growth. All staff seemed happier and more energetically
engaged.
Within my own classroom, I found that the format of Project Block allowed me the
freedom to be passionate about teaching new topics. By showing my enthusiasm, students
who started as being interested, also began to be actively engaged. Through modeling the
ways I looked for information, and by integrating a variety of sources, including guests,
students were receptive to the idea that they were the people responsible for constructing
their own understanding. Students enjoyed being able to share their knowledge with me and
viewed it as more of an exchange as opposed to assuming I knew everything associated with
that topic. Both myself and other teachers found that IEP students were actively included in
the class and on assignments and final projects were able to show higher level thinking that
would not normally be seen in regular classes due to the nature of the assignments. The
energy expended by students and myself in a class was both exhilarating and exhausting as
we found ourselves steeped in creativity and heavy thinking activities, which meant we were
often tired because it was hard work to continue on this level over time during the day. It was
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important to be cognizant of this, and to find opportunities for students and myself to be
active or change settings or tasks to break up the intensity at times.
In Chapter 5, I will conclude my perceptions of Project Block by relating them back
to the thematic areas presented in the conceptual framework for this study: Inquiry-based
teaching and learning; Competency-based Pedagogy; Multi-disciplinary connections; and
Student Engagement. As well, I will reflect on my experiences through Project Block as a
teacher and a researcher and build on my story presented in Chapter 1.

92

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION

In the current education system in British Columbia, teachers have been obligated to
compact the burgeoning curriculum into critical concepts, principles, and generalizations
within each subject area with little regard for current needs in a changing society. To
continue along this line, when combined with extensive testing and lack of related studentcentered teaching and learning, would be the sum of my fears.
I believe that RCSS has successfully attempted to circumvent this crisis in education
with the use of Project Block as a vehicle for implementing the new BC curriculum using a
multidisciplinary, inquiry method of teaching and learning.
The measure of the success of a new curriculum or new curriculum model or new
pedagogy implementation is in how well it is utilized, and ultimately how well the students
learn. While I understand this is simplistic, it fits my experience and observations. I would
also agree with Vangelova (2015) when she states “it requires administrators who are open
to focusing education on students, rather than teachers or a curriculum.”, but offers the
caution: “Because the focus is on the student, that’s where you need to start.” Without the
support of administration, and the buy-in from students, even the best laid out curriculum or
model will not succeed. No school is better than the teachers within them. While teacher
collaboration was a goal over the course of the year, we still have a need to have more
collaboration, not more isolated classrooms. This could mean implementing curriculum that
has been co-designed by teaching staff and then taught concurrently.
I wanted to look into how to use best practices that are coming to the forefront of
education, and apply them towards implementing curriculum that is easily accessible to
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students through experiential, inquiry-based learning. I wanted to compare how these
practices would work within the BC Education Plan which was launched by the Ministry of
Education in 2012. Specifically with relation to authentic tasks and hands-on or project-based
learning curriculum, I feel the core teaching areas have traditionally been underserved and
still rely heavily on a textbook or standard teaching styles. I believe Project Block is a viable
alternative to those issues.

Initial Inquiry
Project Block was designed to try a new way of teaching and learning that would
support teachers and students while promoting deeper understanding within real life contexts.
My research paralleling this new model for RCSS attempted to analyze the situations that
unfolded as the model was planned and implemented and to determine if the model was
successful enough to be considered for future use in RCSS and possible other rural or small
schools. The focus of my research was: What significant impact does creating and
implementing a multi-age, cross-curricular, inquiry orientated pedagogy in a small rural high
school have on participating teachers and students?
Teaching in a way that is more flexible and inquiry-based can be very challenging for
teachers who are accustomed to teaching in a linear, didactic, highly structured environment,
especially in public schools that are tied to a mandated curriculum and limited by bell
schedules, reporting deadlines and administrative constraints. Teachers of content-based
subjects may have difficulty diverting from a linear, more directive teaching style due to a
presupposition that students cannot advance beyond basic skills until all the smaller steps are
known and understood, and that the role of the teacher is to show the way along the path of
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understanding. In such a system, the student themselves can be an afterthought, even though
the idea is still to provide an excellent educational opportunity.
Teaching students in an inquiry-based method after students have come to expect a
more traditional stand-and-deliver mode requires time for students to adjust, or unlearn the
old way of doing school. This requires students and teachers alike to become more
comfortable with asking questions, not knowing the answers right away, and to take risks and
make mistakes. Having a class enter into deep inquiry results in a possibly uncomfortable,
and also exciting, space where the answers are unknown, where students can see a problem
or solution in real life and present their ideas to others. Inquiry empowers students to control
their own learning and can promote spontaneous collaboration. However, a tension can also
arise when there is a dissonance between what is occurring in a class and an attempt to
compare it to a standardized measure.
Teachers at RCSS found that their abilities to plan further ahead than two days were
significantly curtailed using an inquiry-based, multidisciplinary model. This resulted in some
content that had been identified earlier in pre-planning stages being not covered as the
students took the class in a different direction. However, this was less stressful than
anticipated due to a feeling of freedom from a checklist of curricular outcomes that were
mandated. This “not knowing where the classes would lead” also created issues with
planning for Teachers Teaching On Call (TTOC) if the teacher needed to be away for a
period of time. This was due to incoming TTOC’s not being familiar with the system at
RCSS or having an understanding of the inquiry-based, multidisciplinary nature of Project
Block. TTOC’s did not have experience teaching in this manner and thus needed more
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support and ideas to facilitate the class well. However this was not a problem that couldn’t be
and wasn’t overcome.

Findings with Regard to Project Block Assessment
Teachers needed to adapt their usual assessment modes to accommodate the curation
of a different set of skills being assessed, as well as adapt their viewpoint on what was the
goal of assessment. Assessment of novel presentation methods required teachers to be more
reflective, in addition to being cognizant of the curricular competencies that were being
developed over the Project Block. In such a way the teachers of Project Block acknowledged
that more formative assessment was both more needed and more helpful in the mastery of the
curricular competencies for students. Actual learning and teaching has no disconnect, and
with less emphasis on a set curricula of content, teachers found that summative assessments
were not as useful, nor were they indicative of the amount of learning that had occurred over
the course of time. This in turn also led to new means of recording achievements in
gradebooks (Appendix G and H).

Gradebook as a New Means of Recording
When faced with recording assignments, the Project Block teachers were stymied
when attempting to fit the assignments into the programs and gradebooks regularly used,
which were designed with completion and numerical marks geared towards producing
percentages. A simple yes or no didn’t seem to be detailed enough to show growth, or if the
competency was only marginally meeting mastery. To accommodate this, teachers began
experimenting with possible formats. As the Project Blocks were so short in time, teachers
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were into the second Project Block of the year when report cards were issued. At this point,
the three Project Block teachers teaching each had a different system in place, and
collaborated on what had worked well for them. All three teachers found that the combined
means of recording made this task easier to assess competencies over the course of the
Project Block unit. The combined gradebook still contained a list of students on the left hand
side, but divided up the assignments in relation to the competency they were related to.
Competencies were listed horizontally across the top of the page, with multiple columns
underneath them to list assignments. Some assignments covered multiple competencies, and
thus needed to be repeated under each competency they supported. For each student
assignment the teachers assessed, a box corresponding to the assignment and competency
was shaded.
Table 5.1 Recording of student work
Assessment of Student Mastery
Student shows full understanding/mastery of the

Recording of Assessment
Full box shaded in

concept addressed
Student shows marginal/minimal level of

Half of box is shaded in on the diagonal

understanding to attain mastery, meets mastery
requirements
Assignment has been handed in but student does

A line is drawn across the box on the diagonal

not show minimum level of understanding to be
considered for mastery
No attempt at assignment has occurred or no

Box is left empty

attempt at assignment has been handed in
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In doing so, teachers were able to quickly glance at a student line, and identify if students
were meeting or approaching mastery. The boxes that were half-shaded, would give a teacher
more information if mastery of the competency was in question, as more marginally meets
boxes would indicate that the level of understanding and/or ability had possibly not yet met
mastery level. Additionally, as students were required to present their projects, mastery could
be attained by presenting a project that showed competence at that time, despite not
completing all assignments. Projects were recorded across the horizontal, with all
competencies listed below.
At the end of the year, a TTOC suggested a different way of recording that eliminated
the need to shade boxes by hand on paper, and compiled an excel spreadsheet with the same
format, but eliminated shading in preference to a colour scheme. In his model, not handed in
assignments cells remained white, not meeting mastery cells were coloured red,
marginal/minimally meeting mastery assignment cells were coloured yellow, and fully
meeting assignment cells were green. While this has many advantages over hand recording,
and is less onerous, one Project Block teacher is colour blind, and thus this system presented
personal challenges.

Future Provincial Assessment Concerns
While the majority of Project Block teachers were flexible and adapted fairly well in
response to how students could/should be assessed, there were nonetheless some challenges.
The traditional teacher expressed concerns that as long as the provincial assessments were in
place for grade 10 science, this model would not ensure that students would cover all the
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mandated material to ensure success on the provincial exam. While she hoped that the
students had learned the subject matter they had addressed deeply, she was worried that they
might not be able to transfer that into other areas in an exam setting. This concern led to a
brainstorming of what a new provincial assessment might look like, including the
abandonment of the content focused multiple choice format, more of a lab setting where
students would individually be required to show their skills in action. And there could be a
set of readings for which students would be required to use their critical thinking and
questioning skills to decide reliability of the information and the implications with relation to
a situation that is presented. The three Project Block teachers who had a science background
liked this creative provincial assessment model well enough that it was submitted to the
Ministry of Education with a rationale, and possible pros and cons. When given a preview to
the new Science 10 pilot exam to be used in the 2015/2016 school year, I was happily
surprised that the exam has been significantly changed to align with a number of our
suggestions. The pilot exam reduces the content focused multiple-choice exam from 55
questions to about 10-15. The rest of the pilot exam is changing to include a reading or video
of a scientific issue that students need to evaluate for bias and relative truthfulness. The
student then works with a group to expand their ideas and clarify their thinking before
returning to individual work to complete a written section that will be assessed based on the
student’s ability to apply concepts and critical thinking skills to suggest a possible course of
action or situation analysis. RCSS has been asked to be a pilot school for the new Science 10
provincial assessment.
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Teacher/Researcher Conclusions
Some of my opinions and hypotheses before Project Block were strengthened and
some were challenged. It surprised me that students who were usually so close to the 50%
mark in a course standing, or failing in previous settings often surpassed those who were
considered ‘smart’ students. This reinforced for me that percentages, and the associated
feelings of success that are tied to them, actually may do more harm to learning than help, as
they seem to force a student into a work ethic mode, and do not encourage thinking past an
individual’s acceptable mark or expectation.
RCSS staff did not find issues related to teaching multi-age students over the year. In
fact, the students seemed to appreciate that the learning was geared towards the individual
yet they could rely on others within the group who had strengths in different areas. The age
or grade level of their classmates was not a concern.
By the end of the year, students were more comfortable asking more questions, and
probing deeper into a topic. Students were more aware of superficial answers and demanded
more detail of themselves when answering their own questions or those of others. Students
seemed to be better able to construct questions that were more thought provoking and
thought more about the answers given to them, while also reflecting more on the reliability of
the source of these answers. Students were not necessarily better at managing their time, but
they did seem to improve on their planning and development stages, with few students
missing deadlines as compared to previous experiences.
As previously described and supported by literature, the staff at RCSS re-envisioned
the school format and their teaching focus towards one that supported a competency-based
pedagogy. Student recognition that the competencies and skills developed were transferable
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to other learning and real world situations helped students agree to the validity of the change
in assessment. While students made the transition easily and had success with the new model,
the shift for teachers was harder as questions surrounding assessment and traditional
practices arose. Working through these tensions between what was and what could be
resulted in a positive experience for most teachers. Teachers that had previously been
focused on pure content were still rigorous in their expectations and found that the balance of
content and competencies as outlined with the draft BC curriculum fell away from content to
lean on competency development. Both teachers and students felt less pressure to know and
memorize topics addressed, and were happy to instead be able to focus on working on the
development of thinking and research competencies as they related to their interests.
Teachers felt comfortable using their professional opinion to determine if a student had met
mastery, but worried that differences of opinion would undermine their assessment.
Adopting an inquiry-based style of teaching and learning allowed teachers to assist
students in delving deeper into topics of interest, created an environment of increased
curiosity and encouraged critical thinking skills. Students were much more able to articulate
what they were lacking in relation to knowledge in order to move forward, while also being
able to excel by sharing knowledge that they had obtained in non-traditional learning
situations or personal experience. Teachers found that they were more immersed in the
subject matter, as they found out new, interesting things almost daily through their
preparation and/or from the students in their class. Teachers had to be willing to approach
planning for Project Block using a general overview and a focus on how the daily topics of
investigation related to the skill development and competencies being assessed.
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Both competency-based pedagogy and inquiry-based teaching and learning are
enriched and enlivened by adopting a multidisciplinary approach to teaching and learning, as
shown in Project Block. It allowed teachers and students to identify topics of interest that
broached multiple subject areas while highlighting the interconnectivity of real life situations
and events. In doing so, the learning occurring was easier for students to transfer to other
conditions or circumstances. The reverse was also true, and students and staff were able to
make connections to prior knowledge to see relevance in the learning they were doing.
I am again reminded of Dewey (1938) and his belief that learning is interconnected
and best served through experience. It is this experience that a student will decide how much
they will participate in based on the level of engagement they attain. Students in Project
Block showed increased engagement in all aspects measured. Affectively, students were
excited to come to class, and described their Project Block experiences positively.
Behaviourally, students were observed to spend more time on task, and be more willing to
participate. Project Block focused on the cognitive engagement of the students, and in doing
so, students were found to be more successful, concentrated on developing higher thinking
processes and were more willing to attempt a larger scale project or more difficult task than
was expected to complete mastery of a competency. Nel Noddings (2012) suggests that
including essential connections between subjects, topics, and curiosity increases engagement
and student success. This was clearly seen within Project Block. Teachers, students and the
administrator recognized that the atmosphere within the building was exciting and that
students were more involved in the learning they were doing.
In order for teachers to become comfortable with the re-orientation of thinking
required to support how teaching is re-defined in a learning environment like Project Block,
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teachers need to practice. It is only through deliberate practice that teachers will gain the
valuable experience from which they can then question and change their own role in the
classroom. An adoption of the draft BC curriculum, to be implemented in 2016, would be
best served by embracing a curricular enactment, actually living the curriculum through an
enriching experience of discovery and multidisciplinary experience.

Future Possibilities
The evolution of curricular redesign and competency development continues at
RCSS, but the focus has changed from course development and implementation to oversight
and consistent evaluation and tracking of the competencies.
Much of the administrator’s, the counsellor’s, and my time during the year was spent
attempting to create a site-specific tracking system and communicating the program needs
with Take Two, the company who developed the CIMS administrative management system
for the Ministry of Education to schedule, track, and report student progress. In the
meantime, I complied student files using Integrade, a computer program used by teachers to
record assignments and calculate grades, to track competencies for grade 8 and grade 9. Due
to the nature of the computer program, only one teacher could access the files, and as such, I
took ownership of the files. Teachers reported competencies attained on the report card for
each student, and then submitted class sheets to me to enter into the tracking system. This
was extremely onerous and time consuming. While the number of students was relatively
small, applying this system of tracking to a school with 200 or more students, would make it
extremely difficult for one teacher to take on, without being given dedicated time to it. This
would then remove the benefit of freeing up teaching blocks for other courses. In order for
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this model to work effectively a computer system would need to be in place that
accommodates this type of marking style that will communicate with the BC Ministry of
Education required computer systems. In addition to this, school boards and the Ministry of
Education need to lift or extend current course code restrictions that only allow for this type
of course work to be entered as Board/Authority Authorized courses (BAA), as currently,
course work that does not fall directly in line with specified Integrated Resource Packages
(IRP) that define a provincially approved course need to be vetted and approved by local
school boards. In turn, BAA courses appear on provincial transcripts as an undefined BAA1,
BAA2, and BAA3 etc. As Grade 8 and Grade 9 are currently outside the requirements for
obtaining a BC Dogwood Diploma, it does not affect students who complete schooling
within this school district, but would cause confusion for any students transferring out of this
situation into a different school district. Further, as RCSS plans on including Social Studies
10 and English 10 in the coming years, lack of specific recognition of this program will
affect how the student will have marks recorded for their graduation requirements.
Teachers at RCSS were happy to have participated and all of the teachers agreed that
Project Block was worth continuing in the coming year. They felt that the students had
performed above expectations and that many of the issues that had presented themselves
along the way had been ironed out as they came up. All the teachers volunteered to continue
teaching in this model for the upcoming year and teachers who had been watching the
progress of Project Block agreed that the model should be expanded to include the other two
academic core subjects of Mathematics and English. Several more teachers were willing to
teach new Project Blocks in this second year.
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It was also agreed by the teachers that this model would still benefit the students who
were currently involved and as such, the upcoming grade 10s should be included in the
model for Social Studies and English, but not Mathematics and Science due to the high
difficulty level of those provincial exams for grade 10. This means that over half of the
academic blocks at RCSS would be Project Block offerings, and that all but three staff
members would be teaching at least one set of three Project Blocks. A conscious effort will
need to be made to ensure that the teachers of all four core academic subjects are equally
represented in the planning of future Project Blocks.
Teacher collaboration should be a major focus of the plans for Project Block in
moving forward. It was hoped that the teachers would be able to spend more time this year in
collaboration and in supporting one another, but due to the extra needs of teaching Project
Block, it did not occur more than some specific meetings and informal supportive assistance
and conversations. Teachers recognized value in knowing what other teachers were wrestling
with and whether it was the same or different issues as they were experiencing. It was
important to the teachers involved to share how different teachers have approached these
issues so that they did not feel alone or unsupported. It was noted that teachers were not
looking for somebody to tell them what to do, but to share experiences with others and to
glean what they could from how other people have done things. The teachers found it gave
them other ideas to try or offered a new viewpoint that they hadn’t considered. The majority
of teachers expressed a desire to create a formal or focused collaborative atmosphere for the
future with the intent of creating a more successful venture in teaching and learning.
Due to the affiliation with the Innovative Learning Centre (ILC) through the Faculty
of Education at UBC Okanagan we had had the opportunity to host and experience one

105

professional development Maker Day and the first student Maker Day in BC. This was met
with such strong support by both staff and students that two Project Blocks will be offered in
this next year dealing with the phenomenon of Making and Designing. Additionally the ILC
has chosen RCSS as their focus school for the Rural Small Secondary Schools Think Tank,
in which educators from around BC will offer their ideas, experience and insight into
possibilities for improving the Project Block model.

Conclusion
In summary, in my opinion, there are a number of areas consequential to how Project
Block has shifted the focus of education to embrace the new BC curriculum and competencybased education.


A shift in focus towards competencies and mastery of skill development



A less structured content approach that gives more weight to learning and less
to memorization



A recognition that content is a vehicle to promote deeper understanding via
competencies



An assessment strategy that is less focused on summative assessment and
more on strategies of formative assessment based in growth



A rooting of learning as related to real life situations and applications



A more student centered classroom involving more student choice and student
direction, acknowledging the knowledge and experiences that students bring
with them into the classroom
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An inquiry focus that promotes a sense of curiosity around a topic as well as
an environment that exemplifies connections and relationships between topics
of interest



A notion that learning includes a sense of passion that includes all parties and
stems from real life interests and hobbies (i.e. music teacher teaches
philosophy, math teacher teaches circuitry, physical education teacher teaches
comparative religion, science teacher teaches indigenous knowledge)



An awareness of reciprocity between students and within the student/teacher
relationship

Being immersed in an inquiry-based education in secondary school can only help
students in their lifelong learning. Engaging in the fundamentals of inquiry allows the
educated citizen to communicate effectively and identify their role in a global society.
Through inquiry of a problem, people who have flexible fluency can explore multiple
solutions in order to investigate an issue in context. Having all students complete the Project
Block units identified will allow further progression and discovery in subjects. Flexible
fluency will aid students in their ability to creatively envision solutions or construct their
point of view. The capacity to perform a variety of skills within topics comes with time and
effort for all students, but should not be considered a hindrance to those who are easily
capable, nor those who need extra time to learn a topic. To that end Project Block is designed
so that students may progress at their own pace but with the knowledge that the teacher as
well as the classmates are there for support and guidance. The model is also designed to
promote self-confidence and engagement by making it more manageable in size and
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duration, in addition to stressing the 21st Century skills needed in today's reality as identified
by the cross curricular competencies.
The purpose of allowing choice of topics for Project Block is to increase the exposure
of the student (educated citizen) to a variety of fields, while preparing them for possible
further studies. Academic subjects can be explored in multiple forms dependent on the
interest of the student. Engaging in the application and theory of inquiry allows students to
differentiate between possible strategies to choose the one best suited for the situation and for
themselves. As inquiry increases in complexity, students discover developing patterns that
interconnect. As learning progresses towards the abstract or symbolic, reasoning and analysis
is used to critically evaluate the reasonableness of a designed process.
Knowledge starts out generalized and becomes more and more specific. It is a ball of
yarn that slowly unrolls and then unravels more and more, until what is left is the fibers and
fluff that were once used to create the threads that became the strings. The difference is that it
then becomes entangled and builds back on itself, while at the same time it twists into other
strings with other yarn. In this way one big picture event can be broken down into its
focused, specific little bits of information that show the overlap and similarities to a
completely different big picture. It is in this overlapping of concepts that the light shines into
the dark corners of curriculum needs. I believe there needs to be an entire shift from subjects
to disciplines. This should include more open concept learning that focus on the skills,
abilities and processes of the topic with a growth of new knowledge and flow. The problem
being addressed by educators and researchers is about the engagement of the student in order
to absorb learning in the most efficient way. For too long the school system has mandated a
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one size fits all approach, with little improvement in actual student learning (Parsons and
Taylor, 2011).
“Human communities depend upon a diversity of talent, not a singular
conception of ability and the heart of our challenge is to reconstitute our
sense of ability and intelligence. This linearity is the problem”
(Robinson, 2010, 10:45).
“To dwell in possibilities” as Emily Dickinson suggests is exactly the inspiration and
feeling I find myself in. It is only with the ability to imagine the possible, and question the
foundational, that change can be imagined. To further this change, one only needs to engage
in deep questions of inquiry, and thereby create transformational shifts in thinking and
practice. The staff of RCSS graciously allowed me to propose a possibility and journeyed
together with me in a shift in the foundation of the school, as well as evaluating their own
questions surrounding their practice and questioning the ideas they had held before
embarking on Project Block. From my perspective, Project Block was a success.
Notwithstanding some challenges, I believe the model accomplished what it set out to do.
Just as during my first year of teaching, I have had to re-evaluate what I know to be
true as a teacher. With my work as a consultant with the BC Ministry of Education, and by
critically appraising the changes in the direction of education in BC while comparing that
with what I have experienced within my own classroom settings, I found an opportunity to
reach more students and encourage their own learning experiences in public school. As I
believe it is the teacher’s job to engage and challenge students to develop, I also now
understand how it is also the community of the school, by way of the staff and students, itself
that will reinforce that goal. With the licence and latitudes afforded to me, I was able to help
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create a program for a school and community I care about that makes a difference to
students. As a teacher and researcher in Project Block, I have again found my voice to affect
change for the hopeful betterment of all involved. It has augmented my belief that student
learning is done in a way that is most relevant to the student themselves, without the need for
more textbooks and tests. It is through offering student choice in both topics and
demonstrations of knowledge that we recognize their participation in the teaching and
learning relationship.
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Appendix B:
Teacher Interview
Questions
Desiree Marshall-Peer Project Block
Teacher Pre-Teaching Interview Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Why did you decide to participate in this new adaptation?
What are your thoughts going into this year?
What do you think will be possible roadblocks to the success of the model?
What concerns do you have?
What supports do you believe will be needed to promote your success?
How will you determine the success of your students?
Do you have any fears around creating curricula or uncertainty of less scripted classrooms?
Do you feel disconnected from the curriculum?
What do you hope to see during your projects?
How comfortable are you with the Ministry of Education’s new Cross Curricular Competencies?
What are your thoughts around not assigning grades or percentages to your projects?
How will you assess and report student’s abilities given the open ended nature of the Project
Block?

Teacher Post-Teaching Interview Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Were you happy you decided to participate in this new adaptation?
Were your thoughts going into this year accurate once you were teaching?
What did you find were roadblocks to the success of the model?
What concerns do you have?
What supports do you believe will be needed to promote your success?
How did you determine the success of your students?
What was your experience around creating curricula or using a less scripted classroom?
Were you disconnected from the curriculum?
What did you see during your projects? Were there any surprises?
How comfortable are you with the Ministry of Education’s new Cross Curricular Competencies?
What are your thoughts around not assigning grades or percentages to your projects?
How did you assess and report student’s abilities given the open ended nature of the Project
Block?
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Appendix C:
Student Survey
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Questionnaire: Student Perceptions of the Project Block
For each item identified below, circle the number
to the right that best fits your judgment of its quality.
Use the rating scale to select the quality number.

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

I have done this type of learning before

1

2

3

4

5

I felt excited about the projects when I began the class

1

2

3

4

5

I had a lot of homework every day

1

2

3

4

5

This way of learning was too hard for me

1

2

3

4

5

I liked coming to the Project Block

1

2

3

4

5

I think I would have learned more in a regular Science or Social
Studies class

1

2

3

4

5

This type of work allowed me to show what I know

1

2

3

4

5

I want to be told exactly how to do all the steps

1

2

3

4

5

I am reliable; I follow through on tasks and projects that I
undertake.
Making mistakes is part of learning how to do something

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

Being able to choose my projects was important to me

1

2

3

4

5

I chose my projects to be with my friends

1

2

3

4

5

My teacher encouraged me to find out more

1

2

3

4

5

I prefer getting a percentage mark for my work

1

2

3

4

5

The teacher gave me enough feedback so I knew how I was doing

1

2

3

4

5

I understand what the Cross-Curricular Competencies are

1

2

3

4

5

Rate each item on the scale provided to indicate your
agreement
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Please answer the following questions as fully as possible.
The best part about the Project Block was:

What would you say were the biggest distractions during the Project Block?

Do you feel you understood the information presented?
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If I could improve the Project Block I would:

My favorite project was _____________________________________ because:

What did you think about not receiving a percentage or letter grade in this class?

135

Appendix D:
Principal Interview Questions
Desiree Marshall-Peer Project Block
Principal Pre-Teaching Interview Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Why did you decide to implement this new adaptation?
What are your thoughts going into this year?
What do you think will be possible roadblocks to the success of the model?
What concerns do you have?
What supports do you believe will be needed to promote its success?
How will you determine the success of the program?
Do you have any fears around creating curricula or uncertainty of less scripted classrooms?
Do you feel disconnected from the curriculum?
What do you hope to see during the projects?
How comfortable are you with the Ministry of Education’s new Cross Curricular Competencies?
What are your thoughts around not assigning grades or percentages to student projects?
How will you support the staff involved with Project Block?

Principal Post-Teaching Interview Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Were you happy you decided to implement this new adaptation?
Were your thoughts going into this year accurate once teaching occurred?
What did you find were roadblocks to the success of the model?
What concerns do you have?
What supports do you believe will be needed to promote its success?
How did you determine the success of the program?
What was your experience around creating curricula or using a less scripted classroom?
Were you disconnected from the curriculum?
What did you see during the projects? Were there any surprises?
How comfortable are you with the Ministry of Education’s new Cross Curricular Competencies?
What are your thoughts around not assigning grades or percentages to student projects?
How did you need to support the staff involved with Project Block?
What role do you feel teacher collaboration played in Project Block?
What do you see as suggestions to the model if you choose to re-implement it?
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Appendix E:
Principal Survey
Principal Interim Survey

1. How do you feel the Project Block is working in the school?

2. What feedback have you received from other staff, students, or parents?

3. What do you feel has been a success to date?

4. What do you notice as issues with Project Block so far?

5. Other?
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Appendix F:
Teacher Survey
Teacher Interim Survey
1. How have your viewpoints changed, if they have, about Project Block since the start of
term?

2. What is your biggest challenge with Project Block to date?

3. What do you consider to be your greatest success with Project Block to date?

4. How are you dealing with the changes in assessment and grading for Project Block?

5. What are your perceptions of student engagement in Project Block?

138

Appendix G:
Grade Book Samples
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Appendix H:
Further Grade Book Sample
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