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This short report is intended to give an overview of the MISA PNC Principals’ 

Collaborative Inquiry (CI) Projects and their effectiveness.  While it is too early to make any 

judgments about their impact on student learning, we can offer some commentary about 

our observations of the CI process as experienced by the principals.  There is a body of 

research on CI in schools, but this research tends to focus almost exclusively on teachers, 

with administrators playing a supporting role.  As such, we have adapted research findings 

where necessary to reflect the unique context of the principal.  The attached appendix 

includes a short literature review highlighting the characteristics of effective CI projects. 

In 2010 the Ontario Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat highlighted seven characteristics of 

effective CI projects.  This report uses these seven characteristics as a framework for 

organizing the information collected during the MISA PNC Principals CI Projects.   

Characteristic 
of Effective 

Collaborative 
Inquiry 

Specific comments based upon  
observations of principal CI teams 

Relevant 

The principals involved in this project were committed to improving 
mathematics achievement at their schools.  This meant that when CI teams 
chose their specific inquiry questions, not only were the questions relevant to 
improving student achievement in mathematics, but the principals felt a 
personal connection to, and ownership of, the question. Questions frequently 
changed during the course of the projects, primarily for two reasons.  First, as 
new information became available and principals reflected on that information, 
their priorities would change.  Secondly, because the time between CI meetings 
was typically 5 months or more, principals would forget the exact wording of the 
inquiry question, and as a result rephrase or rework the question.  It was clear 
that principals, working both as individuals and in teams, were able to frame 
relevant inquiry questions that engaged and interested them both professionally 
and personally.  We would recommend shorter intervals between meetings to 
ensure a more sustained focus on the inquiry questions, and for those questions 
to be internalized and valued by the members of the CI teams. 

Collaborative 

The principals’ CI teams were composed of principals from the same board.  It 
was clear that team members knew each other from before the CI project and 
this allowed CI teams to gel quickly, as trust and confidence were already 
present and did not need to be earned.  Yet our observations also suggest that 
these meetings were an opportunity for these principals to interact with 
colleagues, perhaps in response to insufficient opportunities for such 
interactions. These meetings were also used for social discussion, and discussion 
of professional issues beyond the CI project.  When discussions were focused on 
the CI projects, principals shared information and thoughts freely and without 
reservation or negative judgment.  Clearly, the principals enjoyed and valued 
their time together, and we feel it would be worth investigating the feasibility of 
setting up structures that allowed for increased interactions among principals. 

Reflective 

The principals were genuinely committed to improving student learning, and 
also to supporting teachers in achieving that goal.  Principals participating in the 
MISA PNCs had an excellent work ethic and collaborated effectively to 
determine which data should be collected and how it should be collected.  
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Importantly, principals were open to different forms of data including: 
standardized test scores, surveys, budgets, resource acquisition, conversations 
with parents and teacher observations.  There was also serious reflection on 
how to engage and ally stakeholders (e.g., parents and teachers) in the inquiry 
process. Of concern, the infrequent meetings (i.e. 2 to 3 times per year) seemed 
to result in the first hours of each meeting being used to try to remember what 
had happened at the last meeting and what the inquiry questions were.  It 
seems that while principals valued the CI projects, the day to day demands of 
their job forcibly pushed the CI projects to the background, reducing the 
opportunities for substantive reflection focused on the CI.  More frequent 
meetings may have helped mitigate this effect. Alternatively, different methods 
for interaction and exploring the CI may be important to explore. 

Iterative 

The dynamic nature of school administration meant that team stability was an 
issue, especially at the beginning of the CI projects.  As a result, principals 
generally did not have opportunities to implement different iterations of data 
collection and analysis.  Nevertheless, it was clear from the team conversations 
that deep thinking and reflection was taking place. Hence we are confident that 
given more time, principals would be able to apply iterative processes to 
improve the data collection, analysis and resultant actions over time. 

Reasoned 

Principals were actively thinking about how to collect and analyse data and did 
not rely on holistic observations or thinking.  Teams effectively used abductive 
reasoning to take a scientific approach to answer inquiry questions.  One 
consideration for the future would be for each team to assign a leader or 
facilitator.  Skilled facilitators have been shown to be helpful in CI teams to 
move reflection and thinking from a shallow, case based level, to a deeper level 
that investigates questions such as how actions can be scaled up, or modified to 
fit different contexts.  Given that most school administrators lack expertise in 
data collection and analysis methods, having a facilitator who is skilled in these 
areas can be especially helpful to a CI team.  Facilitators could be principals with 
interest and expertise in data and research, or district staff with expertise in 
these areas. 

Adaptable 

It is a common finding in the research literature that CI projects often take a 
great deal of time to become effective and this mirrors the findings for the MISA 
PNC principals’ inquiry projects.  With little chance to repeat and refine inquiry 
questions, data collection and analysis, it is difficult to comment on this 
characteristic. However, one finding was that as principals refined their inquiry 
questions, the questions became more focused, specific and measurable. 
Principals were incorporating feedback and experience as they refined their 
inquiry questions. 

Reciprocal 

In this context, “reciprocal” means the inquiry project is informed by theory and 
research and also furthers theory and research.  Principals were proactive in 
terms of finding relevant research and data collection tools such as surveys.  
Research tended to come from professional sources such as ministry documents 
and association magazines.  This is not surprising as most principals do not have 
access to academic journals or university libraries.  It is too early in the process 
to make any determination about the impact of the CI project on educational 
theory and research but it should be noted that it appears that CI teams that are 
composed solely or primarily of school administrators have not been studied, 
and so we see potential for these CI projects to make a unique contribution to 
the educational research literature. 

 


