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This special issue of the International Journal of Education Policy & Leadership (IJEPL),

Research in the Canadian Context, marks a significant milestone for the journal.

Throughout our twelve-year history, we have sought to publish the best research in

leadership, policy, and research use, allowing authors to decide the topics by dint of

their research. While this model still serves as the foundation for IJEPL content, we

decided to give researchers a chance to engage in deeper conversations by introduc-

ing special issues. In our first special issue, researchers discuss their work within the

scope of education policy, leadership, and research use within the Canadian context.

While many aspects of leadership, teaching, and learning can be seen as similar

across contexts, there are also issues of particular concern within national, regional,

provincial, or local spheres, particularly when looking at policy and system changes.

The researchers featured in this issue provide an important look into education in

Canada.

Policy
In the policy realm, Sue Winton and Lauren Jervis examine a 22-year campaign to

change special education assessment policy in Ontario, examining how discourses

dominant in the province enabled the government to leave the issue unresolved for

decades. Issues of access and equity play out within a neoliberal context focused on

individualism, meritocracy, and the reduced funding  of public services. While

Winton and Jervis highlight the tension between policy goals and ideological con-

texts, Jean-Vianney Auclair considers the place of policy dialogues within govern-

mental frames, and the challenge of engaging in broadly applicable work within

vertically structured governmental agencies. One often-touted way to move beyond
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such ideological or hierarchical silos is to focus on research-based models and sys-

tems. Brenton Cyriel Faubert, Anh Thi Hoai Le, Donna Swapp, Kaitlyn Watson, and

Georges Wakim report on their work exploring the adaptation of an Evidence-Based

Adequacy Model for use in Ontario, with the goal of informing leaders and the public

to depoliticize decision-making. Finally, Theresa Gemma Shanahan explores another

aspect of the policy realm in her examination of the legal framework in which

Canadian university boards operate, and the tensions that exist between fiduciary

responsibility and collegial governance.  

Research use
Within the scope of research use, Sarah L. Patten examines how socioeconomic status

(SES) is defined and measured in Canada, the challenges in defining SES, and po-

tential solutions specific to the Canadian context. In looking at knowledge mobiliza-

tion, Joelle Rodway considers how formal coaches and informal social networks

serve to connect research, policy, and practice in Ontario’s Child and Youth Mental

Health program.

Leadership 
Turning to leadership, contributing researchers explored the challenges involved in

staff development, administrator preparation, and student outcomes. Keith Walker

and Benjamin Kutsyuruba explore how educational administrators can support early

career teachers to increase retention, and the somewhat haphazard policies and sup-

ports in place across Canada to bring administrators and new teachers together.

Gregory Rodney MacKinnon, David Young, Sophie Paish, and Sue LeBel look at how

one program in Nova Scotia conceptualizes professional growth, instructional lead-

ership, and administrative effectiveness and the emerging needs of administrators

to respond to issues of poverty, socioemotional health, and mental health, while also

building community. This complex environment may mean expanding leadership

preparation to include a broader consideration of well-being and community. Finally,

Victoria Handford and Kenneth Leithwood look at the role school leaders play in

improving student achievement in British Columbia, and the school district charac-

teristics associated with improving student achievement.

Taken together, the research in this special issue touches on many of the chal-

lenges in policy development, application, and leadership practice, and the myriad

ways that research can be used to address these challenges. We hope you enjoy this

first special issue of IJEPL!

Dan Laitsch, Editor, International Journal of Education Policy & Leadership
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Gregory Rodney MacKinnon, Acadia University

David Young, St. Francis Xavier University 

Sophie Paish, MindBloom Consulting

Sue LeBel, Nova Scotia Instructional Leadership Academy 

Abstract  An instructional leadership program (ILP) has offered education and sup-

port to three cohorts of educational leaders in Nova Scotia, Canada, amounting to

approximately 130 participants. Quantitative and qualitative feedback from a con-

venience sample (n = 90) suggests that the ILP offers an extremely useful practical

program; in fact, 95 percent of the sample indicates advances in the categories of

professional growth, improved instructional leadership, and tangible progress in ad-

ministrative effectiveness. Systemic and school environment trends have dictated

that educational leaders need a skill set that positions them to respond more aptly

to issues of poverty, socioemotional health, and mental health while attending to

improved community building both within the school and in the greater public.

This study uses surveys, interviews, and focus groups to identify emerging and im-

pending challenges. 

Keywords  Instructional leadership; Program review; Professional development
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Introduction
With the challenges facing modern schools (Van de Werfhorst, 2014) and the chang-

ing dynamic of the student population (Allen & Jackson, 2017; Dede, 2005, 2007),

it has become increasingly important to prepare effective leaders for the public school

system. While school leadership may have been identified in the past as “managing”

the workings of a school, an administrative role, it may be argued, has never been

more important for principals to provide instructional leadership that allows faculty

to adequately respond to the pedagogical aims of school development plans. This

article attempts to deconstruct the qualities and weaknesses of a particular instruc-

tional leadership program in eastern Canada. The study contributes to the literature

by illuminating the tension between programs that emphasize leadership strategies

and those that might consider more carefully the affective domain of relationship

building in the school community. The tenets of this particular leadership program

have been described in order to nest the work in the literature concerning best prac-

tices. It remains, in the ensuing discussion, to undertake a cursory consideration of

what has already been studied in this professional development category in order to

situate this regional work in the context of prior understandings.

Given that the role of the principal is constantly being revisited and is inherently

linked to the school’s community, the notion of the principal solely as instructional

leader may seem narrow according to some standards (Day, Gu, & Sammons, 2016;

Mombourquette, 2017). Ellen Reames (2010) suggests that any principal training

should also align with “leadership based on school improvement and student achieve-

ment and creating schools as socially just, democratic learning communities” (p. 436).

One might posit that a leadership curriculum in itself is insufficient to instantly trans-

form a would-be leader. In fact, research has established (Liang & Augustine-Shaw,

2016) that the coaching of principals in authentic contexts during a program is often

most valuable in providing an induction period as they enter the administrative profes-

sion. An induction period in an educational setting (e.g., beginning teachers) is not a

new idea but, unfortunately, instructional leadership programs do not always have the

human resources to track and assist new administrators (Fullan, 2002). Furthermore,

many administrators exist in a very complicated reactive job environment that leaves

little room for professional development in a traditional setting. Gina Ikemoto (2007)

asserts that “principals’ sense making is inhibited by such district conditions as limited

time and resources …” (p. 3). Considering the sometimes-chaotic context of principals’

work, alternate delivery modes of instructional leadership programs have been explored

(Gurley & Mendiola, 2016), with mixed indicators of success.

While leadership programs are prevalent in the literature, most professional de-

velopment of this description lacks in post-program support. An important outcome

of a representative report (Patterson, Jiang, Chandler, & Chan, 2012) offered the fol-

lowing comment: “We acknowledge the need to provide continuous professional

support to our program graduates to ensure their success particularly in their early

years as beginning school administrators” (p. 51).

Linda Darling-Hammond, Michelle LaPointe, Debra Meyerson, Margaret Orr,

and Carol Cohen (2007) undertook arguably the most comprehensive study of in-

structional leadership programs. It examined “eight exemplary pre- and in-service
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program models designed to address key issues in developing strong leaders” (p. 7).

The analysis suggests that it is not only possible to create responsive, relevant, prac-

tical, and high-quality pre-service and in-service programs but, moreover, that these

programs share common features (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007). In the realm of

pre-service programs, the following features were noted:

A comprehensive and coherent curriculum aligned to state and•
professional standards;

A program philosophy and curriculum that emphasize leader-•
ship of instruction and school improvement;

Active, student-centered instruction employing pedagogies that fa-•
cilitate the integration of theory and practice and stimulate reflec-

tion, such as problem based learning; action research; field-based

projects; journal writing; and portfolios that feature substantial

use of feedback and ongoing self, peer, and faculty assessment;

Faculty who are knowledgeable in their subject area, including•
practitioners who have had experience in school administration;

Social and professional support in the form of a cohort structure as•
well as formalized mentoring and advising from expert principals;

Vigorous, carefully targeted recruitment and selection processes•
that proactively bring expert teachers with potential for leader-

ship into the principalship; and

Well-designed and supervised administrative internships that•
provide opportunities for candidates to engage in leadership re-

sponsibilities for substantial periods of time under the tutelage of

expert veterans. (quoted verbatim, p. 145)

Within the exemplary in-service programs, Darling-Hammond et al. (2007) con-

cluded that “In addition to offering extensive, high-quality learning opportunities

focused on curriculum and instruction, the programs typically offered supports in

the form of mentoring, participation in principals’ networks and study groups, col-

legial school visits, and peer coaching” (p. 146). Further, these programs had the

following shared characteristics:

A learning continuum operating systematically from pre-service•
preparation through induction and throughout the career, in-

volving mature and retired principals in mentoring others;

Leadership learning grounded in practice, including analyses of•
classroom practice, supervision, and professional development

using on-the-job observations connected readings and discus-

sions and organized around a model of leadership; and

Collegial learning networks, such as principals’ networks, study•
groups, and mentoring or peer coaching, that offer communities

of practice and sources of ongoing support for problem solving.

(quoted verbatim, p. 146)
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These findings serve as a foundation for the range of program outcomes that

might be expected in a well-designed professional development effort directed to-

ward instructional leadership in schools.

Context
This study is a mixed-methods analysis of an instructional leadership program (ILP)

offered in Nova Scotia, Canada:

The Nova Scotia Instructional Leadership Academy (NSILA) Program

is offered by the Nova Scotia Department of Education and Early

Childhood Development in partnership with the Nova Scotia

Educational Leadership Consortium. The goal of the Academy’s program

is to improve the capacity for school-based instructional leadership,

aimed at increasing student learning and achievement in Nova Scotia

public schools. The NSILA program extends over three years and leads

to a Diploma in Instructional Leadership. The diploma is granted by

the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. It sig-

nifies that holders of the Diploma in Instructional Leadership have

achieved and demonstrated competency in instructional leadership.

Under the Education Act Regulations, the Instructional Leadership

Program is a means for a teacher to upgrade his/her teacher certificate

level. (NSILAa, 2018) 

The core content of the Nova Scotia Instructional Leadership Academy’s (NSILA)

ILP focuses on increasing knowledge, skills, and competencies around the seven

standards of excellence in instructional leadership (see Table 1).
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Standard Description

1. Vision for 
instruction

The instructional leader facilitates the development, implementation, and
stewardship of a shared vision for instruction that supports learning for all.

2. Leading and
managing change

The instructional leader identifies and articulates the urgency for instructional
improvement and is knowledgeable and strategic about change management
and systems thinking.

3. Collaborative 
learning culture

The instructional leader builds a school culture that is characterized by caring,
trust, and respectful relationships that motivates teachers to engage in
collaborative inquiry for instructional improvement.

4. Professional 
learning

The instructional leader facilitates high-quality and job-embedded learning for
teachers based on research, best practices, and teacher development needs.

5. High quality
instruction

The instructional leader is knowledgeable about and deeply involved in the
effective implementation of curriculum, instruction, and assessment.

6.   Understanding and
using data to 
improve instruction

The instructional leader uses data to ensure a consistent and continuous
school-wide focus on improving instruction and student achievement.

7. Positive learning
environment

The instructional leader promotes the success of every student by ensuring that
staff acts with integrity, fairness, and in an ethical manner to create and sustain
an inclusive and equitable school learning environment.

Table 1. Instructional leadership standards* 

*(NSILAb, 2018) Note: The three-year course schedule, including the six modules that respond to these
standards, is listed in Appendix A.

http://www.ijepl.org


Research aims
In an effort to understand the impact of ILP on the practice of educational leaders,

the NSILA approached an independent group to sample feedback from participants

in the first three years (cohorts) of the program. It is important to note the ILP is

now engaging its seventh cohort and, as such, is in a continuous and systematic self-

review of program strengths and concomitant improvements.

In an action research mode (Beaulieu, 2013; Sagor & Williams, 2017), the re-

search team chose to access both quantitative and qualitative indicators to access

feedback on the tangible impacts of the program on professional practice, as well as

perceived strengths and weaknesses of the current program. This cycle, based on

Valsa Koshy’s (2005) notion of plan-act-observe–reflect, is best represented in

Figure 1 (Interactive Design Foundation, 2016).

Figure 1. An action research cycle

A longitudinal study of the impact on a wider range of stakeholders (and in par-

ticular the long-term influence on student achievement data) may be implied, but

that was beyond the scope of this introductory work. Rather, this study focuses solely

on the impressions of the ILP participants with regard to the perceived professional

impact on their practice in the schools that they led at the time of the study.

In all programs, there are intentional goals that shape both the content and de-

livery. As an extension to the primary research questions, this research also sought

to access the general educational literature and pose possible content for future pro-

gram offerings. In this research context, it is important to note that in accessing both

the impacts and the qualities of the program, researchers also prompted participants

to consider program components that were not necessarily intended in the initial de-

sign. The nature of this particular participant feedback is forward-looking rather than

inherently evaluative and may offer some direction to the curriculum design team.

Methods
The research employed a mixed-methods approach. An introductory survey of the

sample was undertaken to identify trends, whereas interviews and focus groups
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served to deconstruct the rationale behind the observed survey results. The surveys

in themselves were not deemed sufficient to understand the complexities of curricu-

lum designers’ intentions or participants’ experiences and perceptions. Further, it

was not the intent to use surveys to establish statistical significance but rather to

drive the qualitative investigation. After the empirical materials were analyzed, it

was decided that a further survey would be useful in categorizing specific areas of

growth. The details of this additional survey are outlined below.

Characteristics of the initial survey sample 
The study was initiated by survey sampling the impressions of leaders in the ILP

program spanning three cohort groups. The total participant number included 130

leaders from the region A survey was developed to probe the following: 1) leadership

demographics; 2) program impact features; 3) the quality of component courses; 4)

attention to leadership standards; 5) attention to the furthering of the public school

program; and 5) the encouragement of professional reflection. It was administered

to the sample (n = 130) with 90 leaders responding (21% cohort one, 43% cohort

two, and 36% cohort three). The 90-leader sample was characterized in several ways.

The sample declared itself as 58.9 percent female and 41.1 percent male, with 42

percent residing in elementary schools only and 11 percent residing in high schools

only (the remainder of the group was spread across mixtures of experiences as ad-

ministrators). In terms of ancestry, 81 percent declared European descent, eight per-

cent Acadian, three percent Indigenous North American, and two percent African.

Of those surveyed, 51.1 percent reported that they had taught for more than 15

years. In the same sample, 24.4 percent suggested that they had been teaching for

six to ten years. This was indicative of a good to excellent measure of pedagogical

experience in the group as they undertook a study of leadership.

In terms of administrative experience, 38.3 percent reported seven to ten years,

while 43.3 percent suggested they had spent more than 11 years at an administrative

post. With regard to participation in the ILP, as reported above, 21 percent were

from cohort one, 43 percent from cohort two, and 36 percent from cohort three.

Interviews and focus groups
Based on the trends identified in the surveys (Patton, 2002), a standardized open-

ended interview schedule was developed (see Appendix B) to ascertain the reason

why participants responded the way they did in the surveys. The interview questions

were piloted with three education faculty members and a research assistant to remove

any ambiguity in the language and validity of purpose. Based on informed consent

and appropriate ethics approval, audio recordings were made of the approximately

one-hour interviews conducted with 12 ILP participants who were secured by invi-

tation: a convenience sample from across the region. Two independent analysts coded

the transcribed interviews for themes (Huberman & Miles, 2002) to enhance inter-

rater reliability. In an iterative process that invoked open coding, axial coding, theory

memos, and selective coding, the researchers discussed and compared their themes,

formalized the code relationships through notes, and collapsed similar trends, all

the while adding more inclusive categories as necessary (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
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In order to corroborate or refute the views of interview participants, two focus groups

of three leaders each engaged in a conversation based on a standardized series of

findings statements (Kreuger & Casey, 2009). The focus group questions are listed

in Appendix C. 

Iterative analysis invokes a second survey 
The initial survey requested participants to assess the overall impact of the ILP in

the categories of professional growth, improved instructional leadership, and tangible

progress in administrative effectiveness. In all three domains, over 95 percent of the

sample (n = 90) agreed or strongly agreed that they had developed in these aspects

of their work.

A further survey of an invited convenience sample (n = 48) of the original pop-

ulation (n = 90) was invoked to unpack the specific areas of improved practice

among leaders. 

Results
Surveys, interviews, and focus groups served as the triangulated basis for determin-

ing the strengths and weaknesses of the ILP program.

The survey and ensuing interviews and focus groups posed questions that, in some

cases, delved into possible improvements beyond the intended aims of the ILP as it

was designed. For instance, the program was intended to offer strategies for the “prin-

cipal as instructional leader” as opposed to an emphasis on school management, so it

was not a surprise when ILP participants quite emphatically stated management strate-

gies were not the focus. Nonetheless, the researchers were interested in exploring pos-

sible supplemental foci that perhaps intrinsically related to instructional leadership.

Initial survey
In several core areas, the survey results were very positive. Examples include, but

are not limited to:

The ILP program has helped me grow as an instructional leader:•
100 percent in agreement.

The ILP program has improved my understanding of what con-•
stitutes effective instruction in the classroom: 98 percent in

agreement.

The ILP program has clearly identified the qualities of an effec-•
tive administrator: 98 percent in agreement.

Embedded within the ILP program were adequate elements of•
best practices in instruction: 99 percent in agreement.

Embedded within the ILP program were adequate elements of•
best practices in assessment: 98 percent in agreement.

Overall, while the respondents were very positive about the content of the ILP,

given that less than two-thirds of participants agreed with these statements, these

were considered suggested areas of improvement. Table 2 indicates areas of further

consideration that were either: 1) not a planned component, or 2) a planned com-
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ponent that might require revisiting. The table entries were addressed quite specifi-

cally in interview questions so as to uncover the rationale for the response trend.

Table 2. Areas to consider for possible review or inclusion

Note: Those survey items below 66 percent overall agreement were arbitrarily included in
the table. All survey questions with a greater aggregate score of 66 percent were
considered to be a very positive reflection of the program in a range of areas (see survey
questions, Appendix A).

The survey ranked the core curriculum of ILP as perceived by the sampled par-

ticipants in cohorts one to three. The ILP courses deemed the most valuable were in

assessment and instruction. Those deemed less valuable focused around school im-

provement and developing a community in schools and with parents.

The survey identified the least common school-achievement indicators observed

in respondents’ schools as: a) engagement with parents, and b) engagement with

community. Categories of entirely missed indicators (i.e., added by respondents) in-

cluded but were not limited to: mental health, teacher engagement, family dynamics,

relationships with students, school climate, and student support.

Participants were asked to rank those aspects of the ILP that empowered them to

advance the public school program. Assessment for learning was ranked strongly,

whereas socioemotional learning and culturally sensitive pedagogy were ranked lower.

The survey asked participants to rank the instructional-leadership standards that

were best promoted by the ILP in terms of their capacity to enact the standard.

“High-quality instruction” was most frequently ranked the highest, whereas “prop-

erly using data” and “professional learning” were among a group ranked the lowest.

Qualitative interviews
It is important to consider that the convenience sample (n = 90) was drawn from co-

horts one to three, and as such, some opinions reflect changes suggested from earlier

cohorts whereas responses in later cohorts may be to changes already made by the
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Topic Percent of the cohort that
either strongly agreed or
agreed with the statement

The ILP introduced strategies to reduce time on
administration management.

47

The ILP introduced strategies to be more systematic
in my conversations with community members.

46

The ILP introduced strategies to be more sensitive
in my conversations with community members.

56

The ILP introduced strategies to be more sensitive
in my conversations with central office personnel.

62

The ILP adequately addressed school issues
associated with high poverty.

45

The ILP adequately addressed issues associated
with rural schools.

37

The ILP adequately addressed issues associated
with urban schools.

51
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time their cohort undertook the program. The analysis of the interview data through

iterative coding culminated in representative categories that accurately convey the

concerns and perspectives of the sampled group.

Expectations of the participants
From the initial sample of 90 survey respondents, a convenience sample of 12 was

invited for an interview (see Appendix B). After interview transcripts were reviewed

and coded (as per the methodology above), two focus groups of three participants

each were convened, again a convenience sample by invitation (see focus group state-

ments, Appendix C).

These feedback instruments in tandem with survey results established that par-

ticipants engaged in the ILP with the full expectation that the emphasis would be:

Instructional leadership as opposed to managerial strategies;1.

and 

Instructional leadership strategies rather than relationship2.

building, community building, and contexts/characteristics of

students.

The sample was near unanimous in suggesting that while the emphasis was not

efficiency models for managing schools, the ILP was very helpful in setting priorities

and, moreover, redefining their role of “principal as instructional leader.” Participants

also suggested that without some emphasis on managing their time in schools, they

would find it difficult to employ the instructional leadership strategies. A represen-

tative comment was: “with the confusion of schools and my job managing the day

to day barrage of immediate issues … without time management strategies the in-

structional leadership piece is irrelevant, I will never realistically get to it!”

Perceived strengths of the ILP 
In the interviews and focus groups, the expressions of the perceived strengths of the ILP

were very consistent in conversations and mapped onto the survey results quite well:

Assessment for learning•
Coaching process•
Instructional strategies•
Community building through coaching•
Useful to all administrators (early and late career), but partici-•
pant should have at least five years’ experience

Most effective for those who assume reflective practitioner stance•
Much more useful than a master’s of education program because•
of the practical slant

Use of research data to support approaches builds confidence•
Networking with peers in the cohort addressed urban and rural•
differences

Practical assignments•
Prioritizing work as a principal•
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Perceived weaknesses in the ILP
In the interviews and focus groups, the expressions of the perceived weaknesses of

the ILP included the following (note that interviewees made it clear that some of the

components they would like to see may have never been intended in the initial de-

sign of the ILP):

Not enough consideration of the issues of diversity (mitigated to•
some extent by the addition of a “culturally sensitive pedagogy”

focus in later cohorts)

Culturally sensitive pedagogy course an improvement but the•
least favorite course (not effective as an add-on—very repetitive

ideology; much better to integrate across courses—and the

course should focus more on what classrooms look like)

Lack of diversity of instructors•
Better to avoid instructors that are not currently teachers/admin-•
istrators; credibility issue (tried and true approaches better)

Use of technology in early cohorts was disastrous•
Mismatch of curriculum with reality (e.g., learning communities•
advanced in ILP, but not adopted by some school boards)

Extended trends
While not immediately evident in the surveys, ensuing interviews uncovered some

trends worth corroborating. Many interviewees expressed a preconception that the

ILP was to address exclusively their need for practical strategies in providing instruc-

tional support. When it was suggested that issues of poverty, mental health, and so-

cioemotional learning are arguably inextricably linked to leadership, there was

considerable feedback that suggested the participants would delegate that to others

and saw it as beyond the scope of their definition of a principal. A representative

comment included, “my job is to manage the instruction in the school, I don’t have

time or see it within my purview to be a nurse and counselor too. … I delegate pretty

quickly.” Conversely, the culturally sensitive pedagogy focus—in that it dealt directly

with instruction—was readily accepted as relevant to the ILP training.

When the topic of parental relationships was addressed, many participants felt

that this developed as a natural extension of their relationship with the children and

that it did not require special consideration. Paraphrasing a number of respondents,

“I deal with children and by necessity this may involve parents or not. … I don’t make

it a priority to connect with parents; usually I interact most with parents of children

with difficulties.” In a similar vein, few participants saw any relevance in considering

the differing dynamic of urban versus rural schools. Those that conceded it was wor-

thy of attention were quick to suggest that the interaction participants had of different

contexts within cohorts was adequate for considering any logistical differences.

Closing the loop: Corroborating the views of the sample 
through focus groups 
The interviews yielded emergent trends based on individual opinions as outlined

above. The focus groups offer a different dynamic in terms of congealing or challeng-
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ing the interview trends. The focus groups were asked to comment on ten findings

that the surveys and interviews seemed to indicate (see Appendix C). The statements

and consensus responses from two focus groups are listed in Table 3. 

Table 3. Focus group responses
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Research statement Consensus response

Purpose discussion

Participants have perceived the ILP
to be primarily about coaching
teachers to invoke research-based
instructional strategies.

Coaching was an important part of the
program that warranted one year of practice.
Because the ILP was later offered to a mix
of principals and vice principals, a distinction
in the reality of their roles as instructional
leaders in schools would be useful.

While managerial strategies are not
central content to the ILP,
participants have suggested that
the program has helped them to
prioritize how their time is applied
as principal in a school. This has, 
in turn, helped them define more
clearly their role as principal.

Seeing the priorities and being able to
realistically respond are a challenge. The
constraints to providing good instructional
leadership remain significant in two areas:
day-to-day managerial pressures and
moving from an evaluative administrator 
to a comfortable principal-teacher
coaching relationship.

Content discussion

ILP participants, while appreciating
the importance of considering
issues of poverty, mental health,
and parental communication, did not
see these topics as central to their
study of instructional leadership.

These topics not overtly addressed and
with increasing importance in the system,
the ILP should reflect increased focus.
Vice principals tend to deal with more of
these areas and the program may offer a
distinction in roles.

ILP participants have suggested that
community building within the school
is a natural extension of building up
relationships with teachers through
the effective instructional coaching
process they have learned.

There is increasing focus in the public
system on building community, so the ILP
should reflect that emphasis. Those
current ILP activities and assignments in
this realm were particularly useful.

The exposure to differences in the
leadership contexts of rural and
urban schools was primarily through
informal conversations within the
cohort.

Overt coverage was not evident, but
informal discussions tended to bring about
discussions of elementary/ secondary
school differences more often than
rural/urban comparisons. As such, the
comparisons only arose based on the
cohort demographic. Visits to schools were
alluded to as being particularly illuminating.

ILP participants saw issues of
socioemotional and mental health
as being the purview of health
professionals and not strictly within
their scope or expertise as
instructional leaders. They were
content to “direct” concerned
individuals to the appropriate
supports.

The system emphasis on responding to the
socioemotional and mental health of
children is an important one that is placing
more responsibility on both principals and
vice principals. In recent years,
administrators have taken an increased role
and the ILP should reflect the growth that is
necessary in this area. In the past,
administrators reacted to behavioral
challenges; ILP should assist them to
access school-based support and only direct
mental health issues to professionals as
necessary.
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Table 3 (continued)

A second survey identifying growth areas 
As noted above, the initial survey requested that participants assess the overall impact

of the ILP in the categories of: 1) professional growth, 2) improved instructional leader-

ship, and 3) tangible progress in administrative effectiveness. In all three domains, over

95 percent of the sample (n = 90) agreed or strongly agreed that they had developed

in these aspects of their work.

A survey of an invited convenience sample (n = 48) of the original population

(n = 90) was invoked to unpack the specific areas of improved practice among leaders.

Figure 2 (2a and 2b) shows the distribution of responses in the three aforemen-

tioned categories namely: professional growth, improved instructional leadership,

and tangible progress in administrative effectiveness. In each category, respondents

were asked to rank the possible impacts on their practice. Figure 2a identifies the
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Research statement Consensus response

Responses to needs in the program

The instructional faculty and de-
livery of the ILP was from a
perspective that did not specifically
include or address diversity in
earlier cohort offerings. The
culturally sensitive pedagogy course
has responded to this weakness,
but a range of instructors from
diverse backgrounds would be a
helpful addition to the ILP.

The participants in the cohorts were not
culturally diverse in themselves, so
differences in “ways of knowing” was not
explored. Accessing culturally diverse
instructors would improve credibility and
align well with a system focus on culturally
relevant pedagogy.

ILP participants, in later years,
appreciated the emphasis on
culturally relevant pedagogy, although
they suggested it should be
embedded across the program and
not included as a single course.
Some felt the content was not only 
an add-on but also repetitive at times.

The addition of a course, while moving in
the right direction, appears as “lip
service.” The preference is to integrate
culturally relevant pedagogy across the ILP.

Preparation and suitability for ILP

Interviewees felt that those
considering the ILP should have
significant teaching experience (at
least five to ten years in the
classroom) so that they had context
in which to situate the instructional
leadership training. Furthermore, 
ILP graduates suggested that for
maximum impact, the participant
had to be self-reflective, regardless
of their experiential base.

Participants should have significant school
experience to understand the nature of
children, their psychological development,
and their socioemotional needs.
Participant should not only be reflective,
but they should also have some leadership
experience (e.g., vice principal, lead
teacher, etc.) that allows them to
understand how hierarchal systems can be
accessed and managed to assist with
instructional growth in schools.

Principals with a range of career 
experience (young vs. veteran) were
united in feeling the ILP offered use-
ful practical advice and approaches.

The practicality of the ILP has served par-
ticipants far better than their experiences
in master’s of education programs. The ILP
inherently creates a network—a profes-
sional learning community of leaders that
extends beyond the program to support in
the system.
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highest-ranked impact, whereas Figure 2b identifies the lowest-ranked impact. For

example, in Category 1, the bar graph (Figure 2a) shows that the b response (i.e.,

creating learning opportunities for teachers to serve as instructional leaders in the

school and across networked learning communities) was the most popular in the

sample (n = 48). Likewise, in Figure 2b, under Category 1, the “c” response was

most often ranked the lowest.

Figure 2a. Highest impact on practice

Figure 2b. Lowest impact on practice 

Category 1: Professional growth 
As a result of your experiences with the ILP, in which areas do you feel that you have

experienced the greatest growth?

Modelling working collaboratively with staff in communities ofa.

practice

Creating learning opportunities for teachers to serve as instructionalb.

leaders in the school and across networked learning communities

Clarifying and developing agreement around the underlying c.

beliefs and assumptions that affect teaching and learning

Otherd.

Category 2: Improved instructional leadership
As a result of your experiences with the ILP, in which areas do you feel that you have

experienced the greatest growth?

IJEPL 14(1) 2019

MacKinnon, Young,
Paish, & LeBel

Preparing
Instructional

Leaders

13

http://www.ijepl.org


Collaboratively developing and acting upon a shared vision of ef-a.

fective instruction

Maintaining high visibility and engaging in ongoing teacher con-b.

versations and coaching to monitor instructional practices and to

gather data about student learning

Challenging under-performance at all levels and ensuring effec-c.

tive corrective action and follow-up

Ensuring that instructional and assessment practices and re-d.

sources are equitable, inclusive, and culturally responsive

Category 3: Progress in administrative effectiveness
As a result of your experiences with the ILP, in which areas do you feel that you have

experienced the greatest growth?

Using data and evidence to answer the question: why change?a.

Examining student achievement data as the foundation forb.

teacher conversations about teaching and learning

Believing and communicating that high-quality instruction willc.

close the achievement gap

Other d.

Reflections
While administrators have received the ILP as a most impactful program, an action

research model invokes a consideration of how to use feedback to move forward.

Many perceive the strength of the program as an ability to afford research-based prac-

tical instructional strategies for administrators. A certain portion of the sample par-

ticipants was decidedly less concerned with extended responsibilities of assisting

students with challenges associated with the learning context. Given the inextricable

link between school performance and both the socioeconomic background and so-

cioemotional place of students, it is recommended that the ILP further develop an

emphasis that squarely associates instructional leadership with the well-being of the

student and, further, quality relationships with parents and community. The analysis

of this unique program provides a further case study of leadership programs, their

design and concomitant impact. This work adds to the literature in suggesting that

administrators, in order to address the complex social systems (Shapiro & Stefkovich,

2016; Starr, 2015) inherent in schools, must undertake professional development

that goes beyond instructional and management strategies. The program is now in

its seventh iteration, and it is duly recognized that many changes have been imple-

mented that respond to the research findings established here.
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ILP curriculum Critical content
Three-year
course
schedule

ILP 1

Best practices
in instruction
and
assessment,
Part I

Course content will include: developing an understanding
of how the brain processes information; theories and
principles of learning; learning styles and preferences;
motivation; multiple intelligences; barriers to learning and
their implications for teaching and learning; student
engagement concepts and strategies; vocabulary
development and concept attainment; skills and
approaches for constructing understanding; literacy
development across content areas; research-based
instructional strategies; and how these methods connect
to current learning theory.

Year 1:

September
–December

ILP 2

Best practices
in instruction
and
assessment,
Part II

Building on ILP 1, course content will include: formative
(assessment for) and summative (assessment of)
learning; assessment research and strategies related to
effective grading practices and evaluation; how to develop
a balanced assessment system; and staying focused on
the learner and the learning.

Year 1:

January–
April

ILP 3

Coaching for
instructional
improvement

ILP 3 is a blended learning experience that includes
coursework, laboratories/workshops, and practicums. A
distinctive element of the Nova Scotia Instructional
Leadership Program is the Skillful Observational Coaching
Laboratory™ workshops and the Artisan Teacher™
institute intended to help instructional leaders learn to
use descriptive and specific feedback for teachers
focused on their teaching talents. Participants will learn
and become proficient at four coaching techniques
practiced in a school setting. Practicums include practice
using coaching tools, the completion of learning logs, and
reflections on the coaching process. The curriculum
focuses on best practice, theory, and research. ILP 3 is
introduced in the two-day Artisan Teacher ™ institute,
scheduled for August (Year 2). This institute is held in the
Halifax-Dartmouth area.

Year 2:

September
–January

ILP 4

Instructional
design:
culturally
responsive
teaching and
leadership

Course content includes a focus on culturally responsive
instructional design, teaching strategies, and leadership
practices. The course will examine the big ideas,
essential questions, and unifying concepts in instructional
design from the perspective of the culturally proficient
instructional leader and teacher. It will also include an
examination of effective practices for community building
in the classroom and the school, lesson and unit planning
through a culturally responsive and inclusive lens, and
positive classroom management strategies.

Year 2:

January–
April

ILP 5

Using data for
instructional
and school
improvement

Building on the first four courses, participants will learn
how to collect different kinds of data using multiple data
sources, how to organize and disaggregate data, how to
analyze data for instructional themes and patterns. They
will present and communicate data findings, use data to
influence instructional changes, and lead data-driven
discussions for improving instruction.

Year 3:

September
–December
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Appendix A: (continued)

Source: The Leadership Academy: Instructional Leadership Program, Education Leadership
Consortium of Nova Scotia Ltd., 2018
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ILP curriculum Critical content
Three-year
course
schedule

ILP 6

Developing 
a community
of practice

Course content will focus on understanding the
characteristics and components of professional learning
communities (PLCs) and collaborative learning teams
(CLTs); developing strategies for initiating, moving, and
sustaining PLCs and CLTs; developing strategies for
teacher learning (study groups, peer visitation, coaching,
action research, networks); and developing learning plans
for the school. The course will also include knowledge and
skill building related to culture shaping and leadership
factors that help to build professional learning
communities.

Year 3:

January–
April

Final
culminating
assessment

Participants will be expected to demonstrate knowledge,
skills, and competencies acquired from the six courses,
their practicum experiences, coaching experiences, and
their action research.

Year 3:

April–
May
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Appendix B: Interview questions

How many years have you been teaching?1.

How many years have you been an administrator? Years as a principal? Years as2.

a vice principal?

Where is most of your administration experience, in urban schools or rural schools?3.

The ILP survey results suggest that two-thirds of participants would like to see4.

reduced time spent on managerial tasks in schools. What components of the

ILP helped you to better manage your time as an administrator so you could

attend to things such as community building, school improvement, and a pro-

gressive curriculum?

The survey data suggested that the ILP was weak in its consideration of rela-5.

tionships with parents. Was this your perception? If so, what would you rec-

ommend that ILP leaders include in the program in order to directly deal with

this weakness?

The survey data suggested that the ILP was weak in its consideration of men-6.

tal-health issues in schools. Was this your perception? If so, what would you

recommend that ILP leaders include in the program in order to directly deal

with this weakness?

The survey data suggested that the ILP program was weak in its consideration7.

of poverty and its impact on schooling. Was this your perception? If so, what

would you recommend that ILP leaders include in the program in order to di-

rectly deal with this weakness?

The survey data suggested that the ILP program was weak in its consideration8.

of community building within the school. Was this your perception? If so,

what would you recommend that ILP leaders include in the program in order

to directly deal with this weakness?

The survey data suggested that the ILP was weak in its consideration of the9.

disparate nature of urban versus rural schools and how an administrator might

prepare for this. Was this your perception? If so, what would you recommend

that ILP leaders include in the program in order to directly deal with this

weakness?

The survey seemed to suggest that the ILP content was more weighted toward10.

instructional techniques and assessment in comparison to school improvement

and building school community. I would be interested in your opinion of the

balance of these components within the program.

In what ways did you improve in your professional work as a direct result of11.

the ILP?

As a follow-up, identify the most pressing issues that the ILP could do a better12.

job to cover in these four areas (i.e., instructional techniques, assessment,

school improvement, and building school community).

In the ILP survey, the least frequently noted indicators of school achievement13.

were a) engagement with parents and b) engagement with community. How

did the ILP prepare you to improve in those areas? What would you suggest

they include in the program to address this?
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With regard to empowering the public school program, survey respondents14.

suggested the ILP was weak in providing preparation for leaders to promote

culturally sensitive pedagogies in their respective schools. How could the ILP

improve in this area?

With regard to empowering the public school program, survey respondents15.

suggested the ILP was weak in providing preparation for leaders to promote so-

cioemotional learning in their respective schools. How could the ILP improve

in this area?

You are at a particular point in your career where you thought the ILP would16.

be useful. Do you think the program is more helpful for early career adminis-

trators than late career principals? Explain your rationale.

At least a third of the ILP participants had less than ten years of teaching expe-17.

rience. Would you suggest that had a bearing on the impact the ILP might

have? Why or why not?

If you had to choose, would you suggest the ILP is more apt to prepare you as18.

an effective manager or as an instructional leader? Give the rationale for your

choice.

Within the ILP, it may be argued that the early career leaders are more preoccu-19.

pied with getting practical leadership training versus late career administrators,

who would like to tease out more philosophical questions/theory around lead-

ership. Do you think this is true about yourself? Why do you think there might

be a difference?

Discuss whether you think the ILP is well designed to assist leaders who them-20.

selves are of diverse backgrounds, for example, the case of ILP participants of

Indigenous or African Nova Scotian heritage. How could the ILA program be

improved to take this into consideration?
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Appendix C: Focus group statements

Participants have perceived the ILP to be primarily about coaching teachers

to invoke research-based instructional strategies.

While appreciating the importance of considering the issues of poverty, men-

tal health, and parental communication, ILP participants did not see these

topics as central to their study of instructional leadership.

Participants of the ILP have suggested that community building within the

school is a natural extension of building up relationships with teachers

through the effective instructional coaching process they have learned.

While managerial strategies are not central content to the ILP, participants

have suggested that the program has helped them to prioritize how their time

is applied as principal in a school. This has, in turn, helped them define more

clearly their role as principal.

Exposure to the differences in the leadership contexts of rural and urban

schools was primarily through informal conversations within the cohort.

In earlier cohort offerings, the instructional faculty and delivery of the ILP

was from a perspective that did not specifically include or address diversity.

The culturally sensitive pedagogy course has responded to this weakness, but

a range of instructors of diverse backgrounds would be a helpful addition to

the ILP. 

In later years, ILP participants appreciated the emphasis on culturally relevant

pedagogy although they suggested it should be embedded across the program

and not in a single course. Some felt the content was not only an add-on but

also at times repetitive.

Participants in the ILP saw issues of socioemotional and mental health as the

purview of health professionals and not strictly within their scope or expertise

as instructional leaders. They were content to “direct” concerned individuals

to the appropriate supports.

Interviewees felt that those considering the ILP should have significant teach-

ing experience (at least five to ten years in the classroom) so that they had

context in which to situate the instructional leadership training. Furthermore,

ILP graduates suggested that for maximum impact, the participant had to be

self-reflective regardless of their experiential base.

Principals with a range of career experience (young vs. veteran) were united

in feeling the ILP offered useful practical advice and approaches.
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Keith Walker, University of Saskatchewan

Benjamin Kutsyuruba, Queen’s University

Abstract This article is based on an extensive mixed-methods pan-Canadian study

that examined the differential impact of teacher induction and mentorship programs

on the retention of early career teachers (ECTs). It discusses the findings from the

analysis of publicly available pan-Canadian documents detailing the mandated roles,

duties, and responsibilities of school administrators in teacher induction and men-

torship. It then describes the results of the Teacher Induction Survey (N = 1,343)

and the telephone interviews (N = 36) that elicited the perceptions of Canadian early

career teachers regarding the school administrator’s role and engagement in effective

teacher induction and mentoring programs. 

Keywords  Early career teachers; Pan-Canadian; School administrator; Teacher in-

duction; Teacher retention

Introduction
Scholars have found that administrators’ commitment to mentoring programs for

new teachers either supports and promotes the retention of novice teachers or un-

dermines the success of induction and results in teacher attrition (Bleach, 1998;

Jones, 2002; Wechsler, Caspary, & Humphrey, 2008). Nevertheless, there is limited

empirical evidence directly linking the role of the principal with the retention of
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early career teachers within the pan-Canadian scope. As education is a provincial/ter-

ritorial responsibility in Canada, with attendant variations in school systems and

policies, responses to the needs and concerns of early career teachers tend to be com-

partmentalized and often remain unavailable to other jurisdictions.

This article discusses results that pertain to the mandated roles, duties, and ex-

pectations of school administrators and early career teachers’ perceptions of school

administrators’ engagement in the teacher induction and mentoring processes. Upon

detailing the review of the literature and research methodology, this article presents

the findings from a pan-Canadian analysis of publicly available documents pertaining

to school administrators’ roles in teacher induction and mentoring, a Teacher

Induction Survey (N = 1,343) with early career teachers (ECTs), and semi-structured

interviews with a subsample of the survey participants (N = 36).

Review of the literature
The research literature clearly shows that due to the overall school leadership role,

school administrators are responsible for ensuring that adequate teacher develop-

ment and learning takes place in their schools. The principal’s role thus becomes

critical in directly supporting early career teachers and in creating a structure sup-

portive of the induction process. Michael Totterdell, Lynda Woodroffe, Sara Bubb,

and Karen Hanrahan (2004) suggested that the high quality of induction support,

the district policy of and commitment to mentor assignment, working conditions,

professional development for second-year teachers, and strong instructional leader-

ship among principals had consequences for the retention levels in the districts in-

volved in their study. Furthermore, scholars have argued that principals’ engagement

in induction and mentoring positively affects beginning teacher retention and the

reduction of wasted resources and human potential associated with early career at-

trition. For instance, Susan Wynn, Lisa Carboni, and Erika Patall (2007) highlighted

the importance of principal leadership, finding that “teachers who were more satis-

fied with the principal leadership in their schools were more likely to report planning

to stay in the school district and at their school site” (p. 222). However, as Julie Long

and colleagues (2012) concluded, there was limited empirical evidence directly link-

ing the role of the principal with the retention of teachers.

The literature revealed that the assignment of mentors to beginning teachers was

the most widely detailed aspect of a school administrator’s role in the teacher induc-

tion and mentoring processes (Abu Rass, 2010; Bianchini & Brenner, 2010; Bianchini

& Cavazos, 2007; Bickmore, Bickmore, & Hart, 2005; Fantilli & McDougall, 2009;

Gordon & Lowrey, 2016; Roberson & Roberson, 2009). School administrators were

found to influence directly the frequency of novice-mentor interactions through men-

tor selection and assignment, the provision of mentor training, facilitating meeting

times and guiding topics, the oversight and supervision of mentoring relationships,

the evaluation of program quality (Pogodzinski, 2015), and in some cases directly

mentoring beginning teachers (Tillman, 2005). Other direct duties included the im-

plementation of a policy or program aimed at supporting beginning teachers, pro-

viding resources, managing workload, offering professional development

opportunities, and assigning classrooms and supporting staff (Desimone, Hochberg,
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Porter, Polikoff, et al. 2014; Glazerman, Isenberg, Dolfin, et al., 2010; Gordon &

Lowrey, 2017; Hellsten, Prytula, Ebanks, & Lai, 2009; Roberson & Roberson, 2009).

Indirectly, school administrator engagement in the development of ECTs is man-

ifested through exhibiting supportive and shared leadership, promoting professional

relationships among novice teachers and experienced teachers, building school cul-

ture, and creating the opportunity for shared values and vision. As a result, beginning

teachers’ morale can be improved and their self-concept strengthened (Cherian &

Daniel, 2008; Wood, 2005; Wynn et al., 2007). Administrators need to ensure that

structural supports for beginning teachers are realized in the intended manner

(Birkeland & Feiman-Nemser, 2009. Administrators were found to indirectly shape

mentoring through influencing general workload manageability, carrying out admin-

istrative duties, ensuring access to resources, and enhancing the quality of adminis-

trator-teacher relations (Pogodzinski, 2015). Administrators’ beliefs, actions, and

policies shape the work environment and school culture and, therefore, impact spe-

cific teacher outcomes (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003).

Besides the supportive role of school administrators, several studies highlighted

the expectations of school principals to supervise and evaluate the work of new

teachers (Abu Rass, 2010; Chatlain & Noonan, 2005). Hence, there is potential for

tensions between the principal’s responsibility to foster growth-oriented professional

development for new teachers and the principal’s administrative or evaluative capac-

ity (Cherubini, 2010). The dual relationship of mentor-evaluator can raise difficult

issues for both school administrators and early career teachers. The distinctions be-

tween the constructs of formative and summative assessment can be blurred, ignored,

or even misrepresented. On the other hand, relational trust and role clarity, together

with timely, reciprocal communication can alleviate or ameliorate difficulties. 

Research methodology
This multi-year pan-Canadian research project examined the differential impact of

induction and mentorship programs on early career teachers’ retention across the

provinces and territories. This study used a mixed-methods approach to research

methodology (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010), namely document analysis, survey,

and telephone interviews.

Document analysis
First, document analysis (Bowen, 2009; Prior, 2003) was conducted in 2016 to ex-

amine the publicly available documents from provincial and territorial educational

authorities, teacher associations/federations/unions, and individual school

districts/boards to uncover the mandated roles, duties, and responsibilities of school

administrators in teacher induction and mentorship processes in each jurisdiction.

These publicly available policy, planning, and curriculum documents were consid-

ered external communication, and included government communiqués, websites,

program/policy memoranda, newsletters, handbooks, agenda, and the minutes of

meetings. The documents were analyzed in a complementary fashion and in relation

to the research objectives; data were highlighted, recorded into charts, and organized

according to themes related to the program type and level of provision. 

IJEPL 14(2) 2019

Walker & Kutsyuruba

School
Administrators 

and ECT Support 

3

http://www.ijepl.org


Online survey
Second, this study used data from the pan-Canadian New Teacher Survey adminis-

tered in 2016 (Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2017). The online survey instrument was de-

veloped by the researchers, based on suggestions and recommendations from an

expert panel of researchers and practitioners, the relevant literature, and adapted

items from related instruments. Overall, the survey contained 77 closed and 12 open-

ended questions. The invitation to participate in the online survey for new teachers

within their first five years of employment in a publicly funded school in Canada

was widely distributed through various venues (e.g., teacher associations, ministries,

community organizations, social media), across all provinces and territories in the

spring and summer of 2016. The researchers received over 2,000 survey responses

with various degrees of completeness from all Canadian jurisdictions. The researchers

removed surveys with minimal responses or missing data that did not allow for fur-

ther analyses. For the final sample (N = 1,343), the researchers obtained descriptive

statistics, including percentages, means, and standard deviations for questions in the

demographics section. The closed and open-ended responses were examined in a

separate, but complementary, manner. A descriptive statistics analysis of closed items

was conducted; whereas open-ended responses underwent thematic analysis. This

article reports on the items related to the role of school administrators in teacher in-

duction and mentoring programs.
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Table 1. Demographic information for survey participants

Province currently teaching in Province of accreditation
Ontario 33% Ontario 38%
Alberta 27% Alberta 23%
British Columbia 18% British Columbia 18%
Québec 5% Québec 5%
Manitoba 4% Manitoba 5%
Saskatchewan 6% Saskatchewan 4%
Newfoundland and Labrador 2% Newfoundland and Labrador 3%
New Brunswick 0.4% New Brunswick 1%
Nova Scotia 0.4% Nova Scotia 1%
Prince Edward Island 0.4% Prince Edward Island 1%
Nunavut 1% Nunavut 0.3%
Northwest Territories 1% Northwest Territories 0.2%
Yukon 1% Yukon 2%
Age range Overall years teaching
19–22 1% In Their First Year 20%

23–26 34% In Their Second Year 23%
27–30 35% In Their Third Year 21%
31–34 14% In Their Fourth Year 16%
35+ 17% In Their Fifth Year 20%
Gender Length of occasional teaching

Female 81% Less Than One Year 28%
Male 19% Full Year 19%
Occasional Teaching Experience Two Years 22%
Yes 85 Three Years 15%
No 15 Four Years 8%

Five Years 9%
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The demographic data showed that the mean age of the respondents was 29

years, with 19 percent being male and 81 percent being female. Significantly, 96 per-

cent of the respondents had a Bachelor of Education degree, and 27 percent of the

respondents had other forms of credentials (Master of Science, Bachelor of Arts,

Bachelor of Science, etc.). While the current teaching location for the majority of

participants represented three provinces, Ontario (33%), Alberta (27%), and British

Columbia (18%), all of the provinces and territories were represented in this study.

This trend also reflected the province in which the respondents obtained their

teacher certification/accreditation. For the overall years of teaching experience, data

showed an almost equal distribution of respondent teaching experience, across span

of one to five years. Eighty-five percent had occasional teaching (OT) experience,

with almost a third of ECTs having taught occasionally for less than one year, while

the rest had taught for up to five years in OT positions. Over a third of the respon-

dents (37%) had been at their current school for less than a year. Twenty-three per-

cent had been at their school for a full year, 22 percent for two years, ten percent for

three years, five percent for four years, and four percent for five years. Moreover, the

majority of these schools were located in small cities (with a population of about

100,000). See Table 1 for detailed demographic information.

Telephone interviews 
As part of the online New Teacher Survey, participants had an option to express

their willingness to participate in the follow-up interviews. From the survey sample,

volunteer participants were randomly selected with the purpose of pan-Canadian

representation: 36 teachers from nine provinces (except Prince Edward Island) and

three territories in Canada (33 in English, three in French). Table 2 provides the de-

mographic information for interview participants.

Table 2. List of interview participants
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# Pseudonym
Province/
territory

Language Gender Age
Teaching 
experience

1 Mike NS English Male 33 5 years

2 Lise ON French Female 26 2 years

3 Maira NL English Female 27 5 years

4 Kamille ON French Female 26 3 years

5 Mackenzie ON English Female 24 2 years

6 Evelyn AB English Female 26 Less than 1 year

7 Kandace AB English Female 31 2 years 

8 Alli QC English Female 26 2 years

9 Stewart SK English Male 29 4 years

10 Nick SK English Male 27 3 years

11 Ashish NT English Male 32 1 year

12 Charlotte AB English Female 38 4 years

13 Maribelle SK English Female 39 1 year

14 Christina ON English Female 24 1 year
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Table 2. (continued)

Interview questions were framed using the strengths-based, positive develop-

ment approach of an appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2007;

Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2011). Five open-ended questions, pertain-

ing to teacher experiences with development, resilience, mentorship, and leadership

in schools, served as the initial organizing framework for the responses. Most of the

interviews lasted approximately 20 minutes. The interviews were recorded and tran-

scribed verbatim, with all proper names changed to pseudonyms and all identifiers

removed. Participants’ responses were compiled by the researchers and analyzed

both deductively and inductively following standard coding processes for etic and

emic approaches to data analysis. Both etic and emic codes were then combined into

categories, and from categories into patterns or concepts (Lichtman, 2010). The find-

ings below include verbatim responses where possible. 

Research findings 
The following sections present key findings from each of the research phases: a) doc-

ument analysis, b) survey, and c) telephone interviews. 

Document analysis data: Mandated roles and expectations
Document analysis revealed that mandates and expectations for school administrator

engagement in teacher induction and mentoring programs were evident in varying de-
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# Pseudonym
Province/
territory

Language Gender Age
Teaching 
experience

15 Andrea ON English Female 28 3 years

16 Mark AB English Male 31 Less than 1 year

17 Ken ON English Male 26 3 years

18 Lily NS English Female 24 2 years

19 Lois NB English Female 27 3 years

20 Myles MB English Male 25 2 years

21 Cassie MB English Female 51 3 years

22 Gladys ON English Female 49 5 years

23 Tennae BC English Female 49 4 years

24 Anya NU English Female 24 1 year

25 Ruth ON English Female 33 Less than 1 year

26 Edward ON English Male 42 3 years

27 Shana NU English Female 46 5 years

28 Jane NU English Female 36 Less than 1 year

29 Marilyn YT English Female 32 5 years

30 Noor BC English Female 34 4 years

31 Helen BC English Female 28 4 years

32 Alessandra BC English Female 41 2 years

33 Barbra BC English Female 55 4 years

34 Lebert BC English Male 34 5 years

35 Shelle BC English Female 29 3 years

36 Françoise ON French Female 27 3 years
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grees across all four types of programs found across Canada: policy-mandated govern-

ment-funded programs; programs offered by provincial teacher associations, federa-

tions, or unions; hybrid programs based upon cooperation between the provincial and

territorial governments, teacher associations, universities, First Nations, or local com-

munities; and decentralized models maintained by local school boards/divisions.

However, not all documents from the provinces and territories included references to

the school administrator role in ECT support. The levels of support for teacher induc-

tion and mentoring vary across the Canadian provinces, and a summary of these find-

ings is outlined in Table 3. The columns include school administrator roles in relation

to the type of program (i.e., induction (I), mentoring (M), or both (IM)), the number

of school boards with decentralized supports (out of the total number of school boards

in the jurisdiction), and specific roles (*), as identified in the documents.

Table 3. Pan-Canadian scope of school administrator role 
in induction and mentoring

The analysis indicated that the role of the administrator was inconsistently and

infrequently mentioned in publicly available documents across Canada. The admin-

istrators in various jurisdictions were mandated to be responsible for mentor selec-

tion and mentor-protégé matching, for providing adequate professional development

opportunities and release time for beginning teachers, for overseeing the mentorship

process, for monitoring the progress of beginning teachers, and most importantly,

for being mentoring role models in their everyday activities in schools. In some

provinces and territories, the role and responsibility of the administrator in support-

ing beginning teachers and/or the implementation of mentoring programs were out-

lined (or at least suggested), while in others, the administrator’s role was more

implicitly mentioned within a larger context of early career teacher support.

Separate handbooks or sections in program resources were found specifically for

administrators in working with early career teachers in documents from Saskatchewan,

Ontario, Northwest Territories, and Newfoundland and Labrador. The handbook pro-

duced by the Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation (2009) contains information on how

the administrator can support new and beginning teachers. This comprehensive doc-

ument includes a theory-based rationale citing relevant academic literature. The doc-
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Provincially
mandated
/ministry
support

Provincial teacher
association/
federations/
union-level support

Hybrid
programs 

Decentralized programs
(school district-level
support)

Northwest
Territories (IM)

Ontario (IM)

Nunavut (IM)

Nova Scotia (IM)

Saskatchewan (IM)

Alberta (IM)

Newfoundland
and Labrador
(IM)

Yukon (IM)

Alberta (8/58) 
*3 as evaluator

Manitoba (7/38) 
*5 as evaluator

Newfoundland and
Labrador (1/2) 
*1 as evaluator

Québec (2/9) 
* undetermined role

Saskatchewan (2/29)
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ument provides the administrator with detailed, monthly considerations of how to

best support new and beginning teachers through a comprehensive policy implemen-

tation process. In Ontario, the Resource Handbook for Principals (Ontario Ministry of

Education, 2010) outlines the roles and responsibilities of the principal in the imple-

mentation of the New Teacher Induction Program (NTIP) at the school level. The

principal’s role encompasses responsibility for the consultation and development of

individual NTIP strategy, school-level orientation, individual professional develop-

ment and training, the selection of mentors, mentoring relationships, and teacher per-

formance appraisal. The principal is also responsible for final approval in most of the

same categories, except for mentoring relationship. However, the handbook contains

a caveat stating that the use of the handbook material by principals is optional. The

Northwest Territories Mentorship Program outlines specific responsibilities for school

administrators, including matching experienced teachers with protégés, approving

the mentorship plan developed by mentors and protégés (the superintendent must

also approve it), informing potential mentors and protégés about the mentoring pro-

gram, and identifying staff suitable to become mentors (Northwest Territories Teacher

Induction, 2016). In addition, administrators are accountable for providing release

time for the mentoring pairs and for arranging necessary training. Emphasis is placed

upon administrators to create a culture of mentoring in their schools through the care-

ful matching of mentor and protégé, offering support and encouragement for the men-

toring process, intervening if the mentoring relationship is not working, and

supporting team orientation to the community culture. Finally, and as foreshadowed

earlier, school administrators have to ensure the mentorship is not associated with

evaluation. In the Newfoundland and Labrador documents, there is a mention of an

information and guidance booklet for administrators (Newfoundland and Labrador

Teachers’ Association, 2007); however, because the document is not available publicly,

it was outside of the search parameters of this study.

Some of the provisions found in relation to new teachers include details about

the administrator’s role, but only in relation to evaluation. This mainly occurred at

the decentralized level, where school districts would include individual administra-

tive roles. In many cases, details provided regarding the role of the administrator

were purely posed from an evaluative perspective toward new and beginning teach-

ers’ performance and competence (Beautiful Plains School Division, 2008; Mountain

View School Division, 2011). In contrast, other documents identify the administra-

tor’s role as supportive (Newfoundland and Labrador Teachers’ Association, 2007;

Nova Scotia Teacher’s Union, 2012; Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation, 2009), with

the Northwest Territories specifically identifying the administrator’s role within new

and beginning teacher induction as being non-evaluative (Northwest Territories

Teacher Induction, 2016).

Survey data: Administrator engagement in induction processes
The role and importance of the administrator in the induction process yielded mixed

responses across Canada. A considerable number of participants (35%) could not

comment about the administrators’ engagement due to their lack of direct experience.

Across Canada, one-fifth of the respondents (21%) strongly disagreed that their
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school administrator had played a key role in their relationship with their mentor.

Almost 45 percent agreed or strongly agreed that their school administrator took an

active interest in their successful induction into teaching. As part of this active inter-

est, 53 percent of respondents were in agreement that their administrator had ob-

served their teaching, with approximately 47 percent agreeing that these observations

had led to feedback that helped improve their teaching. When asked if they were

encouraged to question their beliefs about teaching, 45 percent of respondents

agreed and 40 percent indicated that they were given the opportunity to observe

other methods of teaching. Additionally, 60 percent of the respondents agreed or

strongly agreed that their school administrator shared leadership and promoted a

collaborative culture in their school. Almost two-thirds (63%) of the respondents
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Perception SD 
%

D 
%

N 
%

A 
%

SA 
%

N/A
%

M StD

My school administrator plays a key role in
my professional relationship with my
mentor.

21 17 14 8 4 35 1.5 1.5

My current school administrator has taken
an active interest in my successful
induction to teaching.

12 15 18 28 16 11 2.9 1.6

My current school administrator clearly
communicates school expectations. 6 13 15 38 22 8 3.3 1.5

My current school administrator values the
role my mentor plays in my induction to
teaching.

8 8 24 17 8 36 2.0 1.8

I believe my working conditions are
appropriate for a beginning teacher. 15 20 14 31 12 8 2.8 1.5

I am encouraged to questions my beliefs
about teaching. 6 16 26 34 11 7 3.1 1.4

I am given opportunities to observe models
of good teaching and learning. 14 25 15 30 10 6 2.8 1.4

I have adequate time to reflect on student
learning. 12 27 20 29 7 5 2.8 1.3

My mentor and I are given adequate time 
to meet. 15 18 15 13 6 33 1.8 1.6

My current school administrator shares
leadership and promotes a collaborative
culture in our school.

8 10 15 36 24 7 3.4 1.5

My current school administrator observes
my teaching. 12 17 11 37 16 8 3.0 1.5

My school administrator gives me feedback
based on observation(s) to help me
improve my teaching.

13 18 12 31 16 11 2.9 1.6

My current school administrator is part 
of the reason I am still a teacher. 21 16 21 19 14 9 2.6 1.5

I feel comfortable talking to my school
administrator(s) about problems I am
experiencing.

10 12 11 38 25 5 3.4 1.5

As a new teacher, I feel supported by 
my school’s administrative team. 9 10 17 34 25 5 3.4 1.5

Note: SD = Strongly Disagree, D = Disagree, N = Neither Agree nor Disagree, A = Agree, 
SA = Strongly Agree, N/A = Not Applicable, M = Mean, StD=Standard Deviation. 

Table 4. Perceptions of administration support
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agreed or strongly agreed that they felt comfortable talking to their school adminis-

trator about problems they were experiencing, with 59 percent agreeing or strongly

agreeing that, generally, they felt supported by their school’s administrative team

(See Table 4).

In the open-ended survey responses, beginning teachers shared mixed feelings

when asked about their school administrator and whether or not this person had

shown evidence of wanting them to succeed. Some beginning teachers provided a

neutral response by indicating that they did not know whether their administrator

wanted them to succeed, but some felt their administrator did not care. The follow-

ing quotation illustrates one respondent’s experience:

I honestly don’t know that. I feel my administrators have their own

agendas and I am just a piece of their puzzle. I feel that I am re-

placeable. I do have a good relationship with them and feel that I

can ask them questions or advice; but I honestly feel that they only

want me to succeed to make them look better, not for my own per-

sonal growth. (MB)

Beginning teachers shared that their administrators had espoused their desire for

beginning teachers to succeed. Espoused desires entailed administrators giving be-

ginning teachers advice, encouragement, and positive feedback. Some beginning

teachers noted that their administrators had explicitly expressed their desire to keep

them on staff, and many beginning teachers also noted that administrators were clear

about their goals and hopes for beginning teachers. Administrators also verbally as-

sured beginning teachers that it was okay when things did not go as planned in the

classroom. 

She has checked in and asked about my future teaching plans/goals,

where do I see myself, encouraging comments about my rapport

with students and teaching style, offered positive and constructive

feedback following an interview. (AB)

Beginning teachers also shared that their administrator had demonstrated their

desired intentions to help beginning teachers succeed. Demonstrated desire included

administrators providing support, collaborating with beginning teachers, observing

their teaching, and assisting them through the evaluation process. Administrators

who demonstrated this desire were available to talk, checked in regularly, listened to

beginning teachers’ concerns, and generally cared about them. Administrators also

demonstrated desire by offering a contract, recommending a beginning teacher for

work, and by covering classes and offering relief time when possible. Administrators

gave beginning teachers opportunities for professional development, pushed and chal-

lenged them to improve, trusted them to succeed, and gave them freedom to experi-

ment with their teaching. Some beginning teachers also reported that administrators

wanted them to succeed because they wanted the school and students to succeed. 

They check in on my classes and ask what I needed. They volun-

teered their time to talk with me about challenges I might be facing

with my kids. They’re kind and involved. My current administration

is awesome. (BC)
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The mixed responses with respect to beginning teachers knowing whether their

administrator wanted them to succeed shed light on the types of relationships that

various administrators had with their novice staff members, as well as the styles with

which they operated in leading their schools.

Interview data: Leadership and support from school administration
When study participants were asked about the administrative relationships or be-

haviours that supported their development, some of them shared stories about how

school leaders played a supportive role; some suggested that school administration

roles were supportive, but only in certain areas. Others indicated that their needs

for support went unanswered. An analysis of their responses is presented below

under two categories: supportive roles and little or no support.

Supportive roles 
Interview participants emphasized that varied supports were both needed and appreci-

ated. Principals have a role to play in the support of new teachers, from being accessible,

to providing resources, to guiding teachers. Many teachers believed that principals

should be approachable and accessible, responsive, and also be effective communicators.

Maira appreciated judgement-free leadership: “they would give me every resource, and

they would never judge me for saying I need help.” Maira made the link between her

needs as a teacher and sound pedagogy, stating, “that’s the same thing I expect from my

kids in my class. If I ask them a question, I want them … to feel comfortable enough

to say, I don’t know.” Data showed that principals made a positive impact upon teachers

in supporting them through “tricky” situations. Several teachers discussed the crucial

role that a principal or vice principal had played in facilitating their interactions with

parents. Jane stated that “having the principal stick up for you when the parents can be

difficult, that’s important.” Christina appreciated the coaching that had taken place in

her interactions with parents, “I had to make a few uncomfortable phone calls, and she

[the principal] was very supportive about practicing what I could say and making sure

that I came off in the most professional way.” Evelyn liked her vice-principal’s proactive

approach since he guided her on how “to properly answer emails or phone calls. If I

ever had to phone home for a parent, he said he could be there, with me just to be

giving me tips and stuff, so I think that was great.” Another participant, Charlotte, “really

appreciate[d] that they make themselves available and they’re always willing to take the

time to help [her if she had] a problem.”

For some new teachers, it was beneficial if principals checked in with them, vis-

ited classrooms, provided feedback, and challenged them to be better teachers. Ken

praised his principals:

They challenged me to be a better teacher, and they challenged me

based on my individual goals. They didn’t give me generic feedback.

… Their comments were always authentic … they really made me

want to work the extra mile for them. 

Ken surmised that when principals supported teachers it was really a strategy to put

students first; this was the case of professional relationships that affirmed the teachers

and benefited students. A few teachers found their administration supportive with
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time and money for professional development. Cassie benefited from a “budget that

permitted her to attend one conference annually.” Kandace benefited from a men-

toring program that her school district was offering, noting that her administration

“was very supportive, and [she] really appreciated that he allowed … to take that

time to work with a mentor.”

While many interviewees hoped for a supportive leadership team to assist them

in finding their way, some teachers, such as Lise, identified having the freedom to

experiment, and, indeed, to be able to make mistakes as part of a learning curve,

without fear of reprisal. When she made mistakes, Lise trusted that her administrator

would support and guide her throughout the experimental processes: « elle est là

pour me soutenir, mais elle me laisse quand même essayer de nouvelles choses …

qui nous soutiens si jamais qu’il y a des erreurs qui sont faits. » Similarly, Kamille

wanted administrators to develop relationships of trust with teachers and to lead by

suggestion and not by orders: 

Des relations de confiance, des relations de quelqu’un qui écoute à

nos idées, mais … j’ai besoin vraiment des personnes qui suggèrent et

qui font faire leur point de vue sans nécessairement donner des ordres.

In addition, the willingness of experienced leaders to help, guide, share, and support

early career teachers proved invaluable in the development of their confidence and

resilience. 

Little or no support
Some of the interviewees conveyed that they had received little, limited, or no sup-

port in their early years of teaching. Their responses pointed to the complex rela-

tionships between new teachers and administrators. For example, Françoise believed

that although most teachers aimed to please, the relationship with the administration

was not fully transparent, thus causing problems. Her principal expected her to keep

in touch, yet not approach him with needs, since he expected her colleagues to pro-

vide this kind of support: 

C’est toujours bizarre la relation avec les directeurs, on veut absolu-

ment leur plaire. … J’ai pas l’impression que ce soit une relation à

100% transparent … la responsabilité d’accueillir les nouveaux en-

seignants à d’autres enseignants plutôt que du directeur lui-même.

Françoise understood that her principal supported her growth by using the mentor-

ship program, thus delegating mentorship tasks to another colleague. But the lack of

transparency led her to pretend that she knew what she was doing in order to avoid

administrative disapproval, which might, in turn, lead to nonrenewal of her contract.

The lack of transparency and mixed messages eroded Françoise’s trust in her employ-

ers. When she discovered her assigned mentor listening to her teaching her class out

of sight from the hallway and without her knowledge, she did not know if the men-

tor’s secrecy was being used to support her growth or to report her to the school

board for reprisal. Thus, she concluded that the best mentorship support would come

from a like-minded colleague with whom there were mutual values and trust.
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Some teachers did not get a formal evaluation that might have helped them in

terms of their development. Helen and Anya both needed more help than what was

afforded by daily routines. Anya projected frustration when she noted:

I didn’t get any professional development from them. They didn’t

come and check me as I taught … I was in my first year … I know

that they’re busy, but I really found that I didn’t get … any assistance

with my actual teaching. No one ever came to watch me ever. No

reviews or anything.

Nick received a formal evaluation, but not from his principal. A retired teacher was

brought in to observe and write up the evaluation because “the superintendents were

overloaded.”

Alli, Françoise, and Maribelle each noted the work overload that characterized

administrative roles, with the effect that leadership tasks became the obligation of

colleagues. They observed that these supportive tasks were downloaded from ad-

ministration to teachers who were already busy. Alli speculated, “I don’t think that

responsibility really lies with my grade-alike teachers.” Her experience echoed the

sentiments of a number of participants that principals were so busy that they as-

sumed their teachers did not need support. For Mark, “it was more the other teachers

in my department who really reached out and helped and gave suggestions and

such.” Teachers cited the lack of support in important areas such as low literacy, low

socioeconomic status, and special needs. For example, Ruth argued for her need of

increased “support in special education as well as socio-economic awareness.”

Finally, several teachers cited a lack of support from school administrators as

the reason they had considered leaving the profession. At the time of interviews, one

teacher had already left (Andrea), two teachers (Alessandra and Nick) were in the

process of leaving, and a few others were thinking about it. Alessandra shared that

she considered leaving the profession because of the negative and challenging rela-

tionship she had with her principal:

The lack of support from my administrators was a major issue for

me and has been the largest factor in me considering leaving the

profession. My school principal was dismissive of my concerns. She

was not supportive. She did not set up any structure that would

help a new teacher find their feet. Anytime I tried to take initiative,

I was shot down. Anytime I tried to ask questions, I was dismissed.

It is clear, then, that just as the supports new teachers received had led to a sense of

increased confidence and resilience in the face of this demanding profession, the

lack of leadership supports was disempowering and demotivating.

Discussion of findings
The combination of data obtained from the analysis of documents, surveys, and in-

terview responses afforded the creation of a pan-Canadian window into the man-

dated and perceived roles of school administrators in supporting early career teachers.

Although acknowledged as vital in creating a structure supportive of the induction

process (Cherian & Daniel, 2008; Wood, 2005; Wynn, Carboni, & Patall, 2007),
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the role of the administrator was inconsistently and infrequently mentioned in the

documents examined. The role of a leader is seen to be crucial in supporting the im-

plementation of a mentoring culture within an organization (Zachary, 2005), and

the lack of publicly available information about the principal’s role in ECT support

would seem particularly relevant at the school district level. Given the empirical sup-

port for the importance of a leader’s role in successful mentoring, there is the risk

that a lack of information might be interpreted as a lack of mentoring, an important

issue for new and beginning teachers undertaking job searches for their first teaching

position. While it is assumed that administrators would have some level of involve-

ment with the induction of ECTs, this study’s findings suggest further examination

is warranted. The inconsistencies regarding how administrators’ roles are defined

within the induction and mentorship of new and beginning teachers is concerning.

Role identification and role clarity are crucial elements of school administrators’ work

with early career teachers. Administrators’ commitments to mentoring programs for

new teachers can either support or undermine the success of early career teachers

(Bleach, 1998; Jones, 2002; Turner, 1994; Wechsler et al., 2008).

In particular, further investigation is needed to clarify the evaluative role of ad-

ministrators, which was frequently identified in this study. Research highlights how

tensions can arise between the principal’s responsibility to support and nurture pro-

fessional growth and development for new teachers when combined with an evalu-

ative capacity (Cherubini, 2010). A deeper analysis of the evaluative role of

administrators within new and beginning teacher support could help to ensure that

future policy regarding teacher induction and mentoring concentrates on develop-

ment and growth rather than performance and competence. Helpful insights might

be gained if the conditions and the nature of the psychological contract between

mentor-evaluators and the mentee-evaluated were better understood. This study

found that early career teachers have uneven experiences of support from their

school administrators; some perceive receiving support and some do not. Because

administrators’ beliefs, actions, and policies shape the work environment and, there-

fore, impact specific teacher outcomes (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003), these school

leaders are instrumental policy interpreters, translators, and enactors for ECTs: “by

understanding the complexities of doing policy work in schools, leaders are situated

in powerful positions to support early career teachers as they face the recognized

challenges during the transition to the profession” (Sullivan & Morrison, 2014, p.

616). Robert Shockley, Eliah Watlington, and Rivka Felsher (2013) reminded their

readers that principals set the tone for the commitment to any professional develop-

ment efforts in a school setting. Thus, they urged that principals create multi-level

opportunities for teacher development through longer-term and more comprehen-

sive induction programs. They concluded that sharing responsibility and authority,

encouraging collaborative planning and reflection, offering team leadership roles,

and building a school culture as a learning organization address motivational factors,

demonstrate principals’ trust in their teachers, and positively impact teacher retention

in schools. The findings from this survey concur with these observations.

As noted by Ruth Baker-Gardner (2015), in order for principals to be able to

lead and implement exemplary programs, they require specialized knowledge about
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the process of induction, the components of the program, and the needs of the new

teachers, as well as an in-depth knowledge of the mentoring process. If “specialized

training is not provided for principals to garner such skills, they will continue to be

at a disadvantage regardless of how good their intentions are” (Baker-Gardner, 2015,

p. 58). Furthermore, in training educational leaders, relationships should be dis-

cussed and problematized to raise awareness of the influence of a principal’s words

and actions on teachers’ work (Lassila, Timonen, Uitto, & Estola, 2017). The gener-

ous insights from the stories shared through this interview process of a cross-section

of early career teachers across Canada, enrich our understanding of their experiences

with leadership and supports from school administration in the formative years of

their careers. Although not generalizable to a broader population of new teachers,

interview findings add to the extant literature on the impact of principals’ leadership

on early career teachers’ retention and attrition in Canada. The pan-Canadian narra-

tives show that despite geographic, contextual, and policy differences in the lived

experiences of the participants, there were striking similarities among experiences

of many of the teachers.

The majority of teachers in the sample expressed their appreciation for their sup-

portive and positive administrators; these were non-judgemental leaders who en-

couraged trusting relationships, were engaged in their development, provided

feedback and resources, allowed experimentation, and created favourable working

conditions. Positive relationships and interactions with administrations facilitated

novices’ development, increased their satisfaction and efficacy, and enhanced their

confidence and resilience. Nienke Moolenaar, Alan Daly, and Peter Sleegers (2012)

noted the relational reciprocity in which principals maximize teachers’ skills and

knowledge. In return, teachers seek out their principal more often for work-related

and personal advice, and thus benefit from their knowledge, resources, and expertise.

Researchers found that principals’ personal interactions with individual teachers

tend to promote positive school climate and student outcomes, whereas unsupport-

ive or negative interactions may lead to teachers’ dissatisfaction, attrition, or a move

to a different school (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Guarino, Santibañez, & Daley,

2006; Scherff, 2008).

On the negative side, participants noted that a lack of administrative support,

lack of transparency, lack of understanding of ECTs’ needs, and off-loading admin-

istrative responsibilities onto beginning teachers resulted in some teachers battling

stress and anxiety amid daily school events. Similar to others, this study found that

when administrators were unresponsive to teachers’ needs, their well-being was af-

fected, and their sense of isolation and frustration increased (Brindley & Parker,

2010; Cherubini, Kitchen, & Hodson, 2008; Frels, Zientek, & Onwuegbuzie, 2013).

These experiences had a common impact on teachers’ predispositions toward pro-

fessional growth and their decisions to stay or leave the profession. Therefore, beyond

their direct involvement in the establishment and coordination of induction and

mentoring programs, school administrators have an indirect impact on teacher re-

tention and attrition by nurturing a supportive school climate characterized by

shared values and trust (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Catapano & Huisman, 2013;

Cherian & Daniel, 2008).
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Conclusion
School administrators’ engagement is vital for the socialization and induction of early

career teachers; however, a high percentage of early career teachers in this Pan-

Canadian study reported that they had not received direct or facilitative support.

The manner by which novice teachers are acclimated to schools is commonly un-

derstood to be a part of the responsibility of the principal, who works with staff and

community to establish and operationalize the vision, mission, and goals of the

school (Delp, 2014). Programmatically, principal engagement is thought to be a crit-

ical aspect of induction and mentoring supports for ECTs, because the effectiveness

of those programs depend on school context and the alignment of programs with

the vision, instructional focus, and priorities stewarded by the principal (Moir, Barlin,

Gless, & Miles, 2009). This article provides a description of the centralized and de-

centralized provincial and territorial policies with respect to early career teacher sup-

port. In documents examined, the role of the administrator was inconsistently and

infrequently mentioned. There were varied accounts of ECTs’ perceptions and expe-

riences of support from school administrators from both survey results and inter-

views. Early career teachers appreciated supportive and positive administrators who

encouraged trusting relationships, provided feedback and opportunities for their de-

velopment, allowed experimentation, and created favourable working conditions.

Positive and supportive administrators were credited with increasing the satisfaction,

efficacy, confidence, and resilience of ECTs. 
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Sarah L. Patten, University of Toronto

Abstract This study aims to recommend and test a conceptual model for socio-eco-

nomic status (SES) and variables to measure it that are available to researchers in

Canada and applicable in other countries. Recommendations for quantitative re-

searchers are presented to address issues that arise with including SES in analyses.

The study analyzed data linking student achievement in mathematics and literacy

to both economic and social factors. Results from hierarchical linear modelling

showed that the use of intersecting variables was better served to answer research

questions than any individual SES measure or a composite measure. Using SES meas-

ures at the school and neighbourhood level is also recommended. 

Keywords Socio-economic status; Student achievement; Hierarchical linear model-

ling; Canadian context

Introduction 
One purpose of educational research is to determine factors that influence student

academic success in order to recommend changes to policy and approaches to lead-

ership. Over the last three decades, quantitative researchers have come to depend

Measures of Socio-Economic Status in Educational
Research: The Canadian Context

Sarah L. Patten (2019). Measures of Socio-Economic Status in Educational Research: The Canadian
Context. International Journal of Education Policy & Leadership 14(3). URL: http://journals.sfu.ca
/ijepl/index.php/ijepl/article/view/858 doi: 10.22230/ijepl.2019v14n3a858

IJEPL
Volume 14(3)

2019

IJEPL is a joint publication of PDK International, the Faculty of Education at Simon Fraser University, the
College of Education and Human Development at George Mason University, and the University of Delaware.
By virtue of their appearance in this open access journal, articles are free to use, with proper attribution, in
educational and other non-commercial settings 90 days after initial publication. Copyright for articles published
in IJEPL is retained by the authors. More information is available on the IJEPL website: http://www.ijepl.org

http://journals.sfu.ca/ijepl/index.php/ijepl/article/view/858
http://journals.sfu.ca/ijepl/index.php/ijepl/article/view/858
http://doi.org/10.22230/ijepl.2019v14n3a858
http://www.ijepl.org


on measures of socio-economic status (SES) as part of this process. Michael Harwell

and Brandon LeBeau (2010) note that:

Analyses of educational data often include student background vari-

ables as statistical controls to enhance the credibility of inferences.

One of the most frequently used student variables is socioeconomic

status. (p. 120)

In order to determine if interventions, leadership actions, and policy decisions

have an impact, “SES is taken into account statistically to ensure that the program’s

effectiveness is evaluated independent[ly]” (Harwell, 2018, p. 3). Data about income

levels and poverty are also used to allocate resources in many jurisdictions. As well,

by controlling for SES, researchers are able to compare results across schools, dis-

tricts, provinces, states, and even countries. However, the use of student SES as a

variable in statistical analysis is complicated by the fact that researchers do not always

have access to the same measure. As well, SES can be measured at different aggregate

levels (individual, school, neighbourhood, and district). There is a need for accessible,

reliable, and valid measures of SES because of the important decisions being made

in education with this data. One option for a consistent measure is to use federal-

level data based on family income. For example, in the United States there is a meas-

ure of whether students qualify for a free or reduced-price lunch (FRL) based on

family income. In the United Kingdom there is an income-based measure to deter-

mine whether students receive a free school meal (FSM). However, a similar measure

of SES does not exist for studies based in the Canadian context. In Canada, education

is the purview of provincial and territorial governments, which means that there is

not a consistent measure across the country. Researchers in Canada, and in other

countries, need reliable, valid, and consistent measures of SES. The purpose of this

article is to review past practices and options for SES measures that are available in

Canada and then develop a conceptual model. Data from a previous study

(Leithwood, Patten & Jantzi, 2010) will be reanalyzed using hierarchical linear mod-

elling to test the model and determine measures of SES that are available in the

Canadian context and can be recommended for use by quantitative researchers.

Theoretical background
The assertion that SES is an influential factor began in the United States with a report

by James Coleman (1966) and in the United Kingdom with a report by Gilbert

Peaker (1971). In both reports it was “concluded that family background was more

important than school factors in determining children’s educational achievement”

(Buchmann, 2002, p. 166). This perspective continues to inform research as:

the theoretical framework sociologists use to examine inequalities

presumes that academic attainment, and ultimately occupational at-

tainment, are largely determined by family origins and educational

experiences. (Willms, 1999, p. 9)

The Coleman (1966) and Peaker (1971) reports and other studies that have fol-

lowed, suggest that the “socioeconomic status (SES) of families explains more than

half of the difference in student achievement across schools” (Leithwood, Louis,
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Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004, pp. 46–47). Other research has determined that

family related factors account for as much as 50 percent of the variation in student

achievement across schools (Kyriakides & Creemers, 2008). Larger studies, includ-

ing meta-analyses, have found a strong link between socio-economic factors and stu-

dent academic achievement (Caro, McDonald, & Willms, 2009; Fan & Chen, 2001;

Fan & Williams, 2010; Nagy, Traub, & Moore, 1999; Sirin, 2005). In a report

Michael Harwell (2018) states: 

SES is a core facet of much educational research and policy because

of the perceived importance of taking into account disparities in

SES among students, classrooms, and schools to help ensure accu-

rate inferences about student learning and achievement. (p. 6)

A literature review of leadership effects on student achievement determined that

empirical evidence supported four claims about family background:

A family’s SES is strongly related to student learning and behaviour.1.

A family’s SES influences learning indirectly by shaping educa-2.

tional culture in the home.

Strong family educational culture provides children with intel-3.

lectual, social, and emotional capacities that improve their

chances of being successful in school.

Wider communities in which children live also contribute to the4.

capacities needed for school success. (Leithwood et al., 2004)

There is an entrenched belief in data-based educational research that SES must

be accounted for when quantitatively evaluating student achievement in response

to interventions, leadership actions, and policy. This article seeks to recommend con-

ceptual models for SES measures that are available in the Canadian context and will

be useful for research in education.

Literature review 
For such an essential measure, there is little agreement about how to represent and

measure SES both within and between countries. As well, the selection and avail-

ability of SES factors has changed over the last five decades. Once SES was found

to have an impact on students’ achievement throughout the 1970s, researchers

began to rely on single measures beginning in the 1980s. With the development

of more sophisticated data analysis, the use of a single, dichotomous variable has

been challenged. More researchers are testing the use of composite variables or in-

cluding multiple measures of SES to address many sources of variance. The litera-

ture review gives an overview of measures that have been previously used, as well

as an evaluation of those that are most useful for educational researchers in the

Canadian context. 

Single measures
A variety of studies choose to represent and measure the effect of SES using a single

variable. As seen in Selcuk Sirin’s (2005) meta-analysis, two of the most prevalent

single measures are parental education and parental occupation. These both connect
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to the presumption that the economic status of the parents influences the educational

and future occupational outcomes of the child (Willms, 1999). A proxy measure for

family income used in the United Kingdom is the percentage of students eligible for

an FSM, because eligibility is based on family income and whether the family is re-

ceiving government assistance (Gorard, 2012; Hobbes & Vignoles, 2010). While

the local school authorities do not collect information about individual income, the

percentage of students eligible for an FSM in a school is readily available from school

administrations at no cost, which makes it an attractive measure for researchers.

Similarly, one of the most-cited measures of SES in quantitative studies in the United

States is the percentage of students who qualify for FRL lunches, which is determined

by federal government funding allocations and based on household income (Harwell,

2018; Kurki, Boyle, & Adaljem, 2005). There is an assumption that eligibility for

FRL can be used to measure income and, subsequently, SES because:

Students are eligible for a reduced price lunch if their household

income is less than 185% of the federal poverty guidelines and for

a free lunch if their household income is less than 130% of the

poverty guidelines. (Harwell & LeBeau, 2010, p. 122)

All of these single-indicator measures connect back to the premise that SES is mean-

ingfully represented only as a function of family income, parent occupation, or

parental education. 

There are both benefits and problems with using a single measure to represent

SES. A single measure is easy to collect, especially for large data sets, and can be ac-

cessed for very little cost (Harwell & LeBeau, 2010). The information can also be

collected unobtrusively as it is often available publically, which avoids the problems

associated with asking students about the SES of their families (Merola, 2005). When

SES is being measured to serve as a control variable, only using one value simplifies

calculations and avoids the problems associated with missing data. However, some

reports criticize using family income as a crude proxy variable for SES because al-

though income is related to family educational culture, it cannot account for other

interactions or influences in the family or community (Cabrera, Karl, Rodriguez, &

Chavez, 2018; Leithwood et al., 2004; Roebuck, 2017). By only using one variable,

studies can overestimate SES effects. When studies adjust for family background but

only use one measure, this leads to what Peter Hill and Kenneth Rowe (1996) call

under specification, in that not all relevant aspects of family background are included

and “the impact of unreliability in intake measures invariably leads to over-estimates

of the proportion of variance at the student level” (p. 10). Another issue when only

using one measure is the possibility of an imperfect binary. Some studies will set up

a dichotomous measure as a proxy for income, for example, students who qualify

for an FSM and those who do not. However, not all students who qualify for an FSM

are in the lowest-income households, which results in an imperfect proxy bias

(Hobbes & Vignoles, 2010) and an “unreliable approximation of SES, since the true

value of the underlying concept is continuous” (van Ewijk & Sleegers, 2010, p. 138).

There can also be issues when an FRL is used as an aggregate at the school level as

“enrollment rates provide an imprecise measure of school-level economic advantage”

(Domina, Brummet, Pharris-Ciurej, Porter, Penner, Penner, & Sanabria, 2017, p. 2).
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The literature reviewed shows that there are both benefits and problems associated

with using a single measure of SES that researchers must consider. As well, when

conducting research outside of the U.S. or the U.K., there are no equivalent measures

to use as proxies for family income.

Multiple measures 
Another approach in educational research is to conceptualize SES as a combination

of factors. These studies often use a traditional measure of SES (income, parental oc-

cupation, or parental education) coupled with measures of family resources, educa-

tional culture, or neighbourhood influences. The American Psychological Association

Task Force (APA, 2007) report states that SES must be considered in context with

other constructs and an “intersectional approach considers these constructs as mul-

tiple, interlocking dimensions of social relations” (p. 8). There are examples of studies

that consider multiple measures of SES. Doris Entwisle and Nan Astone (1994) rec-

ommend that researchers use family income, the mother’s education level, and in-

formation about the family structure (e.g., the number of birth parents, step-parents,

or grandparents in the home). In a study of the impact of school organizational cul-

ture on student achievement, a sociocultural capital index was used based on both

parent’s highest education levels and the number of books in a student’s home

(Dumay, 2009). Research studies have also looked at family background and char-

acteristics to help explain the variance in student achievement. In a Canadian study,

Xin Ma and Don Klinger (2000) estimated a variable called SES using student reports

of “education related possessions at home and their participation in social and cul-

tural activities, rather than parental income or occupation” (p. 44). The same study

measured the number of parents in the home (two or one) and created a variable

called Parental Involvement by asking students how much a parent helped with

homework and talked about the importance of school. In a study of secondary stu-

dents results on a literacy test in Ontario, the level of mean family income in the

neighbourhood of the school was measured in conjunction with access to a computer

and literary resources at home (Klinger, Rogers, Anderson, Poth, & Calman, 2006).

A link between a family’s access to resources and a student’s academic achievement

is seen when SES is measured with multiple variables. Using an intersection of factors

also provides researchers with the ability to conceptualize SES in a broader sense.

However, some difficulties when working with several intersecting measurements

are collecting accurate data and being able to determine which variables have had a

significant influence. As well, as seen in the examples, the conceptualization of SES

is not consistent.

A further extension of this research approach is to use composite measures,

where several factors are accounted for, but the analysis only uses a single value de-

rived from the measures. One composite measure is called the Social Risk Index

(SRI). Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC, 2003) developed it as a way

to profile the SES and potential risk factors in communities, such as low income,

high mobility, or high unemployment rates. It includes nine variables available from

Canadian census data: average household income, unemployment rate, proportion

of adults without a high school diploma, proportion of homeowners, mobility, speak-
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ing an official language, proportion of recent immigrants, lone-parent families, and

reliance on government transfer payments. The composite scores results in a number

from zero to nine, with higher scores indicating an increased level of social risk. A

composite accounts for a variety of factors influencing SES at a neighbourhood level,

yet still provides a single value for use in calculations.

As with other methodological approaches, there are problems with composites.

The APA (2007) task force cautions against their use:

one should be careful about creating a composite measure. It is gen-

erally more informative to assess the different dimensions of SES

and understand how each contributes to an outcome under study

rather than merge the measures. (p. 11)

Many composite measures use data gathered from a country’s census. There can be

an issue with this reliance on census data:

The main drawback of census-based poverty measures is the fact

that full census data are collected and published only every 10 years.

Although neighborhoods do not change overnight, significant

changes do take place over the course of 10 years, and the student

composition of schools is likely to change even faster. (Kurki et al.,

2005, p. 7)

Even in Canada, where census data is collected every five years, there is a possibility

that neighbourhoods may changes over that time. Composite measures can provide

a representation of SES that involves many factors, but whether they are applicable

or available in a specific context needs to be taken into account.

Levels of measurement
A consideration for researchers is whether the data will be collected from individual

students, aggregated at the school level, or taken from the neighbourhood around

the school. The most comprehensive and accurate picture of SES comes from ques-

tioning an individual or family members about their lives. However, very few large-

scale quantitative studies can afford the time and cost associated with collecting

accurate data from individuals. Often, university-based researchers are not allowed

access to students. In the case of younger children, they cannot accurately answer

income, occupation, or parental education-level questions, so their parents must be

contacted to provide accurate information (Kurki et al., 2005; Viadero, 2006). There

are also issues of privacy around SES, such that the Programme for International

Student Assessment and other international studies do not allow students to be ques-

tioned about income (May, 2002). Individual non-response to questions about SES

results in missing data and undermines the study (Hauser, 1994). The next level of

aggregation is to calculate values to represent the whole school. Several meta-analyses

have found a strong correlation between SES and student achievement when aggre-

gated at the school level (Hattie, 2009; Sirin, 2005; White, 1982). Karl White (1982)

found that the correlation between SES and academic achievement was stronger

when aggregated to the school level, rather than at an individual student level.

Similarly, Sirin (2005) determined that:
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of all the factors examined in the meta-analytic literature, family

SES at the student level is one of the strongest correlates of academic

performance. At the school level, the correlations were even

stronger. (p. 438)

Fortunately, in Canada, school-level achievement and economic data is often

available publically through the provincial or territorial education ministry. The next

level of aggregation is to use SES values that represent the neighbourhood surround-

ing the school. An argument is that neighbourhood data is a better alternative be-

cause “the immediate geographic area where a person lives fundamentally moulds

that individual’s life chances: his or her educational, social and financial future”

(Kurki et al., 2005, p. 3). Psychological research has shown that the perception of

social rank within the neighbourhood also has an impact on student well-being

(Roebuck, 2017). The belief that neighbourhood SES is important for student success

is seen at work at the Ontario Ministry of Education (OMOE). Information on the

percentage of school children from low-income households who are recent immi-

grants, whose parents have less than a high school diploma, and who come from

single-parent families, determines an amount of additional funding to school districts

(OMOE, 2010). The ministry uses data from the Statistics Canada census for each

dissemination area (DA) linked to postal codes in the province. The OMOE uses stu-

dent home address postal codes to determine what percentage of each school’s pop-

ulation is in each DA, then weights the census data to provide a more accurate picture

of each school’s neighbourhood demographics. Philip Nagy, Ross Traub, and Shawn

Moore (1999) refer to this as the enrollment method, where:

the demography of a school is indexed in terms of the demography

of those parts of the catchment area and beyond that are represented

by the students attending the school … which requires the postal

codes of the students attending the school. (p. 37)

This comparative study found that the enrollment method for measuring SES corre-

lates more strongly with student achievement (Nagy, et al., 1999). The Government

of British Columbia uses Statistics Canada data for six indicators and analyzes it by

district to determine social economic indicators (BCStats, 2013). However, this level

of analysis is too time consuming for individual researchers and not all Canadian

provinces track the same data, so there is not a consistent country-wide measure or

aggregate level for researchers. However, if a provincial government makes these

measures publically available, then they can be reliable and useful for educational

research.

Criteria for use of SES measures
As mentioned previously, a researcher must carefully consider the scope and purpose

of his or her study when deciding on the most appropriate measure of SES and the

level of aggregation to use for the data. Some factors that influence research design

and the way that SES is measured are the type of information that is publically and

freely available and the scope and timelines of the study (Harwell, 2018; Harwell &

LeBeau, 2010; Merola, 2005). It is important to include a measure of SES in quanti-
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tative study design, but how do researchers determine an appropriate measure?

Robert Hauser (1994) outlines three important characteristics of an SES variable: it

must be easy to measure, be measurable for every child involved in the study, and

must not vary over the short term. Stacey Merola (2005) explained some of the dif-

ficulties with accumulating SES data if parents could not be interviewed and the

“need to balance the very real concerns of cost and obtrusiveness with the need to

collect valid data” (p. 3). The American Psychological Association (APA, 2007) report

on the use of SES in research is clear that researchers must base their choice of SES

measure on a specific theory so that it truly relates to the outcome being studied.

Based on the work of the APA and several other research studies, Harwell and LeBeau

(2010) outline an approach for researchers to follow. Researchers should begin with

“a clear conceptualization of SES and select one or more variables that capture the

relevant circumstances of a student’s SES consistent with that conceptualization and

the purpose of the study” (p. 126). The conceptualization of SES needs to be part of

the design phase in research.

Researchers must strike a balance when finding useable measures of SES for

analysis that are accessible at a reasonable cost and valid and reliable for the re-

searcher’s conceptualization. There are measures that require little work on the re-

searchers’ part, such as the percentage of students qualifying for an FRL or FSM.

These values are already calculated by the school or district and they are collected

each year. However, there is criticism that an FRL is not valid or reliable because the

information is based on self-reporting and it is a crude measure of income (Domina

et al., 2017; Harwell, 2018; Harwell & LeBeau, 2010; Viadero, 2006). There are also

questions about the validity of any study that only uses one measure of SES (APA,

2007; Cabrera et al., 2018; Hill & Rowe, 1996) that is tied to family income. There

are more factors that influence student achievement than just income level.

Researchers may conceptualize socio-economic measures as combined variables

and composite measures. Examples of this type include both income and educational

resources in the home or parental education. A study found that a proxy for income

worked better when combined with other measures of SES (Cabrera et al., 2018).

These measures, both economic and social, may be available from schools or can be

calculated with publically available information. Again, researchers need to think

carefully about the conceptualization of SES, preferably in the early stages of plan-

ning and before data collection begins.

Purpose
Based on the literature review, the hypothesis of this article is that the calculation of

intersecting variables better serves to answer research questions than any individual

or composite measure and that SES should be measured at the school and neigh-

bourhood level. Socio-economic status should be conceptualized and measured as

the result of both economic and social influences (APA, 2007; Cabrera et al., 2018;

Dumay, 2009; Entwisle & Astone, 1994; Leithwood, Patten & Jantzi, 2010; Klinger

et al., 2006). As well, Lisa Nicholson, Sandy Slater, Jamie Chriqui, and Frank

Chaloupka (2014) recommend “that multiple components should be measured and

used separately in the models” (p. 57). In the Canadian context, data for the areas
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surrounding schools is publically available and a study is able to measure several

factors with a reasonable level of cost of access and calculation. By aggregating data

at the school or neighbourhood level, the issue of individual non-response is elimi-

nated and a researcher is better able to measure neighbourhood effects (Nagy et al.,

1999). The next step in continuing this research is to test measures of SES using

data from multiple district school boards in Ontario and compare several approaches

to analysis to see which better explains the variance within student achievement re-

sults in mathematics and literacy. 

Methods
The survey data used for this analysis was collected in the spring of 2009 as part of

a larger project on educational leadership (Leithwood, Patten & Jantzi, 2010). For

this study, the achievement and SES measures collected were reanalyzed. Hierarchical

linear modelling (HLM) was used to test how different measures of SES explained

the variance in mathematics and literacy scores in elementary schools. The first level

of analysis used mathematics and literacy scores for the school as the outcome vari-

able and measures of SES were the predictors. The second level of analysis accounted

for different types of school district, whether public, Catholic, or French. The analysis

was completed using HLM 7 from Scientific Software International and procedures

outlined by Stephen Raudenbush and Anthony Bryk (2002). 

There were responses from 219 elementary schools across 34 district school

boards in Ontario. However, due to missing data only 199 schools are included in

the analysis. In Ontario there is province-wide testing of literacy and mathematics

in Grades 3, 6, 9, and 10. The outcome variable measuring student achievement is

the percentage of students at the school who achieved or exceeded the provincial

standard on the standards-based assessment. The value used in this analysis is the

average of the success rate in math or literacy testing for all participating students at

the school. The measures of SES included the effect of family background measured

using both school- and neighbourhood-level variables. A composite variable that

was tested included three measures of the SES of families in the community around

the school: the income of households expressed as a percentage of the highest income

in the sample, the percentage of two-parent families in the community, and the per-

centage of adults in the area who attained some post-secondary education. Each of

these three measures was also tested as an independent predictor of achievement. A

measure of the education culture and resources within the home were two predictors

that represented the percentage of students at each school who reported that they

had adult support for homework and a computer available for their use in the home.

The data on support in the home was collected through surveys given to each student

who wrote the provincial test and was aggregated and reported publically for each

school by the testing agency. 

Results
The data for each school was entered into SPSS Statistics 24 and the descriptive sta-

tistics are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics

To test the hypothesis that using an intersection of factors would better explain

the variance in math and literacy test scores, the outcome variable represented the

percentage of students who wrote the test and scored at or above the provincial

standard for their grade. Prior to the analysis, the composite variables created were

tested for internal reliability. The internal consistency of both variables was checked

using the value of Cronbach’s alpha (α). For the SES composite the value was

α = 0.802, which is considered strong. However, for the Family composite the

value was α = 0.542, which is weak. Therefore, only the SES composite was used

in the analysis. The two Family predictors were retained but were used as separate

variables.

The first analysis used the achievement data for the province-wide math-
ematics test as it had a larger standard deviation and more variance within
the school scores. The use of multilevel regression accounts for the nested
nature of the data. The assumption is that if schools are part of the same dis-
trict school board, they will follow similar policies and procedures and any
variance within the district could be due to socio-economic factors. For all
of the models the residual effects, μ0j, were assumed to be normally distrib-
uted with mean 0 and variance τ00. The analysis was run with restricted max-
imum likelihood because of the sample size. An analysis of the unconditional
model was run in order to determine the mean value of all scores and how
much variance occurred within schools in the same district school board and
how much variance occurred between district school boards.

Level 1 Model: MathAchievementij = β0j+rij rij 𝒊𝒊𝒅𝑵 (𝟎,𝝈𝟐)
Level 2 Model: β0j = γ00 + μ0j μ0j

𝒊𝒊𝒅𝑵 (𝟎,𝝉𝟎𝟎)
For the unconditional model, the overall grand mean score for Math Achievementij

was 65.5 (t = 44.5, p < 0.001), which represents that, on average, 65 percent of stu-

dents in Grades 3 and 6 in the sample are achieving the provincial standard in math.

The main objective of running the unconditional model was to determine if

there was variance either within schools in the same district or between schools in

different districts. The variance within schools was σ2 = 171.8 and the variance be-

IJEPL 14(3) 2019

Patten

Measures of SES:
The Canadian

Context

10

~

~

Variable Mean Standard
deviation

Minimum Maximum

Math achievement 65.53 14.06 25 98.5

Literacy achievement 66.55 12.45 22.25 97.5

SES composite 58.92 7.21 43.35 91

Family composite 38.62 4.89 15.25 51.50

Income level 34.67 8.58 17.14 100

Two parents 84.21 5.32 66 96

Higher education 57.88 13.24 26 93

Adult help 15.61 4.43 2 30.5

Computer at home 61.62 9.7 12 88.5
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tween school districts was τ00 = 27.7. The interclass correlation (ICC), which repre-

sents the proportion of variance between districts, is 14 percent, so the difference

within schools in the same district accounts for 86 percent of the variance.

The next step of the analysis added predictor variables to represent the socio-

economic factors in the neighbourhood and show the relationship to student achieve-

ment in order to explain some of the variance. Two different models were run to

determine whether SES explains more of the variance when analyzed as a composite

measure or as separate predictors. Model 2 was run with just the composite SES and

Model 3 was run with the three separate economic predictors representing the neigh-

bourhood surrounding each school (level of income, two-parent families, and levels

of higher education). All of the variables were grand-mean centred following the

procedures in Raudenbush and Bryk (2002). Any variables that were too small, with

coefficients less than 0.10, and not statistically significant, with a p value greater than

0.10, were dropped. After the first run of Model 3, the variable of Income Level was

dropped as it was not statistically significant. 

Table 2. Comparison of two models using a composite 
measure versus separate predictors

As can be seen in Table 2, the composite and separate predictors explain the

same amount of variance in the reduced model. By accounting for socio-economic

factors, 17 percent of the variance within districts is explained. However, the model

with two factors provides more details to the researcher. As well, the APA (2007)

guidelines recommend including more dimensions of SES in order to understand

how each contributes to student achievement. Therefore, Model 3 was retained for

the analysis.

The next step in the model was to add two predictors to represent the social fac-

tors in the family, whether a parent was available to help with homework and if a

computer was available in the home. During the analysis, the predictor for adult

help with homework was not statistically significant and was dropped. Model 4, the

final model, with three predictors of SES is presented in Table 3. Adding the three

predictors for different aspects of SES explained 30 percent of the variance in math-

ematics achievement within school boards. Overall, the results show that, on average,

65 percent of students meet the provincial standard in mathematics. 
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Model 2 Model 3

Math achievement
—grand mean β0

65.5 65.5

Variance within school

districts σ2 142.6 142.2

Variance between school

districts τ00
31.7 31.7

Relationship of predictors
to student achievement

SES γ10 = 0.83

t = 6.08, p < 0.001

Two parents γ10 = 0.69
t = 3.54, p < 0.001

Higher education γ20 = 0.30
t = 3.60, p < 0.001
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Table 3. Relationship between student achievement 
and socio-economic predictors

The three predictors of SES all have a positive relationship with math achieve-

ment. The higher the percentage of students that have a computer available in the

home, the higher the overall scores (γ10 = 0.57). There is a similar positive relation-

ship when the neighbourhood around the school has a higher percentage of two-

parent families (γ20 = 0.60). The effect of having more adults in the neighbourhood

with education beyond the high-school level is smaller, but still positive (γ30 = 0.18).

All of these predictors show that in this data set, SES does account for and explain

some of the variance in mathematics achievement within (30%) and between (27%)

district school boards.

The same procedure was used to analyze the data using the success rate of stu-

dents on the province-wide literacy test of reading and writing. The results were

very similar. The use of the same three predictors explained 29 percent of the vari-

ance within schools in the same district. All three predictors had a positive relation-

ship with literacy achievement: computer in the home γ10 = 0.46, two-parent family

γ20 = 0.33, level of higher education γ30 = 0.23. This finding extends the use of the

conceptual model of SES as a combination of economic status, family composition,

and resources available in the home.

Discussions and recommendations 
The purpose of this study was to recommend and test a conceptual model for SES

and variables to measure it that are available to researchers in Canada and still appli-

cable in other countries. The analysis for this sample showed that there was not a

statistical benefit to using a composite variable in comparison to the use of separate

variables. The recommendation is that multiple predictors of SES should be used in

educational research. There are too many problems both conceptually and statisti-

cally with only using one single measure of SES. Socio-economic status should be

conceptualized and measured as the result of both economic and social influences

(APA, 2007; Cabrera et al., 2018; Dumay, 2009; Entwisle & Astone, 1994; Klinger

et al., 2006; Leithwood, Patten & Jantzi, 2010). Conceptually, including a measure

of status by education or income is imperative. Adding additional variables to meas-

ure family composition, such as two-parent versus single-parent households, and

Model 4 Results

Math achievement—grand mean β0 65.5

Variance within school districts σ2 120.9

Variance between school districts τ00
35.33

Relationship of predictors to student achievement

Computer in the home γ10 = 0.57
t = 5.57, p < 0.001

Two parents γ20 = 0.60
t = 3.30, p = 0.001

Higher education γ30 = 0.18
t = 2.32, p = 0.022
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resources, such as books or computers in the home, gives researchers a better un-

derstanding of the many facets of SES and how it can impact student achievement.

Based on the literature reviewed and the measures tested, a combination of predictors

in this study explained approximately 30 percent of the variance within districts. A

further recommendation is that quantitative researchers use data based on what is

publically available in their province, state, or country. Using data collected through

a government agency saves time, effort, and cost for individual researchers. Working

with data that is aggregated to the school and neighbourhood level results in less

missing data and accounts for neighbourhood effects. As well, the work done by

Statistics Canada and other government agencies is reliable, timely, and the measures

are explained clearly. 

Limitations and future research
A limitation of this study is that the data collected were based on only one time pe-

riod. Changes in SES can be difficult to track over time, but it would be interesting

in future research to try and determine if changes in achievement scores reflected

changes in neighbourhood demographics. As well, all of the data was collected from

public sources and was aggregated at the school and neighbourhood level. For this

reason it is inappropriate to make assumptions about individual student achievement.

The socio-economic predictors used did not account for all of the variance, but as

stated previously, SES is only used to ensure that the testing and inferences about

other factors being investigated is accurate.

Conclusion
The study was a response to the need for Canadian educational researchers to have

a valid way to conceptualize and measure SES. The recommendations provided and

tested outline a consistent approach to quantitative analysis that includes predictors

for SES. Researchers should conceptualize SES as a combination of factors and use

measures that include economic factors, family composition, and educational re-

sources. There will always be issues with the use of statistical proxies and trying to

quantify all of the factors that impact student achievement. Researchers in all juris-

dictions can benefit from reflecting on their own practices in how they conceptualize

and measure SES when making their own conclusions in quantitative research.
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Brenton Cyriel Faubert, Anh Thi Hoai Le, Georges Wakim, Donna Swapp, 

& Kaitlyn Watson, Western University

Abstract  This article reports on a rigorous approach developed for calibrating the

Evidence-Based Adequacy Model to suit the Ontario K–12 public education context,

and the actual calibrations made. The four-step calibration methodology draws from

expert consultations and a review of the academic literature. Specific attention is

given to the technical revisions and, importantly, the significant influence of policy

(values) and leaders’ decision-making on the calibration process. It also presents

emerging implications for leaders and researchers who are considering calibrating

the EBAM for use in their educational context. Calibrating the instrument was a nec-

essary step before use in a jurisdiction outside of the United States, where the model

was developed, and our team has been the first to outline a methodology and bring

Canadian evidence to the discussion. 

Keywords Adequacy; Resources; Education; Calibration; Leadership; Policy;

Decision-making

Introduction 
The field of education has entered an exciting era, as researchers and policymakers

“know more now than ever about effective resource use and can do a better job of

taking advantage of that knowledge” (Adams, 2010, p. 24). To help the sector take
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advantage, scholars have been developing approaches to contextualize this knowl-

edge, because what is known about the social world is often borrowed and does not

necessarily “hold up across settings [and] over time” (Adam, 2010, p. 24; see also

Fazekas, 2012). In the academic area of education finance, the review process for

contextualizing this knowledge—which often takes the form of funding frameworks

or models—can be quite formal; therefore, this article refers to this process as cali-

bration. A great example of scholars calibrating knowledge on the effective use of re-

sources for application across educational contexts is the Evidence-Based Adequacy

Model (EBAM), a robust tool grounded in research evidence that was developed in

the United States to generate adequate estimates of school resource levels (Odden &

Piccus, 2014). The model has been widely applied in the United States, due to the

efforts of researchers working in partnership with “policymakers … education leaders

and practitioners [to] review, modify, and tailor [the model’s] core recommendations

to the context of each state’s situation” (Odden, Picus, & Goertz, 2010, p. 631).

However, no team of scholars or policymakers has attempted to employ the EBAM

outside of the United States—opening a space for researchers to develop a new cal-

ibration process that would allow stakeholders in other educational contexts to ben-

efit from this knowledge. This article reports on the rigorous calibration process that

was developed, as well as the calibrations made to the EBAM—specifically, the

model’s recommendations for adequately resourcing schools—for use in the context

of K–12 public education in Ontario, Canada.

This Canadian province, similar to so many other Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017) educational jurisdictions, has stake-

holders engaged in a long-standing debate over what constitutes adequate K–12

school resourcing (Keenan, 2017; Mackenzie, 2009; Office of the Auditor General

of Ontario, 2017; People for Education, 2018; Queiser, 2017). This debate, now at

a stalemate, has different sides presenting competing and/or conflicting evidence

claims (i.e., performance indicators and professional expertise vs. local knowledge),

resulting in status-quo resource allocation and use that helps perpetuate student

achievement gaps. In addition, provincial education leaders are not systematically

using research as a type of evidence to inform how they allocate and use resources,

nor is research being used to inform public deliberations on the topic (Faubert, 2018,

in press). For these reasons, the province could benefit from a research-based tool

on school finance adequacy, such as the EBAM. Before Ontario can make use of the

EBAM, however, researchers, policymakers, and education leaders will need to work

together to examine and calibrate the instrument for application in their jurisdiction

(Adams, 2010; Fazekas, 2012; Odden, Picus, & Goetz, 2010).

This article’s intended contributions to the field of education finance and lead-

ership/administration include: a) outlining a process for researchers, policymakers,

and education leaders outside of the United States who are interested in calibrating

the EBAM and potentially related models for use in their jurisdictions; b) highlighting

both the technical revisions and the powerful influence of policy and leadership in

calibrating the EBAM; and c) bringing Canadian evidence to the academic discussion

on school finance adequacy and education policy funding, as most of the related re-

search has been conducted in the United States.
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This article describes the EBAM and briefly explains how this model came to

be. Then it provides a brief overview of the Ontario K–12 education policy context

and how it fits in the international conversation on school resource adequacy. It then

outlines the framework and calibration process used here, and offers a detailed re-

view of the calibrations made. This is followed by additional considerations con-

nected to the factors shaping the calibration process, which are framed as

implications for leaders and researchers working in non-American jurisdictions who

are considering calibrating the EBAM or a similar evidence-based model. The article

concludes with a brief summary.

What is the EBAM? How did it come to be? Why is it important?
There are four approaches to estimating adequate resource levels in schools: a) the

input or professional judgement approach, b) the successful district approach, c)

the cost function approach, and d) the evidence-based approach (Odden & Picus,

2014). It is beyond the scope of this article to describe each, but suffice to say, each

approach is grounded in specific evidence types, with the EBAM and its recommen-

dations grounded (primarily) in research evidence.

Lawrence Odden and Allen Picus developed the EBAM in response to the long-

standing debate about the adequacy and equity of school finance in the United States

(Adams, 2010; Malen, Dayhoff, Egan, & Croninger, 2017; Odden & Picus, 2014).

More specifically, the EBAM can be used to estimate the level of resources “required

to deliver a comprehensive and high-quality instructional program within a school”

(Odden & Picus, 2014, p. 76). Although the model can also be used to generate re-

source estimates for district offices, this article focuses only on the school-level rec-

ommendations. The model works by applying the EBAM recommendations “tailored

to the exact enrolment and demographic data for each school” (Odden & Picus,

2014, p. 118). Because each school has specific needs, the model’s recommendations

include guidance on how to adjust resource supports proportionately to reflect a

school’s enrolment level, as well as other characteristics that research has suggested

require higher levels of support. For example, schools having a higher percentage

of students with disabilities, students who speak English as a second language, and

students in the community who live in low-income households (Odden & Picus,

2014; Odden, Picus, & Goetz, 2010).

When compared with the other approaches, the EBAM stands out for three im-

portant reasons. First, scholars are increasingly regarding evidence-based models as

superior when compared to the professional judgement approach—currently the

most widely used—because resource estimates generated using this approach often

read like “a wish list” (Costrell, Hanushek, & Loeb, 2008, p. 118) and are subject to

political bias (Rebell, 2007).

Second, the model’s developers reviewed the latest research evidence and best

practices in the United States context. Given that the vast majority of empirical re-

search connected to the effective use of resources in education is conducted in the

United States, the EBAM is the most comprehensive model of its type, globally speak-

ing. A literature review confirmed that no other English speaking country has, at

this time, the evidence base required to develop a “home-grown” model, again meet-
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ing the same standard of evidence as the EBAM. This adds to the value—and neces-

sity—of developing a process for calibrating, and later validating, this model for use

in other jurisdictions.

The final reason concerns the opportunity to advance the equity agenda through

school finance research. Education finance scholars often consider horizontal equity

(i.e., treat all students the same) and vertical equity (i.e., treat students differently

because some may need more supports than others to achieve educational aims

[Odden & Picus, 2014; Young, Levin, & Wallin, 2014]). Odden and Picus (2014)

have argued that “one major difference between equity and adequacy is that equity

implies something about a relative difference, while adequacy implies something

about an absolute level. [That is,] adequacy requires some link between inputs and

outputs … some level of spending that should be sufficient to produce some level

of student achievement” (pp. 65–66). Without disagreeing with this notional dis-

tinction, the position of Betty Malen, Justin Dayhoff, Laura Egan, and Robert

Croninger (2017), usefully advances the argument that a “more fulsome definition

of equity … [in school finance can be achieved if scholars] incorporate horizontal

equity, vertical equity and adequacy” (p. 637).

The school resource debate in Ontario, Canada—and internationally
Ontario is the most populous province in Canada, with a total population of

14,374,084, as of April 1, 2018, and comprising approximately 38.7 percent of

Canada’s total population (Ontario Ministry of Finance, 2018). For constitutional

reasons, authority over K-12 education in Canada resides at the provincial level

(CMEC, 2018). In the case of Ontario, the province’s Ministry of Education defines

K–12 education policy, including funding and curriculum, while 72 school districts

manage the implementation of policy and oversee the delivery of education in 4,877

schools populated by 113,672 teachers and 7,352 school administrators and two

million students,1 or approximately 94 percent2 of the province’s K–12 population.

Regarding funding and policy, Ontario’s K–12 public school districts receive the

vast majority of their revenues through two mechanisms: a funding formula and the

lesser known Education Programs—Other (EPO) (Rodrigues, 2018a). The province’s

funding formula is data-driven but not systematically informed by empirical research,

while EPO is used to pilot specific government initiatives based on policy priorities

(Faubert, 2018, in press). Between these two mechnanisms, all K–12 public educa-

tion in the province is, effectively, 100 percent publicly funded. Resource decision-

making in Ontario is largely the responsbility of leaders at the provincial (state) and

district levels of educational governance. In June of 2018, the citizens of Ontario

elected the leader of the province’s Progressive Conservative party as their new pre-

mier with a majority government, ousting the Liberal government that had been in

office and directing education policy since 2003. The Conservative leader has prom-

ised to review education policies through the lens of a more traditional or ‘back to

basics’ approach to education (Jones & Casey, 2018; Newhouse, 2018), denoting a

shift in the values from the previous government’s inclusive focus (e.g., attention to

Indigenous issues). Given that “the use and impacts of school funding formulas

greatly depend on the characteristics of the policy environment they are embedded

IJEPL 14(4) 2019

Faubert, Le, Wakim,
Swapp, & Watson

Using the Evidence-
Based Adequacy

Model across
Educational

Contexts

4

http://www.ijepl.org


in” (Fazekas, 2012, p. 12), this shift in values and policy changes will likely affect

the funding formula and the revenues that school districts receive in the future. In

2018–2019, Ontario’s public school boards will receive approximately $24.5 billion

for the provision of education and $246.9 million for EPO (Rodrigues, 2018).

A 2018 survey of Ontarians found that the majority of them have “confidence”

in K–12 public schools and educational policy (Hart & Kempf, 2018). Despite this

confidence and the multibillion-dollar annual public investment, sector stakehold-

ers—including nongovernmental organizations, policy think tanks, the news media,

and the Ontario Auditor General—have criticized the formula used to allocate fund-

ing because it provides inadequate levels of resources, which contributes to known

gaps in student achievement outcomes and well-being (Keenen, 2017; Mackenzie,

2009; Office of the Auditor General of Ontario, 2017; Queiser, 2017). Moreover,

stakeholders have argued that education leaders are inadequately committed to strate-

gically using resources to close these longstanding gaps in student academic achieve-

ment—for example, for students who speak English as a second language or have

special education needs (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2012)—which further con-

tributes to education inequities (Keenan, 2017; Office of the Auditor General of

Ontario, 2017). The combined outcome of this situation is that too many students

are transitioning into adulthood without the knowledge and skills required to fully

participate in the economy and society—a threat to the future prosperity of the stu-

dent, province, and country. A model such as the EBAM could help Ontario by gen-

erating an alternative set of research-informed estimates of adequate school resource

levels to shape the public debate and help leaders rethink their allocation and use

of resources to close achievement gaps more effectively.

These debates over school resource adequacy are not unique to Ontario or the

United States. When governments set standards for education, they effectively set

an adequacy mandate and the resources they provide are, presumably, by some meas-

ure “adequate” to deliver education that enables students to meet those specific aims

(Odden & Picus, 2014). Whenever goals are set for education, this invariably sets

the stage for academic, policy, and public debate about what constitutes adequate

levels of school funding to achieve them; these debates are also taking place in the

rest of Canada (Carr-Stewart, Marshall, & Steeves, 2011; Henley & Young, 2008;

Levin, 2008; Mwere, 2010) and internationally, including in the United Kingdom,

Australia, and Norway (Atkinson, Lamont, Gulliver, White, & Kinder, 2005; Fazekas,

2012)—sometimes within the context of adequacy, sometimes not.

How are governments allocating funds to achieve their adequacy mandate? Many

governments in OECD countries—and, increasingly, developing countries—use for-

mulas to allocate resources to schools and school districts (Atkinson et al., 2005;

Fazekas, 2012). Certainly no funding formula is perfect (Levin, 2008), but more can

always be done to improve the methods used for resourcing education. For example,

funding formulas (and other allocation mechanisms) typically draw from many data

sources, but they are not necessarily informed by empirical research evidence. In a

review of how their member countries resource education, the OECD (2017) con-

cluded that research could play a greater role in improving resource allocation meth-

ods and the overall planning of education resources. To their credit, education finance
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scholars and policymakers have been focusing their efforts over the past decade on

developing and interrogating funding models to better incorporate research and de-

liver on this adequacy mandate (OECD, 2017). The OECD regards research on re-

source adequacy in the United States as a promising line of study (Fazekas, 2012),

adding greater weight to the model’s potential global utility and the imperative to de-

velop a calibration process.

Framework and sources informing the calibration process
The framework centres on six concepts: policy, decision-making, adequacy, school fi-

nance adequacy, resources, and calibration. Policy is the “authoritative allocation of

values” (Lingard, 2013, p. 114, 128) that “mobilises the distribution of capitals …

of various kinds across the education system” (p. 118), while decision-making is de-

fined as an ongoing process (Lingard, 2013) of leaders exercising control. Odden

and Picus (2014) drew on William Clune’s (1994) articulation of adequacy “as being

adequate for some purpose, typically student achievement” (p. 377), to describe

school finance adequacy as “providing a level of resources to schools that will enable

… all, or almost all students … to meet their state’s performance standards in the

longer term” (Odden, Picus, & Goetz, 2010, p. 630). For the purposes of this article,

resources refers to funding and personnel (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014).

Calibration refers to a formal process of review and revision to the EBAM’s recom-

mendations to suit the education policy context of an educational jurisdiction; this

articulation differs from how the model’s developer have used this term, which is to

calibrate a jurisdiction’s current funding model relative to the EBAM recommenda-

tions (Odden & Picus, 2015; Odden, Picus, & Goetz, 2006, 2014). The study’s six

concepts, similar to the EBAM itself, are grounded in structural-functionalist socio-

logical assumptions that acknowlege the authority of the government to define stu-

dent performance standards for an education system (Guthrie, Springer, Rolle, &

Houck, 2007).

In developing a process for rigorously calibrating the EBAM for use in Ontario,

the model’s developers were consulted and the academic literature was reviewed.

The remainder of this section summarizes the insights gained from both the experts

and the literature.

Expert opinion
We contacted the model’s developers, Dr. Arthur Odden and Dr. Lawrence Picus, re-

garding their perspective on the model’s external validity. They noted that although

the model is grounded in United States-based research, they did not “think it out-

landish applying the model to Canada, and Ontario” (Dr. Allan Odden, Personal

Communication, August 17, 2015). They were not aware of a researcher applying

the model outside of the United States and offered no specific case to draw method-

ological precedence. Their recommendation for developing a calibration methodol-

ogy was to use the latest iteration of the model (Odden & Picus, 2014) and to review

each element of the model with Ontario education funding experts to see which

adaptations were necessary to accommodate the provincial context. 
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Scholarly literature
We first searched for literature specific to adapting the EBAM in the American con-

text, and then expanded to other evidence-based frameworks applied in different

social contexts. This review uncovered a number of sources published by the model’s

developers and other scholars who have applied the EBAM across the United States

(Odden & Picus, 2015; Odden, Picus, & Goetz, 2006; 2014; Picus & Oden, 2009;

Picus, Odden, Goetz, & Aportela, 2012). Given that the model is grounded in

American research, no discussion of validity concerns for applying the recommen-

dations across states were uncovered, although other considerations did emerge. For

example, Michael Rebell (2007) conducted a review of adequacy studies and con-

cluded that “the choice of an outcome standard dramatically affects the ultimate rec-

ommendation [of a model and] … the expenditure level needed to close the

adequacy gap” (p. 1326). Odden, Picus, and Goetz (2010) seemed to acknowledge

this point, noting that the degree to which a jurisdiction will observe gains in student

performance—the result of providing adequate levels of school resources—will de-

pend on the specific education goals set by government. In addition, they acknowl-

edged that the model itself will be applied differently across educational jurisdiction

to suit contextual differences, and recommended setting up review panels that can

provide professional guidance on the application of the model’s recommendations

(Picus & Odden, 2009). Regarding review panels, Rebell (2007) acknowledged the

value of the “client” voice, but cautioned against clients who sometimes want to

change the model’s methodology partway through its application because of cost

concerns. Concerning expenditure data, Odden, Picus, & Goetz (2010) recommend

using either a national average salary or state average salary for teachers and other

personnel.

A wider literature review uncovered several additional factors that could influence

the ways an evidence-based model is adapted to social contexts, including differences

in cultures and values at both national and local levels, fiscal and political contexts,

knowledge or information gaps, and leadership. Specifically, culture-based differences

at the national level can make “efforts to inject the same resource allocation mecha-

nisms to different national systems … questionable” (Liefner, Schätzl, & Schöder,

2004, p. 36). It is similarly well documented in the literature that evidence-based

frameworks can conflict with local cultural norms and values (Anderson-Smith,

Foxworth Adimu, & Phillips Martinez, 2016), limiting their take-up and effectiveness.

Fiscally, all societies have limited resources and must work within the constraints

therein (OECD, 2017); politically, education stakeholders often present leaders with

demands for more resources, not less (Levin, 2008). Both the fiscal and political fac-

tors are connected, given that the reality of scarce resources necessarily leads to com-

petition among stakeholders for “their” share (Malen et al., 2017), and political leaders

are called upon to make decisions that can reconcile these constraints. Unfortunately,

leaders often have incomplete knowledge, evidence, or information available to help

inform their application of evidence-based models in their specific social context and

instead rely on their own assumptions to help fill the gaps (Malen et al., 2017). This

situation can be problematic if leaders, in the face of insufficient information, aim at

“the bottom threshold” (Malen et al., 2017, p. 633) to avoid difficult discussions or

IJEPL 14(4) 2019

Faubert, Le, Wakim,
Swapp, & Watson

Using the Evidence-
Based Adequacy

Model across
Educational

Contexts

7

http://www.ijepl.org


spending beyond the budget envelope, effectively maintaining the status quo. These

combined factors stress the point that leaders’ decision-making is a significant factor

that can either enhance or minimize a model’s chance of being implemented in a man-

ner that upholds its intended aims (Malen et al., 2017).

A method for calibrating the EBAM for use in non-American contexts 
After the consultation and literature review, a four-step method was developed.

Methodological details for each stage of the calibration process are outlined below.

Review the empirical literature
First, a review was conducted of the empirical literature (in comparator English

speaking countries, excluding the United States) to determine if the recommenda-

tions related to each component of the model applied beyond the United States and

were relevant to the Ontario K–12 education context. The literature review was lim-

ited to research conducted in Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New

Zealand, and to research using randomized controlled trials, meta-analyses, or other

statistical procedures¾the same standard for evidence used to develop the model’s

“strongest programmatic recommendations” (Odden, Picus, & Goetz, 2010, p. 630).3

Excluding research conducted in the United States meant that very little literature

employed these research designs and methodologies. Of the most relevant articles—

published in Australia (nine), New Zealand (two), and Ireland (one)—none offered

specific information to challenge the recommendations of the model.

Interview Ontario K–12 funding experts
The second step involved conducting interviews with five Ontario K–12 funding

model experts/leaders—four business superintendents from school boards of varying

sizes (small, medium, large, and very large, based on enrolment)—and one system

leader to introduce varied perspectives from the board and provincial levels of gov-

ernance when assessing the applicability of the model’s recommendations.

Compare notions of “student performance standards” 
In the EBAM, governments must provide adequate resource levels to support and

enable “high performance standards” (Odden & Picus, 2014). The EBAM’s of high

performance standards was compared (Odden & Picus, 2014) with Ontario’s, draw-

ing primarily from the Ontario Ministry of Education’s (2018a) strategic vision doc-

ument, Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario.

Review the model, element by element, with a district research 
partner review panel
The final step involved reviewing the model with a panel composed of members

from the pilot school board and research team. At the calibration stage of the study,

the panel included the school board’s business superintendent and senior data expert,

both of whom worked with the research team to provide input into the calibration

of the model; the panel will be expanded to include the director of education, other

superintendents, and trustees as the project moves from calibration to full application
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of the model. Specifically, the business superintendent was asked to provide guidance

on calibrating the EBAM recommendations and the data analyst asked to check if

the key assumptions of the model also apply in Ontario. 

The Ontario-calibrated EBAM
This section reports on the calibrations the team made to the EBAM’s elements to

suit the Ontario K–12 public education policy context. The calibrations are organized

below into three categories of revisions: technical, policy (values), and leaders’ deci-

sion-making. 

Technical calibrations
Ontario-specific variables for student demographic and 
school community characteristics
The model requires specific student demographic and school enrolment data and,

thankfully, the pilot school board regularly reports on a wide range of variables. To

determine the number of students with special learning needs, the student demo-

graphic variable students with special needs (excluding gifted) was used; for English

Language Learners (ELL), the variable arrived in Canada in the last five years was used,

because this is the baseline the Ontario government uses for providing funding sup-

port for ELL. As an indicator for struggling students due to poverty in the school

community, the EBAM developers used a percentage of students who are eligible for

free and reduced-priced lunch, a variable comparable at the national level in the

United States but not in Canada (Odden & Picus, 2014). A number of variables

were available to serve as an indicator for struggling students due to poverty (e.g.,

the percentage of families receiving social assistance and lone-parent families in the

school community), but here the percentage of families in the community with family

income below low-income measure was used, as this variable will provide the most con-

servative estimate of students living in low-income households. 

Expenditure data
The review panel recommended using the expenditure data that the school board

reports back to the Ministry each year for accountability purposes, because these ex-

penditure data account for all district revenue sources. Given that salaries for school

personnel differ across school districts, the panel also advised the use of board-spe-

cific expenditure averages (e.g., the average cost of elementary teacher and secondary

teachers’ salaries and benefits) when generating expenditure estimates. The school

board will provide both of these data sets because they are not publicly available at

the level of detail required to generate the estimates.

Calibrating for policy (values)
Adapting elements (recommendations) to suit context
Most of the model’s elements fit with the Ontario education policy context, with

only a small number of exceptions. For example, Ontario does not provide funding

for school nurses, so this element needed to be removed. Also, Ontario’s K–12 public

school system does not provide preschool services—these are instead delivered
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through a combination of social services—so the recommendation specific to pre-

school was removed. The resource recommendation for substitute teachers was re-

vised because the advisory panel believed the model’s recommendation to “add an

additional five percent of teachers for the sum of all teacher positions” (Odden &

Picus, 2014, p. 104) would fall far short of the actual substitute resources needed,

opting instead to use the actual personnel and costs incurred by the school board.

In addition, the panel opted to keep the 1:15 staff-to-student ratio for summer

school, but use actual numbers for students who enroll in summer school instead

of the model’s estimate, which is the number of students “struggling to meet aca-

demic requirements[:] 50 percent of all adjusted free and reduced-price lunch stu-

dents in all grades K-12” (Odden & Picus, 2014, p. 96). The review panel believed

that using actual summer school enrolment numbers would generate more accurate

estimates. Drawing from the interviews, board superintendents also wanted to add

elements to the model, such as adding additional resources for newly arrived refugees

and students who identify as Indigenous, both of which are policy priorities in the

Ontario context (although this could change with the new government). These revi-

sions to the model, however, fell outside of the scope of the calibration exercise, con-

stituting an expansion exercise, but they may be incorporated into future iterations

of the Ontario EBAM—something more fully attended to in the discussion section.

Based on the professional judgement of the advisory panel, however, add a school-

level element was added for expenditure on materials such as photocopier paper, of-

fice materials, other supplies (i.e., actual costs incurred by the school board). 

Comparing the EBAM’s notion of “student performance standards” with Ontario’s

Odden and Picus (2014b) reviewed “state standards based reform, the Common

Core Standards, and court mandates for school finance adequacy” and concluded

that they are “focused on a similar goal” (p. 64) of effectively “educating students to

or above the state’s proficiency standards … [in the] reading, math and science cur-

riculum[s] … that in most states are geared to college and career-ready standards”

(p. 76). In Ontario, the mission of the education system is to help “develop the

knowledge, skills and characteristics [of students] that will lead them to become per-

sonally successful, economically productive and actively engaged citizens” (Ontario

Ministry of Education, 2018a, p. XX), which implies preparing students for careers

and postsecondary education after graduation. To achieve this mission, the Ontario

government has also set student performance standards in literacy and numeracy—

equivalent to a “B” grade—and improving high school graduation rates (Ontario

Ministry of Education, 2018a). Comparing the benchmarks revealed that both had

a focus on ensuring that all students succeed academically in the areas of literacy

and numeracy, measured through annual assessment, and improved graduation rates

and access to postsecondary education. 

Interrogating the model’s assumptions (grounded in research) 
and ideological approaches
Drawing from school board-specific data, the data expert confirmed that the key as-

sumptions of the model—for example, that students who have special education

needs, live in poverty, are ELL, or are both ELL and living in poverty are at a higher
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risk of lower academic achievement outcomes than students who are not—also holds

for students enrolled in the school board. This “check” did not result in any calibra-

tions to the model but did lend support to the external validity of its assumptions

(i.e., its applicability in the Canadian context and, possibly, international ones) de-

spite social differences. 

Goals for education are necessarily grounded in an ideological approach to educa-

tion, or more than one approach. Both the EBAM and Ontario have a set of goals for ed-

ucation that focus on individual students as economically productive citizens and

support targeting individual student needs, especially additional supports for the aca-

demic success of students who are considered to be at risk. These goals reflect an ap-

proach to education that is grounded in values consistent with the liberal tradition of

political philosophical thought: the goals respond to overall and individual student needs

as well the market and society as a whole (Gutek, 2013). The EBAM, grounded in the

US context, has arguably adopted a more neoliberal focus with its priority emphasis on

career readiness, while Ontario’s approach is more reform-liberal oriented, with its em-

phasis on well-being and citizenship in addition to employment (Gutek, 2013). 

Calibrating for leaders’ decision-making 
Leaders’ values when making calibrations  
The business superintendent from the pilot board expressed a concern about the

model’s American origins: because the model was grounded in research and devel-

oped by scholars in the American context, the superintendent felt this could limit

support from internal and external education stakeholders for both the calibration

and use of the model. Another superintended echoed this sentiment and cautioned

that the model may be associated with perceived “US education aims and values”

that are not connected to the EBAM itself:

If these are the goals and I get my funding based on this because

this is what the evidence says, then I should be able to perform well

on these goals. If I don’t perform well, what happens? Do you pe-

nalize me as a school board, because obviously here at [school dis-

trict] we’ve done something wrong with our funding, or we’ve put

our resources in the wrong place?

This quotation reflects a common concern of Canadian scholars and practition-

ers about this work: if the EBAM is applied, then will failing to meet state-set goals

result in sanctions to schools and school boards, as was the case with the No Child

Left Behind Act of 2001 in the United States (Deming & Figlio, 2016). These concerns

are grounded in the view that using the EBAM in Ontario will move the school sys-

tem away from “Canadian education aims and values”4 toward what are perceived

to be American education aims and values. This leadership consideration did not

result in specific revisions to the model, but instead led to a rich discussion between

members of the review panel on the aims and values embedded in the model, the

aims and values of the Ontario K–12 public education system, if and how the EBAM

could help advance these aims and uphold these values, and the importance of lead-

ers keeping these considerations in the foreground when making calibrations. 
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Discussion and implications 
The academic literature pointed to technical-, policy- (values-), and leadership-based

decision-making as three broad categories of factors that can greatly impact the cal-

ibration process; these same factors were also significant in calibrating the EBAM to

the Ontario context. This section discusses some additional considerations connected

to each of these categories, and frames these considerations as implications for lead-

ers and researchers who are considering calibrating the EBAM, or a similar evidence-

based model, for use in their jurisdiction. 

Technical 
Data quality
The model’s estimates are only as good as the data inputs. In the pilot board, experts

noted that the ELL information is sometimes unreliable. Districts are not always 100

percent certain of the real population/demographic makeup of schools, and census in-

formation does not provide specifications for each school/district neighbourhood and

it can be somewhat dated (Faubert, 2018, in press). Despite these data shortcomings,

members of the review panel concluded that the available data could be used to gen-

erate quality estimates. Similarly, other jurisdictions considering the EBAM should ex-

plore whether their jurisdiction collects data at a level of quality that is appropriate for

generating estimates for resource levels and the associated costs.

Defining and measuring adequacy
Odden, Picus, and Goetz (2010) noted that “some analysts are uncomfortable with

the term adequacy itself [and] question whether estimating the costs of adequacy

can be done with current knowledge and technologies” (pp. 629–630). Experts in

Ontario raised a similar concern: what constitutes adequate or inadequate will vary

between educational contexts—or even within the same jurisdiction—at different

points in time. This makes it difficult to claim that a certain level of inputs (e.g., re-

sources) will lead to specific performance standards, not to mention the less-tangible

outputs, such as quality education or improved well-being. The ways in which out-

comes are measured in education, such as achievement in literacy/numeracy or high

school graduation rates, are regularly contested on technical (methodological) and

political (ideological) grounds, and measuring adequacy is no exception. These chal-

lenges and frequent contestations are not good reasons to avoid measuring outcomes;

however, they do underscore the importance of clearly articulating and making pub-

lic how measures are defined. This team has formally defined adequacy, and its ap-

proach to measuring adequacy, and the purpose and value for Ontario, are open to

debate and recommend that other jurisdictions be open to the same. 

Validating and updating the model
For leaders and researchers, it will still be important to assess the tool post-calibration

to validate that the recommendations will work in the applied context. In the next

phase of the study, the team plans to investigate whether there is a relationship be-

tween the estimated resource gaps and province-wide student achievement data to

demonstrate the validity of the model’s resource recommendations and estimates. In
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addition, the model’s developers recommend ongoing monitoring and updates to

the EBAM (Odden & Picus, 2014). They specifically recommend recalibrating fund-

ing systems every five years (Odden & Picus, 2015). Updating the EBAM’s elements

with the latest research within the same amount of time seems reasonable, and ac-

cordingly this team plans to follow this timeline.

Policy (values) 
Policy/regulatory restrictions for the allocation existing funds
System- and district-level education leaders were clear that the Ministry’s allocation

and school boards’ local resource decision-making are both highly constrained by

the political and regulatory promises that take precedence. These commitments con-

sume between 85–95 percent of the revenue that boards receive, with the remaining

5–15 percent flexible for allocation and use according to the district’s discretion

(Faubert, 2018, in press). Such regulatory restrictions are not unique to Ontario, as

Odden, Picus, and Goetz (2010) noted that “the flexibility a district retains in dis-

tributing staff and funds to school sites [is] a state policy issue” (p. 638). The fact

that existing regulations exist in Ontario does not diminish the value of EBAM esti-

mates because they present an alternative set of numbers to inform resource delib-

erations: policymakers, education leaders, and researchers around the world may

also find the EBAM useful for this purpose.

Policy aims not reflected in the EBAM
Ontario leaders wanted to add elements to better reflect the province’s policy man-

date, including additional resource supports for the integration of student refugees

and for students who identify as Indigenous. Adding new elements to the model

would require a robust review of the research evidence that meets the same standard

of evidence used by the model’s developers and is specific to resourcing the learning

needs of these student groups, followed by a strong case for the inclusion of these

elements in the EBAM framework. The model’s developers did just that for each el-

ement of the existing framework in their published literature, so the scope of work

to add these elements is outside the calibration process. The EBAM is not a fixed

model, however, which means Ontario, and other jurisdictions, could consider

adding such elements to the model if there is sufficient research evidence that meets

the standards set by the model’s developers (Odden & Picus, 2014). 

Realizing school resource adequacy depends on a stable 
strategic vision or policy for education 
In democratic countries where elections take place every three to five years, there is

the possibility of significant policy shifts concurrent with government turnover; this

is important, given that the model’s timeline for changing achievement outcomes is

four to six years. In the Ontario case, the newly elected government will release new

strategic vision and policy documents, guided by different values, which may set a

different direction for the province—potentially impacting the calibration and to val-

idate the model’s recommendations and future analyses. The research team plans to

reassess student performance standards as they are articulated in the new strategic
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policy documents, but it is anticipated that the core goals of high achievement in lit-

eracy and numeracy, improved graduation rates, and job readiness will remain the

same in light of the new government’s “back-to-basics” vision for education. In short,

governments that can frequently change set educational goals in democratic coun-

tries, which means that leaders and researchers need pay attention to significant

changes in policy goals and how these changes could impact the calibration and, ul-

timately, the application of the EBAM and its resource estimates.

The types of evidence that inform policy are politically (ideologically) contingent 
Not all political parties are equally receptive to models grounded in research-based

evidence. For example, in the case of Ontario, it is unclear if this new government

will preserve the previous government’s commitment to “develop and implement

policies, programs, and practices that are evidence-based, research-informed, and

connected to provincial education goals” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018c),5

which will potentially impact political interest in the uptake of the EBAM in the

province; this is also true for stakeholders at the local level. For example, one busi-

ness superintendent expressed an interest in bringing more research evidence to

board-level discussions around budgets, but was uncertain how receptive the public

would be to research evidence guiding resource decision-making, alluding to Tina

Anderson-Smith, Tanisa Foxworth Adimu, and Amanda Phillips Martinez’s (2016)

comments about such evidence conflicting with local norms and values. Before in-

troducing the EBAM, scholars and leaders should consider how open their political

leaders and local education stakeholders are to recommendations grounded in re-

search evidence, which could inform resource decision-making. 

An approach to education that is consistent with the tenets of liberal political 
The model has the greatest chance of being successfully implemented by leaders and

received positively by education stakeholders in jurisdictions where the vision for

and aims of education align with the liberal tradition of political philosophical

thought. Canada’s education values, broadly speaking, reflect these values, as Canada

education ministers have agreed that schools should aim to achieve the goals set by

their government and help individuals attain their own growth opportunities and as-

pirations (CMEC, 2008, 2017). Ontario’s goals are strongly connected to academic

outcomes with a focus on postsecondary education and career readiness, as are the

EBAM’s. However, this review found that Ontario’s policies also place explicit empha-

sis on well-being. Even though the EBAM does include supports for well-being (e.g.,

guidance counsellors), recent research conducted in Ontario found that as the school

system shifts programs and services for well-being from a reactive to a preventative

focus, it requires additional supports in the form of personnel and funding (Pollock,

Faubert, Hauseman, & Baker, 2017). This means that the EBAM’s estimate could fall

short of achieving Ontario’s “preventative” goal for student well-being. However, our

team does not see this as a shortcoming of EBAM, nor evidence that the model’s aims

are incompatible with Ontario education values. Rather, our team believes this opens

a future line of inquiry to further tailor the model to the Ontario context, along with

additional supports for refugees and students who identify as Indigenous.
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It is beyond the scope of this article to comment on the ideological traditions

and orientations of education systems in other countries, but leaders are advised to

consider their system’s ideological tradition and orientation because implementing

the EBAM recommendations in a jurisdiction with strongly conflicting values could

result in calibrations (e.g., removal of supports) that detract from the aims of the

model, which could limit its effectiveness and increase stakeholder resistance. 

Leadership
How the model can support leaders’ work and system aims
As noted earlier, when the research team looked to members of the review panel to

provide input into the calibration process, they were confronted with having to make

recommendations at the calibration stage that will impact the model’s effectiveness

and future application. Our team believes that Ontario leaders made recommenda-

tions that suited the policy (values) context and upheld the aims of the model.

Presenting a clear case for how the model can support leaders’ work and system goals

was essential for them to make decisions that upheld the overall aims of the model—

in other words, to provide all students with the opportunity to succeed during the

calibration process. Four arguments were most likely attain buy-in from Ontario

leaders: a) the EBAM offers one rigorous measure of adequacy to compare resource

allocations with achievement outcomes at the district and school levels (Odden,

Picus, & Goetz, 2010); b) it provides education leaders with direction for adequate

staffing levels based on research evidence where currently no direction exists—no-

tably the paraprofessionals who support at-risk students and board-level administra-

tion (Faubert, 2018, in press); c) it helps leaders use resources more effectively by

recommending new ways of allocating and using resources to close gaps in student

achievement; which d) ultimately supports Ontario’s future workforce and society

by developing students as highly skilled workers and citizens in civic society.

Attaining the EBAM’s school finance adequacy is no panacea 
Education finance researchers have noted that some school districts spend more

than what is recommended by the EBAM, and yet do not show the anticipated gains

in student achievement. This finding is unsurprising, given that education finance

scholars concluded long ago that although resource levels matter, leaders must also

pay attention to how resources are used if school systems hope to benefit from them

and achieve equity aims (Grubb & Allen, 2011; Odden & Picus, 2011; Odden,

Piccus, & Goetz, 2010). Moreover, even if the EBAM is calibrated (and applied) fol-

lowing rigorous standards, there can always be a case made for resource inadequacy:

some stakeholders may reject decision-making grounded in research evidence, others

may simply want more resources (Levin, 2008). In other words, resourcing schools

at adequate levels does not address the equally important consideration of how re-

sources are used to achieve equity in terms of student outcomes, nor is the model

the singular antidote to the longstanding debate on adequate school resourcing. 

Calibrating the message is as important as calibrating the model
Policymakers, education leaders, and researchers who are considering the EBAM for
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use in their jurisdiction should consider whether stakeholders in their own system

will have concerns similar to those raised by Ontario leaders. Calibrating the EBAM

“pitch” (i.e., how the model will help to advance educational aims and uphold values)

is as important as calibrating the model itself. Ingo Liefner, Ludwig Schätzl, and

Thomas Schöder (2004) noted that poor efforts to raise awareness among stakehold-

ers can lead to political resistance and indicated that providing accurate information

to stakeholders can combat the outright rejection of the model. 

Conclusion
This article reports on the rigorous approach the team developed for calibrating the

EBAM to suit the Ontario K–12 public education context, as well as the actual cali-

brations made. A four-step method for calibration that draws from consultations

with experts and academic sources is outlined. This article brings specific detail to

the technical calibrations and the significant influence of policy (values) and leaders’

decision-making on the process. It also discusses the emerging implications for lead-

ers and researchers who are considering calibrating the EBAM for use in educational

contexts outside of the United States.

Currently, research evidence is not being used systematically to inform leaders’

allocation and use of resources or public deliberations on adequate school resourcing

in Ontario (Faubert, 2018, in press), or in many other OECD educational jurisdic-

tions (OECD, 2017), resulting in status-quo resourcing that perpetuates student

achievement gaps. Although no funding model is perfect (Levin, 2008) and the

EBAM has its limitations, the model can provide much-needed research-based in-

sight to inform both. Calibrating the instrument is the first step, and this article out-

lines the first methodology for calibrating the EBAM for use outside the United States,

and bringing Canadian evidence to the discussion.

Notes
2016–2017 academic year (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018b)1.
2014–2015 academic year (Van Pelt & Macleod, 2017)2.
The model’s developers also used research on best practices, peer-reviewed articles on3.
schools that have demonstrated significant improvements, and recommendations from
professional associations (Odden & Picus, 2014; Odden, Picus, & Goetz, 2010). These
sources were omitted from the review for two reasons. First, they would have made the
scope of this review unmanageable, given the range of countries, literatures, topics, and
possible methodologies. Second, these evidence sources do not support the model’s
strongest recommendations.
The Ontario government does not have a history of cutting education funding to4.
school/districts for not meeting student performance standards; however, some non-
governmental organizations in Ontario do publicly report on school-level performance.
Under the previous government, this commitment had not been fully extended to dis-5.
cussions around funding allocations or the use of resources by leaders at the system or
district levels of governance (Faubert, 2018, in press).
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Abstract  Ontario’s Child and Youth Mental Health (CYMH) program is a provin-

cially sponsored initiative that aims to build school district capacity for developing

research-informed school mental health policies. This article reports findings from

a mixed-methods study that employs social network theory and analysis tools to ex-

plore the centrality of CYMH coaches within this research brokering network.

Overall, CYMH coaches are central within these social networks, although the pat-

terns of interaction differ from the program’s original design, with some coaches

being more central than others. While formal CYMH professional development

events appear to be the most direct approach to connecting research, policy, and

practice, informal social networks provide the support necessary to make sense of

research-based materials for use in local policymaking.
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Introduction
Publicly funded institutions and social systems have experienced an increasing pres-

sure to use research-based knowledge1 to inform policy and decision-making activities

(Cooper, Levin, & Campbell, 2009; Davies, Nutley, & Smith, 2000). While the schol-

arly conversation around the role of academic research in public policy is not new

(see Weiss, 1979), the current accountability era has reinvigorated international in-

terest in the connections between education research, policy, and practice. Many terms

have come to represent the process of connecting research and practice—in Canada,

it is most commonly known as “knowledge mobilization” (KMb) (Cooper, 2012).

Effective KMb is an important government priority in Ontario where the Ministry of

Education funds several initiatives serving to connect research, policy, and practice

in keeping with its provincial research strategy (Government of Ontario, n.d.).

The focus on KMb to ensure research-informed policy and practice in Ontario’s

education system is concomitant with an emphasis on student health and well-being

(Government of Ontario, 2014). This emphasis is a recent addition to the provincial

vision, responding to Canadian child and adolescent mental health research indicat-

ing that most children do not receive adequate treatment and services despite mental

health issues being the greatest health challenge that they face after infancy (Waddell,

McEwan, Shepherd, Offord, & Hua, 2005). There is limited capacity in school dis-

tricts to effectively deliver the services necessary to address students’ needs (School-

Based Mental Health and Substance Abuse Consortium, 2013) and little research on

the capacity and readiness of educators to deliver evidence-based and research-in-

formed student mental health programming (Santor, Short, & Ferguson, 2009).

This article reports on a study that investigated KMb in the context of research-

informed school mental health (SMH) policy. It details a study that took a social net-

work approach to understanding how patterns of interaction within a provincial

implementation support program facilitated and/or constrained the ways in which

central office leaders were able to find, share, understand, and use research knowl-

edge for use in SMH policymaking in their school districts. The article begins with

an overview of the role of knowledge brokers as important KMb agents and focuses

on recent social network studies that investigated connecting research and practice

in education. The findings are presented, highlighting the utility of a social network

perspective in exploring the centrality of brokers in KMb contexts. It concludes with

a discussion of these findings and the implications for both researchers and policy-

makers moving forward.

Knowledge brokering: Connecting research, 
policy, and practice 
Knowledge brokering is increasingly understood as an important function of KMb

(Meyer, 2010; Ward, House, & Hamer, 2009), yet it remains understudied across

the social sector (Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007). The core motivation of knowledge

brokers (KBs) is making research-based knowledge accessible and usable beyond

the research community itself (Ward et al., 2009). Current definitions and descrip-

tions of knowledge brokering work share the notion that brokers span the research-

practice gap through a wide variety of activities (Davies & Nutley, 2008), and the

IJEPL 14(5) 2019

Rodway

Coaching as a
Knowledge

Mobilization
Strategy

2

http://www.ijepl.org


field is advancing as researchers investigate the deliberate attempts of KBs in devel-

oping capacity for research use within systems and organizations (e.g., Conklin,

Lusk, Harris, & Stolee, 2013; Cooper, 2014; Dobbins, Robeson, Ciliska, Hanna,

Cameron, O’Mara, DeCorby, & Mercer, 2009). In their systematic review, Catherine

Bornbaum, Kathy Kornas, Leslea Peirson, & Laura C. Rosella (2015) describe KBs

as individuals who,

work collaboratively with stakeholders to facilitate the transfer and

exchange of relevant information. They represent the human compo-

nent of [KMb] strategies as they work to facilitate interaction; develop

mutual understanding of stakeholders’ goals and contexts; identify

emerging areas of concern warranting attention; expedite the identi-

fication, evaluation, and translation of evidence into practice and/or

policy; and facilitate the management of relevant knowledge. (p. 2)

Local context informs the work of KBs (Meyer, 2010) and conceptualizations of

knowledge brokering are evolving. Amanda Cooper (2014) describes eight distinct

brokering functions: linkage and partnerships; awareness; accessibility; policy influ-

ence; engagement; organizational development; implementation support; and capac-

ity building. Vicky Ward, Allan House, and Susan Hamer (2009) similarly describe

knowledge brokering work as knowledge management, including finding, translat-

ing, and disseminating relevant research findings to those whose work might benefit

(i.e., practitioners and policymakers); connecting research users with the researchers

themselves through linkage and exchange activities; and capacity-building among

both researchers and research users to be able to engage in knowledge brokering

work independently over time. All these tasks and functions are multidimensional

and complex, making knowledge brokering work not only challenging to carry out

but also difficult for empirical study.

Knowledge mobilization, more broadly, is predicated on connectedness; knowl-

edge brokering is inherently relational work as it is rooted in the premise of connec-

tion. Connecting research-based knowledge with policy and practice renders these

contexts interdependent. Jonathan Lomas (2007) characterizes effective KBs as ex-

cellent facilitators, mediators, and negotiators, who are credible, possess strong com-

munication skills, understand the culture of both research production and research

use, and most importantly, are trustworthy. The effectiveness of KBs lies not in their

individual attributes but rather in the quality of relationships they are able to nurture

across related contexts. Knowledge brokering is a social process (Ward et al., 2012),

where relationships serve an important function in connecting research, policy, and

practice (Barwick, Boydell, Basnett, O’Hara, Ferguson, & Haines 2006). Relationship

building is among one of the most important factors in influencing research use

(Oliver, Innvar, Lorenc, Woodman, & Thomas, 2014), and facilitating interaction is

the most fundamental component of knowledge brokering work (Van Kammen,

Sevigny, & Sewankambo, 2006).

Given the emphasis on connectedness and relationships in knowledge brokering

work, networks have been identified as an important mechanism through which to

facilitate connections and interaction (Cooper & Levin, 2010; Dobbins et al., 2009).

While there is a general paucity of literature around the effectiveness of brokerage
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activities (Bornbaum et al., 2015), networks are emerging as an important brokering

tool because of the ability of relationships to facilitate learning processes (Conklin

et al., 2013).

However, in much of the existing literature, the understanding of networks is

limited, with the term most often referring to a group of people coming together to

use research around a shared interest. While this is a necessary network antecedent,

from a sociological point of view, the actual network emerges through the examination

of the patterns of interaction among members within it (see Rodway, 2015a), and un-

derstanding how those relational patterns mediate desired outcomes. To do this, how-

ever, it is necessary to expand research knowledge beyond conventional skills sets

and focus on methods that enable a closer examination of these social spaces.

A social network approach to studying knowledge brokering
A social network perspective enables researchers and practitioners to get beneath

the surface of the network (Rodway, 2018), highlighting unique tools and methods

that overcome some of the challenges of conventional research approaches in study-

ing relational spaces. Interest in social network theory and analysis as an approach

for empirical study is growing (Borgatti & Foster, 2003), although to date it has been

applied in only a handful of education studies that investigate research use in practice

settings. Cynthia Coburn (2010) used social network methods, for example, to ex-

amine the sources of research knowledge used in school district decision-making

around instructional matters. Her study highlighted the importance of external or-

ganizations that act as intermediaries that build awareness of, provide access to, and

help make sense of relevant research-based knowledge for use within the district.

Alan Daly, Kara Finnigan, Stuart Jordan, Nienke Moolenaar, and Jing Che (2013)

also conducted research on evidence use employing a social network perspective to

consider how research evidence was diffused and used within and between low-per-

forming schools in an urban school district. Their work highlighted the inequity of

information systems in the school district by demonstrating how the most under-

performing schools were peripherally situated within district information networks

with lower levels of information brokerage activity on behalf of their area superin-

tendent. These studies, as well as other research that takes a social network approach

to understanding schools and school systems (e.g., Moolenaar, 2012; Spillane,

Shirrell, & Sweet, 2017), emphasize the value in understanding how social structures

affect outcomes.

A core tenant of network theory asserts that some individuals are more struc-

turally important than others within a social network (Scott, 2017). Depending on

the context of study, there are many different concepts that identify important network

actors; prominence is one such concept and the focus of this article. Prominent people

in a network are more visible to others (Wasserman & Faust, 1994), and they occupy

positions of advantage within the social context (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2013).

Because of their position within the social network, they enjoy privileges that others

do not—easier access to resources, for example. It is easier to determine what is hap-

pening within a network when it is possible to identify prominent figures and examine

the conditions that contribute to their centrality (Prell, 2012).
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Centrality is a core concept used to identify key figures within a network. There

are many different types of centrality that emphasize the differing ways people can

be central in a network (see Borgatti et al., 2013). Degree centrality is a simple meas-

ure that identifies the most “popular” individuals in a network by calculating the

number of ties (or interactions) they possess with others in the network (Carolan,

2014). Degree centrality can be further understood in relation to the direction of a

tie: outdegree relates to resource-seeking behaviour (i.e., reaching out to someone),

illustrating the expansiveness of one’s network, whereas indegree relates to the pro-

vision of resources (i.e., giving someone something), identifying the sources of re-

sources in a social network (Borgatti et al., 2013).

In Coburn’s (2010) study, for example, indegree measures identified external in-

termediaries as important sources of research-based knowledge as they were most

often sought out for this kind of information (i.e., external intermediaries received

more ties). Similarly, outdegree measures demonstrated that the social networks of

the most underperforming schools in the school district were restricted in size be-

cause of the low levels of resource-seeking behaviour (people from these schools

were not actively seeking out research evidence). Degree centrality offers descriptive

information about the patterns of interaction, providing important information about

the identities of structurally important actors within a social network. In research

brokering networks (see Rodway, 2015a), degree centrality permits the identification

of who has the most access to and/or the most control over the resources available

within it. Research use is predicated on who has access to it and who provides that

access. Individuals with high indegree centrality influence what research knowledge

is mobilized within a network and those with high outdegree centrality are those

people most likely to have access to it.

Degree centrality scores can also be used to divide a network into two groups:

the core and the periphery. The core of a network is comprised of the people who

are most active within a network (and often are highly connected to each other),

whereas the periphery is populated by the least active people (Borgatti et al., 2013).

This is important because the core of a network is the central point of resource ex-

change, meaning that some network members, by virtue of their activity levels (and

not necessarily formal role), may possess more control or influence over the flow of

resources within a network.

There are many social network tools that can be used to investigate centrality

(see Rodway, 2015b); degree centrality is but one approach to understand what is

really a family of concepts that address the complex roles of prominent actors in so-

cial networks (Borgatti et al., 2013). In keeping with earlier investigations into re-

search use employing a social network perspective, this analysis uses degree

centrality to identify who is brokering research-based knowledge across Ontario’s

Child and Youth Mental Health Program (CYMH). 

Context: Ontario’s Child and Youth Mental Health Program
The CYMH is a provincially funded initiative that brings together school-based men-

tal health professionals called Mental Health Leaders (MHLs), with program coaches

(psychologists, social workers, and former senior school system administrators) who
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work together to develop the capacity to use research-based knowledge in their local

policy and programming. Child and Youth Mental Health members come together

in person from across the province at scheduled times throughout the year to engage

in professional development sessions that focus on research-informed and evidence-

based practices related to a variety of topics relevant to child and youth mental health.

During the pilot years of the program—the time frame encompassed in this study—

each MHL was assigned to an individual coach who served as a point of contact

throughout the year. This study focused on the ways relationships between MHLs

and coaches, outside of formally organized, whole group professional development

sessions, supported mobilizing research-based knowledge in the development of

school district mental health policies.

Methods
A descriptive case study (Yin, 2014) of the CYMH program was conducted, employ-

ing a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011)

to investigate the ways in which members’ informal interactions with each other (i.e.,

interactions outside of formal meetings) enabled and/or restricted their abilities to

find, understand, and share research-based knowledge in their local policy develop-

ment work. Phase one consisted of a social network survey to collect the necessary

data to map the CYMH network. The purpose of the survey was to establish profes-

sional profiles for each participant in terms of their experience with using research-

based knowledge as well as describing the informal patterns of interaction among

the participants outside of formal professional learning activities. The survey provides

important demographic data as well as important insights about the relational pat-

terns within the context of the program. These findings informed phase two of the

study, which consisted of interviews with key informants to further probe and un-

derstand the network patterns and their influence on KMb activities. 

Phase 1: Social network survey
A position-based approach was used to specify the network boundary (Marin & Wellman,

2011), inviting only those MHLs from school districts that had already established their

SMH strategy under the guidance of the CYMH program. The first two cohorts of MHLs
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Mental health leads (N = 31) Coaches (N = 5)

Variable Count (%) Count (%)

Sex

Male 2 (6) 2 (40)

Female 29 (94) 3 (60)

Degree

Bachelor 3 (10) 1 (20)

Master 20 (65) 1 (20)

Doctorate 8 (26) 3 (60)
Work experience

education setting
M = 12.4  (SD = 8.3) M = 21.4 (SD = 12.4)

Total CYMH M = 20.8 (SD = 7.8) M = 25 (SD = 11.8)

Table 1. Participants’ demographic data
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were invited to complete the survey (cohort 1: n = 15; cohort 2: n = 16). In addition, coaches

with at least one year of experience with the program were invited to participate (n = 6),

for a total of 37 network actors. The survey response rate was 97 percent (N = 36/37).

Table 1 provides a description of the study participants.

The survey was comprised of two sections: a) professional attributes, and b) so-

cial networks, which queried individuals’ relationships with their CYMH colleagues.

These questions were modelled on survey questions previously used and validated

in other social network studies (e.g., Cross & Parker, 2004; Daly & Finnigan, 2010).

The roster method was used in collecting these data to reduce measurement error

(Carolan, 2014; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Respondents were prompted to con-

sider their relationship with each CYMH member. They were asked how frequently

they sought out advice, what types of information (i.e., research, data, or general in-

formation) they accessed from their colleagues, and how influential these interactions

were on their practice (see Rodway, 2015b, for the full survey). The focus of this ar-

ticle is on the social network data (see Rodway, 2015b, for descriptions of profes-

sional profiles).

Each type of relational data collected was treated as its own separate social net-

work within the CYMH program, yielding multiple data sets. To increase the relia-

bility of the advice and influence data, only the strongest ties were included; that

is, the ties included in this data set included advice interactions that took place on

at least a monthly basis and only influence ties that were rated as at least “very in-

fluential.” For the information network, respondents were asked to identify which

type of information they received through the interactions: data, research, or general

information. This article focuses solely on the research-based information ties (see

Rodway, 2015b for details on data and general information ties).

Degree centrality was used to focus on the visibility or popularity of the coaches

within these networks. Using social network software called UCINet (Borgatti,

Everett, & Freeman, 2002), two degree centrality scores were calculated: 1) outde-

gree centrality, which measures resource-seeking behaviour (e.g., who was looking

for information or advice), and 2) indegree centrality, which considers who is pro-

viding resources within the network (e.g., who was providing information or advice).

Outdegree and indegree centrality scores were generated for each person and de-

scriptive statistics were generated for both. Data were disaggregated according to co-

hort and role (MHLs and coaches), enabling comparisons between groups in their

levels of activity within the networks. To elaborate upon degree centrality measures,

core-periphery analyses were also conducted for each relational dimension.

Phase 2: Key informant interviews
The data collected through these semi-structured interviews were used to elaborate

the ways in which the patterns of interaction within CYMH facilitated/constrained

KMb activities. They helped contextualize and triangulate the quantitative network

analyses, providing insights into why certain network features exist and what impli-

cations there may be for connecting research, policy, and practice.

Two groups participated in semi-structured interviews based on the survey data

analyses. All coaches were invited to participate because of their prominence across
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each of the networks. The MHLs were invited to participate based on their individual

centrality scores within the research network. Two MHLs with the highest and lowest

outdegree and indegree centrality scores in the research knowledge network were

invited to participate (i.e., two MHLs for each of the four categories: high/low inde-

gree and high/low outdegree). Because many people possessed the same scores, par-

ticipants with low centrality scores were chosen at random. The achieved sample

included six MHLs; individuals with low outdegree scores were non-responsive.

Interviews (N = 11) ranged from 30  –75 minutes long; most were conducted by tele-

phone given the wide geographic region represented in the sample.

Interview protocols were tailored to the participants’ program role. The coaches

were asked about their role in the CYMH program, what types of research knowledge

they thought were the most pertinent to their work, and how they brokered research

knowledge within the network. They were also asked questions about their percep-

tions of the communication patterns within the program as well as the nature of their

relationships with the people they interact with the most and the least frequently. The

MHLs were asked about their advice- and information-seeking behaviour and the

conditions under which they sought out additional resources from their CYMH col-

leagues outside of their formal meetings. Interviews concluded with a question about

the influence their interactions within the CYMH program had on their ability to de-

velop evidence-informed SMH policies. All interviews were fully transcribed.

A summary table, which included sections for comments about the quantity and

quality of interactions, the influence of the program on KMb activities, and the de-

velopment of district SMH policies, was created for each interview and sent to the

respondent for review. The summary tables were analyzed using the constant com-

parative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Comparisons were made at three levels:

1) within a single interview; 2) between interviews within the same group (e.g.,

coaches, high outdegree MHLs); and 3) between interviews from different groups

(Boeije, 2002). A thematic approach to coding (Saldaña, 2013) was used to identify

emerging themes, developing a thick description of the network activity.

Findings 
Coaches are central figures across CYMH’s advice, 
research knowledge, and influence networks
Indegree centrality scores suggest that the CYMH coaches are central figures in all

networks. Table 2 provides the descriptive statistics for the distribution of indegree

scores, disaggregated by role (coaches versus MHLs) and cohort. Figure 1 provides

illustrations of each of these networks.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the distribution of 
normalized indegree centrality scores
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Network MCoach SDCoach MMHL SDMHL

Research 30.6 19.2 6.7 9.0

Advice 20.5 8.9 6.2 6.6

Influence 35.0 21.4 4.4 6.7
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The t-tests, conducted using statistical procedures in UCINet (see Borgatti et al.,

2013, for a description of permutation-based t-tests using social network data),

showed statistically significant mean differences between the coaches and MHLs

within the research-based knowledge network (t = .24, p < .001), advice network

(t = .133, p < .001), and influence network (t = .276, p < .001). In other words, it is
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Note:  The size of the node corresponds with indegree centrality scores; the bigger the node,
the more often that person was identified as a source of research/advice/influence. White
triangles = program coaches, black circles = cohort 1 MHLs, and grey circles = cohort 2 MHLs

Figure 1. Maps of the Child Youth Mental Health program’s 
research, advice, and influence networks  

a) Research

b) Advice

c) Influence
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not by chance that the coaches are sought out more often than MHLs for resources

within the context of the CYMH program.

Core-periphery analyses were executed for each network to elaborate upon which

coaches were part of each network’s core (i.e., the most active people within each net-

work). All five participating coaches were core members in the research and influence

networks, and three coaches were also core network members in the advice network.

Consistent with the program design, coaches were interacting with MHLs outside of

formal professional development settings, providing ongoing support to MHLs

throughout school district policymaking processes. These results suggested that the

program was achieving its goal in that coaches are active in supporting MHLs outside

of formal settings. However, these analyses also indicate that fewer than half of the

MHLs interact informally—they are sitting on the periphery of the network. Thus,

although the coaches are central figures within the network, core network member-

ship suggests that more than half of the MHLs are neither accessing coaches’ knowl-

edge and expertise nor that of their MHL colleagues outside of those formal CYMH

program meetings. This potentially limits the impact of the CYMH program on SMH

policy work in these districts. It also places the coaches and the other MHLs in a po-

sition where they greatly influence the flow of resources across the CYMH networks.

During the interviews, the role of the coaches was the most commonly reported

factor contributing to the frequency of interaction within the research-based knowl-

edge and advice networks, validating the findings of the quantitative network analy-

ses. Interviewees universally spoke about the coaches’ role in facilitating interactions

among colleagues within the program. One MHL stated, “all of the coaches have

great expertise. So, there’s a steady stream of valuable information that comes from

them,” also acknowledging their coach’s “terrific system skills.” Other MHLs spoke

of turning to coaches when there are “questions related to challenges [with the work]”

or when there is “something more in depth [to discuss].” The director of the CYMH

initiative, who also served as a coach in the first year and continued to be informally

available to all MHLs, was highlighted by many MHLs as being central to the pro-

gram. Her prestige within the group was explained by one MHL as being related to

the fact that “she was so instrumental in its [CYMH] development and she’s the pub-

lic face of it in so many ways. … [She] is brilliant. She’s the whole package. She’s

smart, she knows about systems, she’s articulate, she’s visionary, she’s evidence-based.

She’s got it; she’s the whole package.” There was a lot of respect among MHLs for

the experience and expertise that the coaches bring to the program.

Coaches often spoke of their perceived responsibility to connect MHLs with each

other as part of their duties in addressing individual school district needs. For exam-

ple, one coach said, “They [MHLs] often ask me for examples of something and I will

refer them to one of the other cohorts. … Just because I have a little bit of knowledge

about what each of them is doing and they may not have the same knowledge.” Other

coaches echoed this point, speaking about the importance of building a trusting rela-

tionship between a coach and MHL, saying that “once you have that, the people you

are working with will reach out to you a lot more, even just for conversations.”

Another coach suggested that personality differences may play a prohibitive role

in facilitating relationships, which could help explain why some members remain
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on the periphery of the network. She suggested that “style differences may play a

role in why some people connect more with their coaches than others.” Coaches

viewed their role not only to be about connecting with MHLs one-on-one, but also

to facilitate connections between MHLs as a group, so that they have access to the

knowledge and experiences of their peers.

In keeping with the program’s design, coaches are making connections with their

school district colleagues beyond the formal CYMH meetings. The MHLs interviewed

for the study identified coaches as central figures in their personal professional net-

works relating to this work. From this point of view, the program is achieving its

goal. However, the social network analyses indicate that about half of MHLs from

each cohort sit on the periphery of these informal networks. This is an important in-

sight for the CYMH leadership team, given that the current social structure greatly

limits MHLs’ ability to access the knowledge and expertise of their coaches and col-

leagues once they have returned to their daily work in their local contexts.

Coaches play a key role in connecting research, policy, and practice
Both coaches and MHLs viewed the inclusion of coaching as a strategy for developing

research-informed SMH policies as a central piece of the CYMH program. The

coaches spoke about two levels of responsibility within the program, speaking of

their work in relation to two groups: among themselves as program coaches, and

their individual coaching work with district MHLs.

Coaches most frequently referred to their responsibility to each other within the

context of their collaborative preparatory work (i.e., preparing the resources and

materials used during the formal professional learning and development sessions).

One coach described the CYMH program team as “a collective multidisciplinary

group … who have a responsibility [to each other] to share our perspectives and

share our lenses and shape how we do the work because we come from different

backgrounds.” The coaches acknowledged the varied professional experiences and

knowledge that each individual brought to the program. They also identified a col-

lective responsibility to the entire program, using their unique experiences in the

fields of educational administration, psychology, and social work to develop an evi-

dence-based and research-informed CYMH program, while also building district-

level capacity for research-informed SMH policy.

Most coaches articulated the belief of incorporating evidence-based knowledge

into the routines of school districts, fuelling their sense of responsibility to the MHLs.

The time for individual coaching (outside formal meetings) was a time when

“[coaches] are reinforcing those messages that are coming out of the mental health

leadership meetings,” said one coach. Another coach discussed the importance of

building coherence across the group, “As coaches, if we ask what structures you have

put into place so that your system is very clear about the language you are using,

the purpose of your work, and the function of their group, we should all be getting

the same answers.”

There was, however, at least one coach who felt that building capacity for re-

search use in school district policymaking was not explicitly part of her role: “We

[the program] have presented a rubric in terms of criteria for what constitutes good
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evidence-based usage. We’ve given them some examples of programs that are evi-

dence-informed, if not evidence-based. But I don’t explicitly do that [build capacity]

… in my role as a coach.” There is some variation in the degree to which coaches

took responsibility for explicit capacity building for using research knowledge.

Two-thirds of the MHLs interviewed (n = 4) acknowledged the important role

that coaches played in connecting research and practice. One MHL clearly stated, “I

would say in terms of finding and using research knowledge, it would be predomi-

nantly my coaches that sort of steer that, more so than my mental health [col-

leagues].” She believed this to be the case because “They’re leaders in the field of

school mental health. …They’re cutting edge … they’re presenting at international

conferences.” Other MHLs spoke about the importance of having coaches to turn to

when they are “questioning evidence or [having trouble] believing the applicability

of something.” Generally, MHLs shared similar perceptions as the coaches: coaches

are an important resource available to help facilitate incorporating research knowl-

edge in their individual district SMH policies.

Coaches also constrain knowledge mobilization activities
Both groups also identified coaches as a constraint on KMb activities. Some coaches

expressed that their personal approach to coaching and the evolution of the CYMH

coaching model within the broader context may have been impeding their success

in building capacity for research use. For example, one coach queried whether or

not she was engaging in enough activity with her assigned group of MHLs: “I guess

one question I have is, why aren’t they calling more often? And is that because I

haven’t reached out enough, not reminded them enough, not sending them my

phone number and email every week?” This coach reflected at length about whether

or not her personal style in terms of approaching her coaching work was a mitigating

factor in connecting MHLs with the knowledge and skills necessary to develop re-

search-informed SMH policy. She was aware of the infrequency of interaction with

her group of MHLs, indicating that even her own expectations were not met in terms

of frequency of interaction.

The program director acknowledged the challenges with the coaching strategy:

“The coaching model is a tricky one because we are just building it,” she said.

Recognizing the successes and challenges during the pilot years of the program (the

period covered during this study), she attributed the shift toward a one-on-one

model from the earlier group approach as being a difficult but important evolution:

“It’s an evolving thing … [the coaching model has] lacked a standardization across

the coaches, and the Mental Health Leaders have been quite direct with me about

what their needs are, when they are being met, and when they are not.” The evolving

nature of the coaches’ role within the program helps understand why—when they

were generally central figures across the networks—coaches’ involvement in the in-

formal network varied greatly when considered individually.

The MHLs also described how interactions with coaches functioned as a KMb con-

straint. Although they are formally assigned to specific coaches, one MHL stated, “There

are some coaches that they [MHLs] would talk about [issues] in front of anyway, but

there are some that you don’t know why they are coaches.” Not all coaches are perceived
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as equal within this group; some coaches’ skills, knowledge, and experience are consid-

ered more valuable than others—a finding reflected in the social network structure.

There exists a common group of individuals who are far less connected than

others across the CYMH networks. One MHL suggested that “there is some work to

be done around what is the role of the coach, and can we use different coaches for

different reasons”—an insight that may help explain why the informal patterns of

interaction do not follow the formal assignment of coaches to MHLs, as well as why

some people (coaches and MHLs) are more frequently sought out than others. The

value and underlying goal of helping school districts design and implement research-

informed SMH policy and programming was uncontested; rather, the coaching

model (in terms of how coaching groups were organized) that was brought into ques-

tion and identified was, in some ways, a barrier to knowledge exchange.

Discussion
The CYMH program functioned as an intermediary organization, brokering research-

based knowledge between mental health research and school district contexts. The

program design was specific, focused, and informed by research. In other studies of

intermediary organization’s work with school districts (e.g., Coburn, 2010; Honig,

2004), brokers often begin their work within an established workplace with its own

cultural norms and practices (i.e., pre-existing social capital), which may affect re-

search use in district decision-making and policymaking. In this context, with a few

exceptions, participants were new to each other; there was very little established so-

cial capital within the group at the onset of their work together. This added a layer

of complexity to building a professional community that would engage complicated

problems of practice and complex knowledge exchange—situations where high lev-

els of trust and credibility are critical to knowledge exchange processes (Daly, 2010).

In addition to the work necessary to build capacity for evidence-based and research-

informed practice, CYMH’s leadership also had to attend to social capital develop-

ment, rendering the task even more difficult.

The CYMH program was unique in its interdisciplinary design, where experts

from the fields of child and youth mental health and educational administration

were brought together rather than remaining in the typically siloed landscape that

often characterizes social services. With coaches and MHLs coming to the program

with their own experience and expertise from across diverse fields, the interdiscipli-

nary nature of CYMH invited a host of challenges—adapting what works well in the

health sector to an education context. The lack of common language and different

approaches to problem-solving potentially impedes capacity development in some

school districts where the prevailing culture precludes research evidence use.

However, there is great opportunity within this KMb model to bridge the gap be-

tween research and practice by integrating knowledge and expertise from across do-

mains, functioning in tandem rather than separately, as is often the case.

While the CYMH program envisioned a specific coaching model, the patterns of

interaction revealed that the reality of the program did not match the design. Individual

MHLs were assigned to specific coaches who theoretically served as their point of con-

tact outside of formal meetings. Had informal activity patterns adhered to this design,
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the network maps would have shown groups of MHLs clustering around their indi-

vidual coaches, but that was not so. Collectively, the coaches were central figures in

the research knowledge and advice networks, yet there was considerable variability in

their levels of informal activity: two coaches were consistently sought out more often

than other program coaches across multiple relational dimensions. Hence, the patterns

of informal interaction within this professional community were not divided up into

individual coaching groups, as one might expect given the original design.

The nuanced insights provided in the interviews—making clear the value of

conducting a mixed-methods study in social network research—helps understand

why the patterns of informal interaction differed from the program design. A key

function of the program is to help build MHLs’ capacity to use research in district

policymaking. Thus, the people perceived to be the most knowledgeable were those

coaches who had extensive experience in child and youth mental health within

schools and school districts; all coaches were not considered equal. A combination

of field-based knowledge and experience in both child and youth mental health and

educational administration characterized some coaches’ expertise as more credible

or authoritative than coaches who possessed knowledge and expertise in only one

domain. This accounted for the more central positions of some coaches within the

networks. Those with the most relevant knowledge and expertise were seen as the

key facilitators of connecting research and practice.

While CYMH coaches were key figures in helping MHLs make sense of related re-

search and offering advice, MHLs implied that it was the formal meetings and evidence-

based tools of the program more broadly that connected research and practice. When

MHLs discussed connecting with research knowledge, they most often referenced the

program’s materials and resources, which were provided to them during the formal

meetings, as the predominant source of resource knowledge. In effect, it is the artefacts

created and distributed by the coaching team that are mobilizing research knowledge

most effectively, offering further evidence and findings that products and events are

important KMb mechanisms (Cooper & Levin, 2010; Nutley et al., 2007). The infor-

mal interactions within this network provide more sense-making opportunities in re-

lation to these KMb tools, rather than directly connecting research and practice. 

Conclusion
The CYMH participants are not connecting often with each other outside of formal

events, potentially compromising the long-term sustainability of the program beyond

its formal mandate. However, given the study’s focus on the two pilot years of the pro-

gram, lower levels of activity might be expected as the program gains traction while it

takes time to build social capital within a community. This study emphasizes how so-

cial structures within research brokering networks such as CYMH affect how they

carry out their work in relation to KMb activities. In this case, the primary role of the

informal network is to provide a context within which members make sense of the re-

search-informed tools and materials designed to help them develop their own research-

informed SMH policies. Sense-making processes are highly individual and personal,

often requiring strong, trusting relationships, which take time to develop.
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Policymakers and program designers would do well to pay attention to these so-

cial spaces and incorporate social capital strategies—that is, deliberate and focused

approaches to building the types of relationships necessary to meet intended goals—

into their program design and implementation planning. Policymakers and decision-

makers at both government and district levels need to understand that it is the

quantity and quality of interactions within these networks that both facilitate and con-

strain desired outcomes. These findings reiterate the necessity of providing the col-

laborative spaces in which face-to-face interactions develop the foundational levels

of social capital (e.g., a culture of trust and reciprocity) required to engage in joint

work, regardless of its nature. A social network perspective can generate important

formative feedback that identifies weak areas and/or under-utilized resources within

a network, enabling governments and system leaders to reallocate resources in order

to strengthen network activity and the conditions that support network growth.

Developing and sustaining research brokering networks such as CYMH is a resource-

intensive activity requiring deliberate action to ensure sustainability: a social network

perspective can positively inform this work.

From a practice point of view, a social network perspective can help people be-

come aware of their social environments, providing a critical feedback loop. In the

case of CYMH, the program’s leadership can use these insights to understand the

ways in which their school district participants are interacting with their coaches

and CYMH colleagues outside the formal boundaries of the program. For example,

the leadership team will need to decide whether or not these low levels of informal

interaction are, in fact, problematic. If so, they can make decisions that will encour-

age greater connectivity outside of professional learning events. If not, they can focus

their energy on developing the formal elements of the program. Similar decisions

can be made about whether or not the existing core-periphery structures and other

network characteristics (see Rodway, 2015b) are troublesome.

When designing and implementing research brokering networks, it is essential

to build awareness of and access to the expertise within the network that will enable

members to make use of research-based knowledge in their daily professional prac-

tice. Paying attention to who is included in the network and establishing structures

and processes that enable the group’s ability to connect is crucial. Networks cannot

be taken for granted—they do not always function in positive ways. Some patterns

of interaction can, in fact, inhibit the realization of intended goals, or at the very

least pose significant barriers that make achieving the desired ends difficult. Social

spaces are complex and messy, but they have real and sometimes serious implications

for the design and implementation of educational change strategies, such as research

brokering networks. There is a growing body of literature on both social capital and

social network theory that could fruitfully guide these processes as well as illuminate

the invisible work of networks as important tools for knowledge mobilization.

Note
In this study, “research-based knowledge includes research findings, evidence, and also1.
theoretical and empirical insights” (Davies & Nutley, 2008, p. 2).
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Jean-Vianney Auclair, University of Manitoba

Abstract  In 2000, the Government of Manitoba initiated an inter-sectoral policy

strategy referred to as Healthy Child Manitoba. This article reports on a research proj-

ect that studied the success and challenges of this horizontal policy strategy. The re-

search suggests that while this policy approach—which places education within the

broader context of a healthy child—warrants attention, the day-to-day operational-

ization of the policy strategy remains difficult. Using a horizontal approach to im-

prove educational outcomes by breaking down the silo effect of traditional

government departments appears to be important, but working effectively across sec-

tors requires overcoming a number of barriers, including the need for the horizontal

approach to co-exist within a well-delineated vertical governmental machinery.

Keywords  Wicked problems; Policy networks; Horizontal policymaking

Introduction
Governmental administrations throughout the world are undertaking diverse initia-

tives to address the increasing level of uncertainty, volatility, and unpredictability

that currently characterize the policymaking process. Public institutions are now

called upon to consider problems and challenges that have, according to many ob-

servers, scholars, and political scientists, a higher level of interrelatedness and com-
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plexity (Bourgon, 2011). Consistent with this perspective, Donald Savoie (2003)

states that “policy issues no longer respect boundaries” (p. 214), suggesting that it

is increasingly difficult to consider problems in isolation from one another.

Moreover, as governmental policy initiatives are becoming increasingly inter-

twined with activities conducted by multiple external influential actors, governments

are becoming more dependent on these actors to achieve their mandates (Klijn,

2008). Predominantly government-centric views of policymaking are becoming a

tradition of the past. The development of networking capacities to facilitate the build-

ing of relationships across policy actors is consequently becoming critically important

in a policy environment where trust, negotiation skills, flexibility, collegiality, and

the ability to give and take represent increasingly important habits of mind for any

policy actors. This applies to all sectors of policy activities within and without gov-

ernment, but most certainly in the health and education sectors.

“Wicked problems” are difficult to clearly define, have many interdependencies,

are often multi-causal and socially complex, and hardly ever sit conveniently within

the responsibility of any one organization (Australian Public Service Commission,

2007; Rittel & Webber, 1973). For these reasons, they require a coordinated re-

sponse by a number of governmental and non-governmental actors, through more

horizontal collaborative processes. There is indeed a growing need for public insti-

tutions to respond to increasingly horizontal and multifaceted problems, which

often also have conflicting values (Kickert, Klijn, & Koppenjan, 1997; Sørensen &

Torfing, 2008). Erik-Hans Klijn (2008) suggests that the “trend towards various

forms of horizontal governance will ultimately transform nations into network so-

cieties in which interdependence and horizontal relations are paramount” (p. 506).

Jocelyne Bourgon (2011) supports this notion and suggests that achieving public

results through policymaking can progressively be done through the participation

of multiple actors. Accordingly, she suggests that in government, hierarchy and net-

works are called upon to coexist. This type of approach cannot, however, take place

without challenges.

These notions are relevant and applicable to Canadian provincial educational

policies committed to pursuing complex equity goals and the ideal of “success for

every student” (Manitoba Education and Advanced Learning, 2015). The success of

children in schools is affected by multiple external social factors, agencies, and insti-

tutions, which also have an influence on the development of the child. In this con-

text, Karen Seashore Louis, Kenneth Leithwood, Kyla Wahlstrom, and Stephen

Anderson (2010) suggest that all the activities conducted in schools, representing

all school variables, only account for 12 to 20 percent of the variation in student

achievement across schools. The holistic development and growth of children, there-

fore, depends on a variety of variables and on the coordinated actions and interven-

tion of multiples actors, including parents, families, communities, and schools, as

well as private and public institutions.

Education and Healthy Child Manitoba
In the year 2000, the Government of Manitoba implemented a horizontal policy

strategy referred to as Healthy Child Manitoba. This horizontal and cross-depart-
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mental strategy drew education into a policy network environment focused on the

holistic development of children from preconception to age 18, particularly the well-

being of vulnerable children, including those living in poverty (Healthy Child

Manitoba, 2012). The strategy was designed to have an influence on the develop-

ment of children and to also affect their success in schools while addressing several

factors located inside and outside of schools. Its main purpose is to improve the well-

being of all children.

While Healthy Child was not a policy strategy specifically designed to address the

problem of inequity in society, it was argued that from a macro-level perspective,

poverty and ensuring learning success to all students represent two interrelated fun-

damentally wicked problems, which the horizontal and collaborative strategy was in-

tended to address. It is important to note that Healthy Child was not an anti-poverty

strategy or, per se, an education-specific policy. Rather, it was an approach designed

to break the barriers typically existing between sectors and departments to best coor-

dinate the provision of support toward the healthy development of children.

This article reports on the findings of a research study that analyzed the Healthy

Child Manitoba policy strategy from an educational perspective, using it as a case

study to examine the perceived benefits and challenges of horizontal policymaking

involving the education sector. The central question examined in this study was:

how has the Healthy Child Manitoba policy strategy evolved over time as an inter-

sectoral policy strategy, and what were the benefits and challenges perceived by key

policy actors as it relates to the field of education?

More specifically, the study addresses the following three sub-questions:

What were the origins of the Healthy Child Manitoba policy1.

strategy, how has this policy approach evolved over time, and

how has it related to the field of education?

Who were the public and non-public policy actors involved in2.

the Healthy Child Manitoba policy strategy, what role did they

play, and how did they interact with one another?

How was the Healthy Child Manitoba policy strategy being per-3.

ceived and understood by educational policy actors in terms of

challenges and benefits?

The article first presents a brief description of the Healthy Child Manitoba policy

network, followed by a description of the main findings of the research that primarily

highlight the perceived benefits and pitfalls of the horizontal policy approach in re-

lation to the third sub-question. The article concludes with an examination of the

implications of this research for the field of Canadian educational administration.

Description of the Healthy Child Manitoba policy network
In the context of this research, the policy strategy, through the actions of a number

of governmental and non-governmental policy actors, was considered as taking place

in a network environment, i.e., a policy network. Accordingly, the respective roles

of public and non-public policy actors, as well as their interactions with one another,

were examined through a theoretical framework focusing on the notion of policy net-
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work (Börzel, 1998). This concept was used as a lens to examine how the policymak-

ing process takes place within the complex and multilayered policy environment.

The following figure provides a visual representation of the organization of the

Healthy Child policy network as it was structured in 2015 and identifies the main

policy actors considered for the purpose of this research.

Figure 1. The Healthy Child Manitoba network

Notes: CYO: Department of Children and Youth Opportunities; EAL: Department of Education
and Advanced Learning; MASS: Manitoba Association of School Superintendents; SSAAM:
Student Services Administrators Association of Manitoba; MSBA: Manitoba School Boards
Association; MTS: Manitoba Teachers’ Society; MASBO: Manitoba Association of School
Business Officials; MAPC: Manitoba Association of Parent Councils; MCCA: Manitoba Child
Care Association

A Committee of Cabinet led the policy strategy. The first row of nine circles (see

Figure 1) represents the groups of nine ministers involved in this committee and il-

lustrates the cross-departmental nature of the strategy. The Children and Youth

Opportunities (CYO) circle highlights the position of the minister responsible for

chairing the committee and accountable for the policy initiative. The second row of

circles represents the Committee of Deputy Ministers. The Education and Advanced

Learning (EAL) circle highlights the position of the deputy minister responsible for

chairing this committee. The Healthy Child Manitoba Office (HCMO), located under

the Committee of Deputy Ministers, was primarily responsible for supporting the

work of the two committees. The EAL departmental bureaucrats were located un-

derneath the HCMO. For the purpose of this visual representation, only the staff

from this department were considered given the educational focus of the study. The

parent-child coalitions1 were located at the bottom of the diagram. The Provincial

Healthy Child Manitoba Advisory Committee was located at the top of the diagram

to illustrate how, in principle, this advisory body was responsible for guiding and
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influencing the policy strategy. The influence of the external policy actors was illus-

trated with the rectangle located on the left side of the diagram and primarily repre-

senting the educations stakeholders consulted for the purpose of the study. The main

locus of the cross-sectoral strategy was represented with the oval located at the centre

of the diagram. The shaded area highlights the structures of the network considered

as the network inner circle, as noted on the right side of the diagram.

The use of the expression “policy network inner circle” emerged from this
study and was used to describe one central dimension of the Healthy Child
Manitoba policy network. The inner circle refers to the group of internal
elected and non-elected policy actors who benefitted from a privileged influ-
ential role in the policymaking process. It included the committees of minis-
ters and deputy ministers, the staff from the HCMO, as well as the chair of
the advisory committee. The most influential external policy actors within
the education sector were considered to be MASS, MSBA, MCCA, and
SSAAM, based on the insights shared by the interview participants. 

Methodology
The data collection conducted for this qualitative research was based on a documen-

tation analysis for content and context, as well as on 24 semi-structured interviews

conducted in the fall of 2015. The interviews were conducted with two ministers

and non-elected public policy actors, including one deputy minister, as well as with

non-public policy actors. The informants were primarily selected because of their

relatively direct involvement with the Healthy Child policy strategy and because of

the role they played within the education system in both the context of government

and the context of the field of education. All organizations and key policy actors in-

cluded in Figure 1 participated in the interview process. When considering the no-

tion of “inner circle,” eight out of the 24 participants interviewed were deemed to

be members of this group. Several sets of questionnaires were developed to better

take into account the relatively unique context of each individual informant. Many

elements, however, were common in all questionnaires. The questionnaires included

a number of open-ended questions that covered a variety of topics related to the per-

ceived challenges and successes of the policy strategy. For example, all participants

were asked: “If there is anything you could change regarding the Healthy Child

Manitoba approach, what would it be?”

All interviews were transcribed. The draft interview transcripts were submitted

to each interviewee for review and approval. The final approved transcripts were

read and analyzed several times. NVivo™ software was used to organize and analyze

the data collected and to identify key nodes for coding purposes. The nodes selected

only took into account the information collected through the interview process.

Additional data came from the documentation review conducted parallel to the in-

terviews. The coding process began with the identification of the major themes that

became apparent following multiple readings of the transcripts, which led to the

identification of more than 50 nodes. Following multiple coding steps, it became

evident that some nodes were redundant and overlapping. A final list of 39 nodes

was used for analysis purposes. 
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The findings
The main findings related to the perceptions of the policy actors interviewed for this

study were organized around five broad statements referred to as constats. The French

word was chosen to capture the idea of a significant finding drawn from the pre-

dominant perceptions of the participants. In some instances they convey a fairly

strong consensus; in other cases they reflect divergent views and perceptions. 

Constat 1: The policy strategy was valued and perceived as 
beneficial by the members of the policy network
The interdepartmental nature of the policy strategy was widely considered as its

most innovative dimension. Having a broad policy strategy with an influential and

high-profile Committee of Cabinet was seen as being forward-looking and as having

the potential to develop more effective policy solutions. According to the informants,

the mere existence of this committee clearly signalled the governmental political

commitment to the implementation of the strategy. The Committee of Cabinet table

was seen as creating a focused and open forum where issues could be discussed and

examined in a coordinated fashion. The same observation applied to the Committee

of Deputy Ministers and the staff from the HCMO, who were directly engaged in

collaborative work. The two high-level central structures of the policy strategy were

viewed as being well-suited for establishing connections across sectors and allowing

for greater convergence in the setting of priorities and synergies.

Many saw the unique legislated status attributed to the strategy, The Healthy Child

Manitoba Act (later referred to as The Act), as a strength as it conferred a high level

of legitimacy, in turn creating an element of stability. More specifically, the legislative

framework was seen as an important tool to clarify roles, responsibilities, and 

accountability.

In general, Healthy Child Manitoba was perceived as being well-positioned to

respond to emerging issues and for providing relevant opportunities to outsiders—

those located outside of the inner circle—to effectively and strategically influence

policy decision-making beyond the mandate conventionally attributed to the

Department of Education and Advanced Learning (later referred to as the

Department of Education).

The Healthy Child Manitoba policy strategy was considered as promoting the

long-term value of prevention and the critical importance and benefits of early in-

terventions. Accordingly, this long- term way of thinking was seen as a positive shift

in the government modus operandi, which often tends to be too centred on oppor-

tunistic and short-term political gains. It prioritized “upstream” policy activities that

focus on the prevention of problems.

The fact that the policy approach was solidly anchored on the use of research

evidence, evaluation, and measurable outcomes was perceived by many as a very

sound model and as an area of strength. Because of its research expertise as well as

research partnerships, namely with the Manitoba Centre for Health Policy, the

HCMO was seen as being well-positioned to support the work conducted locally by

school divisions and to help support the development of a working culture that val-

ued evidence-based decision-making.
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The parent-child coalitions were by design loosely defined, with limited account-

ability constraints, to promote local decision-making. These organizations were seen

as having the benefit of letting local communities determine their own priorities and

orientation. Some perceived the coalitions as inviting and welcoming, especially

members of the community who were not attending on behalf of a formal organiza-

tion and who, at times, felt intimidated or left out of these types of community or-

ganizations. 

Constat 2: The interactions taking place in the policy network have led to 
the establishment of a closer relationship between the early childhood
education sector and the formal Kindergarten to Grade 12 education system
The Healthy Child strategy, especially through the work of the HCMO, was perceived

as a governmental advocate for children, especially from a preschool perspective. As

the initial focus of Healthy Child concentrated mostly on early childhood develop-

ment, it was without surprise that several respondents linked the mandate of Healthy

Child primarily to the narrower perspective of early childhood development as op-

posed to the actual mandate, which extended from the prenatal stage to youth.

All respondents recognized the role played by Healthy Child in the early learning

sector. Several described how the policy strategy had been successful at raising the

profile of early childhood development and how, through an effective research dis-

semination process, the network created meaningful synergies across sectors and

successfully brought early learning onto the policy agenda. Through a well-orches-

trated process, Healthy Child brought to the forefront the science and the research

supporting early intervention, early prevention, and early childhood development

and more broadly highlighted the critical importance of the early years in the life

trajectory. It was suggested that through these initiatives, childcare services were fi-

nally being publicly recognized as an important public service, not only for the fam-

ilies but also for the benefit of the larger society.

Perhaps more importantly, there was agreement among respondents that Healthy

Child played a significant leadership role in bringing the early childhood education

sector and the formal Kindergarten to Grade 12 (K–12) education system closer to-

gether. It was reported that early childhood education was initially treated with a

great deal of caution by the members of the K–12 education system. For example,

many school administrators initially felt threatened by the idea of linking the early

years to the school system, often for practical reasons. Simply considering the sharing

of school spaces to accommodate an early learning centre was indeed initially per-

ceived as a threat. Today, it is largely considered a benefit. Raising the awareness of

key stakeholders around the need to build strong relationships at the local level be-

tween childcare workers, primary school teachers, school principals, and childcare

centre directors was seen as a required condition to enhance learning outcomes for

all children.

Through the collaboration of all these sectors, within a network environ-
ment including the involvement of Healthy Child Manitoba and the
Department of Education, progress was made over time. As a result of this
cross-sectoral collaboration, the importance of early childhood education is
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now more widely accepted, and there appeared to be an emerging consensus
in the education community of the importance of early interventions taking
place prior to school entry.

Constat 3: The members of the network had divergent and at times 
opposing views on the community engagement dimensions of the 
policy strategy
While The Act defines fairly specifically the notion of a community partner as a “com-

munity organization or other body that delivers a government-funded program or

service for children or their families” (Manitoba, 2007, p. 1), the interpretations

shared by the informants varied significantly from the perspective of the insiders

and the outsiders. There were indeed diverging views expressed regarding the level

of influence community partners could exercise. On the one hand, the members of

the inner circle maintained that community engagement was central to the long-

term vision of the policy strategy. On the other hand, several policy actors located

outside of the inner circle indicated that they had a limited understanding, awareness,

and appreciation of the policy’s community engagement aspiration.

Right from its inception, the policy strategy was intended to have a collaborative

and consultative focus. Informants from the inner circle suggested strongly that the

origin of the strategy itself was informed by an open, bottom-up process. For exam-

ple, it was suggested that the foundational orientation set to guide the work of

Children and Youth Secretariat—the precursor organization of the HCMO estab-

lished by the previous Progressive Conservative government—was the outcome of

a broad-base consultative process that involved a variety of stakeholders located both

inside and outside of the government.

When considering the parent-child coalition model, there was evidence that the

approach was initially influenced and guided by some of the programs and initiatives

developed locally by a small number of school divisions. These grassroots initiatives

later benefitted from support provided by Healthy Child in an era where early childhood

education was not yet considered a priority. Accordingly, the horizontal policy strategy

was seen, especially by those from the inner circle, as acting as a bridge between the

community and the government and, therefore, as providing opportunities for a bot-

tom-up policy influence. This perceived closer relationship with the community created,

by design, a flatter, more horizontal, and less hierarchical way of doing business.

From the perspective of respondents from the HCMO, ensuring a strong pres-

ence in the field and working beyond the internal partner departments to reach out

to external partner and community organizations became fundamental elements of

the strategy. Other interviewees went further with the notion of community and em-

phasized the importance of reaching individual families, as well as other members

of the network, to collectively address the needs of children. In that sense, Healthy

Child helped create synergies across sectors, not only within government but also at

the community level. This more holistic approach, supported by the policy strategy,

also highlighted how both members of the community and the government had a

role to play, and that in some cases, the local community was seen as better posi-

tioned to identify specific policy solutions.
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In contrast, a number of external policy actors had difficulties commenting on

the community partnership aspect of the strategy and providing any concrete exam-

ples to illustrate how it favoured and encouraged the participation of external stake-

holders. In other words, they were unsure as to how the term “community” was to

be interpreted and how this relationship with external stakeholders was to take place

in concrete terms. For these reasons, some participants were wondering to what ex-

tent the government was genuinely interested in providing meaningful opportunities

for input from the community. Accordingly, the policy approach was considered by

many as being primarily government-centric, with limited references and connec-

tions to the engagement of external community partners or stakeholders. Policy ac-

tors located outside of the inner circle noted that there was a strong direction

imposed from and controlled by the government, and that stakeholders and educa-

tional partners were simply expected to buy-in. As a result, the HCMO was perceived

more as a top-down agency responsible for providing policy direction to partner de-

partments as well as to local organizations.

One of the mechanisms available to Healthy Child for seeking community input

and engagement is the provincial advisory committee. Here as well, the value of the

committee was qualified with diverging opinions. For members of the inner circle,

the committee represented an effective pathway to allowing external stakeholders

to influence the broad policy directions and supporting the sharing of information

on best practices. For other informants, the committee was perceived as being too

large and as being predominantly used to favour the unidirectional distribution of

information, as opposed to encouraging constructive and influential dialogues.

Constat 4: The policy network faced a number of operational 
challenges often related to the horizontal/vertical relationship 
Creating collaborative and effective working relationships with multiple policy partners

is a difficult task. Contrary to what one might think, it cannot be assumed that the

horizontal collaboration and conversations taking place at the highest levels of the hi-

erarchy automatically percolate down to all the different levels in all the individual

partner departments. Participants reported that the need to replicate the horizontal

collaboration and communication taking place at the top to the various outer-circle

internal stakeholders, particularly within the Department of Education, represented

one of the most significant challenges to this policy strategy. While some informants

attempted to minimize the implication of this problem, for others it was an issue that

required more concerted attention. Participants perceived the horizontal nature of the

policy structure as clearly delineated at the level of the two committees—ministers

and deputy-ministers—as well as through the support and guidance provided by the

HCMO. However, the cross-sectoral structures were not considered as well-defined in

the lower levels of government, where follow-up actions and implementation were ex-

pected to occur. As a result, the horizontal collaboration was seen as largely left by de-

fault to the discretion of those located in lower levels of the hierarchy and conducted

on an ad-hoc basis as opposed to being intentionally coordinated.

As a consequence of the perceived disconnect and lack of alignment between

the horizontal and vertical dimensions at play, the staff in the Department of
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Education was, at times, required to address a number of competing and sometimes

conflicting priorities. Each individual partner department involved with Healthy

Child had its own departmental plan to implement and series of results to achieve

under the leadership of one deputy minister and one minister. There was, however,

a perception that, in some cases, unforeseen directions received from the HCMO

could force a department to reassess its operational plan and priorities to accommo-

date a new mandate set from the top.

Consultation is an issue often examined in light of the relationship between in-

ternal and external policy actors or stakeholders. When considering a horizontal

and cross-sectoral strategy such as Healthy Child, having sufficient internal consul-

tation to expand the cross-sectoral buy-in and engagement represented an important

issue. Some respondents suggested that interdepartmental dialogues that build a

shared understanding of the central issues were not adequately facilitated and should

have been structured to build a collective sense of ownership.

Even with the best intentions, policy communication channels cannot always

be transparent, linear, inclusive, and sequential simply because of the complexity of

the issues being considered and the rapidity with which these issues often need to

be acted on in government. On that note, the level of communication with external

stakeholders was also perceived as problematic in this study. For some participants,

this issue focused largely on the lack of involvement of departmental staff in the co-

ordination of the work being conducted by the HCMO. Some informants suggested,

for example, that the office should play a better dispatching and coordinating role

to avoid missteps and misunderstandings.

Because of the horizontal and collaborative nature of the policy strategy, some

external actors indicated that it was not always easy to determine who was leading.

Was it the chair of the Committee of Cabinet, the chair of the Committee of Deputy

Ministers, or the chief executive officer of the HCMO? This perceived lack of clarity

around leadership had the potential to create a certain level of confusion both inside

and outside of government, particularly with respect to matters of responsibility and

accountability. As one participant commented, even if The Act identified the chair of

the Committee of Cabinet as being responsible for the Healthy Child legislated status,

if everybody was involved, was anybody fundamentally responsible? In other words,

was there a risk of diffusion of responsibility?

The notion of leadership was also considered from a project management per-

spective. The internal public policy actors located outside of the HCMO raised a

number of concerns related to the operationalization of the internal policymaking

process. The first was related to a perceived confusion or lack of clarity around who

is responsible for playing the lead role on the projects undertaken. Often, by design,

projects initiated under the Healthy Child strategy were inter-sectoral in nature and,

therefore, required the participation of multiple actors. The need to identify a project

lead often related to the selection of departmental content experts. While one could

assume that a project undertaken under the Healthy Child’s umbrella would nor-

mally be led by a staff member from the HCMO, this did not always appear to be

the case. 
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Constat 5: Healthy Child and the Department of Education interacted 
in a shared but undefined policy space
Some program activities implemented under the Healthy Child policy initiative di-

rectly targeted schools, while others were designed to intervene on factors located out-

side of the formal K–12 education system. This included diverse activities related to

preschool learning and parental support programs such as the parent-child coalitions.

The recognition that many factors influencing children’s learning were located outside

the realm of schools provided a compelling rational for participating in this inter-sec-

toral policy initiative, but also raised important questions about the nature of that par-

ticipation. Should, for example, the work of Healthy Child predominantly be targeting

activities surrounding the school system through, for example, community program-

ming, after-school programming, or parent-support initiatives? Or should it be directly

attempting to influence the activities taking place in schools? Most participants in this

study indicated that they believed that there was sufficient policy space to allow both

sectors, Healthy Child and the Department of Education, to intervene collaboratively

within the school system when it was relevant to do so. Based on this perspective, it

made sense to have both sectors develop programs and policies collaboratively to be

implemented in schools through the Department of Education and to have Healthy

Child also intervening on factors located outside of the school system.

The role of the HCMO required attention when considering the notion of policy

intersection. This role, described by one interviewee as the “critical inside engine”

of the policy strategy, evolved over time. There was, however, a variety of perspectives

around the role and function the office has played in the past and should be playing

in the future when working collaboratively with partner departments, namely the

Department of Education. This raised a number of questions regarding how collab-

oration should take place, who should be leading the initiative, and where the own-

ership of the program being developed should be located. There was a longstanding

ambivalence related to the ownership and program delivery function of the HCMO.

Initially, Healthy Child was primarily conceptualized as a governmental agency that

would, in collaboration with others, incubate new policy solutions as opposed to its

own programs. Early on, the HCMO did not invest a lot of time or resources in the

management of programs. The ownership of programs has indeed been an area of

struggle and tension that was linked directly to the fundamental mission and role of

the horizontal policy strategy.

Some have suggested that Healthy Child, in collaboration with its partners,

should have mainly focused its attention and resources on the testing of new and in-

novative ideas to be incubated during a finite and predefined period of time. When

proven effective, these incubated programs would be devolved by partner depart-

ments, which would then become responsible for the long-term implementation

and management of the program in question. From that point on, Healthy Child

would play a role in assisting with the implementation in a collaborative manner

and would bring back to the two high-level committees any issues arising from the

implementation being conducted.

The inner-circle policy actors often made the point that while the notion
of incubating ideas was initially part of the vision of the policy strategy of this
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organization, this focus evolved over time and was perhaps neglected as the
organization became more involved in the implementation and management
of programs. For some policy actors located outside of the HCMO, the role
of the agency was perceived as having evolved more toward a program deliv-
ery function than an incubator function.

Beyond the idea of program ownership and incubation, some respondents em-

phasized more specifically the coordinating role the HCMO played to achieve better

policy alignment and reduce the potential duplication of efforts. This role was de-

scribed as focusing on the creation of connections across the partner departments

by breaking the barriers that typically exist in the government. Based on this per-

spective, Healthy Child should act primarily as a facilitator, an enabler, and would

operate from what was referred to as “the balcony” to orchestrate the interactions

taking place in the network, facilitate opportunities for deeper collaboration, and a

more effective articulation across systems.

Others thought that the role of the secretariat should be located somewhere in

the middle and suggested that the HCMO should play the hybrid role of being a

convener, an incubator, as well as a program developer and holder. Depending on

context and priorities, the emphasis on one of these three orientations could be more

predominant. But each offers a quite distinct approach to the implementation of

inter-sectoral collaboration and policy development.

Discussion
The Healthy Child case study examined the extent to which horizontal policy ap-

proaches are particularly well-suited to address multifaceted and complex policy

problems also known in the literature as “wicked problems”: policy problems that

never fully get resolved. Creating the best conditions to provide equitable opportu-

nities for all children to achieve the best possible learning outcomes falls under this

category. This wicked social challenge far surpasses the role and capacity of the for-

mal education system. The need to create well-articulated synergies across sectors

in support of student learning appears fundamental to the effective pursuit of this

goal, but these synergies are also difficult to achieve.

Do horizontal policy approaches make a difference in complex policy problems?

If one assumes that Healthy Child Manitoba is in fact dealing with a wicked problem

or even, perhaps, with multiple complex and multifaceted problems, one should

not be surprised to learn that the policy strategy may not yet have achieved the out-

comes it was initially intended to deliver. It is well known that horizontal policy ap-

proaches are difficult to implement and that there is no easy solution or perfect

model that can apply to all kinds of issues and circumstances (Savoie, 2008). For

this reason, as suggested by Guy Peters (1998), “the administrative Holy Grail of co-

ordination and horizontality is one of the perennial quests for practitioners of gov-

ernment” (p. 1).

While Healthy Child was initially perceived as a unique and innovative policy

approach in Canada, especially given its legislated status, the relevance of the strategy

is now being questioned by some (Bostrom, 2010). Some were suggesting that

Healthy Child has become a “do everything” type of organization and that it now
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needs to rethink its focus. Others suggested that the policy strategy has achieved

some successes in some pocket areas, but that the success is not as widely distributed

as it could be.

The findings of this study suggested that the policy strategy was perceived as play-

ing a positive role in improving and extending the effectiveness of the more conven-

tional development and implementation of educational policies designed to benefit

children’s learning and well-being. This effect was primarily attributed to the main

function of the strategy, which targeted a number of factors located both upstream

and often outside of the formal education system. Healthy Child attempted to achieve

this goal through its primary focus on early interventions and prevention. In addition,

with its focus on evidence-based policymaking and evaluation capacity and, Healthy

Child brought to the forefront other tools, processes, and practices that could have

been used more extensively to determine the real potential of the policy decisions

being considered prior to their implementation, and, as a follow-up to a rigorous

implementation process, their effectiveness and impact. There were, however, rea-

sons to believe that the strategy’s capacity to address complex policy problems was

not leveraged to its full potential due to a number of difficulties associated with the

complexity of implementing effective collaborative approaches across sectors within

the policy network.

The findings of this research suggest that juxtaposing the aspiration of a hori-

zontal policy strategy with the need to operate vertically in an environment with a

well-established hierarchical structure and compartmentalized way of doing business

represents one of the most significant challenges facing a jurisdiction interested in

implementing a seamless cross-sectoral policy approach. Any misalignment of the

vertical and horizontal dimensions of the governmental machinery will produce com-

munication disconnects and a lack of buy-in at all levels of the hierarchy. This re-

sulted in policy actors feeling left-out, disengaged, and misinformed, negatively

impacting the efforts made to work more collaboratively in a network environment

favouring a horizontal way of doing business.

In any large bureaucracy, silos can be considered a necessary evil, but they are not

necessarily conducive to innovation and change, especially when considered in the

context of a highly complex policy environment. Accordingly, they can be considered

operationally effective when promoting the status-quo. Silos favour the fragmentation

and compartmentalization of responsibilities over collaboration and communication.

Indeed, the silo effect largely takes place when sectors do not adequately collaborate.

If the goal is to be innovative and create change, establishing a culture of collaboration

becomes a sine qua non condition of success when wanting to create a concrete and

measurable collaborative advantage (Huxham & Vangen, 2005) to effectively address

problems and challenges having a high level of complexity.

Horizontal policy approaches such as Healthy Child are designed to break this

silo effect. One of the risks inherent in a strategy favouring cross-sectoral collaboration

is creating duplicative efforts, too many ineffective levels of collaboration and ineffi-

cient internal processes are often linked to a lack of communication that do not yield

positive advantages or gains. Any additional layers implemented to facilitate hori-

zontal collaboration can create inefficiencies and may not be optimizing the resources
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available. Moreover, when moving away from silos, fragmentation, and specialization,

as the number of individuals involved in the network increases, there is often a

higher risk of confusion and the diffusion of responsibilities and issues regarding

communication. Finding the right balance between specialization and collaboration,

as articulated in this article, relates perhaps more to an art than a science.

When considering these challenges from a pragmatic and concrete perspective,

it is suggested that in a best-case scenario both processes, specialization and collab-

oration, need to take place in the form of a well-orchestrated dance. There are times

when collaboration is required and there are times when specialization is more ade-

quate and efficient. It is through the right combination of these two dimensions that

the best results can be achieved.

Healthy Child benefited from being examined in light of two distinct but inter-

dependent perspectives. The first one related more specifically to how internal policy

actors interacted with one another when attempting to build a more horizontal and

collaborative environment. The second one related predominantly to how the gov-

ernment interacted with external stakeholders and engaged with them to leverage

the influence they could have on the policymaking process and through the sharing

of the policy space. This is with the intent of sharing the decision-making process

but, perhaps more importantly, the identification of collaboratively defined solutions

leading to the production of what Bourgon (2011) would call public value.

The issue of poverty represents one of the most predominant barriers impacting

children’s access to equitable educational opportunities—an issue that cannot be ad-

dressed effectively, in isolation, by the education system. The Healthy Child policy

network continues to be strategically well-positioned to orchestrate and mobilize

the required synergies to respond to a number of complex needs and pressures. This

creates an exciting opportunity to determine how it needs to move forward, to rede-

fine itself, and to reaffirm its mandate in order to act as a catalyst for the creation of

an ambitious endeavour of collaborative and collective imagination.

Note
The parent-child coalitions represent the community-based organizations responsible1.
for addressing a number of local priorities in a cross-sectoral manner. The 26 existing
coalitions are funded annually by Healthy Child Manitoba and have a relatively loosely
defined mandate with limited accountability measures. They consequently have a con-
siderably high level of autonomy in determining local priorities and how areas of need
are addressed.

References
Australian Public Service Commission. (2007). Tackling wicked problems: A public policy per-

spective. Canberra, AU: Australian Government. Retrieved May 2016, from https://www
.apsc.gov.au/tackling-wicked-problems-public-policy-perspective.

Börzel, T.A. (1998). Organizing Babylon: On the different conceptions of policy networks.
Public Administration, 76(2), 253–273.

Bostrom, H. (2010). “Closing the Gap” in Manitoba. In P.G. Thomas & C. Brown (Eds.),
Manitoba politics and government: Issues, institutions, traditions (pp. 358–371). Winnipeg,
MB: University of Manitoba Press.

Bourgon, J. (2011). A new synthesis of public administration: Serving in the 21st Century. Kingston,
ON: School of Policy Studies, McGill-Queen’s University Press.

IJEPL 14(6) 2019

Auclair

The Healthy Child:
Manitoba Case

Study

14

https://www.apsc.gov.au/tackling-wicked-problems-public-policy-perspective
https://www.apsc.gov.au/tackling-wicked-problems-public-policy-perspective
http://www.ijepl.org


Brown, K., & Keast, R. (2003). Citizen-government engagement: Community connection
through network arrangement. Asian Journal of Public Administration, 25(1), 107–131.

Healthy Child Manitoba. (2012). Healthy Child Manitoba: 2012 report on Manitoba’s children
and youth. Winnipeg, MB: Healthy Child Manitoba. Retrieved December 2017 from
http://www.gov.mb.ca/healthychild/publications/hcm_2012report.pdf.

Huxham, C., & Vangen, S. (2005). Managing to collaborate: The theory and practice of col-
laborative advantage. New York, NY: Routledge.

Kickert, W.J., Klijn, E.H., & Koppenjan, J.F.M. (1997). Introduction: A management perspec-
tive on policy networks. In W.J. Kickert, E.H. Klijn, & J.F.M. Koppenjan (Eds.), Managing
complex networks: strategies for the public sector (pp. 1–13). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Klijn, E.H. (2008). Governance and governance networks in Europe. Public Management
Review, 10(4), 505–525. 

Manitoba. The Healthy Child Manitoba Act, C.C.S.M. c. H37 (2007). Retrieved December
2017 from http://web2.gov.mb.ca/laws/statutes/ccsm/_pdf.php?cap=h37

Manitoba Education and Advanced Learning. (2015). Annual report 2014–2015. Retrieved
December 2017 from http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ar_edu_1415/report.pdf.

Peters, G. (1998). Managing horizontal government: The politics of coordination [research
paper No. 21]. Retrieved December 2017 from http://publications.gc.ca/collections
/Collection/SC94-61-21-1998E.pdf.

Rittel, H.W.J., & Webber, M.M. (1973). Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy
Science, 4, 155–169.

Savoie, D.J. (2008). Horizontal management of official languages: Report submitted to the Office
of the Commissioner of Official Languages. Ottawa, ON: Office of the Commissioner of
Official Languages. 

Seashore Louis, K., Leithwood, K., Wahlstrom, K., & Anderson, S. (2010). Investigating the
links to improve student learning: final report of research findings. Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota. Retrieved December 2017 from http://www.wallacefoundation
.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/key-research/Documents/Investigating-the
-Links-to-Improved-Student-Learning.pdf.

Sørensen, E., & Torfing, J. (2008). Introduction. In E. Sørensen & J. Torfing (Eds.), Theories
of democratic network governance (pp. 169–182). London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

IJEPL 14(6) 2019

Auclair

The Healthy Child:
Manitoba Case

Study

15

http://www.gov.mb.ca/healthychild/publications/hcm_2012report.pdf
http://web2.gov.mb.ca/laws/statutes/ccsm/_pdf.php?cap=h37
http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ar_edu_1415/report.pdf
http://publications.gc.ca/collections/Collection/SC94-61-21-1998E.pdf
http://publications.gc.ca/collections/Collection/SC94-61-21-1998E.pdf
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/key-research/Documents/Investigating-the-Links-to-Improved-Student-Learning.pdf
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/key-research/Documents/Investigating-the-Links-to-Improved-Student-Learning.pdf
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/key-research/Documents/Investigating-the-Links-to-Improved-Student-Learning.pdf
http://www.ijepl.org


Sue Winton & Lauren Jervis, York University

Abstract  This article discusses findings from a study of a 22-year campaign to

change special education assessment policy in Ontario by the advocacy organization

People for Education (P4E) and explains how dominant discourses enabled the gov-

ernment to leave the issue unresolved. Based on a rhetorical analysis of 58 docu-

ments, the article identifies strategies used by P4E to persuade Ontario’s government

and citizens to view students’ uneven access to educational assessments as a problem.

Further, since this problem differently impacts children by class and geographical

location, it perpetuates inequities. Despite using strategies deemed effective in other

change efforts, arguments mobilized by P4E have not been persuasive in a neoliberal

context that champions responsibilized individualism, meritocracy, human capital

development, and reduced funding of public services. 
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On March 26, 2018, the then-premier of Ontario, Canada, announced the govern-

ment would spend $300 million over three years to eliminate waiting lists for special

education assessments and improve services for children with special needs (Ontario,

Office of the Premier, 2018). Should the impetus for this announcement be attrib-

uted to the efforts of advocates who, for decades, pointed to these lists as evidence

of a problem with access to assessments in the province’s public schools? Should

this announcement even be seen as a success for these advocates, given that the gov-

ernment made the announcement only shortly before an election that it was widely

expected to—and did—lose (Powers, 2018), leaving no time to actually act on the

promise? Policy influence is difficult to establish since it is indirect, complex, and

diffuse (Dumas & Anderson, 2014; Weaver-Hightower, 2008), but researchers, ac-

tivists, and theorists are nevertheless interested in understanding how individuals

and groups can impact policy. Many researchers investigate and highlight strategies

advocates used in successful campaigns, but they are largely silent on why campaigns

are unsuccessful—even when advocates employ those same strategies.

This article discusses findings from a study of a 22-year campaign by Ontario

advocacy organization People for Education (P4E) to change special education as-

sessment policy in the province and explains how the discourses dominant in

Ontario enabled the government to leave the issue unresolved for so long. It begins

by reviewing what is known about how groups influence education policy, pointing

out that limited attention has been given to how policy context impacts advocates’

success. Next, it describes the historical and contemporary contexts of special edu-

cation in Ontario, including the assessment and identification process for students

with exceptionalities requiring extra support in schools. It then explains the theo-

retical perspective that grounded the study and describes the methodological ap-

proach. It goes on to present findings from a rhetorical analysis of P4E’s efforts to

influence special education assessment policy in Ontario since 1996. It shows that

P4E defines students’ uneven access to educational assessments as a policy problem

because it means some children are delayed in receiving the supports they need to

be successful in school. Furthermore, since this problem differently impacts children

by class and geographical location, it perpetuates inequities in a public education

system ostensibly committed to equity for all. The article highlights strategies used

by P4E to persuade Ontario’s government and citizens to adopt this definition of the

policy problem and to address it, and it points out that other groups have used the

same strategies in successful policy change efforts. It then shows how dominant ne-

oliberal discourses of individualized responsibility, meritocracy, human capital de-

velopment, and reduced public spending impeded P4E’s ability to persuade the

government and the public. The political context that finally led to the former pre-

mier’s announcement in March 2018 is also examined. 

What do we know about educational advocacy? 
The number of groups vying to influence education policy has increased over the

past decades, but understanding of their activities and impact remains limited. A re-

view (Winton, 2017) of recent research on education policy advocacy finds that

much of this work examines how new types of policy actors (including think tanks,
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philanthropists, and businesses), transnational organizations, and networks influence

policy and the ways they have successfully promoted privatization policies in edu-

cation at the state, national, and international levels (e.g., Anderson & Donchik,

2016; Feuerstein, 2015). The literature on resistance to these policies is much smaller,

although the number of studies is growing (e.g., Bocking, 2015; Cortez, 2013; Scott,

2011; Winton & Milani, 2017). Research on advocacy in special education is also

limited (Burke & Goldman, 2016), with researchers often focusing on how parents

advocate for supports for their own children (e.g., DeRoche, 2015; Trainor, 2010;

Zaretsky, 2004). They have shown that parents with financial resources are able to

secure special education services and resources for their children that other parents

cannot (DeRoche, 2015; Ong-Dean, Daly, & Park, 2011). The national contexts of

the majority of studies in all these bodies of research are the United States, England,

and Australia; much less is known about education policy advocacy in other coun-

tries, including Canada.

Furthermore, with the important exception of work by critical disability scholars

who show how enduring racism, classism, and ableism thwart efforts for the inclu-

sion of children with disabilities in mainstream classrooms (e.g., Ferri & Connor,

2005), most studies of policy advocacy highlight strategies used by advocates in suc-

cessful campaigns. These strategies include conducting original research (Christens

& Dolans, 2011; Magrath, 2015; McLaughlin, Scott, Dechenese, Hopkins, &

Newman, 2009; Oakes, Renee, Rogers, & Lipton, 2008; Winton & Evans, 2016);

consulting others’ research (McDonald, 2013; Winton & Evans, 2016); engaging

traditional and social media (McDonald, 2013; Ramey, 2013); and lobbying deci-

sion-makers (Opfer, Young, & Fusarelli, 2008). Some researchers demonstrate how

successful advocates draw on their social networks and social capital to secure policy

changes (e.g., Green, 2017; Grossman, 2012), while others examine how groups

frame issues strategically (e.g., Feuerstein, 2015; Itkonen, 2009).

Collectively, these studies imply that unsuccessful campaigns may be attributed

to advocates’ failure to use or possess these strategies, networks, or capital, but the

lack of knowledge about unsuccessful policy change efforts makes it difficult to know

if these attributions are fitting. Further, while some researchers describe how a pol-

icy’s context impacted successful change efforts (e.g., Nygreen, 2017; Ramey, 2013),

its influence on advocates’ unsuccessful campaigns is rarely discussed. Instead, re-

searchers imply that advocates alone are responsible for campaigns’ outcomes. The

case discussed in this article is one of three campaigns that were explored in a larger

study of P4E’s policy advocacy over a 22-year period. People for Education used al-

most identical strategies in its efforts to change provincial school fees (Winton &

Milani, 2017), fundraising practices (Winton, 2018), and special education assess-

ment policies, yet the outcomes of the campaigns varied, suggesting that factors be-

sides the strategies advocates use impact the success of their advocacy. 

Historical and legal contexts of special education in Ontario
The Education Amendment Act, 1980 guaranteed that students in Ontario with special

needs would be entitled to receive the necessary supports and services for success

in the province’s public schools. Before 1980, access to special education was uneven

IJEPL 14(7) 2019

Winton & Jervis

Beyond Rhetoric:
How Context

Impacts Advocacy

3

http://www.ijepl.org


across the province. Some school boards offered classes for students with certain dis-

abilities, notably classes for “slow learners,” but opportunities varied widely by loca-

tion, need, and grade level (Clandfield, 2014, p.133; Gidney, 2002). Until this time

school boards were legally permitted to exclude students they deemed unlikely to

benefit from education in elementary schools (Gidney, 2002). The demand for edu-

cation for all students began to intensify in the 1960s and 1970s, and as some boards

responded by expanding their offerings, they faced substantial financial costs, and

many children waited for access to services (approximately 15,000 children were

on waiting lists in 1978; Gidney, 2002).

In 2014–2015, more than 178,500 students in Ontario were eligible for special

education support services (Ontario Ministry of Education [OME], 2017). Ontario

Regulation 181/98 details the process for identifying students legally entitled to ac-

cess these supports. This process involves the establishment of identification, place-

ment, and review committees (IPRCs) to formally identify a student as having one

or more exceptionalities and to recommend the placement of the student. Cam Cobb

(2016) explains that “identification is a powerful gatekeeper in the province” (p. 53).

In making its determinations, an IPRC considers educational assessments and other

materials deemed necessary, including “a health assessment of the pupil by a qualified

medical practitioner” (Ontario Regulation 181/98, s. 15 (2)) and/or “a psychological

assessment of the pupil” (Ontario Regulation 181/98, s. 15 (3)). Students may en-

counter long waiting lists for receiving publicly funded assessments that would en-

able them to be formally identified as having an exceptionality by an IPRC (Cobb,

2016; Rushowy, 2011). While schools and boards may provide extra supports and

services to students who have not been formally identified by an IPRC, there is con-

fusion about when and if they are required to do so, and many students remain on

waiting lists to access services. 

Theoretical framework 
This study is grounded in critical policy analysis (CPA). Scholars of CPA aim to un-

derstand how policies challenge and/or maintain the status quo (Diem, Young,

Welton, Cumings Mansfield, & Lee, 2014). The study conceptualizes policy as a

cycle that includes three contexts: the contexts of influence, text production, and

practices (Bowe, Ball, & Gold, 1992). Government decisions and texts (and their

absence) are important in policy cycles’ contexts of influence and text production,

but practices in schools and communities as well as the activities and texts of non-

state actors are also significant. So, too, are discourses. A discourse is “a specific en-

semble of ideas, concepts, and categorizations that are produced, reproduced, and

transformed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to

physical and social realities” (Hajer, 1997, p. 45). Discourses operate at the broad

cultural level and at the micro level of everyday interaction (Fischer, 2003). Cultural

discourses “organize [policy] actors’ understandings of reality without them neces-

sarily being aware of it” (p. 74). They organize social action and regularize thinking

(Fischer, 2003). At the micro level, different discourses produce different ways of

understanding a policy issue and responses to it. Actors  attempt to change

policy through argumentation (Fischer & Gottweis, 2012), using discourses as both
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“tactic and theory” (Fulcher, 1999, p. 9). That is, they mobilize discourses that reflect

their theories of how the social world works using a range of rhetorical strategies in

their efforts to change policy meanings, and ultimately, practices.

Policy actors use numerous rhetorical strategies to persuade others to understand

and respond to a social practice in a particular way. Persuasion, a central aspect of

policy processes, has received limited attention in education and other fields of policy

research (Edwards & Nicoll, 2004; Gottweis, 2012). Rhetoric is multidimensional

and includes the following elements: the rhetorical situation (including exigence and

audience), persuasive discourses, and the five rhetorical canons (invention, disposi-

tion, style, memory, and delivery; Leach, 2000). The canon of invention includes ar-

guments that appeal to the audience’s reason (logos), confidence in the speaker

(ethos), and deeply held values and emotions (pathos; Selzer, 2004). This study ex-

amines P4E’s efforts to persuade Ontario’s government and its citizens to address the

issue of untimely and uneven access to assessment and how the policy’s context may

have influenced the persuasiveness of the group’s arguments.

Methodology
People for Education (2018) describes itself as “a unique organization in Canada: in-

dependent, non-partisan, and fueled by a belief in the power and promise of public

education” (para. 1). The group was founded in 1996 by parents concerned about

controversial education cuts and other policy changes taking place in Ontario. From

a small grassroots organization, P4E has grown into a well-known advocacy group

that regularly tracks and reports on the impact of government policies as experienced

by people in schools across the province. It advocates for changes to multiple policy

issues, thereby offering the opportunity to compare campaigns where rhetorical

strategies were similar but outcomes were different.

It is difficult to determine policy influence (Dumas & Anderson, 2014; Weaver-

Hightower, 2008), but by a number of indicators, P4E is an influential policy actor

in Ontario. The group’s influence is suggested by: references to and praise for P4E’s

work by elected officials (including Ontario’s premier) and journalists (Gordon,

2017); frequent invitations to offer expert opinions by news journalists; teacher

unions’ and researchers’ references to its survey findings; diverse partnerships with

university researchers and organizations; the participation of school, district, gov-

ernment, and not-for-profit organization leaders and politicians (including Ontario’s

Minister of Education) at its annual conference; and the group’s membership on gov-

ernment advisory groups.

Rhetorical analysis is the method used in this study, which aims to  identify how

P4E attempted to persuade Ontario’s government and citizens to view and respond

to the issue of access to assessments in a particular way and explore how influences

beyond Ontario’s special education policy cycle may have influenced P4E’s persua-

siveness. Rhetorical analysis involves establishing how a problem is defined, how

the audience is constructed, and how elements from the rhetorical canons of inven-

tion, disposition, style, memory, and delivery are engaged (Leach, 2000; Winton,

2013). Further, it requires that the rhetorical strategies identified at the micro level

be considered in relation to broader cultural discourses.
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Data for the rhetorical analysis included 58 documents published between 1996

and 2018. The documents include texts authored by P4E or a P4E member (33),

transcripts from debates in the Ontario Legislature (4), and texts including explicit

references to P4E’s research and/or quotes from P4E members published by teacher

unions (8), the Ontario Human Rights Commission (1), and various media sources

(12). Each document was read multiple times and phrases of text that included ap-

peals to logos, pathos, and ethos or reflected the other canons of rhetoric were high-

lighted. With the aid of qualitative software, the phrases were given codes named

for the kind of appeal or canon. The data was also considered and highlighted ac-

cording to how it defined the problem (exigence) and constructed its audiences.

After the coding process was completed, consideration was given to how P4E’s rhetor-

ical strategies both challenged and reflected dominant cultural discourses in Ontario

and discourses and practices within the province’s special education policy cycle.

These discourses and practices were identified through a review of academic litera-

ture and media reports, the authors’ knowledge of the Ontario context and prior re-

search, and with input from scholars at academic conferences. 

Findings
A rhetorical analysis of P4E’s advocacy
People for Education has defined students’ delayed access to educational assessments

as a policy problem because it means some children do not receive special education

supports when they need them. Further, since this problem impacts students differ-

ently based on their family income and/or where they live, it creates inequities within

Ontario’s public education system. This understanding of the policy problem under-

lies P4E’s 2012 recommendation that the Ontario government “develop an equitable

and needs-based process for determining who gets psycho-educational assessments”

(P4E, 2012, p. 5). This call to action, one among many, demonstrates that one of

P4E’s key audiences is the Ontario government. By speaking directly to policymakers,

such as when the group called on the government to “provide a one-time grant to

eliminate existing special education waiting lists” (P4E, 2002, p. 3), P4E constructs

the government as responsible for improving access to assessments and able to do so.

A second important audience for P4E’s persuasive efforts is the broader public.

This audience is evident in part through the content of the group’s annual reports.

These reports not only present findings from the group’s surveys on policy effects,

they also explain how various processes work, such as the IPRC process. This is

knowledge that government officials would presumably already possess. Evidence

that Ontario’s citizens make up a key audience is also found in the means through

which the group disseminates its arguments: on its website, in email newsletters to

over 15,000 subscribers, and through the media.

To appeal to its audiences’ sense of reason, or logos, P4E cites evidence from its

annual survey of schools to demonstrate the problem of uneven and delayed access to

educational assessments. For example, in its 2000 Elementary Tracking Report (People

for Education, 2000), the group quoted a principal who said: “Our school is in des-

perate need to have children assessed and placed in proper programs to help them”

(p. 18). Another principal, quoted in P4E’s 2015 report, explains that “Getting students
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assessed is our major bottleneck to providing special education services” (P4E, 2015,

p. 17). The group also presents numerical evidence that the problem exists—and is

worsening. In 2002, for example, P4E (2002) reported that 39,400 elementary stu-

dents were on wait lists for services related to special education and of these students,

65 percent were waiting for assessments—a 12 percent increase since 2000–2001.

People for Education has argued that a contributing factor to students’ uneven

ability to be assessed is the existence of caps on the number of children that can be

assessed each year in some school boards and the variation between boards’ policies

related to caps. Again, it presented evidence from its surveys to support this claim.

In 2013, for example, P4E (2013) reported: 

Some students may not even make it onto waiting lists: 47% of el-

ementary and 41% of secondary principals across Ontario report

that there is a restriction on the number of students they can put

forward for assessment. And just as special education services vary

across the province, so do restrictions on waiting lists: 74% of ele-

mentary schools in eastern Ontario, and 68% of those in central

Ontario reported caps, while only 28% of schools in the GTA

[Greater Toronto Area] did. (p. 2)

Another reason students’ access to assessments is uneven, P4E has argued, is due to

differences in boards’ access to psychologists. In 2002 the group presented its finding

that 46 percent of secondary schools in Toronto have regular access to psychologists,

whereas no schools in the northern part of the province do. In 2012 P4E similarly

presented evidence that elementary schools’ access to a psychologist varies by region.

Finally, P4E argues that students’ access is uneven because parents who can pay

for their children to receive private assessments can have their needs considered by

IPRCs sooner than students whose parents cannot. In 2011, the group combined

data from its survey and government data to demonstrate this point, stating: “The

average number of children on special education waiting lists in high poverty schools

(10) is more than double the average number of children (4) per low poverty school”

(P4E, 2011, p. 22). In 2014 P4E drew on its survey data to show that the likelihood

of parents using private assessments is greater in the richest 25 percent of schools

compared to the poorest 25 percent of schools in the province (P4E, 2014). People

for Education’s use of evidence gathered through research, in this case to persuade

its audiences that the problem of untimely and uneven access to assessments exists,

is a common rhetorical appeal to logos, and many studies of successful policy change

campaigns identify advocates’ use of research evidence as an effective advocacy strat-

egy (e.g., Best, 1987; Christens & Dolans, 2011; Magrath, 2015; McLaughlin, et al.,

2009; Oakes et al., 2008; Winton & Evans, 2016). Why was this strategy ineffective

for P4E for so long?

In addition to appealing to reason, P4E attempts to persuade its audiences by

appealing to values they are assumed to hold (pathos) and share with P4E.

Specifically, P4E appeals to audience members’ commitment to equity and the belief

that Ontario’s public education system must offer equal opportunity to all students.

In 1996, for example, a P4E member said she was told her child would have to wait

months to be assessed unless she could pay for a private assessment. She told a news
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journalist, “That’s okay for us because we can afford it, but what about other families?

We have to maintain a public system equal to all” (Crawford, 1996, p. F5). The

group restated this appeal in its 2001 annual report:

Parents who can afford it … pay privately for music lessons, tutors,

and assessments for Special Education. But if we are to preserve the

most important tenet of public education — that every child de-

serves an equal chance to succeed — growing inequities in the sys-

tem must be addressed immediately. (P4E, 2001, p. 3)

In 2002, P4E described this situation as a “two-tiered system” (P4E, 2002, p. 9), and

in 2011, in an introduction to its findings of the relationship between family income

and accessing timely assessments and special education supports, the group warns

that the results “fly in the face of the fundamental premise of public education—that

it should provide all students with an equitable chance for success” (P4E, 2011, p. 3).

In addition, P4E uses metaphors to construct the access to special education as-

sessments problem as a crisis. In its 2002 Special Education and the Funding Formula,

for example, the group employs the language of the hospital emergency room or a

battlefield when it writes: 

Special education is degenerating into an emergency service [empha-

sis added] offered only to the most needy students. … The Funding

Formula has created a triage system of special education [emphasis

added] in which only the most needy are served. (P4E, 2002, p. 1)

Eleven years later a heading in the Report on Special Education reads: “Special

Education Triage” and the report goes on to explain that “The majority of comments

from principals [on the 2013 survey] focused on operating in triage mode with spe-

cial education resources” (P4E, 2013, p. 3). The use of the crisis metaphor is familiar

in education policy debates (e.g., McIntush, 2000; Washington, Torres, Gholson, &

Martin, 2012). It is used to evoke fear, suggests immediate action must be taken,

and can be very powerful (Washington et al., 2012). In this case, however, mobilizing

this metaphor did not have the anticipated effect.

Beyond appeals to logos and pathos, P4E must also convince its audiences of its

credibility. The group’s appeals to ethos have changed over time. When P4E first

formed, its members drew on their positions as parents with firsthand knowledge

of the effects of policy decisions in their children’s schools. After the group started

conducting its annual surveys of schools, as discussed above, P4E began referencing

evidence of the problem gathered through its research. Its findings were, and often

still are, the only source of this data, making it difficult to contest. The group will

sometimes highlight congruency between its findings and arguments and those of

other researchers, which also enhances its credibility. In addition, as mentioned,

many of P4E’s research reports conclude with direct calls to actions, which constructs

P4E as positioned to advise government officials.

People for Education also uses the voices of principals and parents to establish

its credibility and the credibility of its findings. In its 2016 report, for example, the

words of a school principal follow a discussion of the numbers of children on waiting

lists and parents paying for private assessments so their children can avoid waiting: 
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[We] need MORE psycho-educational assessments. In more affluent

schools, where parents are working and have coverage, they make

up for the lack of assessments by having parents pay privately,

which frees up assessments for the children who are left. When you

work in a less affluent school there are often more students who

need the assessment, fewer parents who can afford to go privately,

and there are not nearly enough assessments to go around. (P4E,

2016, p. 3)

Including the voices of people who experience the phenomena discussed by P4E

firsthand helps establish that P4E’s findings accurately reflect what happens in

schools.

These appeals to ethos, similar to P4E’s appeals to logos and pathos, are not

unique. Nor are the metaphors and strategies the group uses to mobilize its rhetoric.

All the rhetorical strategies identified here have been identified by other researchers

as contributing to advocates’ success in other cases. This article now turns to a dis-

cussion about aspects of the context of this policy change campaign to explain why

P4E’s advocacy efforts remained unsuccessful for so long.

Impacts of context on P4E’s success
The persuasiveness of an argument is influenced by the broader context in which it

is mobilized (Fischer, 2003). This section examines dominant discourses in Ontario

and aspects of the province’s special education assessment policy to help explain

why P4E was unable to persuade its audiences that this policy needed to change.

The creation and enactment of all policy in Ontario over the past few decades,

including special education assessment policy, has taken place in a context domi-

nated by neoliberal rationality (Clandfield, 2014; Sattler, 2012). Neoliberal rationality

asserts that the economic, political, and social spheres are best organized according

to market principles and views governments’ role as facilitating market attitudes,

conditions, and behaviour while limiting public spending (Brown, 2006; Connell,

2010; Larner, 2000). The primary task of schools, according to neoliberal logic, is

to prepare young people to successfully compete in local and global marketplaces

(i.e., to develop human capital). Further, neoliberal rationality sees individuals as

responsible for their well-being and the well-being of their family and encourages

people to view others’ failure to meet this responsibility as “morally repugnant”

(Olmedo & Wilkins, 2016, p. 5; see also Larner, 2000). A number of these ideas

challenge the importance of the problem of uneven access to special education as-

sessments as constructed by P4E and help explain why the group’s arguments were

not persuasive enough for the government to address the problem or for citizens to

demand it to.

First, meeting the needs of children through special education is expensive.

Ontario’s government earmarked $2.86 billion for the 2017–2018 school year alone

(Alphonso & Giovannetti, 2018). Thus, within a discursive context that advocates

less public spending, P4E’s calls for more money for special education may appear

unreasonable given how much is already allocated to it. Further, under neoliberal

rationality, public schools’ key purpose is to produce human capital (Connell, 2013).
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From this perspective, children viewed as unlikely to contribute productively to the

economy may not be viewed as a good investment, and this raises questions about

whether spending money on special education is a good use of limited public funds.

While provincial data is not available, figures from the Toronto District School Board

(TDSB, 2013) show that children identified with exceptionalities (excluding being

gifted) are less likely to graduate from high school or attend postsecondary institu-

tions than those without identified exceptionalities (excluding being gifted). Gillian

Parekh, Isabel Killoran, and Cameron Crawford (2011) also found that students in

special education programs, apart from the gifted program, in the TDSB had lower

rates of access to “socially valued educational opportunities” (p. 275) such as French

immersion. They conclude that “[n]eoliberalism could be the economic rationale for

a meritocratic system that determines which demographics are streamed into basic

education tracks and away from more marketable education opportunities” (p. 275),

thereby perpetuating discrimination and further marginalizing students in special

education programs. However, in their efforts to facilitate market competition and

to justify its unequal outcomes, governments must also create the perception of equal

opportunity for success (Naidoo, 2016). Funding special education to some extent

thus creates the appearance that the Ontario government is meeting this requirement

while portraying itself as committed to equity.

Further, P4E’s argument that allowing parents to pay for private assessments is

problematic because not everyone can afford to do so conflicts with the neoliberal

discourse of meritocracy that constructs successful (i.e., affluent) people as deserving

of their success and entitled to the rewards it brings. In the case of waiting lists for

assessment, this meritocratic discourse suggests that parents who can afford to pay

for private assessments have earned both the ability and right to do so. In addition,

paying for private assessments enables parents to enact neoliberal expectations of

good parenting, which construct parents as responsible for their children’s well-being

and success. Accordingly, parents are expected to do whatever they can to provide

their children with what they need to be successful. And practically speaking, by al-

lowing private assessments, school boards face fewer demands for assessment and

save money since fewer students overall will be assessed at the boards’ expense. This

may be desirable, since many boards spend more money on special education than

the dedicated funding they receive for it (Rushowy & Ferguson, 2015). Finally, even

though waits might be years-long for some children, once they are assessed parents

can be expected to focus their energy on meeting their child’s needs rather than how

long the assessments took. That is, the problem of waiting for assessments is a one-

time issue for parents in most cases.

So far, P4E’s advocacy campaign regarding special education assessment wait

times has been treated as largely unsuccessful. Some might cite the government’s

aforementioned announcement in March of 2018 as evidence that the advocacy was,

in fact, successful. It is true that in finally pledging to eliminate the wait lists,

Ontario’s government was addressing the concerns raised by P4E. Then Premier

Kathleen Wynne’s framing of the new special education funding as an effort to “give

every child [emphasis added] the support they need to succeed to achieve in school”

(Ontario, Office of the Premier, 2018) gestures to a conception of the public educa-
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tion system as a place that should privilege equity, which aligns with P4E’s arguments.

That being said, the political context likely played a key role in the timing of the

Liberal government’s funding commitment. Its promise to increase investment in

special education shortly before a provincial election fit with the Liberal Party’s cam-

paign strategy. Its election platform (which also contained the promise to eliminate

wait lists for assessments) was titled The Ontario Liberal Plan for Care and Opportunity

(Ontario Liberal Party, 2018), and a promise to improve special education aligned

with both the emphasis on caring for Ontarians and on increasing opportunities for

achievement and prosperity. Furthermore, the promise fit in with a theme of strength-

ening or enhancing public services, in contrast to the Progressive Conservatives’

focus on reducing the cost of government—something that the Liberals warned

would entail cutting services (Ontario Liberal Party, 2018).

More importantly, though, it would not be accurate to consider the March 2018

funding announcement a substantive success for those advocating for an improve-

ment in special education assessment wait times. The announcement was made so

shortly before the election that the Liberal government did not have time to imple-

ment the promised improvements. With the subsequent change in government, there

is no guarantee that the promise will be acted upon. Ultimately, if Kathleen Wynne’s

government had wanted to prioritize addressing assessment waiting lists, this an-

nouncement would have been made much earlier than the eleventh hour. 

Conclusions
While it might be tempting for researchers to recommend particular rhetorical strate-

gies or for advocates to replicate strategies utilized by other actors in successful policy

change efforts, this study’s findings show that advocates’ success depends on much

more than the persuasive strategies employed. These findings also contribute a

Canadian example and new knowledge to a growing body of literature that examines

how context in general, and a context in which neoliberal discourses are dominant

in particular, impacts education policy advocacy. Despite using rhetorical strategies

deemed effective in other change efforts, arguments mobilized by P4E in its attempts

to change special education assessment policy in Ontario were not persuasive in a

neoliberal context that championed responsibilized individualism, meritocracy,

human capital development, and the reduced funding of public services. The argu-

ment that allowing parents to pay for private assessments so their children bypass

waiting lists is problematic, for example, may not resonate with parents who can af-

ford to do so and who are operating in a context that emphasizes their responsibility

for their children’s success.

These findings do not, however, lead to the conclusion that policy advocacy ef-

forts by public groups are futile in the context of neoliberal rationality. Rather, they

highlight the need for policy actors to construct their arguments in ways that resonate

with broader cultural discourses. While connecting arguments to dominant dis-

courses runs the risk of upholding them, these findings also show that when domi-

nant cultural discourses interact with individual policy cycles, the effects of advocacy

efforts are unpredictable. People for Education used the same strategies in its efforts

to change assessment wait times as it used in other policy change efforts during the
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same time period in Ontario, yet the results differed in each case (Winton, 2018;

Winton & Milani, 2017). That is, P4E constructed school fundraising and the prac-

tice of collecting school fees for basic and enhanced materials as problematic because

they create and perpetuate inequities between and within school communities. The

group used the same rhetorical strategies to persuade the Ontario government and

its citizens in these cases as it did in the special education assessment case, but P4E’s

policy meaning only became dominant in the case of charging school fees for basic

learning materials (Winton & Milani, 2017). Discouragingly, the findings show that

a highly credible group’s construction of a policy problem as a problem because it

creates and perpetuates inequities in schools and society, along with decades of sup-

porting evidence from affected individuals, is not sufficiently persuasive for the gov-

ernment to enact—or for the public to demand—changes to official policies and

practices in Ontario’s public schools. 
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Abstract Using a legal framework, doctrinal analysis, critical legal analysis, and fun-

damental legal research and drawing upon legislation, case law, judicial, and schol-

arly commentary, this article defines the fiduciary duties of Canadian university

governing boards given the unique features of the university as a legal entity. The

legal analysis considers the Canadian university as a corporation, distinguishing it

from other types of corporations, identifying the charitable, not-for-profit, public/pri-

vate dimensions of universities in Canada, and significantly, considering the judicially

recognized “community of scholars” and collegial features of universities. The article

argues that all of these features shape the fiduciary duties of governing boards and

have implications for shared collegial governance in Canadian universities.

Keywords Universities; Board governance; Fiduciary duties  

Introduction
The Canadian university is a complicated legal entity that is fashioned by old and

new statutes, case law, history, custom, and usage. Yet there is very little research

documenting its unique legal nature and analyzing the resulting fiduciary responsi-

bilities of the board of governors that flow from this status within a shared gover-
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nance context. Recent events in several universities across Canada provide evidence

of confusion and misunderstandings about the fiduciary duties of the board of gov-

ernors. In the absence of a full understanding of the university as a socio-legal-his-

torical entity, with medieval roots and a unique role in society (Fallis 2007; Harris,

1976; Kerr, 2001), university leadership have mistakenly reached for legal principles

governing modern, private business corporations to understand the scope and nature

of their obligations. This approach fails to account for the institutional context of

the university, and the legally recognized collegial, charitable, and not-for-profit di-

mensions of the university, which complicate our understanding of governing board

fiduciary duties. Consequently, in a number of instances, Canadian university boards

have imperilled the fiduciary duties they owe to the university and to the public,

triggering non-confidence motions from within universities and external governance

reviews from outside the university (see Canadian Association of University Teachers,

2015; CBC News, 2015; Curran, 2011; Goudge, 2015; Johnson, 2016; Murray,

2016; University of Concordia News, 2011; Winders, 2015).

This article presents data from a research project that examines governance issues

in Canadian universities. It focuses on the fiduciary duties owed by Canadian (pub-

licly funded) university governing boards. Publicly funded, secular universities dom-

inate the university sector in Canadian higher education in terms of numbers of

institutions, enrollment, funding, regulation, and policymaking. Unlike other juris-

dictions, only a small number of private, mostly faith-based, universities exist in

Canada. For this reason, this article’s analysis will focus on publicly funded Canadian

universities. Using a legal framework this article identifies distinguishing legal fea-

tures of the Canadian publicly funded university and establishes the university as a

unique legal entity. A central objective of this research is to identify the fiduciary du-

ties of governing boards within this unique legal context, employing doctrinal and

critical legal analysis and drawing upon relevant statutes, case law, judicial, and schol-

arly commentary. The article defines the legal concept of fiduciary duty in a univer-

sity context and examines who boards of governors owe fiduciary duties to, what

they owe fiduciary duties for, and in what form and to what standard of conduct.

Finally, this article offers an analysis of some implications for shared collegial gover-

nance in Canadian universities.

Methods
This article employs doctrinal research, fundamental legal research, and critical legal

analysis. Doctrinal methodology focuses on case law, statutes, and other legal sources

of law in order to identify and explicate what the law is on a particular issue and to es-

tablish the legal principles that can be discerned from the legal sources. It has been

described as lying “at the basis of the common law and is the core legal research

method” (Hutchinson & Duncan, 2012, p. 85). The doctrinal method traces legal

precedent and legislative interpretation through case law offering “a critical conceptual

analysis of all relevant legislation and case law to reveal a statement of the law relevant

to the matter under investigation” (Hutchinson, 2014, p. 584). It necessarily involves:

an understanding of the rules of precedent between the court juris-

dictions, the rules of statutory interpretation, the tacit discipline
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knowledge such as the difference between civil and criminal juris-

dictions, and various tests of liability, along with the acknowledged

reasoning methods borrowed from philosophy and logic , such as

induction and deduction. (Hutchinson, 2015, p. 131)

When purely applied, the doctrinal approach can be insular, in that it looks at

the law within itself, and not within a broader context. It identifies what the law is

at a given time. It does not consider what the law could or should be, nor does it cri-

tique the law. However, doctrinal research is a necessary starting point for any legal

analysis, especially when the law in a particular area is uncertain, evolving, or com-

plicated, as is the case with the fiduciary duties of university governing boards.

To counter the limitations of doctrinal research, this article moves beyond doc-

trinal analysis and includes critical legal analysis (Minow, 2013) to determine the

implications of the body of legal principles on governance within the university, and

where and how the legal principles apply in a university setting. This involves ex-

posing “unstated assumptions, patterns or results, internally inconsistent structures

or other tensions within a body of law or legal practices or institutions” and high-

lighting “the tensions, contradictions or paradoxes behind the surface of law or legal

practices” (Minow, 2013, p. 68). This approach combines the scholarship from

higher education on the university with legal doctrine to deepen the understanding

of the complexity of university governance. In this respect, this approach includes

non-doctrinal dimensions and is cross-disciplinary. This methodological approach,

therefore, includes “fundamental research” (Arthurs, 1983, p. 68), understanding

the law as a social, historical, philosophical, and political phenomenon.

In this project, establishing the doctrinal law involved researching and analyzing

the constituting statutes of public universities across Canada and the provincial leg-

islation governing the higher education systems. Relevant non-education, provincial,

and federal statutes were also considered, such as the Canadian Constitution Act,

(1982) and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, (Part I, Constitution Act,

1982), as well as relevant corporate and not-for-profit legislation. To this was added

case law (that is, judge-made law) on university governance, corporate governance,

charity governance, university autonomy, and the fiduciary duties of university/cor-

porate/charity governing boards. To round out the data sources and analysis, various

reviews of governance at universities across Canada were considered. Major com-

missions, reports, and task forces on university governance by government, non-

governmental organizations, and constituents within the higher education sector

were also analyzed where they addressed or established legal interpretations or prece-

dents in law on university governance.

The legal status of Canadian universities
Canadian publicly funded universities are constituted as independent, autonomous,

not-for-profit corporate entities by either a primary piece of provincial or federal leg-

islation, royal charter, or royal proclamation. In this respect universities are unlike

private business corporations, which are typically created in Canada through the fil-

ing of articles of incorporation by an individual or an organization where there is

minimal ministerial discretion to refuse incorporation if the statutory requirements
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are met.1 By stark contrast, Canadian provincial governments control and regulate

the establishment of publicly funded universities fairly closely through parliamentary

legislatures. This means that in order to establish a university that will receive public

funding, a parliamentary bill has to be prepared, debated, and passed in the legisla-

ture, with all its checks and balances. Public funds are set aside in a provincial gov-

ernments’ budget to support the operating costs of the university. In this regard,

universities are treated, in their creation, regulation, and at law, as special purpose

corporations with explicit public, teaching, research, and service missions.

Unlike private business corporations, public universities have no shareholders,

no owners, and no share capital. They are, instead, constituency-based. Akin to not-

for-profit corporate organizations, they have a board of governors (instead of a board

of directors), and are made up of a membership base who elect/appoint its board.

This arrangement offers representation on the board for the internal membership,

and it offers oversight with external members. It also signifies that the board is ac-

countable to and owes duties to the membership/constituent base. In a not-for-profit

organization these arrangements are usually spelled out in the constituting statute

of the organization (Bourgeois, 2002a, 2002b; Carter & Prendergast, 2011).

Notwithstanding these legal features, it is important to note that Canadian uni-

versities have a dual governance structure and multiple governing boards (both an

academic senate and a financial board). Governance arrangements within universities

vary by province and by institution—typically one must look at the constituting leg-

islation of the specific university, and the provincial legislation governing the higher

education system in which the university is located, to determine the exact gover-

nance structures, the constituents of the university, and the governing boards and

their roles, responsibilities, and the scope of their respective authority. However, the

dominant model of university governance across Canada is bicameralism, where ac-

ademic policy and educational matters are the authority of a senior decision-making,

senate-type body (made up of a majority of internal members and faculty) that runs

parallel to a board of governors (made up of a majority of members external to the

university) responsible for the management of finances and administrative functions

(Jones, Shanahan, & Goyan, 2004).2 Both of these governing boards in the university

include elected representatives from the collegium, internal to the constituents of

the university (i.e., faculty, staff, and students).

Once established by government, however, Canadian universities enjoy high in-

stitutional autonomy, and university senates and governing boards have considerable

independence from government in their management of day-to-day internal and ac-

ademic affairs. Government and the courts are loath to intervene in internal matters

and disputes within the university (Davis, 2015a; Shanahan, 2015a). This principle

of autonomy and non-intervention, while not enshrined in statute, is widely recog-

nized in case law by the highest courts in Canada (Harelkin v. University of Regina,

1979; Harrison v. University of British Columbia, 1991; Kulchyski v. Trent University,

2001; McKinney v. University of Guelph et al., 1990). Yet there is a tension between

the university’s independence and the quasi-judicial nature of its boards (senate and

governing board) on the one hand, and its concomitant responsibilities to its imme-

diate members (students, staff, and faculty) as well as its service to the public on the
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other hand. The Supreme Court of Canada has captured the complicated au-

tonomous, yet public service and trust-like nature of the university thusly:

While a university, incorporated by a statute and subsidized by public

funds, may in sense be regarded as a public service entrusted with

the responsibility of ensuring the higher education of a large number

of citizens, as was held in “Polten”, its immediate and direct respon-

sibility extends primarily to its present members and, in practice, its

governing bodies function as domestic tribunals when they act in a

quasi-judicial capacity. The Act countenances the domestic autonomy

of the university by making provision for the solution of conflicts

within the university. (Harelkin v. University of Regina, 1979, p. 594)

The legal autonomy of universities is a double-edge sword. It shrouds (but does

not completely protect) university board and senate internal decision-making from

external review, making internal and external accountability processes even more

critical. University boards have the power to make policies and codes that govern

their own conduct and decision-making. They also have the power to act as quasi-

judicial tribunals reviewing their own decisions on university academic and non-

academic matters. But with this public grant of autonomy and self-governance, come

enormous responsibility and a profusion of duties. In all of their decision-making

and conduct, university boards are held to the highest legal standards. They cannot

act with impunity. Their decisions and conduct can be ultimately reviewed by courts

and government by way of: judicial reviews of board/senate decisions; government

reviews; law suits for negligence or mismanagement; malfeasance in a public office;

or breach of contract among other legal avenues (Freeman-Maloy v. Marsden, 2006;

Fridman, 1973).

At the same time, over the years Canadian universities have become captured

by developing case law and statutory frameworks, beyond their own constituting

legal documents, which they are compelled to follow and which impact the duties

and obligations of governing boards. Legally, Canadian publicly funded universities

are considered at common law to be charities, and they are typically registered as

charities with the federal government. Beyond favourable income tax implications,

the charitable status of the publicly funded university in Canada heightens and ex-

tends the duties of governing board members, especially around dealings with the

charitable property of the university (Davis, 2015a).

With the passage of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms in 1982, case

law has evolved in Canada around the public-private nature of the university in the

context of the applicability of the Charter to universities. In the United Kingdom

and the United States, publicly funded universities have long been considered as

quasi-public institutions (Farrington & Palfreyman, 2006). Since the Supreme Court

of Canada found the Charter of Rights and Freedoms only applies to government

action or the action of government agents (RWSDU v. Dolphin Delivery Ltd., 1986),

many assumed it did not apply to the Canadian university with its legally au-

tonomous status. However, Canadian case law over the last three decades has altered

this understanding, and has established that, in certain instances when carrying out

government policies, programs, or missions, universities may be considered by the
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courts as agents of the government, and in these instances, the Charter of Rights and

Freedoms will apply to their actions (Eldridge v. British Columbia [Attorney General],

1997; Pridgen v. University of Calgary, 2012; Shanahan, 2015a). This public-private

legal status of the university impacts on the nature and extent of the duties university

governing boards owe to the university’s constituents (i.e., students, staff, and faculty)

in any given situation.

If the university governing board is found at law to be acting in a governmental

capacity in a particular instance, its actions may attract Charter scrutiny, and the gov-

erning board must uphold the rights and freedoms afforded to individuals under

the Charter in its conduct and decision-making. In other circumstances, the actions

and relationships of Canadian universities are considered at law as private in nature

and governed by contract or tort law. For instance, Eldridge v. British Columbia

[Attorney General], 1997, sets out the test for whether the Charter should apply to a

private entity. In this case, the Supreme Court confirmed that if a private entity is

acting under a statutorily granted authority, its actions will be subject to Charter

scrutiny, and it will be deemed to be included in the definition of “government.” An

autonomous entity will attract Charter scrutiny in the “implementation of a statutory

scheme or government program” (para 44). Since provincial governments have ex-

clusive authority over public education under the Constitution, which they delegate

to universities through provincial legislation, the argument can be made that the

Charter captures universities in their delivery of public education. Hence, the Charter

has been found to apply to university student disciplinary proceedings (Pridgen v.

University of Calgary, 2012). However, by contrast, the Supreme Court has found

that human resources policymaking is an internal management activity and a private

matter between the university and the employee. Therefore, mandatory retirement

policies within collective agreements of universities did not infringe on the Charter

rights of universities employees (McKinney v. University of Guelph et al., 1990).3

Nevertheless, there is considerable uncertainty as the multifaceted relationship be-

tween the university and its constituents is determined on a case-by-case basis and

governed by multiple areas of law. This creates confusion for university boards. Davis

observes, Canadian universities “exist uncertainly on the line between a public and

private institution” (2015a, p. 61).

In addition to being considered special purpose, not-for-profit, quasi-public,

charity, and a corporation, the Canadian university is also recognized by the Supreme

Court of Canada as a collegium or “community of scholars.” The Supreme Court of

Canada has stated, “The Act incorporates a university and does not alter the tradi-

tional nature of such an institution as a community of scholars and students enjoying

substantial internal autonomy…” (Harelkin v. University of Regina, 1979, p. 594).

This is judicial recognition, at the highest level, of the university collegium in Canada

and its import cannot be understated. Significantly the Supreme Court clearly notes

that the university’s legal status as a corporation does not supplant its collegial nature.

Its corporate structure does not have paramountcy over its collegial structure. Its

corporate structure exists alongside its collegial structure and processes. In fact, his-

torically in Canada and the United States, the university’s collegial structure predates

its corporate structure (Fallis, 2007; Kerr, 2001). The tradition of collegial decision-
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making in the university distinguishes its governance arrangements from the boards

of directors of modern, private business corporations in Canada (see University of

Western Ontario, 1996).

As collegiums, university-constituting statutes in Canada create university gov-

erning bodies (boards and senates) designed for democratic constituency represen-

tation rather than corporate strategic management. Historically, the trend in Canada

has been toward increasing the democratization of university boards. This is evi-

denced in the Duff–Berdahl Report (1966) recommendations, which have led to

changes over the last few decades in Canadian universities and their governing

statutes around the composition of governing boards and senates to include elected

representatives from various constituents within the university. This particular feature

of Canadian universities can be problematic, as government higher education policy

in Canada has increasingly required universities to strategically manage resources

and to strategically plan for the future.4

Each of these features of the Canadian publicly funded university (i.e., special

purpose, not-for-profit, quasi-public, charitable, corporation, and constituency-based

collegium), which are recognized at common law and/or in statutory law, influences

the shape and machinations of the university as an institution. Universities are sub-

ject to federal and provincial statutory and case law, corporate law, not-for-profit law,

the law of charities and trusts, contract law, tort law, as well as being subject to the

equitable prerogative jurisdiction of the courts as a charity or trust. All of this is

grafted onto the traditional “community of scholars,” with its historical customs, tra-

ditions, core principles, and practices recognized by case law (Harelkin v. University

of Regina, 1979, p. 594). These features shape the nature and scope of the fiduciary

duties of university governing boards. Where and how fiduciary duties apply, to

whom they are owed, for what, and to what standard of care—and what all of this

looks like in a university setting is unique and legally complicated, crossing multiple

areas of law. The second half of this article will untangle some of these considerations

in applying the law of fiduciary duty to university governing boards in Canada.

Fiduciary duty defined
Fiduciary duty is a doctrine originating in trust. It requires that one

party, the fiduciary, act with absolute loyalty toward another party,

the beneficiary or cestui que trust, in managing the latter’s affairs.

(Alberta v. Elder Advocates of Alberta Society, 2011 SCC 24. P.274,

para 22)

A fiduciary relationship is a legal relationship of trust between two people (or

between a person and a group/class of people) called the fiduciary and the

principal/beneficiary. The fiduciary is a type of trustee and acts for the benefit of an-

other who is the principal/beneficiary (Shanahan, 2017). It is one of the highest du-

ties created in law. For the purposes of this analysis it is worth emphasizing that the

fiduciary duties emerge from a relationship between two people (Alberta v. Elder

Advocates of Alberta Society, 2011). In Canada it has been long established by the

Supreme Court that in a corporate setting the board of directors owes a fiduciary

duty to the corporation (Canadian Aero Service Ltd v. O’Malley, 1974). By extension,
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the board of governors of a university, as fiduciaries, owes a fiduciary duty to the

university as a corporation and owes a fiduciary duty as trustees to the university as

a charitable organization.

General fiduciary duty 
Fiduciary responsibilities can be set out in the constituting statute of a university or

other legislation governing the sector, and it can also be imposed by the common

law. At common law the general requirements for the imposition of a fiduciary duty

on a relationship is set out by the Supreme Court of Canada in Alberta v. Elder

Advocates of Alberta Society, 2011. The hallmark principles include an express or im-

plied undertaking of loyalty by the fiduciary to act in the beneficiary’s best interests.

The relationship involves the unilateral exercise of power or discretion by the fidu-

ciary that affects the beneficiary’s legal or practical interests where the beneficiary

may be vulnerable to the person holding the discretion or power. The law of fiduciary

duties protects against the abuse of power in certain types of relationships or cir-

cumstances (Alberta v. Elder Advocates of Alberta Society, 2011).

There are two aspects to the fiduciary duty: a duty of loyalty and a duty of care.

Some legal commentaries on fiduciary duties add on the duty of obedience that flows

from these two duties of loyalty and care. In the university setting the statutory and

common law duty of care owed by governors and officers of the university has been

summed up by the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges

(2014) in the following way:

The duty of care generally requires officers and governing board

members to carry out their responsibilities in good-faith and using

that degree of diligence, care and skill which ordinarily prudent per-

son would reasonably exercise under similar circumstances in like

positions. Accordingly, a board member must act in a manner that he

or she reasonably believes to be in the best interests of the institution.

The duty of loyalty means that the board member must not act in

their own individual interests, or the interests of another person or

organization, but rather must act in the interests of the university and

its’ not-for-profit or charitable purposes. They must act reasonably

and in good faith and not out of expedience, avarice or self-interest. 

A third fiduciary duty, which is arguably an element of the duties

of care and loyalty, is the duty of obedience. This is the duty of

board members to ensure that the college or university is operating

in furtherance of its stated purposes (as set forth in its governing

documents) and is operating in compliance with the law. (pp. 2)5

Board members have a duty to act in good faith toward members of the univer-

sity and a duty to consult member constituents of the university and they also have

a duty of disclosure (although it is less clear to whom and for what).6 The duty of

care involves being informed, showing up for meetings, voting, and apprising oneself

of the policies and operation of the organization. If one draws on the scholarship of

the private business corporation to understand this ideal, Dr. Roger Barker (2016)
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contends that at minimum, “This incorporates the expectation that a director will

maintain an awareness of the company’s activities and financial position, monitor its

policies and actions, and investigate developments where appropriate. Ignorance of

corporate affairs or failing to act in adverse circumstances is not acceptable” (p. 253).

Barker’s comments suggest that external board members sitting on university gov-

erning boards must learn about the university as a unique institution, its history, cus-

toms, and practices. Therefore, importing erroneous principles from the private

corporate business world or elsewhere would be unacceptable.

The English courts have always considered loyalty to the company as a fundamen-

tal duty of corporate directors, and this has been understood in terms of directors not

acting “for any collateral purpose” (Re Smith and Fawcett Ltd, [1942, p. 306] as cited

in Barker, p. 252). The duty of loyalty of board members in a university setting includes

avoiding or declaring personal conflicts of interests with the university’s interests, rep-

resenting the organization in a positive manner, and observing confidentiality. The

duty of confidentiality is not a gag order on board members on all board discussions

and deliberations. Meetings of Canadian university boards are generally open, and no-

tice of meetings is supposed to be given to the constituent members of the organization

and the public. In camera meetings are held only if the matter at hand involves personal

confidential information or sensitive material relating to the university.7

The duty of obedience flows from the duty of care and loyalty and involves mak-

ing sure the university is operating according to its purposes as reflected in its con-

stituting legislation and governing documents as well as operating both legally and

ethically within the law and any other applicable internal and external rules

(Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges, 2015). It is not a duty

of obedience of the board member to the board per se, nor is it a solidarity clause

with other board members, as potentially a board member may find themselves in

a situation where they must disobey the board if the university or board is breaking

the law or if the board is acting against the university’s best interest. Moreover, a di-

rector on a governing board is obliged to ensure their board colleagues are following

the law relevant to the corporation. However, loyalty has been interpreted to mean

that directors/boards of governors must comply with legislation as well as the cor-

poration’s governing documents (i.e., charter, constituting legislation, by-laws, etc.),

which may include following governing board policies around conduct (Carter &

Prendergast, 2011).

Taken together the duty of loyalty and obedience mean university governors must

carry out their duties according to the law, being loyal or true to the mission and pur-

poses of the university, independently and without self-interest, putting the interests

of member constituents as a whole above their own or the interests of the executives

of the corporation. The governing board members must execute their responsibilities

associated with the administration and management of the university property/assets

(pecuniary and non-pecuniary, such as reputational assets, goodwill, and also stand-

ing in the community) all the while protecting the interests of the principals.

Fiduciary duty of a trustee
Complicating an already confusing landscape, in certain instances university boards
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of governors may be found to be acting as trustees; that is, in a guardianship role

over the assets of a charity. The trustee has the highest duty of care for a fiduciary

created by law. In these instances, acting as a trustee, director/board of a charitable

corporation have additional duties, including ensuring the charitable purposes of

the corporation are carried out and acting gratuitously for the charity. Furthermore,

they have duties to the beneficiary of the charity/trust that, in the Canadian university

setting may be considered to be the public and the constituent members of the uni-

versity that is the “community of scholars” (Harelkin v. University of Regina, 1979)

that makes up the university. This standard includes acting with the care and the

diligence of the prudent person protecting the charity’s property from risk or loss

and excessive administrative expense. The protection of charitable trusts is reflected

in the inherent equitable jurisdiction of the courts to intervene in the governance of

charities in order to monitor and regulate charities where funds or property have

been mismanaged (Carter & Prendergast, 2011; Ontario Society for the Prevention of

Cruelty to animals v. Toronto Humane Society, 2010).

Fiduciary duties of a not-for-profit board 
Generally, the board of directors of a not-for-profit is accountable to the members

of the organization for managing and supervising the activities and affairs of the

corporation. Under federal not-for-profit legislation, not-for-profit directors are

not automatically considered trustees at law for any property of the corporation,

unless the not-for-profit is also a charity and a trust has been explicitly created, as

in the case of universities (Canada Not-for-profit Corporations Act (NFP) Act, 2009,

s.32). University boards of governors are also captured by not-for-profit legal prin-

ciples, which are expanding in Canada. Boards of membership-based, not-for-profit

corporations, such as universities, have duties to constituent members, that, in

certain instances, may be defined as fiduciary duties, in addition to myriad duties

and obligations captured by contract and employment law (Burke-Robertson,

2002; Carter & Prendergast, 2011; Ontario Public Guardian and Trustees v. AIDS

Society for Children [Ontario], 2001; Pathak v. Hindu Sabha, 2004). In membership-

based non-profit corporations, such as universities, there are persons entitled to

elect or appoint the board of governors/directors. These elector members are typ-

ically those persons for whose benefit the corporation operates. In a university this

is the collegium (that is the staff, students, and faculty), which elects senate repre-

sentatives on the board of governors. It also includes the public who, through the

government, appoint members of the board from the larger community (Jones &

Skolnik, 1997).

Recent not-for-profit legislation in some provinces and at the federal level focuses

on enhancing not-for-profit member rights and remedies, making them akin to share-

holders rights in a for-profit corporation. The new not-for-profit legislation has clear

implications for the duties and decision-making of university boards. This suggests

that, going forward in Canada, not-for-profit boards may need to consider in their

decision-making stakeholder member interests to a greater degree than before.

Moreover, external members of Canadian university boards are volunteers, who carry

out the university mission and operations according to the university constitution
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and by-laws. This feature shapes the dynamics of governing a university as a not-

for-profit corporation, making it different from governing boards of a for-profit entity

(Amundson, 2002).

The fiduciary standard of care
Identifying the appropriate standard of care for university governors (that is, the

level at which they must execute their fiduciary duties) is challenging because the

law governing them is a mix of the law on charities, law on trusts, the law of not-for-

profits organizations, and the law of corporations (Bourgeois, 2004; Carter &

Prendergast, 2011; Cullity, 2002). In addition, in a university landscape, these areas

of law can be layered with contract and labour law, as well as principles of natural

justice. Moreover, the university as an organization is judicially recognized as a col-

legium/community of scholars and a public service type of organization akin to a

foundation. Each of these areas has different legislation and case law governing it,

with different standards of care.

The typical standard of care for directors of not-for-profit corporation under fed-

eral not-for-profit legislation is the objective standard of the “reasonably prudent

person” (Canada Not-for-Profit Corporations Act, SC 2009, c 23, s.148). That is to say

that directors and officers are required to exercise at least the level of care, diligence,

and skill that a reasonably prudent person would exercise in their decision-making

in similar circumstances. In Canada some constituting university statutes set out the

specific duties of the board and the standard of these duties. University governing

boards may also rely on the standards of conduct spelled out in ancillary regulations,

by-laws, or policies created by the university officers or the governing board itself.

If the university statute is silent on the standard of care or the university is exempt

from the provincial not-for-profit legislation, then the common law standard applies.

The common law standard for boards is a higher, more subjective standard than the

statutory standard, and it requires that a director’s actions be at the standard of the

reasonable prudent person with the same expertise, skill, and knowledge. This

means if a board member is a financial executive with extensive board experience,

the board member will be held to that standard in decision-making, not to the stan-

dard of the ordinary person.

The 1928 American case of Meinhard and Salmon (164 N.E. 545 [N.Y.1928])

sets out in absolute language and high moral tone the uncompromising fiduciary

standard of care, defined by Judge Cardozo as “the duty of finest loyalty” and “stricter

than the morals of the marketplace”:

Not honesty alone, but the punctilio of an honor the most sensitive,

is then the standard of behavior. As to this, there has developed a

tradition that is unbending and inveterate. Uncompromising rigidity

has been the attitude of the courts of equity when petitioned to un-

dermine the rule of individual loyalty by the “disintegrating erosion”

of particular exceptions. Only thus has the level of conduct for fi-

duciaries been kept at a level higher than that trodden by the crowd.

… A loyalty that is undivided and unselfish. The rule of undivided

loyalty is relentless and supreme. 
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Scholarship suggests that, in theory, the fiduciary duty attempts to offer clarity to

the problem of complexity and multiple, conflicting interests in relationships.

However, it is less clear what this standard actually means, or looks like, in terms of

real-life practice (Anderson, 1978; Minow, 2016; Thompson, 2008). One legal

scholar suggests “The punctilio phrasing provides a standard rather than a rule, a

clear statement as to tone and direction, but little in the way of specific guidance for

resolving hard questions” (Thompson, 2008, p. 21).

Finally, the lofty ideals of Cardoza’s statement of the fiduciary standard are prac-

tically limited and watered down by the “business judgement rule,” which makes it

very difficult to find directors liable for a breach of fiduciary duty if they have fol-

lowed the usual procedures in their business in making a decision. Courts are less

likely to second guess, even if their decisions and judgement are wrong and cause

injury (Minow, 2016). In effect the business judgement rule lowers liability and the

standard of care in that directors/boards of governors will not be held liable for mis-

takes made after an honest and good faith evaluation of a decision if adequate

scrutiny of issues is done before making decisions. While the business judgement

rule may or may not be available to boards of governors of Canadian universities as

charities, given the higher fiduciary duty required of trustees of charities, it does pro-

vide the principle of diligent scrutiny of decisions as a standard for directors and

boards of governors (Carter & Prendergast, 2011).

Analysis: Key issues in governance
To whom is the fiduciary duty of care owed in the university context
It is well established that governing board members of universities in Canada are

considered fiduciaries at law. However, it is less clear to whom the duty is owed in

a university context. Generally, in not-for-profits and charitable corporations, such

as universities, the boards of governors owe fiduciary duties to the “corporation”;

trustee fiduciary duties to the named beneficiary of the trust (the public and any

donors) when dealing with charitable property; and trustee duties to the

members/constituents of the charitable not-for-profit organization. Contemporary

legal commentary and case law on private business corporations suggests that the fi-

duciary duty of a governing board is owed holistically to “the corporation,” not the

shareholders and not separately to each individual members or stakeholder groups

(Carter & Prendergast, 2011; London Humane Society (Re), 2010 ONSC 5775, [2010]

OJ No 4827 (Ont Sup Ct J ) at para. 19). However, it is not clear if and how this line

of scholarship and case precedents applies to a university context given its hybrid

features as a charitable, not-for-profit, corporate collegium.

What is the corporation? Who is the corporation? 
At law the corporation is a legal construct. It is considered a person—an independent

legal entity that can hold property, be sued, and holds the same rights and obligations

of a person in law. The corporation is separate and distinct from shareholders and

other constituents within the corporate organization (including the board). This legal

fiction allows the activities of a corporation to be captured by regulation in the same

way a person is captured by laws. It also allows the fiduciary duty that exists between
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two people to exist between the board and the corporation. In a corporate context,

directors of governing boards are the “fiduciary” and the corporation (as a legal “per-

son”) is the “principal” to whom the duty is owed (Welling, 1991). As a legal person

the corporation is a separate and distinct entity, the interests of which may, or may

not, align with the membership of the organization.

This legal understanding complicates the relationship between the corporation

as an organization and the shareholder/constituents of the corporation, especially in

the university context. The view of the university as a singular corporate “person”

runs counter to the historical structure and nature of the university as a collegial,

self-governing community of scholars—two core ideals of the Western university.

Furthermore, the legal construct of the corporation as a singular homogeneous legal

person presents particular difficulties in understanding the fiduciary duties of gov-

erning boards within the contemporary context of the university as a “multiversity,”

with a complex, diverse environment where there are, by the very nature of the uni-

versity, many competing interests (Fallis, 2007; Kerr, 2001). Owing a fiduciary duty

to all of the constituents at once presents problems in defining the duty of loyalty.

Minow tells us “Accountability to everyone is accountability to no one, and it is im-

possible to apply the fiduciary standard without a clear understanding of who the

beneficiary is” (2016, p. 245). And this may be part of the challenge in applying the

law in this area to universities—a legal construct has been grafted onto the structures

of the university and it does not quite fit.

Who is the corporation? Who is the university? While commentary is clear that

the governing board owes a fiduciary duty to the corporation, is less clear from

statute and case law if the university and the corporation are one and the same thing.

The constituting statutes of the universities in Canada are inconsistent and offer var-

ious answers to these questions. For example, under the statute constituting Western

University (An Act respecting The University of Western Ontario, Bill Pr14, 1982, as re-

vised by Bill Pr37, chapter Pr26, S.O., 1988 at section 1 and 8.), the “university” is

defined vaguely and the corporate body is, perplexingly, defined as the governing

board and not the university. 

s.1 (m) “University” means The University of Western Ontario, but

does not include any college affiliated with the University.

s.8. The Board of Governors of the University is hereby continued

as a body corporate by the name “The Board of Governors, The

University of Western Ontario.” 

If, indeed, the board of governors at Western University is the corporate body, under

corporate law principles board members would owe a fiduciary duty to themselves,

and they would be both fiduciary and beneficiary/principal at one and the same

time. This conception defies the principles of trust and fiduciary law and, frankly,

makes no sense legally.8 By contrast in Alberta, the Post Secondary Learning Act (Post-

Secondary Learning Act, SA 2003, c P-19.5 s 11(2) and s 16(2)) tells us that both the

governing board and the senate of universities are each individual corporate bodies.

This means there are two corporate entities within Alberta’s universities, and neither

are the university as an organization. Whereas in British Columbia, the University
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Act R.S.B.C. 1996, c. 468 (Consolidation 2017) s.3(4) clearly states that each uni-

versity is a distinct corporation.

University statutes and case law complicate and confuse the discussion of who

owes whom a fiduciary duty within the university setting. It is clear that the legal

principles of corporate law, charitable trusts, and fiduciary duties do not map onto

the governance of the university very well. This raises the question of whether it is

possible to apply the fiduciary standard without a clear understanding of who is the

beneficiary and who is the corporation, who is the university and who is the charity.

What does the “best interests” of the organization mean? 
And who gets to decide? 
It is difficult to determine what are “the best interests” of the university. Some define

“best interests” in terms of financial sustainability, for others it is about academic

quality and rigour, for others it is about productivity, efficiency, accountability, and

transparency, and others again it is about upholding democratic principles. All of

these ideas emerge in the university landscape and are consistent with the various

missions and objectives of the university embedded in constituting statutes, yet each

of them may be defined differently depending on the location within the university.

This case law suggests that in determining “best interests,” one group’s interests

cannot supersede another group’s interests, and that the governing board must make

balanced decisions protecting the interest of the whole entity itself. However, the insti-

tution’s interests in the university setting are by its very nature heterogeneous. The uni-

versity in form and structure is fragmented into faculties and departments; it has flat

collegial self-governance structures and hierarchical, managerial, bureaucratic, and ad-

ministrative structures. Academic work is both horizontally and vertically fragmented,

which challenges governance and leadership (Jones, 2013). Clark Kerr (2001) in his

book The Uses of the University describes the modern university as a “multiversity”

(p. 1–7). George Fallis (2007) takes this metaphor and describes contemporary uni-

versities as sprawling conglomerates providing liberal undergraduate, graduate, and

professional education that is responsible for society’s research enterprise. Fallis (2007)

argues that contemporary Canadian universities have multiple missions, including

teaching and research, but also that contemporary universities are fundamentally insti-

tutions of democracy and part of their mission and role in society is their contribution

to democratic life.9 The fiduciary obligation expressed in corporate case law requires

that the board of governors protects the best interests of the university as a holistic or-

ganization. This notion negates everything we know about the modern university, its

evolution over the last century and the nature of academic life, scholarship, and activ-

ities. Just as the notion of the corporation as a person is a legal fiction, the notion of the

university as a homogenous entity is an analytic fantasy. In such a diverse environment

there is no singular interest and it is difficult to determine who speaks for whom, which

challenges the application of the fiduciary standard to governing board decisions. 

The role of university governing boards: Guardianship or
representative constituency?
In Canada the university governing board typically appoints the president, manages,
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and is accountable for the financial aspects of the university.10 It is made up of ex-

officio members (the chancellor and the president and vice chancellor of the univer-

sity), internal members, external members, and honourary members. Typically

governing board membership includes students elected from the student body; rep-

resentatives of the senate elected by the university senate; members of the non-aca-

demic university staff; representatives appointed or elected by alumnae; and

members broadly reflective of the community at large appointed by the government

or the governing board itself, as set out in board by-laws or regulations (Jones &

Skolnik, 1997). Whereas the largest group on the governing board is the external

public constituents appointed by the board or government, by contrast the academic

governing body (senate) is made up of a majority of internal faculty members.

Nevertheless, the governing boards of publicly funded Canadian universities do con-

tain representatives from a large number of internal constituents, including faculty

and student constituencies.11 Glen Jones and Michael Skolnik noted in their 1997

study that it “is clear that Canadian universities have placed a high value on attempt-

ing to ensure that both internal and external interests are taken into consideration”

(p. 293) in their decision-making. They also note that this high representation of in-

ternal members on university governing boards is “the factor that most differenti-

ates Canadian boards from their American counterparts” (p. 293). Recent scholarship

suggests that, historically, American universities followed the Scottish model, where

a lay board is responsible for college governance, whereas Canadian universities fol-

lowed the English model and gave faculty the majority of the governance responsi-

bility in the form of a strong senate and faculty representation on boards

(Galick-Moazen, 2012).

The constituting statutes of Canadian universities explicitly design the gover-

nance of the university boards for representation of the university’s members.

Therefore, some of the internal members sitting on the governing board come to the

position with an automatic dual loyalty, as they are elected to the governing board

precisely to represent the interests of their constituent group within the university.

In this respect it has been argued that the university governance and decision-making

functions in the manner of a parliament, a representative democracy, and follows

the parliamentary rules of order (CAUTb, 2018). This democratic structure is con-

sistent with the core role and mission of the publicly funded university in Canadian

society as a democratizing institution (Fallis, 2007).

The membership of governing boards is significant to the discussion of fiduciary

duties as there is a potential for conflicts of interest when members are from multiple

constituencies—and this potential for conflicts may be greater in a Canadian uni-

versity context than in an American university context given the larger proportion

of internal board members. It is also significant because American legal commentary

on the fiduciary duties of university governing boards should perhaps be referred to

with caution in the Canadian university context because the actual composition of

Canadian university boards and American university boards are different.

At the same time Canadian universities place a high value on collegial, democratic

decision-making, and this principle of governance is recognized by the case law. It is

this feature of governance that distinguishes the Canadian university governing boards

IJEPL 14(8) 2019

Shanahan

Fiduciary Duties 
of University

Governing 
Boards

15

http://www.ijepl.org


from private sector corporate boards and from many America university boards. From

this perspective, constituency representation is crucial and most desirable. Herein

lays the source of considerable tension in Canadian university governance: What is

the role of the board of governors in a Canadian university? Is it the role of a guardian

of a trust or is it the role of constituency representation? Or is it, can it be, both?

The guardianship view of the board of governors emphasizes the university as a

public trust and draws on charity law. This view is closer to the American view of a

university board of governors as trustees, and indeed the American scholarship refers

to university board members explicitly as trustees (Engel & Achola, 1983; Floyd,

1995; Kaplin & Lee, 1995; Kerr & Gade, 1989). While this view emphasizes the high-

est fiduciary duty of the governors toward the university, it is less collegial and may

occur at the expense of institutional autonomy and self-governance. It emphasizes

the university’s charitable nature, which allows for greater intervention by the courts

into university governance in cases of mismanagement and allows for greater remedies

for aggrieved constituent members. Courts will exercise their prerogative jurisdiction

over a charity if the board of governors is acting in a way that may jeopardize the

charity’s assets (whether they are property, resources, or reputational assets). The

trustee view also places high demands on board reporting and accountability for pub-

lic funds. This governance arrangement usually has external, lay, public constituents

as the dominant and majority group on the board of governors, as evident in America.

By contrast the constituency representation view places a high value on balance

between internal and external representation and interests. This perspective is closer

to the Canadian governance arrangements, which have high numbers of internal

members elected to their boards (Jones & Skolnik, 1997). This approach emphasizes

collegial decision-making and faculty input into governance. It values and defends

the autonomy of the university, eschewing external interference from the government

or courts as a self-governing professional body. This view is also reflected in the

Canadian Supreme Court case law on the nature of the university (see Harelkin v.

University of Regina, 1979) and is also evident in the university constituting statutes

themselves, which require that governing board membership include elected repre-

sentation internal to the university.12 This principle of organizational democracy is

also consistent with the Canadian trend on the laws of not-for profits, as seen in the

changes to the federal NFP Act, 2009, which increases not-for-profit members’ access

to information and enhances their rights, their legal remedies against errant boards,

and provides for a greater role for members in the governance of their corporation.

However, representative boards have the potential for more conflicts. Members of

Canadian university boards come to the board with divided loyalties: to constituents

that elected them, as well as to the corporate person of the university.

Tension between the guardianship view and the constituency representation

view of university governance has existed for decades in Canada. Both views are re-

flected in the case law, statutes, and commentary on university governance.

Regardless, the question of whether the board should function representatively and

responsively to university constituencies impacts on the shape of governing board

fiduciary duties. The contradictions between these competing views are reflected in

statements of fiduciary duties in higher education, especially around issues of the
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duty of loyalty. For example, a recent governance review at Western University seems

to advocate both a guardianship and representative view of governance, going so far

as to suggest that board members must check their identity at the door once they

become members of the board:

It would be contrary to this fiduciary responsibility to have “repre-

sentatives” of particular constituencies voting at the direction of

their organizations. Regardless of how someone gets to the Board

table, or who put them there, once a person becomes a Board mem-

ber, his or her loyalty must lie with the best, long term interests of

the university… (Report of the Governance Review Task Force

UWO, 2015, p. 4)

This same report goes on to contradict itself:

The Act determines the membership of the Board and provides for

members to be elected from faculty, staff and student constituencies

and those internal members of the board bring the views and con-

cerns of their constituents to the table. (Report of the Governance

Review Task Force UWO, 2015, p. 4)

A recent report from the Canadian Association of University Teachers (2018b)

captures the essence of the contradiction in a university setting:

In the case of the academy, such appointments are not made to per-

sons who happen to be academic staff, but made because they are

academic staff. To subsequently obstruct or interfere with a repre-

sentational member consulting or canvassing the academic staff

community they are to represent cannot be acting in the best inter-

ests of an institution as it is contrary to the university governance

model itself. Recognizing representation, but denying representa-

tional rights, undercuts collegial governance and the representa-

tional framework on which it is based. (p. 5)

Conclusions: Implications for shared governance—“Fraught 
with history and traditions” 13 

Mapping the corporate legal framework onto the university is fraught with tensions,

difficulties, and disconnects. Although the nomenclature may be the same, the uni-

versity in form or function is not a typical corporation. It is, legally, a unique, hybrid

organizational type. This may explain the confusion and contradictions evident in

the field of higher education around the fiduciary duties of governing boards. Indeed

legal scholars have observed that, 

The reasons that the letter of the law is not necessarily followed in

the academy can be attributed to the unique historical rights and tra-

ditions inherent to a community of scholars. (Davis, 2015b, p. 200)

For various reasons entrenched in the history of academia, the ex-

pectations of faculty and the practice of universities do not follow

the prescriptions of the law. (Davis, 2015b, p. 211)
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Moreover, philosophically there are at least two different views that are active in

Canadian board governance. From a charitable corporation perspective, conflicts of

interests are undesirable and must be avoided. Whereas from a “community of schol-

ars” collegial perspective, conflicts of interest are inevitable and a desirable part of

the culture, history, and tradition of academic life, essential in the creation and testing

of knowledge, protected by the principles of academic freedom, and a fundamental

feature of the university. Legal commentators have also observed that in addition to

the general conflict of values and priorities between universities and corporations,

there is a difference in the way universities operate in policies, procedures, and prac-

tices that are incongruent to business practices with the for-profit sector. Conduct

and obligations that are common in, and reasonable for, an industry setting would

be untenable in an academic setting. For example, practices around confidentiality

and non-disclosure play out very differently in the two settings and this can influence

what governing boards believe is appropriate for decision-making (Lowe & Lennon,

2015). The area of confidentiality and non-disclosure is particularly relevant here,

as the trend in Canada among governing boards is to include such obligations in

their codes of conduct. Jeffrey Lowe and Christopher Lennon (2015) highlight the

different cultural environments:

Unlike a business corporation, which often has obligations of con-

fidentiality built directly into the employment agreements of its per-

sonnel, postsecondary institutions typically encourage at least a

subset of their personnel-namely faculty, graduate students and

other researchers … to share ideas and publish findings. Moreover

the category of personnel likely to come into access confidential in-

formation in an academic community are much more diverse than

in a commercial operation … The culture and practice of postsec-

ondary institutions is simply not one where commitments of confi-

dentiality are easily implemented. (p. 216)

In summary, the legal framework for university governance in Canada is ex-

tremely complex and layered. The nature of the university as an organization and

its legal status are determined by myriad old and new statutes and case law, as well

as medieval and modern forms and protocols mixed together. Its governance and

legal status encompasses the law of corporations and the law of charities and trusts.

To this must be added historical academic customs and the institutional practices

of the collegium (whether or not enshrined in statute, but recognized in case law),

together with current policies and by-laws within individual universities as well as

across the higher education community, which have become the established con-

duct (usages) of the university. This can result in “paradoxes [that] can make uni-

versity governance a difficult proposition” (Davis, 2015b, pp. 57–58) and

inconsistencies in the application of the law. In fact, a number of legal scholars have

commented on the unique nature of the university as a legal organization making

the application of the black letter law in several legal areas (governance, intellectual

property, spin-off companies, and confidentiality agreements, to name a few) un-

certain and more honoured in the breach than in the observance (Shanahan, Nilson,

& Broshko, 2015).
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The law on fiduciary duties has implications for shared collegial governance and

decision-making in universities. The law on fiduciary duties provides a legal standard,

but not a clear statement or rule that can be easily applied in all decisions. It offers

little guidance for resolving hard questions. Moreover, the publicly funded, charita-

ble, collegial multiversity in Canada is a unique entity and context with a public mis-

sion, purpose, and stakeholders. This influences the nature of the fiduciary duties

of governing boards and to whom they are owed. This is by no means a dilution of

the standard but a more complicated standard. Furthermore, the autonomy of uni-

versity governance and decision-making is exercised within a larger political context

and within broader societal structures and values. In Canada, the Charter of Rights

and Freedoms has changed the legal landscape of the university and impacted uni-

versity decision-making and board governance. The Charter has increased our aware-

ness of individual rights and freedoms. There is an increased expectation for the

protection of these rights within society, including within the university (Dickinson,

1988; Hannah & Stack, 2015). The case law on the applicability of the Charter to

universities has altered our understanding of the nature of university autonomy. It

layers our understanding of the relationship between universities, governing boards,

and their constituents. Inevitably, this influences the shape of governing board fidu-

ciary duties.

Board members need to be aware of and appreciate the complexity of this work-

ing environment. In their decision-making they would do well to consult broadly

and diligently scrutinize all issues and concerns brought forth from the various con-

stituents making up the university. Transparency in board decision-making is also

crucial. Internal and external accountability structures and mechanisms must be put

in place and followed. Assiduous attention to due process and fairness goes a long

way to establishing good faith in decision-making. In this context, the roles of faculty

in Canadian universities, in faculty associations, and on senate within the dual gov-

ernance structure of the university, are critical to the proper functioning of the uni-

versity governance model in ensuring that board fiduciary duties are met. Both

avenues into governance provide a check and balance on the board of governors

within a particularly insulated decision-making environment, where the courts and

government have allowed Canadian universities high institutional autonomy, shield-

ing boards’ decisions and conduct from review and oversight. Ultimately engaging

the shared collegial governance structure of the university will enable boards to better

navigate the complicated leadership space and will strengthen decision-making.

Notes
In fact the new federal Not-for-profit Act (2009) provides for incorporation as of right,1.
whereby the approval of the minister is not required, and allows for electronic filing.
Approval of the incorporation is automatic if the statutory requirements are met.
Corporate by-laws are not included in incorporation package and are not reviewed by
Corporations Canada staff.
The nomenclature varies across Canadian universities as to the name of the senior aca-2.
demic decision-making body and the senior financial/administrative body. Typically,
they are called the senate and the governing board, respectively, but not exclusively.
This can cause confusion in the literature and in the field. Also, some universities are or-
ganized in a unicameral structure (e.g., University of Toronto) while others have opted
for a tri-cameral structure (e.g., Queens University). Regardless, one can see in each of
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the unicameral, bi-cameral, or tri-cameral structures in Canadian universities the pres-
ence of a senior academic and a senior financial and/or administrative decision-making
body. For the purpose of clarity within this article, these bodies are referred to as the
“senate” and the “governing board.”
The case law varies based on the facts in each case. For example, booking space for3.
non-academic extracurricular activities at the university has been found to be non-gov-
ernmental activity (Lobo v. Carlton University, 2012). Likewise, standards and grading
are within university discretion and are non-governmental (Jaffer v. York University,
2010; King v. Ryerson University, 2015; Lam v. University of Western Ontario, 2015). There
is extensive case law that sets out the educational relationship between universities and
students as governed by an implied private contract to educate, provide appropriate in-
struction, and offer the educational services needed to obtain the credential that may in-
clude providing housing, co-op placements, parking, library services, and computer
facilities in exchange for student fees. (See Hannah & Stack, 2015, for an extensive re-
view). Patrick Gilligan-Hackett and Pamela Murray (2015) review the case law govern-
ing university-faculty relationships, observing that the law of contract provides the
primary foundation for the employment relationship between faculty and the university.
Nevertheless all of this is qualified by Charter case law and the determinations of
whether, and when, a university is acting as a governmental actor.
In the province of British Columbia, for example, the provincial government has intro-4.
duced mandate letters for universities that match the university’s planned targeted pro-
grams and priorities with budget allocations for the coming fiscal year. Similarly, in
Ontario, the provincial government has Strategic Mandate Agreements with each uni-
versity that requires it to provide the government with strategic planning information
on priorities and targets with funding attached. See Shanahan (2015b) for a discussion
of strategic federal funding programs and Shanahan (2015c) and Shanahan (2015d) for
a discussion of the range of provincial regulatory mechanisms around funding, quality,
and accountability employing strategic planning requirements.
Note that this is an American association. Nevertheless the Canadian equivalent,5.
Canadian University Boards Association (CUBA), directs it member universities to the
American website for this information, and many Canadian university governing
boards are members of this American organization and so are perhaps guided by this
statement and other comments on the site. While this statement about fiduciary duties
is consistent with the Canadian case law on fiduciary duties generally, the organization’s
additional commentary on what this statement means in practice for governing boards’
conduct is not consistent with Canadian case law on the collegium and representative-
ness of governance arrangements in Canadian universities. That is to say, their explica-
tion of duties reflects the American landscape, which has a different mix of private and
public universities. This is one of the limitations of policy borrowing from other juris-
dictions, especially around law and governance.
One important theme that does come up in the case law and in contemporary business6.
law commentary and practice is that disclosure to shareholders, beneficiaries, and mem-
bership is part of one’s fiduciary duty. “Disclosure and the substance of fiduciary duty
have long been intertwined in American corporate and securities law” (Thompson,
2008, p. 23). That is to say that a fiduciary must disclose risks, opportunities, and con-
flicts to the beneficiary’s interests. In other words, disclosure can be part of the duty of
loyalty. This is relevant to the university context.
For example see University of Toronto’s Act (1971), which sets out openness of gover-7.
nance meetings: 

Section 2(18) The meetings, except meetings of committee of the whole, of the
Governing Council shall be open to the public, prior notice of the meetings shall
be given to the members and to the public in such a manner as the Governing
Council by by-law shall determine, and no person shall be excluded therefrom ex-
cept for improper conduct, but where intimate financial or personal matters of any
person may be disclosed at a meeting the part of the meeting concerning such per-
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son shall be held in camera unless such person requests that such part of the meet-
ing be open to the public. 1971, c. 56, s. 2(16–218).

Western University’s Act is not the only university statute that conflates the board with8.
the corporation. See also University of Toronto Act s. 2(1), which calls the University of
Toronto’s governing council a “corporation.” And also under the University of Ottawa
Act (The University of Ottawa Act, S.O. 1965, C.137), the board of governors are named
as the body corporate.
For an exhaustive review of models of universities in scholarship that have emerged9.
over Western-European history see Raymond P. Kybartas’ (1996) Ideas of the University:
Towards a Classification System Based on Ideal Types. Using a historical-philosophical
lens and a Weberian “ideal type” method, Kybartas classifies six university models that
he argues represents the range of potential university types including: the liberal univer-
sity; the research university; the economic university; the social university; the transfor-
mational university; and the radical university. These are not mutually exclusive types
and can be combined in various models. Clark Kerr (2001) and George Fallis (2007),
both economists, academics, and former university administrators, present a new con-
ceptualization of the contemporary Anglo-American multiversity that emerged in the
second half of the twentieth century, as sprawling, diverse, complex conglomerates that
incorporate elements of these ideal types. Although they concede that the central task of
the contemporary Anglo-American university continues to be undergraduate education,
they argue the contemporary university has many tasks and roles in a post-industrial so-
ciety, which this article argues complicates the responsibilities of leadership. 
This typically reads in statutes as “management and control of the University and of its10.
property, revenues, expenditures, business and affairs are vested in the Board, and the
Board has all powers necessary or convenient to perform its duties and achieve the ob-
jects and purposes of the University” (York University Act, 1965, s.10).
Jones and Skolnik’s 1997 study on Canadian governing boards reported a third of the11.
members of governing boards who participated in their study were from internal con-
stituencies. Faculty and students made up than a quarter of members on average. Fewer
than a quarter are appointed by government.
For one example see s.19 of British Columbia’s University Act R.S.B.C. 1996, c. 46812.
(Consolidation last updated by the Office of the University Counsel on 28 June 2017).
See Davis, 2015a, p. 66.13.
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Abstract Conducted in British Columbia, this mixed-methods study tested the ef-

fects of nine district characteristics on student achievement, explored conditions that

mediate the effects of such characteristics, and contributed to understandings about

the role school-level leaders play in district efforts to improve achievement. Semi-

structured interview data from 37 school administrators provided qualitative data.

Quantitative data were provided by the responses of 998 school and district leaders’

in 21 districts to two surveys. Student achievement data were district-level results

of elementary and secondary student provincial math and language test scores. All

nine district characteristics contributed significantly to student achievement. Three

conditions served as especially powerful mediators of such district effects. The same

conditions, as well as others, acted as significant mediators of school-level leader ef-

fects on achievement. This is among the few large-scale mixed-methods studies iden-

tifying characteristics of districts explaining variation in student achievement. 
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Introduction  
This mixed-method study is part of a larger long-term project aimed at better un-

derstanding how school districts contribute to the success of their students. After

Andrea Rorrer, Linda Skryla, and James Scheurich (2008), a school district is defned

as “an organized collective constituted by the [superintendent]; the [elected board

of trustees]; the central office-level administration; and principals, who collectively

serve as critical links between the district and the school for developing and imple-

menting solutions to identified problems” (p. 311).

Supported by the British Columbia School Superintendents’ Association, this

study builds on the methods and results of research recently completed in Alberta

(Bedard & Mombourquette, 2015; Brandon, Hanna, Morrow, Rhyason, & Schmold,

2013) and Ontario (Leithwood & Azah, 2016; Leithwood & McCullough, 2016).

Testing the efficacy of nine district Characteristics identified in some of this previous

work, as well as deepening understandings about the profile of each district

Characteristic in its most effective state, were among the primary objectives for the

study. Results of this mixed-methods study help answer four broad questions. The

qualitative portion of the study asked: 

How do school leaders understand the contribution made by1.

their district’s  characteristics to the success of their work in

schools? 

The quantitative portion of the study addressed three questions:

What characteristics of districts, under the control of districts2.

themselves, explain significant amounts of variation in student

learning?

How do such characteristics interact with conditions found in3.

schools, classrooms, and families to achieve their effects on stu-

dent learning?

What role do school-level leaders play in district efforts to im-4.

prove student learning?

Framework 
Leithwood developed the framework of this study, which is a replication of work

completed in Ontario. The framework consists of nine characteristics of high-per-

forming districts with both direct and indirect effects on students’ math and language

achievement. School leadership and four categories of conditions (13 specific

Conditions in total) with significant direct effects on student achievement mediate

the indirect effects of the nine district characteristics on student achievement.

District characteristics
Nine district characteristics serving as independent variables for this study are briefly

summarized in this section (see Figure 1). Further information about each variable

can be found in an extensive review of original empirical evidence about what dis-

tricts do to close achievement gaps among their students (Leithwood, 2010), as well

as more recent related publications, including Tina Trujillo (2014), Karen Louis
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(2015), Kenneth Leithwood (2013), and Kenneth Leithwood and Catherine

McCullough (2016; 2015). 

Figure 1. District characteristics
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District
characteristics

Specific features

1. Broadly shared
mission, vision
and goals
founded on
ambitious
images of the
educated
person

Ensure that a transparent visioning/direction-setting process is
carried out

Consult extensively about district directions as part of the process

Spend sufficient time to ensure that the mission, vision and goals
(directions) of the system are widely known, understood and shared
by all members of their organizations

Articulate, demonstrate and model the system’s goals, priorities, and
values to staffs when visiting schools 

Embed district directions in improvement plans, principal meetings
and other leader-initiated interactions

2. Coherent
instructional
guidance 

Adopt a service orientation toward schools

Align curricular goals, assessment instruments, instructional practices
and teaching resources

Insist on ambitious goals for teaching and learning

Advocate for attention to the best available evidence to inform
instructional improvement decisions 

Expect schools to focus on needs of individual as well as groups of
students

Encourage staff to be innovative within the boundaries created by the
district’s instructional guidance system

3. Deliberate 
and consistent
use of multiple
sources of
evidence to
inform
decisions

Use data from all available sources to assist decision making in the
central office

Insist on the use of the best available research and other
systematically collected evidence to inform decisions wherever
possible

Encourage collaboration in the interpretation and uses of data 

Build system’s capacity and disposition for using systematically
collected data to inform decision-making

Provide training for principals and staff on the use of data and
research literature to sustain decision-making 

Model evidence-informed decision-making to school staffs

Ground interactions with, and advice to, trustees in sound evidence

4. Learning-
oriented
organizational
improvement
processes

Require improvement processes to be evidence-informed

Set a manageable number of precise targets for district school
improvement

Include school-level leaders in decisions about district-wide
improvement decisions 

Create structures and norms within the district to encourage regular,
reciprocal and extended deliberations about improvement progress
within and across schools, as well as across the system as a whole.

Develop and implement district and school improvement plans
interactively and collaboratively with school leaders; 

Create structures to facilitate regular monitoring and refining of
improvement processes

Acknowledge Provincial goals and priorities in district and school
improvement initiatives

Allow for school-level variation in school improvement efforts
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District
characteristics

Specific features

5. Professional
development
for all
members

Provide extensive PD opportunities for both teachers and school-level
leaders, most of it through some form of learning community or on-
the-job context

Use internal system networks as central mechanism for the
professional development of school-level leaders

Align the content of professional development with the capacities
needed for district and school improvement

Require individual staff growth plans to be aligned with district and
school improvement priorities

Hold staff accountable for applying new capacities by monitoring the
implementation of school improvement plans

6. Alignment of
budgets,
personnel
policies/
procedures
and uses of
time with
district
mission, vision
and goals 

Align the allocation of resources with district and school improvement
goals

Align personnel policies and procedures with the district’s
improvement goals

Align organizational structures with the district’s improvement goals

Provide principals with considerable autonomy in the hiring of 
teaching staff

Expect and assist schools to allocate instructional resources
equitably

7. A comprehen-
sive approach
to professional
leadership
development 

Use the best available evidence about successful leadership as a key
source of criteria used for recruiting, selecting, developing and
appraising school and district leaders 

Match the capacities of leaders with the needs of schools 

Provide prospective and existing leaders with extended opportunities
to further develop their leadership capacities

Develop realistic plans for leadership succession

Promote co-ordinated forms of leadership distribution in schools 

8. A policy-
oriented
district of
trustees

Encourage trustees to focus on district policy and the achievement of
the district’s goals and priorities (policy governance model of trustee
practice)

Encourage participation of the elected district in setting broad goals
for its use in fulfilling its policy-setting and policy-monitoring
responsibilities

Regularly report to the district progress in achieving these broad goals

9. Productive
working
relationships
with staff and
stakeholders 

Internal district
and school
staffs

Develop communication systems and processes throughout the
district to keep all members informed

Develop open, accessible and collaborative relationships with
principals

Encourage reciprocal forms of communication with and among
schools

Promote high levels of interaction among all school leaders, driven by
a shared sense of responsibility for system improvement 

http://www.ijepl.org


Figure 1. (continued)

Creating a broadly-shared mission, vision and goals for students entails a district en-

gaging all key stakeholders in building a shared sense of direction for the district, a

process that includes many elements of strategic planning (e.g., Berson, Da’as, &

Walman, 2015) and aimed at identifying ambitious outcomes for students. When a

district focuses its curriculum standards and frameworks, instructional practices

(Joyce & Weil, 2008), and professional development emphases and assessment tools

on that vision, it is providing Coherent instructional guidance. Deliberate and consistent

use of multiple sources of evidence to inform decisions include districts’ uses of systematic

evidence from multiple sources to monitor progress, revise strategies, and encourage

data-based decision throughout the organization (Datnow, Park, & Wohlstetter,

2007; Honig & Venkeswaran, 2012).

Two of the district characteristics are explicitly about the individual and collective

learning of staff. Learning-oriented organizational improvement processes create structures

and norms within districts to encourage regular, reciprocal, evidence-based delibera-

tions about improvement progress within and across schools, as well as across the sys-

tem as a whole. Professional development for all members is extensive, aligned with

district visions, guided by individual learning plans, and are often job-embedded.

Such learning often takes place in collaborative peer structures such as networks

(Leithwood, 2018), while more formal approaches are sustained over time, anchored

to practice, use active learning strategies, and are coherent with other learning activities

(Sun, Penual, & Frank, 2013; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Suk Yoon, 2001).

This vision-oriented learning is extended and reinforced by the Alignment of budgets,

personnel policies/procedures, and uses of time with district mission, vision, and goals.

Professional leadership development across high-performing districts (those at least

moderate to large in size) is guided by comprehensive policies and programs for re-
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Internal district
and school
staffs
(continued)

Create structures to facilitate reciprocal forms of communication,
resulting in deeply interconnected networks of school and system
leaders working together on achieving the system’s directions 

Buffer schools from external distractions to the district’s and schools’
priorities and goals

Local
community
groups

Routinely consult with community groups on decisions affecting the
community

Encourage staff to participate directly in community groups

Demonstrate the importance the district attaches to its community
connections

Parents Hold schools accountable for developing productive working
relationships with parents

Influence the work of schools toward fostering improved educational
cultures in the home environments of their students 

Ministry of
Education

Develop/maintain high levels of engagement with provincial
department/ministry of education

Engagement with department/ministry is frequently proactive rather
than only responsive

Make flexible, adaptive use of provincial initiatives and frameworks,
ensuring that they contribute to, rather than detract from,
accomplishing system goals and priorities.
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cruiting, pre-appointment professional development (PD), selection, appointment,

post-appointment learning opportunities, evaluation (Davis, Darling-Hammond,

LaPoint, & Meyerson, 2005), and succession planning. The best available evidence

about successful leadership shapes these policies and programs. In particular, re-

cruitment, selection, and appointment policies include strong provisions protecting

against gender and racial biases. District governance is provided by a Policy-oriented

board of trustees (Land, 2002), which forges strong internal bonds as a first priority,

without neglecting the development of relationships with relevant external agencies

and individuals (Saatcioglu, Moore, Sargut, & Bajaj, 2011). Productive working rela-

tionships are developed within the senior district leadership team, between school

and district staffs, as well as with external stakeholders, including the local commu-

nity and the government.

Mediating variables
A mediating variable is a variable that helps to explain the relationship(s) between a

dependent variable and an independent variable. The mediating variables in this study

were School Leadership and four categories of conditions (encompassing 13 condi-

tions in total) labelled Rational, Emotional, Organizational, and Family conditions.

School leadership
A conception of effective school leadership developed by the British Columbia

Principals’ and Vice-Principals’ Association was adopted for the study. This conception

includes four leadership “domains”—Stewardship, Instructional Leadership,

Relational Leadership, and Organizational Leadership—along with nine related stan-

dards of practice, each of which also specifies leadership practices associated with

each standard. For example, the Stewardship domain includes two standards includ-

ing Values, Vision, and Mission and Ethical Decision-Making. Practices associated with

the Values, Vision, and Mission standard include contributing to staff’s sense of overall

purpose; helping clarify the reasons for implementing school improvement initia-

tives; providing useful assistance to staff in setting short-term goals for teaching and

learning; and demonstrating high expectations for teachers’ work with students. A

complete description of BCPVPA’s account of school leadership can be found at the

BCPVPA website. The primary mediator is School Leadership.

Four categories of mediating conditions 
As well as School Leadership, four categories of conditions served as mediators in

this study. Substantial evidence suggests that these conditions have significant direct

effects on student learning and can be influenced by leadership.

Detailed descriptions of these conditions, including their effects on student achieve-

ment, can be found in Kenneth Leithwood, Sarah Patten, and Doris Jantzi (2010); (see

also Leithwood, Sun, & Schumacker [2018]; Leithwood, Sun, & Pollock [2017]). A

very brief account of these mediating conditions is provided in this section of the article,

including examples of evidence supporting their significant effects on students.

The Rational category of conditions reflects the knowledge and skills of school staff

members about curriculum, teaching, and learning—the technical core of schooling—
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along with features of the school culture which directly support the technical core. Four

individual conditions are in this category, including Classroom Instruction (Hattie, 2009;

Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001), Teachers’ Use of Instructional Time (Tornroos,

2005; Wang, 1998), Academic Press (Cooper, 2018; Hoy, Hannum, & Tschannen-

Moran, 1998), and Disciplinary Climate (Ma & Crocker, 2007; Willms & Ma, 2004).

A second category, Emotional conditions, includes those feelings, dispositions,

or affective states of staff members (both individual and collective) shaping the nature

of their work, including Collective Teacher Efficacy (Bandura, 1993; Tschannen-

Moran & Barr, 2004), Teacher Trust in Others (Forsyth, Barnes, & Adams, 2006;

Goddard, Tschannen-Moran, & Hoy, 2001), and Teacher Commitment (Hulpia,

Devos, & Keer, 2009).

A third set of Organizational conditions includes features of schools that struc-

ture the relationships and interactions among organizational members. Among the

most relevant of these conditions are Safe and Orderly Environments (Bucher &

Manning, 2010), Collaborative Cultures and Structures (Camburn & Won Han,

2017; Lomos, Hofman, & Bosker, 2011), as well as the Organization of Planning

and Instructional Time (DuFour & Fullan, 2013; Sun, Przybylski, & Johnson, 2016).

The fourth and final category, Family conditions, encompasses three variables

which, taken together, represent the educational cultures in the home that contribute

most to students’ success at school. Fostering development of the knowledge and

dispositions families need to productively work with schools in the interests of their

children’s success include these conditions: Parent Expectations for Children’s

Success at School (Jeynes, 2005), Forms of Communication among Parents and

Children in the Home (Epstein, Sanders, Simon, Salinas, Jansorn, & Van Voorhis,

2002; Jeynes, 2005), and Parents Social and Intellectual Capital about Schooling

(Davies & Rizk, 2018; Ferlazzo, 2011). Only the aggregate result of these three

Family conditions was examined in this study.

Methods
This was a mixed-methods study, including the collection and analysis of survey and

student outcome data. Mixed-methods research combines features of both quantita-

tive and qualitative methods, helping to overcome the limitations of each method

and adding a depth and breadth of understanding (Johnson, Onwueghuzie, & Tuner,

2007) to what is possible with the use of only quantitative or qualitative methods.

Measures
Qualitative interviews 
The interview protocol used in this study consisted of a brief overview of the study

and the purpose for the interview followed by 10 sets of questions. The first question

was a broad and largely open-ended question about what respondents’ districts had

done in the past year that was most and least helpful for respondents and their staffs.

Each of the remaining nine sets of questions was about the status, in the respondent’s

district, of one of the nine District Characteristics included in the study framework,

along with perceptions of how each of these Characteristics influenced (positively

or negatively) the improvement efforts in respondents’ schools.
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Quantitative surveys
Two surveys were used to collect data from school and district leaders. The 95-item

Leading and Teaching in Schools Survey, completed only by school-level leaders, pro-

vided data about School Leadership and the other 12 mediating conditions. While

largely based on an instrument used in studies recently carried out in both Ontario1

and Texas,2 the scale measuring School Leadership was replaced by a new scale re-

flecting the BC Principals’ and Vice-Principals’ Association’s leadership framework.

The 94-item BC District Survey collected data from both school and district leaders

about the status of the nine district characteristics. This survey was adapted from an

instrument used in an earlier study (Leithwood, 2010; Leithwood & Azah, 2016).

Provincial test data were used as measures of student achievement in both math

and language. Results of the Foundation Skills Assessment represented student achieve-

ment in Mathematics and Language for Grades four and seven.3 Secondary student

achievement was estimated using results from Grades 10 and 12 English tests and

Grade 10 Math tests (both Foundations and Pre-calculus, as well as Apprenticeship

and Workplace. Two estimates of achievement were used for all cases: the latest avail-

able one-year provincial assessment, as well as a change-over-five-year score. 

Sample
Quantitative
The unit of analysis for the qualitative portion of the study was the district. British

Columbia’s publicly funded school system includes 60 districts, of which 21 provided

sufficient numbers of responses to be included in the study, a 35 percent response

rate. Across the 21 participating districts, 610 school administrators responded to the

Leading and Teaching in Schools Survey (an average of 29 respondents for each district),

while 388 district and school administrators responded to the BC District Survey (an

average of 18 respondents for each district).

To qualify for inclusion in the quantitative portion of the study, the number of

responses to each of the two surveys from a district had to closely approach the num-

ber required to be statistically representative at the .05 level of probability. This num-

ber varied from one district to another, reflecting differences in the population of

potential respondents in each district. Close approximations to the ideal size were

accepted to retain as much data as possible, but responses from nine districts agree-

ing to be part of the study failed to meet our criterion.

The first survey was administered in the fall of 2016, the second in the winter

of 2017. Data collection often occurred during a regularly scheduled meeting of dis-

trict and school administrators. Attendees were divided into two groups. One group,

including only principals and vice principals, responded online to the Leading and

Teaching in Schools Survey. The second group, including both district and school-

level administrators, responded online to the BC District Survey. Each survey required

about 15 minutes to complete. 

Data analysis
Qualitative interviews 
Digital voice recordings were made of the 37 hour-long individual interviews. These
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recordings were transcribed and then summarized in tabular form, including a precis

of response to each of the interview questions. Axial or thematic coding was then

conducted with interview responses about each district characteristic to identify key

ideas about the status of district practices and their value for the work of school lead-

ers. These data were then summarized in the results section of this article as re-

sponses to question 10, “How do school leaders understand the work of their

districts and its helpfulness to them?”

Quantitative surveys
Because the district was the unit of analysis, the sample size for the study (21) was

too small to permit the use of some of the more powerful statistical tests of relation-

ships, such as Structural Equations Modeling. Scale reliabilities, means, and standard

deviations of scales and individual survey items were calculated. Correlations

(Pearson r) were used to assess the strength of direct linear relationships among vari-

ables (e.g., the relationship between district Characteristics and student achieve-

ment). In this article, Pearson correlations are treated as Effect Sizes, and their

importance is judged using common rules of thumb proposed by Jacob Cohen

(1988) and John Hattie (2009): less than 0.1 = no effect, 0.1 to 0.3 = small effect,

0.3 to 0.5 = intermediate effect, and larger than 0.5 = large effect. Both variability

and (indirectly) sample size can influence the size of correlations, and these factors

influence the interpretation of results in this study.

The strength of causal claims based on correlational evidence depends, in large

part, on the quality of underlying theory and/or previous evidence. The nine district

characteristics were derived from extensive literature reviews and each characteristic

reflects one or more social science theories (not described in this article). A 2010

Ontario study (Leithwood and Azah, 2017), replicated and extended by the current

study, provided evidence of the total effects of these characteristics on student

achievement. Each of the 13 mediating conditions has been the subject of varied

and quite extensive research demonstrating its effects on several different types of

student outcomes. While correlations are relatively weak methods for testing causal

claims, the theory and evidence on which the framework guiding this study was

based is relatively robust. Causal language is used to report correlational results in

subsequent sections of this article.

A relatively new method, the calculation of “Power Indices” (Sun & Leithwood,

2016) was used to estimate indirect relationships, such as the relationship between

district characteristics and student outcomes, mediated by conditions. This method

entails the combination of correlations among three sets of variables, illustrated in

the report of results below. For this study, Power Indices were used instead of regres-

sion mediation analysis (MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007), in part because they

require little statistical background to interpret, and in part because the limited evi-

dence available to this point suggests that they produce essentially the same results

(data from the parallel Ontario study was analyzed using both power indices and

mediation regression analysis with few differences in results). The significance of

Power Indices was interpreted using the same standards applied to Effect Size statis-

tics, as outlined above.
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The calculation of Power Indices responds to a wicked practical problem (Sun

& Leithwood, 2016) faced by leaders attempting to determine the most productive

focus for their own improvement efforts. While there is a considerable body of evi-

dence about the effects on students of a wide range of mediating variables—see, for

example, John Hattie’s (2009) synthesis of this evidence—there is very little evidence

about how likely it is that leaders’ efforts will actually improve the status of these

variables. For example, a compelling body of evidence indicates that Teachers’ Trust

in Others has important effects on student achievement, but what evidence there is

suggests that at least the typical practices of school leaders have little influence on it

(e.g., Sun & Leithwood, 2017).

Qualitative results
The district characteristics 
Interviews were limited to questions about the status of each of the nine district

Characteristics in respondents’ districts. This report of results is further limited to

descriptions of the status of those Characteristics when principals and vice-princi-

pals perceived them to be helpful to their school improvement work. Because most

interviewees claimed little knowledge about the work of trustees in their districts,

the subject of one of the Characteristics, only eight Characteristics are actually de-

scribed in this section. While this restriction of the sample to principals and vice

principals only is clearly a limitation on what can be deduced about the nine district

characteristics in their most productive form, school leaders’ perspectives are unde-

niably critical.

Conventional forms of reporting interview data require significant direct quota-

tions to illustrate main ideas. These conventions, however, pose a significant challenge

to the acceptable length of a journal article about the results of a mixed-methods

study. This is addressed here by limiting commentary to a synthesis of interview re-

sults, absent quoted material. 

Broadly shared mission, vision, and goals for students
Evidence from the interviews indicated that highly participative approaches to build-

ing a district vision, alongside the alignment of school goals and processes to district

goals and a substantial amount of staff buy-in to the vision, had a significant influ-

ence on the nature and direction of improvement efforts in schools.

Coherent instructional guidance
Central office efforts to provide coherent instructional guidance were generally

viewed as useful by school leaders when there was some choice available about

which of those efforts in which to participate. In most districts, interviewees indi-

cated positive effects on instruction when there was access to professional develop-

ment linked to the improvement of instruction. Also useful to school leaders were

district-established processes for improving instruction that encouraged innovative

teaching practices based on research. Productive forms of instructional guidance also

included the provision of financial support for schools from their district.
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Deliberate and consistent uses of multiple sources of evidence 
to inform decisions
Districts were helpful to schools, interviewees indicated, when they had data ware-

houses and when they provided assistance to schools in accessing and interpreting

data about their own schools. Districts were also helpful when they included one or

more staff members with evidence-related expertise who could provide guidance to

schools about the interpretation and use of data. District-developed assessment teams

able to work with schools were viewed as important resources. But district size fig-

ured prominently in the extent of access to such expertise. Most of that expertise

resided in large districts and, according to interviewees, small districts were forced

to leave schools on their own to figure out how to use available evidence.

Learning-oriented organizational improvement processes
The most sophisticated approach to organizational improvement was described by

interviewees from one district that required school improvement plans to take the

form of a “theory of action.” At least conceptually, a theory of action consists of a se-

ries of “if-then” propositions (e.g., if our Grade 4 teachers have opportunities to view

model lessons of especially effective math instruction, then they will begin to improve

their own instruction in math; if our Grade 4 teachers improve their instruction in

math, then our math results on the Foundation Skills Assessment will increase. A

school improvement plan designed as a theory of action would include a large num-

ber of such propositions so that each component of the improvement strategy is

linked to the end goal (some positive impact on students), however indirectly. Each

proposition needs to be justified with evidence or, if evidence is lacking, at least logic

or theory. Such an approach demands a high level of discipline in the creation of a

plan and bringing such discipline to a plan requires considerable learning in order

to justify the plan’s propositions.

Also relatively sophisticated, were approaches to improvement by districts that

began with the development of a district strategic plan followed by an expectation

that schools would align their own improvement goals with district goals included

in that plan. 

Professional development for all members
In comparison with much of the research evidence about effective PD, some districts

were “doing it right.” Where this was true, PD was relatively plentiful, sufficiently

comprehensive to allow for differences in PD needs among teachers and administra-

tors, and carefully aligned to the capacities that staffs would need to move the district

and school improvement agenda forward.

A substantial proportion of this PD was “job embedded,” allowing opportunities

for participants to develop the knowledge and skills needed to successfully imple-

ment new practices in their own school and classroom contexts. At the school level,

professional development was aimed more at general capacity building. When PD

was primarily directed by the district, it was usually aligned with district and school

improvement priorities. Professional education consultants were used in one district

to support both administrators and teachers in their professional learning.
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Interviewees said that because the same educators had been used in this district over

a three-year period this ensured continuity. Such district support systems brought

some alignment and common direction to professional development efforts, which

was very helpful when administrators and staff were all working together.

Budgets, structures, personnel policies and procedures, and uses 
of time are aligned with the district’s mission, vision, and goals
Most interviewees believed their school and district budgets were significantly

aligned; several pointed, for example, to the long history of declining district budg-

ets that resulted in serious shortfalls in facilities and maintenance in order to con-

tinue providing the resources needed in classrooms for students. Most interviewees

also spoke about the alignment of personnel resources with district (if not school)

priorities for contributing to student success. Districts that hired teachers were con-

sidered to be doing a very good job at selecting effective teachers. Staff required to

support key priorities for district improvement were hired. Alignment of the budget

to the school improvement plan and the alignment of school activities to the district

plan showed the importance of district-wide and school-wide continuity. The ma-

jority of the interviewees noted that if alignment was clear, then everybody was “on

the same page,” and it sent a clear message about the importance of an initiative or

an activity.

Overall, respondents believed that Alignment made a big difference to work in

schools and that the elements of the organization that are misaligned really stand in

the way of effective education—improvement efforts “grind” to a halt.

Comprehensive approaches to leadership development
This characteristic is about how districts engage in leadership recruitment, selection,

initial preparation, and both the professional development and performance appraisal

of incumbent leaders. Effective ways of encouraging people to consider assuming for-

mal school leadership positions were both indirect and direct. Interviewees pointed

to the importance of being encouraged (often multiple times) by others (e.g., princi-

pals and superintendents) to consider the move from teacher to administrator, and

the informal observations or conversations that helped them to better understand the

nature of the job. Direct encouragement to consider formal leadership roles included

being asked to be part of a school or district committee for the experience and being

“tapped on the shoulder,” a process with considerable influence, according to the

available research.

While selection and hiring processes were reported as very uneven, interviewees

valued processes that included significant data collection about applicants and

processes that were well known to applicants, including the qualities needed to be

successful. Also valued were opportunities for both internal and external candidates

to apply and some process, such as an interview, to assess the abilities and disposi-

tions of candidates. These processes worked best when implemented by a selection

committee that included representatives from multiple professional and support

roles in the district.

IJEPL 14(9) 2019

Handford &
Leithwood

School Districts’
Contributions 

to Student’ 
Achievement

12

http://www.ijepl.org


Once placed in a principal or vice-principal position, especially valuable support

was attributed to mentoring experiences, close working relationships with a district

supervisor, a variety of formal professional development programs mostly available

through provincial associations, and participation in a network of colleagues willing

to provide advice and support on an “as needed” basis. 

Relationships
According to most of the interviewees, the current status of relationships among

their district office leaders was quite good. Good, productive, or ideal relationships

among senior district leaders were characterized as collaborative, with a collective

focus on the districts’ vision and goals or “moral purpose.” Such relationships were

a consequence of high levels of trust, transparency in decision-making, considerable

respect for one another, and a sense of being part of a team. When district leaders

had good relationships, school-level leaders heard the same messages from all mem-

bers of the district team.

Most interviewees were quite positive about the quality of the relationships they

had with their district colleagues. High-quality relationships with district colleagues,

according to the interviewees, meant a collaborative (rather than top-down) ap-

proach to decision-making, the ease of access to district leaders for consultation, and

a respectful disposition on the part of senior leaders toward the concerns, perspec-

tives, and preferences of school-level leaders. Relationships were also judged to be

of high quality when district leaders provided ample support for the work of school-

level leaders and when school-level leaders were clear about who to communicate

with in the district office about challenges they encountered.

Interviewees were asked about the advice and support they received from their

district colleagues about school/parent relationships. Some interviewees described

such advice and support as weak to non-existent. Others described receiving specific

advice, with most focusing on building positive relationships with parents and the

community and involving them in decision-making.

Quantitative results
Descriptive statistics
Results of the BC District Survey
All scales in the survey measuring the current status of the nine district

Characteristics, except the Relationships scale, exceeded the commonly agreed on

acceptable standard for reliability of .70 (Nunnery & Bernstein, 1994) by a signifi-

cant margin. The Relationships scale was an aggregate of sub-scales measuring, sep-

arately, relationships among district leaders, between district and school staffs,

relationships with parents, and relationships with community groups. The low reli-

ability of this aggregate scale likely means that these different sets of relationships

are not well aligned (some can be weak while others are strong).

Each of the nine district characteristics received mean ratings above the midpoint

on the four-point response scale. Highest ratings were awarded to Mission, vision, and

goals (m = 3.12) and the Extent of district alignment (m = 3.00). The lowest rated was

Uses of evidence (m = 2.48). Standard deviations for all characteristics were relatively
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small, indicating considerable uniformity in ratings among respondents. An ex-

ploratory factor analysis (details not reported) conducted on this instrument found

that all items loaded on nine factors, and almost all items conceptually associated

with each district characteristic loaded as expected.

Results of the Leading and Teaching in Schools Survey
This survey measured School Leadership and 12 other mediating conditions. All

scales in this survey exceeded accepted standards of reliability. School Leadership

and the other mediating conditions received mean ratings well above the midpoint

on the five-point response scale. The results of an exploratory factor analysis (details

not tabled) conducted on items in this survey closely reflected the conception of

variables on which the instrument was developed for half of the these variables. The

distribution of items measuring the remaining variables was not readily interpretable.

Given the relatively high reliabilities of all 13 scales, subsequent analyses retained

the original conception of item assignment. 

Effects of mediating conditions on student achievement 
At the elementary school level, three of the mediating conditions had intermediate

to large effects on achievement, including Uses of Instructional Time (r = .37 with

Grade 7 Math), Organization of Planning and Instructional Time (r = .47 and r = .60

with Language and Math, respectively), and Collaborative Cultures and Structures

(r = .45 with math achievement).

At the secondary level, six of the mediating conditions had intermediate to large

effects on achievement. Of the six, only Disciplinary Climate had significant effects

(r = .62) on Grades 10 and 12 English, and only Organization of Planning and

Instructional Time had significant effects on Foundations and Pre-Calculus Math

(r = .43). Grade 10 Math (Workplace and Apprenticeship), however, was influenced

by four mediating conditions, including Classroom Instruction (r = .51), Teacher

Commitment (r = .58), Safe and Orderly Environments (r = .38), and Family Path

Conditions in aggregate (r = .42).

Effects of district characteristics
This section of results reports the effects of the nine district characteristics on medi-

ating conditions (including School Leadership), as well as their total effects on stu-

dent achievement, using the Pearson r Effect Size statistic. This section also describes,

using Power Indices, the indirect effects of the nine district characteristics on student

achievement. 

Effects on mediating conditions including School Leadership 
Eight of the nine district characteristics had at least intermediate effects on the aggre-

gate measure of mediating Conditions (not Professional development): Mission, vision,

and goals (r = .44); Coherent instructional programs (r = .52); Uses of evidence (r = .51);

Professional leadership development (r = .43); Alignment (r = .44); Elected leadership

(r = .24); Learning-oriented improvement processes (r = .40); and Relationships (r = .34).

Influencing the largest number of individual mediating conditions were Mission, vision,
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and goals (five Conditions), Coherent instructional guidance and Uses of evidence (four

each), followed closely by Professional leadership development and Alignment (two each).

Six district characteristics had meaningful though small effects on School Leadership

(aggregate), including Coherent instructional guidance (r = .25), Uses of evidence

(r = .32), Professional development (r = .24), Professional leadership development (r = .29),

Alignment (r = .23), and Relationships (r = .29). 

Total effects on student achievement
All nine district characteristics had meaningful effects on one or more measures of

elementary student achievement used in the study. A few of these effects were weak,

according to the standard used, but most were intermediate in strength. Because sec-

ondary school achievement scores were much less influenced by the District

Characteristics only the elementary school results are summarized. In sum:  

Mission, vision, and goals had weak effects on the one-year meas-5.

ure of Grade 4 language (r = .26), as well as the five-year change

measure of Grades 4 and 7 math (r = .28 and .23).

Coherent instructional guidance had intermediate effects on the6.

one-year measure of Grade 4 language (r = .31), as well as the

five-year change scores in Grade 4 math (r = .29) and the one-

year score in Grade 7 math (r = .41).

Uses of evidence had intermediate effects on one-year Grade 4 lan-7.

guage achievement (r = .32), Grade 4 five-year change measures in

math (r = .45), and one-year measures of Grade 7 math (r = .33).

Professional development had intermediate effects on Grade 4 one-8.

year language scores (r = .31), as well as Grade 7 one-year math

scores (r = .47). 

Professional leadership development had intermediate effects on9.

Grade 4 one-year language scores (r = .30) and Grade 7 one-year

math scores (r = .40).

Alignment had intermediate effects on Grade 4 one-year language10.

scores (r = .30) and one-year Grade 7 math scores (r = .37). This

characteristic also had weak but meaningful effects on the five-

year change score in Grade 4 math (r = .20).

Elected leadership had an intermediate effect on the one-year11.

measure of Grade 7 math (r = .40).

Learning-Oriented improvement processes also had an intermediate12.

effect on the one-year measure of Grade 7 math (r = .29).

Relationships had intermediate effects on Grade 4 one-year lan-13.

guage scores (r = .23) and Grade 7 one-year math scores (r =.48). 

Indirect effects on achievement
Power Indices were calculated to estimate indirect effects on the achievement of the

nine district characteristics through each of the 13 Conditions. None of the Power

Indices achieved the .20 minimum standard used to designate meaningful effect

sizes. These results are different from those reported in the parallel Ontario district
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study. Evidence from that study identified seven conditions through which districts

influenced math achievement, including three teacher emotions (Teacher Trust,

Collective Teacher Efficacy, and Teacher Commitment), as well as Safe and Orderly

Environments, Collaborative Cultures, Academic Emphasis, and Classroom

Instruction. However, with just one exception, the most recent Ontario results were

based on Power Indices with effect sizes ranging narrowly from the minimum mean-

ingful effect size of .20 to just .33; only the path from district characteristics to math

achievement through Collective Teacher Efficacy exceeded Power Indices in the .30

range. Differences in the sample sizes of the two studies may be part of the explana-

tion for contrasting results.

School leadership effects
This section reports the effects of School Leadership on the other mediating condi-

tions, as well as the total and indirect effects of such leadership on student achieve-

ment. The same analytic techniques as those reported in the previous section were

used to determine these effects.

Effects on other mediating conditions
This analysis of School Leadership effects examined separately, School Leadership

treated in aggregate, as well as each of the four dimensions of School Leadership

separately. The aggregate measure of School Leadership had intermediate to large ef-

fects on seven mediating conditions: Academic Emphasis (r = .63), Safe and Orderly

Environments (r = .58), Collaborative Cultures and Structures (r = .49), Classroom

Instruction (r = .70), Uses of Instructional Time (r = .56), Teacher Commitment

(r = .43), and Conditions on the Family Path (r = .58). Among the four dimensions

of School Leadership, Instructional Leadership had intermediate to large effects on

seven Conditions, Relational on six Conditions, and Organizational Leadership on

seven Conditions. Moral Leadership had intermediate-sized effects on Safe and

Orderly Environments (r = .34), Academic Emphasis (r = .29), Classroom Instruction

(r = .33), Uses of Instructional Time (r = 25), and Family Conditions (r = .44). School

Leadership, in sum, had small to intermediate effects on the majority of the 13 me-

diating Conditions. These effects were a function of all four leadership dimensions. 

Total effects on student achievement 
Results evident from the one-year measures of achievement indicated that School

Leadership (aggregate) had moderate-sized effects on Grade 4 Math (r = .37), Grade 4

Language (r = .37), Grade 7 Math (r = .32) as well as Grade 10 Math: Workplace and

Apprenticeship (r = .40); these are generally smaller than the effect sizes reported in

the parallel Ontario study, most of which were intermediate in size.

Of the four elementary-level one-year scores, Relational Leadership had meaning-

ful effects on all, while both Moral and Instructional Leadership had intermediate ef-

fects on two of the four. Instructional Leadership also had a modest effect on the Grade

4 change-over-five-year math score. Organizational Leadership had weak but mean-

ingful effects on one-year Grade 4 language (r = .21) and Grade 7 math (r = .26) scores,

as well as a modest effect on the five-year change score in Grade 4 language (r = .26). 

IJEPL 14(9) 2019

Handford &
Leithwood

School Districts’
Contributions 

to Student’ 
Achievement

16

http://www.ijepl.org


Indirect effects on student achievement
Power Indices were used to estimate the indirect effects of School Leadership on stu-

dent outcomes. Using the aggregate measure of School Leadership, Power Indices

identified six mediating conditions that met or exceeded the minimum meaningful

effect size of .20.

Through Academic Emphasis, School Leadership indirectly in-14.

fluenced Grade 4 Language achievement (Power Indices range

from .20 to .32).

Through the Organization of Time for Planning and Instruction,15.

School Leadership had an influence on Grade 4 Math achieve-

ment (.20).

Through Safe and Orderly Environments, School Leadership16.

had an influence on achievement in Grade 4 Math and Grade 10

Math  (Workplace and Apprenticeship) (.20 to .29).

Through Collaborative Cultures and Structures, as well as17.

Conditions on the Family Path (aggregate), School Leadership

had a weak to moderate influence on Math achievement at both

Grades 4 and 10 Workplace and Apprenticeship) (.21 to .36).

Through both Classroom Instruction and Teacher Commitment,18.

School Leadership had an influence on Grade 10 Math –

Workplace and Apprenticeship.

Results of the parallel Ontario study, using three achievement scores, identified most

of the same paths, except for Uses of Instructional Time.

Discussion and conclusion
This study aimed to address four questions about districts and their contributions

to student achievement. The first question, “How do school leaders understand the

contribution made by their districts’ characteristics to the success of their work in

schools?” was explored through interviews with school leaders. Interview results

generally reflect evidence from previous research about the status of each

Characteristic in its most helpful or productive form. Nonetheless, future research

aimed at deepening understanding of the nine Characteristics in their most powerful

form would overcome the limitation of this interview sample of school-level leaders

only. Such research would include the voices of district administrators, as well as

teachers and possibly community members.

Underlying the interview evidence from school leaders about the nine district

characteristics is an implicit conception of the basic building blocks of effective dis-

trict organizations as, for example, participative decision-making, collaboration,

teamwork, staff empowerment, shared vision, transparency, communication, and

the importance of leaders at all levels engaging in “systems thinking” (Shaked &

Schechter, 2016). These building blocks reflect Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal’s

(2017) conception of organizations as “families,” as well as Gareth Morgan’s (1986)

metaphors of organizations as “brains” and “culture.” The practical implication of

this evidence for district leaders, especially if it is confirmed by additional research,
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is to exploit (in the best sense) and further develop the professional expertise of staff,

designing into one’s district the fundamental properties of a learning organization

(Watkins & Marsick, 1993).

A second question addressed by the study was about the effects on students of

the nine district characteristics, associated, in previous research, with high-perform-

ing districts. All nine characteristics had meaningful total effects on at least some

measures of student achievement. These results confirm the findings of the two pre-

vious studies partly replicated by this one. One practical implication of this set of re-

sults is the potential value to district leaders of using the nine district characteristics

as a framework for their improvement efforts. This recommendation reflects the re-

quirements for research use by central office staff identified by Meredith Honig, Nitya

Venkateswaran, and Patricia McNeil (2018). For many districts, this would count

as the sort of central office transformation—also identified by Honig and her col-

leagues (2010)—requiring considerable capacity development among central office

leaders.

Future multi-case study research about the challenges encountered, and the out-

comes realized, by districts choosing to follow this recommendation would significantly

deepen understandings of the real work required of leaders using evidence-informed

strategies for district-wide improvement. One case study carried out in the same provin-

cial context as this study (Turner & Gordon, 2018), offers an especially robust example

of what can be learned from such research.

A third question was about School Leadership effects. There were meaningful

total effects of School Leadership on several measures of elementary, but not second-

ary, student achievement, as well as small to intermediate effects on the majority of

the mediating conditions. All four dimensions of School Leadership (curriculum, in-

structional, moral, and relational) contributed to these effects. The indirect effects

of School Leadership on student achievement were mediated by five conditions,

largely paralleling the most recent Ontario study but with weaker effects.

One reason for weaker effects might be the differences in the frameworks on

which the British Columbia and Ontario measures of School Leadership were based,

along with the measures themselves. However, previous evidence about effective

School Leadership practices has been dominated by evidence from elementary

schools. This focus on elementary school leadership is more or less, and unavoidably,

reflected in the approach to leadership measured by this study. The lack of effect of

such leadership on secondary students’ achievement demonstrated in this study rec-

ommends that future research award much greater priority to the comparison of ef-

fective leadership practices in elementary and secondary schools (e.g., Sammons,

Day, Gu, & Ko, 2011).

Finally, this article addresses the generalizability of the results about nine district

Characteristics. Results of this British Columbia study largely mirror the results of

the two previous studies carried out in Ontario. In addition, research in Alberta has

resulted in a “Framework for School System Success” (Bedard & Mambourquette,

2015; Brandon et al, 2013) reflecting many of the nine Characteristics although they

are not fully organized and labelled in the same way. As a whole, then, the case for

generalizability to districts in other Canadian provincial contexts is fairly strong. The
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generalizability of these results to American districts also seems promising, since the

nine district Characteristics characteristics were initially identified through a review

of research (Leithwood, 2010), most of which was carried out in American districts.

Notes 
This work was part of the Leading Student Achievement: Networks for Learning project1.
annual evaluations.
See Leithwood, Sun, and Schumacker, 2018.2.
Foundation Skills Assessment results were used for the study in the face of controver-3.
sies in the province, at the time, about the validity and reliability of these results. The
authors do not adopt a position in the controversies. But possible challenges to the reli-
ability and validity of Foundation Skills Assessment data could be viewed as one limita-
tion of the study.

Website
British Columbia Principals’ and Vice Principals’ Association, https://bcpvpa.bc.ca/
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