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Learning Intentions

• Who am I and where is Surrey?

• Our successes/challenges.

• Moving toward a culture of innovation at scale.

• Reflections on learning – the 30,000 ft view.

• Questions?



Context – who am I and where is Surrey?

• My journey.

• Learning and emotion.

• Learning is a wonderful puzzle.



Surrey Schools



Closer look

73,000 students
160 Languages
Adding 1000 people/month
One of the fastest growing 
cities in Canada
One of Canada’s largest 
school districts

130 Schools
K-7, 8-12
10,000 employees
6000 teachers



Oxymorons

• We are a district that does well.

• I have been asked many many
times…
• What is the recipe for innovation at 

scale in a large complex 
multicultural urban district?



There is a problem

• A recipe for innovation is an 
oxymoron. 

• By itself, innovation requires 
creativity, flexibility, uniqueness, 
adaptation. Recipes are plans, 
concrete steps.

• You need to be comfortable in a world 
of ambiguity.



Now all that being said, here is my attempt at 
that recipe

• Reflections on a journey in 6 steps (why not?)

• My starting point is a belief that everyone has pockets of innovation 
in your school and in your district. Highlights that you hold up as 
examples of outstanding work, innovation and creativity.

• You know, the things you show your superintendent when she/he 
shows up.



Why were we invited? Is it working?

• What teachers, administrators tell us.

• Graduation results.

• International attention and results.

• CMEC invitation (twice) – to present 
on the new global metrics in 
education.

• Whatever we are doing, it’s getting a 
lot of attention.

• People are looking to where we are 
going.





So we do well, we are not alone

• Many jurisdictions do well, we all 
want to improve.

• I have been invited to share our 
journey. 



Going to scale in 6 hard steps – what I think 
we’ve learned

1. Believe in your teachers.

2. Be willing to take risks with them.

3. Be tenacious.

4. Seek clarity in all that you do.

5. Ensure that your actions follow 
your words.

6. Go to 1.



1. Believe in and support your teachers

• We know what research says – the single most important 
determinant.

• If you do not believe in, and support your teachers, you are not going 
to get anywhere.

• Support does not mean do whatever you want. The support is to do 
your job which enables them to do theirs.

• Tell them that you believe in them, tell them this often. 

• Listen to their concerns, try to remove bureaucracy, and be a 
champion for their learning as well as the learning of all children.



So what is your job?

• Collaboratively develop a unifying vision – co-constructed.

• Help that vision unfold as practice and communicate it well.

• Hold people to high standards.

• Be a model for the kind of leadership and commitment that you seek

• Listen…a lot and show people you heard them.

• Provide tangible and well communicated supports that demonstrate 
your support for teachers and principals.

• Be both the sage on the stage and the guide on the side.



2. Be willing to take risks

• What risks?

• Start with the curriculum.

• Go to assessment.

• Develop and support policies and practices that enable innovation 
and risk taking. Get the barriers out of the way.

• Model what you are asking.



3. Be tenacious

• Put your money where 
your mouth is.

• Don’t give up.

• Fight through the bumps –
there will be many (there 
are now).

• Take the heat and never 
get down in the ditch –
not even in times of 
significant labour strife.



4. Seek clarity in all that you do 

• Ask tough questions.
• Tell people “I don’t know.”
• Figure it out together.
• Then tell people, “This is what we now 

know together – this is what you said.”
• Question your vision – e.g. what is your 

strategy for primary literacy?
• Accept a variety of evidence – from 

sources you don’t normally consider –
e.g. transience of teachers, 
administrators.

• Don’t do a new workshop every year, go 
deeper with what you know.



5. Ensure your actions follow your words

• Develop policies to enable.

• Support practices that push boundaries.

• Celebrate innovation on social media.

• Point people to each other.

• Provide support and resources to those 
who are champions.

• Ensure that those who are not 
champions are also respected and 
valued – not everyone wants to be on 
the bleeding edge – that’s ok.

• Be inclusive.



6. Go to 1

• Believe in your teachers…..your educators….

• In the end, they are the ones who matter the most to the child. 



And through it all…

• Be patient, stay in touch.
• Find the champions in your midst.
• They are there, give them the spotlight 

and let them shine.
• It isn’t about you, this is their work, 

their moment.
• Sometimes the very best work is work 

that’s invisible.
• Get out there and do yourself out of a 

job.
• Don’t throw the baby out with the 

bathwater, but do change your 
bathwater.



Let’s talk more about the discreet steps

• A tale of risks and rewards.



Risk 1 – Revise the Curriculum (or refine)

• Significant revision of curriculum.

• From discreet learning outcomes to big 
ideas and core competencies.

• Purpose – to let teachers to teach to 
their passion and strengths.



The BC Context – the landscape

• Social Studies 6 curriculum past and present.
• Migration, government, poverty and inequality, roles of individuals and 

gov’t’s, economic policy and resource management, globalization and 
economic independence, international and regional conflict, media 
technologies and current events.

• Communication, thinking, personal and social competencies.

• From 66 pages to 1 (Social Studies Grade 6).



Gr. 6 - Global Interests and Government

• Economic self-interest can be a significant 
cause of conflict among peoples and 
governments.

• Complex global problems require 
international cooperation to make 
difficult choices for the future.

• Systems of government vary in their 
respect for human rights and freedoms.

• Media sources can both positively and 
negatively affect our understanding of 
important events and issues.

Over to you…..



Whaddyamean over to me??



But you can do this too

• You have the ability to look at 
your curriculum as it stands and 
identify the key learning 
standards.

• Not all learning outcomes are 
equal.



Risk 2 – Revise your Assessment/Reporting

• Engage parents.

• Engage our community – share our vision.

• Engage the state/ministry – ask for support and guidance.

• Put into practice – pick the hill on which to die.

• Tell people why you are doing this.

• Ask tough questions – like why do principals sign report cards?



Our tough questions

• Why, every July, are there hundreds of report cards not picked up?

• Do report cards actually reflect the learning capabilities of students?

• Do report cards communicate the complexity of learning and 
challenges to parents?

• Why are there volumes of absent teachers when it comes time to 
write report cards?

• Do we believe that report cards give parents an accurate window in to 
a child’s learning?



What we did and how did this look?

• 3 options.

• Existing reporting.

• New revised reporting.

• Digital portfolios.

• Assure us, no surprises.

• Parents will be informed, we will not refuse letter grades.



The end result

• 20, 50, 100, 500.

• Now 2500 teachers on digital portfolios.

• Without any district decree – this shall 
be the tool of choice.

• What do you do when the barking dog 
catches the car?

• What do you do when teachers take you 
a direction you did not anticipate?



Risk 3 – spend considerable funds on new 
tools
• New templates.

• Digital portfolios.

• Mobile hardware.

• Stronger infrastructure for 
technology (it doesn’t always work).

• Lots and lots of time for teachers to 
collaborate.

• This isn’t “new” money, it is re-
organizing priorities.



Risk 4 – double down on structures of Inquiry

• Collaborative Inquiry – a foundation of Learning by Design.

• Action Research.

• Leadership Development.

• #sd36learn – social media footprint.

• How big? Currently over 400 Teams of teachers/administrators 
working together. Over 1,500 participants that we know of. These are 
only for our formal structures.

• $200,000 to school adminstrators to support their professional 
development in networks. Teams that form inquiry questions. 



The inquiry grants – how done?

• District support for the transition to the new curriculum is ongoing. 
Schools teams were invited to participate in inquiry focussing on our 
priority practices and digital communication of student learning. We 
currently have more than 220 teams from across the district totaling 
more than 1,000 teachers involved in this work. This is but one 
example of a myriad of opportunities being supported by the district.

• District supports for the inquiry include:
• release time for teacher teams
• hardware
• district staff (helping teachers)



Structures of Inquiry

Assessment 
Revision

Parental engagement

Curricular 
Revision

Powerful learning 
embedded in 

cultures of 
innovation

The end result?



How do we know the risks are working?

• We listen to teachers and administrators.

• We listen to parents.



So, back to the front

• Trust your teachers and system educators.

• Empower them to move toward their passion and away from 
assembly line models of industrial education.

• Engage your parents and community in new ways to report and 
communicate assessment of learning – invite them into the classroom 
via today’s tools.

• Take risks – calculated, cautious, informed, but bold in action and in 
beliefs.

• Don’t get infront of your board, or the state – (if you pay attention, 
you can always see the train coming).



Finally – understand your why

• As Simon Sinek says, people don’t buy what you do, they buy why you 
do it.

• We’re clear on our why….we are less clear on the what as it is diverse 
and exciting. But the system impact is significant. 

• You can feel it, the world is watching.

• Parents will speak of your district in new ways.

• Oh….it won’t be perfect, why? – Because there is no recipe.



We prepare our learners to think 
creatively and critically, communicate 
skillfully, and demonstrate care for self 

and others.



Thank you

Questions?

Jordan Tinney

Twitter: @jordantinney

Blog: Jordantinney.org

Email: tinney_j@surreyschools.ca


