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The Spiral of Inquiry was developed by Dr. Judy Halbert and Dr. Linda Kaser. The Spiral of Inquiry 
supports schools/networks in taking an inquiry-oriented, evidence-based approach to learning 
and teaching – one that focuses on making the education system more equitable through the 
provision of high quality learning opportunities for all young people. The Spiral of Inquiry has six 
key stages: scanning, focusing, developing a hunch, new professional learning, taking action and 
checking that a big enough difference has been made. At each stage in the spiral, three questions 
are asked: What is going on for our learners? How do we know? and Why does this matter? The 
Spiral of Inquiry is about listening to learners and reflecting on our own practices as educators. 
The spiral image captures the nature of inquiry – a continuous process and not a fixed cycle. The 
six key stages in the framework help school teams take a disciplined approach to professional 
inquiry, but inevitably, the true process will be messy and you will move between the stages as 
needed. The spiral is never complete – new learning always brings about new questions, ways of 
knowing and new opportunities for our learners. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Scanning 
What is going on for our learners? 
 
Desert Sands Community School rests on the unceded, ancestral and shared territory of the 
Secwépemc and Nlaka'pamux people. Each morning we welcome approximately 300 students 
from K- 12 from many neighboring communities. Roughly 50% of our students declare Indigenous 
ancestry from the three local nations and beyond, and we appreciate the many members of our 
communities who help us integrate local knowledge into our students’ school experiences. Over 
the past few years, school staff have worked collaboratively to expand the number of 
personalized, real-life learning opportunities that our students experience throughout the year.  
Over the past four years, school staff have worked together to create student-driven, 
interdisciplinary learning and deepen understanding of feedback and assessment within a 
redesigned curricular framework.  
 
School staff came together for the scanning section of our Action Plan for Learning on a wide 
perspective of learning within the school to assess what is happening for all learners. Staff 
reflected upon the scanning questions provided in Spirals of Inquiry by Judy Halbert & Linda Kaser 
(2014). Student feedback also supported this scanning phase. When asked to reflect on their 
learning experiences, a 9/10 student cohort shared that while they appreciated the openness of 
choice learning, and support for students to thrive and be independent, they expressed that they 
didn’t always feel that their learning effectively prepared them for the next step. They found it 
challenging to articulate learning goals and shared a desire for a clear understanding of the 
learning objectives within interdisciplinary projects.  

Several key themes emerged from these combined data sources: 

• When learners receive high quality, focused feedback that provides clear directions for 
improvement they are able to show and describe what strong and beautiful work looks like 
and where they are going next with their own learning. 

• Many learners cannot yet answer the question, “Where are you going with your learning?” 
or can explain in their own words what they are learning and why it is important. 

• Demanding, engaging and challenging work is supporting students to stretch and grow. 

The school team used data from the 2018-2019 Student Learning Survey in connection to five key 
action statements. Baseline data supporting the development of this action plan can be seen in 
following table as percentages of students reporting “agree” or “strongly agree” in survey 
responses. As students become proficient at giving and receiving feedback and develop work they 
are proud of, we expect to see positive increases in core academic areas (literacy and numeracy) 
reflected in FSA results for students in grade four and seven.  Powerful feedback, critique and 
assessment will support learning and achievement in all academic areas.  



Focus 
 
What will have the biggest impact? 
 
Focusing uses information from the scan to begin to clarify where energies need to be invested. 
As a staff, this required the collection of further information to clarify what is happening and 
where efforts should be directed. During the scanning phase, several themes began to solidify. 
These focus areas provide a direction for how we can begin to build on strengths and address 
collective challenges.  
 
(Fall 2020) Staff revisited the identified key area of focus from previous year: 
 
High Quality Work 

• Timely and effective feedback and anecdotal assessments support learners to understand 
and implement personal goals and know what’s next in their learning (students need to 
see the reason and why for learning).  

• Provide samples of work in various stages of development, building toward quality. 
• When supported, learners take feedback to grow. 
• High quality work requires strong instructional planning, scaffolding and supports 

throughout the process. 
• Multiple revisions and critique have led to powerful student exhibitions of learning. 
• Powerful student exhibitions led to increased learner engagement, connection and pride 

in work. 
• Student presentations and exhibitions of learning are a key factor in sharing our collective 

story with families and the larger community and provide an authentic audience for 
learning. 

• Common language across classrooms and learning environments. 
• Building growth mindset and fostering resilience.  

 
 
 

 



 

Hunch 
What is leading to this situation? How are we contributing to it? 
 
Developing a hunch involves focusing on how the educational professionals in schools are 
contributing to what’s working and what’s not. The focus of the hunch is about professional 
practices, and opening up our collective thinking to possibilities.  
 
As a staff we collectively feel that our students are less able to create high quality work that they 
are proud of unless they are supported and scaffolded in the use of quality and meaningful 
feedback, critique, and revision.   
 
We want to collectively invest our efforts in the following areas to see growth and improvement: 
 

- If we work as a team to collectively develop systems, structures, and protocols across 
grades/content areas, will we be able to support all students with receiving, giving, and 
using critique and engaging in the process of revision. 
 

- Overall, if we collectively worked on meaningful feedback, will we see beautiful work and 
student engagement in learning goals? 
 

Feedback and Revision at Secondary 
 
 

      



 
 

Critique and Revision at Primary 
 

 



 

Learn 
What do we need to learn? How will we learn this? 
 
Professional learning is the core business of all educators and is connected to identifying learning 
needs within our student population (Halbert & Kaser, 2013). Professional learning takes place 
through multiple opportunities, over time, in an atmosphere of trust and challenge.  
 
As a school community, we hope to find out what is possible when students, teachers, and 
parents commit to nothing less than the best and explore a “craftsman’s passion for student 
work that is strong, accurate, and beautiful” (Berger, 2003). We want to build and sustain a 
culture and ethic where learners collectively share and critique work, and where learners support 
each other to grow and improve to become proud of the work they are creating and exhibiting. 
We want to design learning experiences that inspire and challenge students, and are seeking to 
explore tools offered by thinkers in the form of strategies, models and metaphors to examine 
ways to improve student work and thinking.  
 

Creating quality work means rethinking, reworking and polishing; we want to create a culture 
where we celebrate learners going back to drawing board with multiple drafts and the pressure 
to create something of real value (Berger, 2003). Critique and thoughtful analysis of student 
created work, combined with making that work public has a huge impact on how students regard 
their assignments, and learning (Sadrena-Clark, 2017). It is a challenge to think of a skilled 
profession that does not rely on models, critique, and descriptive feedback to improve 
performance. Models, critique, and descriptive feedback are critical components of student-
engaged assessment (Berger, 2014). We want to encourage students to give each other specific, 
kind, and helpful feedback as they refine their work. Critique and descriptive feedback helps 
students understand that all work, learning and performance can be improved. Organized and 
structured drafting and revision processes create opportunities for all students to find moments 
of access and challenge in their learning.   

When students and teachers generate multiple iterations of their work informed my critique, 
models and instruction, they enter a trajectory towards increasingly meaningful and beautiful 
work (Williams, 2012). As a team, we want to support students and teachers to bring the work 
into the “real world” and share their learning with family and community. Public presentations 
and exhibitions of student work drive project-based learning design processes and create 
opportunities for authentic dialogical assessment (Patton, 2012). 

 

 

 



Future professional learning: 

Year Two (2020/21) – Common language and examples of quality work in across learning 
environments;  Instructional planning and project design development.  

Year Three - High tech protocols for planning, refinement, and presentations of learning. 

Year Four - Supporting authentic, meaningful projects with powerful demonstrations, curations, 
and exhibitions of learning.  

Year Five – Making the learning public and create powerful community partnerships to support 
our learning. 

- Ongoing resources : “Hands & Minds: A Guide to Project-based Learning “, “Work that 
Matters” , Ron Berger’s “Leaders of their Own Learning” 

- Continued support with district networks and explore ongoing relationships with High 
Tech High for staff 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Take Action 
Taking action is about thinking more deeply about new ideas and using them to inform action. It 
involves understanding when doing something differently, effectiveness is judged by the impact 
on learners and their learning and understanding why some practices are more powerful than 
others. 

 
What can we do to make a meaningful difference? 
 
This year (2020/21) staff at Desert Sands Community School will engage in ongoing professional 
learning and collaboration focused on instructional planning that supports deep engagement 
with a process of critique and revision to produce powerful presentations of work that students 
are proud of.   
 
The professional learning will be structured throughout the year in various ways: 
 

• Ron Berger’s Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with Students 
o Each staff meeting time will be set aside to discuss each chapter 

 October/November- Chapter 3 
 December/January- Chapter 4 

o School based professional development days  
• Ron Berger’s Learning that Lasts 

o Each staff meeting time will be set aside to discuss each chapter 
 February- June  

• Staff will have the opportunity to collaborate with colleagues on projects around their 
learning. 

• Whole staff collaboration opportunities to develop shared language around meaningful 
feedback and assessment.  

o Exploration of HTH protocols 
o Sharing of video clips on critique/revision/planning at monthly staff meetings  
o Monthly literacy team meetings (Primary K-3, Intermediate 4-7, Secondary 8-12)  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 



Check 
Have we made enough of a difference? How do we know? 
 
The purpose of shared inquiry is to make a difference in valued outcomes for learners and 
checking of we are making enough of a difference. New actions arising from an inquiry spiral can 
only be considered positive if learner outcomes have changed for the better.  
 
In the 2019/20 school year classrooms in K-12 worked collectively on supporting students with 
processes for critique, revision, and multiple drafts of learning. Together, several cohort explored 
built language to lead students to embrace drafting multiple iterations of learning products. 
Several teachers focused on key areas and projects to scaffold this process for learners. In 
writing, students used this process to add depth and detail to their writing and craft polished 
pieces of written work. Teachers shared that using these methods built endurance for writing. 
Staff shared that the process encouraged students to “write without fear and edit without 
mercy” to work towards a strong culture of feedback. In many classrooms, students wrote with 
authentic audiences in mind, leading to feel that this work was valuable. This work led to high 
quality exemplars of beautiful work, such as the published Middle School Thompson Rivers Field 
Guide. In 9/10, students wrote and used the process of critique and revision through peer 
feedback. In many grades, the quality of writing improved when students were scaffolded by 
ongoing peer and adult feedback.  
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



We collected data from our school’s Grade 4 and 7 Foundations Skills Assessment and the 
Student Learning survey. We saw an overall increase in success within our Grade Seven cohort in 
reading, writing and numeracy scores this year. The investment of scaffolding and revision in 
classroom writing projects is reflected in the Grade Seven writing results. This increase was 
unfortunately not reflected in the Grade Four cohort, so we hope to invest support in primary 
classrooms to deepen the work. The data from this year’s Student Learning Survey is mixed. The 
data shows that as a school team, we will need to focus on consistently being deliberate in the 
purpose of giving and receiving feedback to take learning deeper. Next steps would be to support 
students to take ownership and be aware of their own learning goals; as many students may still 
see this as the work of teachers. This data reinforces the need to build a common and consistent 
language for critique and revision that leads to beautiful work.  

 
Student Learning Survey Student Response Data 2018-2019 

 

Student Learning Survey Questions Students Reporting  
• “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” 

                  OR 
• “Many Times” or “All Times” 

Grade 4 
Students 

Grade 7 
Students 

Grade 10 
Students 

Grade 12 
Students 

I plan my learning based on goals. Not asked 33% 49% 62% 
At school, are you helped to understand how you 
can improve your learning? 

49% 41% 30% 49% 

At school, do you get to discuss the quality of your 
work or other students’ work? 

Not asked 24% 19% 4% 

As part of making your work are you shown 
examples of what excellent, good, fair and poor 
work look like? 

25% 58% 44% 31% 

 

Blue- Scores Increased Green- Scores Decreased 

Student Learning Survey Student Response Data 2019-2020 

Student Learning Survey Questions Students Reporting  
• “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” 

                  OR 
• “Many Times” or “All Times” 

Grade 3/4 
Students 

Grade 7 
Students 

Grade 10 
Students 

Grade 12 
Students 

I plan my learning based on goals. Not asked 36% 45% 64% 
At school, are you helped to understand how you 
can improve your learning? 

50% 45% 19% 50% 

At school, do you get to discuss the quality of your 
work or other students’ work? 

8% 27% 19% 5% 

As part of making your work are you shown 
examples of what excellent, good, fair and poor 
work look like? 

25% 45% 29% 33% 



 
FSA Result Data 2017-2020 
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Our Next steps for 2020-2021 
 
Staff identified several aspects of challenge within this year’s work. In some cases, it was difficult 
for students to take risks and openly accept and give feedback. Teachers shared it would take 
time to build a whole school culture, and support students to give specific and deep feedback. 
Students require time to see the benefits of multiple iterations and ongoing drafts. This work 
required careful planning for differentiation and multiple access points for students. Building a 
culture of positive peer feedback and self-confidence to take risks will need to be built and 
nurtured over time.  
 
In the fall, we plan to bring staff together to share successes and stretches as a team and set our 
next steps. There is a desire to make the learning that is happening in classrooms more visible 
and public within our school walls and in the community.  Teachers expressed an interest in 
cross-grade collaboration to support the development of critique and revision across classrooms.  
As a team, we would like to invest time together to create common resources and language for 
critique and revision for students in K-12. We plan to continue to use Ethic of Excellence and 
Leaders of their Own Learning I (Ron Berger) as professional resources in this journey. Our goal 
would be to focus heavily on fostering the culture of craftsmanship in the elementary end of our 
school so that we can continue to deepen the work as students’ progress through our school. 
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