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OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT

➠ Train teachers in practical instructional strategies that
improve students’ communication skills, build their
sense of civic values, and increase their capacity for
cooperation

➠ Reduce the practice-theory disconnect for teacher
candidates by partnering them with experienced
teachers who have been trained in some of the same
instructional strategies

2
Understanding Today’s Students

TRIBES PROJECT

Winston Churchill Secondary School is a school in the Toronto
District School Board (TDSB) with an identified need for

creating a more inclusive environment for its diverse student
population.  Over two-thirds of the students are born outside of
Canada. 

We approached the school with a proposal to co-train key staff and
some of our secondary teacher candidates in Tribes/cooperative
learning. Tribes is a process that maximizes human development by
increasing inclusion and community among students. As a result, it
focuses on instructional strategies that establish democratic
classrooms and improve co-operation (Gibbs, 2001, p 11). These are
well proven outcomes since when students participate in
cooperative communities they begin to understand civic values that
recognize and support the long-term benefits of contributing to the
welfare of others, the common good and one’s own well-being.

Along with the support of the area superintendent, the
administration of the school agreed to co-fund the initiative for
whatever was needed beyond the mini-grant which was awarded by
OISE/UT and provided through private support. The associate
teachers and teacher candidates agreed to work together for at
least one practicum or internship at the school. We saw this as a
superb opportunity to increase practicum placements and deepen
school-university partnerships.  

Implementation of the Project
We met initially with the school administration to clarify the
proposal, then did a presentation at the September staff meeting to
invite staff participants, with a goal of cross-curricular representation.
Fourteen staff from a wide variety of departments volunteered. 
We sent letters of invitation to prospective teacher candidates in
August, and 14 accepted. 

We trained 28 participants (14 veteran teachers and 14 teacher
candidates) for a total of 24 hours over the months of September
and October 2002, delivering all eight modules so that each
participant received official certification of Tribes training status.

Teachers immediately utilized the strategies with their students.
Then, eight of our teacher candidates were placed at Winston
Churchill in November for the first practicum, while six joined the
staff in February for the second practicum. 

To ensure ongoing support, the TDSB staff development
department was also a partner and, after the initial training, they
offered a session on cognitive coaching to all Tribes trained teachers
in the school.  

Finally, the newly trained teachers wanted to report back to staff. So,
we facilitated a planning meeting which resulted in the development
of a 1.5 hour presentation, including an in-school video of selected
teachers/students/teacher candidates engaging in Tribes strategies. 

Data Collected
We collected data from teacher candidates after the first practicum.
The results were extremely favourable, collated in a combination of
rating scales and specific questions, with written comments, to
support key findings. The focus of the rating scales referred to the
Tribes training, while the anecdotal comments referred to the
collaborative professional development experience. Selected
comments and findings are included on the next page. Data were
also collected from participating associate teachers.

Impact on the School Community
We visited the school both during the teacher candidates’ practica
and on other occasions to talk with teachers and witness numerous
successful Tribes classrooms in action. The initiative was so

SCHOOL/UNIVERSITY PARTNERSHIPS: RESEARCH INTO PRACTICE

RESEARCH PARTNERS
Secondary Teacher Education, OISE/UT and

Winston Churchill Secondary School,
Toronto District School Board

P
H

O
T

O
 C

R
E

D
IT

: 
P

R
O

F
E

S
S

IO
N

A
LL

Y
 S

P
E

A
K

IN
G



successful that it was featured in the March 2003 issue of
Professionally Speaking, the magazine of the Ontario College of
Teachers.  In that article, Wendy Harris reported that “teachers
aren’t the only ones being trained. In some schools, office staff,
administrators and even caretakers learn the Tribes technique to
ensure that the whole school environment is inclusive.” Harris
describes a moment in an academic English class at Winston
Churchill High School where the teacher, Carolyn Brown, has been
Tribes-trained. The students were asked “to mill around the
classroom to a pulsating hip hop beat. Each time the music is turned
off, their teacher has told them to ‘stop, face the person nearest you
and share’. And they do … The milling and sharing activity is part of
a community circle, and like native healing circles, is a central
strategy for collaborative social skills and fostering participation in a
caring and inclusive milieu … ‘Our community circle is the best … it
brings together everybody,’ says Krystine, a student in the class. ‘We
do it everyday. We talk about stuff that went wrong or that we could
do better … we accept everybody’s input.’ ”

THE TRIBES INNOVATION

“In a Tribes classroom, students are divided into groups, or tribes, which
form a safe and caring nest for cooperative learning. These groups provide
the foundation for a process that unfolds over the course of a year …
“Their interactions are based on four community agreements that are
fundamental among the Tribes members: everyone must listen attentively;
no putdowns are allowed; mutual respect is always honoured; everyone has
a right to ‘pass’ on a response or an activity...”

—The Tribes Innovation (2003), by Wendy Harris

Next Steps and New Questions
We are currently involved with a follow-up implementation study of
some specific strategies used in the Tribes/cooperative learning
classrooms funded by this mini-grant. Our findings will become a
chapter in a teacher resource book as part of the Global Classroom
Initiative with the Canadian International Developmental Agency
(CIDA).

We would like to expand this initiative in a number of ways. First,
more of the Churchill staff are interested in being trained and taking
on teacher candidates, based on the success they witnessed, and
from informal discussions with participating staff and high school
students. Next, we are interested in conducting the same training in
another school in Scarborough. And finally, we would like to extend
the initiative to the Durham District School Board, with a new
technologically-based high school that is eager to see similar
positive results with its increasingly diverse student population.
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“Having experienced teachers there at the training was hugely
beneficial—they could elaborate on the pros and cons of the Tribes
approach and it definitely added credibility because if they were
willing to come in and spend their time there must be something
there.”

“My Tribes trained associate was supportive and assisted me—she was
impressed with my use of Tribes to deliver the heavily content-based
science curriculum.”

“I was less nervous to go into school. I had more ideas and strategies
to use in class. I felt more aware of school in general, with more
insight into student learning, diversity, and environment.”

“We would share what worked and how it was used and therefore I
was more confident to try it—we would use other teacher candidates
for help or suggestions on specific lessons or classes.”

“I know Tribes isn’t the only approach to teaching and that it has its
ups and downs, but I feel bolstered having taken the training. I’ve
developed new skills, polished some old ones and managed to
construct a support network with a group of teachers and student
teachers.”

“Having had the training in conjunction with the associate teacher
gave us a chance to get to know each other a bit and to actually
attempt to develop a lesson plan together.”

“Less scary! I could focus on teaching and not so much on the
relationship with the associate teacher because I had gotten to know
her and knew that I would get along with her.” 

COMMENTS FROM TEACHER CANDIDATES

PENNY BALLAGH, right, and KAREN
SHEPPARD are instructors in the pre-
service program at OISE/UT. Both Penny
and Karen are certified Tribes trainers
and are secondary school teachers,
seconded from the Toronto District
School Board and the Durham Distrct
School Board, respectively............................
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