
FeatuReARtiCLE

“Conversations are crucial, 

whether they are virtual, 

digital, or in person.”

Murmuration 
Building a Participatory Culture

Abstract:  Building a participatory culture among faculty and within the classroom 
is not an easy feat.  It is in this type of culture, however, that people learn to 
value one another not only as individuals but also as essential members of the 

community.  From the inspiration that lies within the poetic, natural occurrence of an 
event called murmuration, lessons emerge.  Like the starlings that gather into swooping 
waves during which they communicate and work in unison to meet a common goal, we 
must learn to fl y with one another in a way that is mutually benefi cial.  Ultimately, a 
participatory culture is realized with invitations and willing participants who engage in 
collection, refl ection, and contribution.

If humans were more like starlings, we would all experience the grace and fl uidity 
of murmuration.  A murmuration is a poetic event of nature when starlings naturally 
come together to create a community of interwoven relationships that support the entire 
group.  In his TED talk, “Four Principles for the Open World,” Don Tapscott relates this 
natural wonder to the opportunity that we have, as humans, to gather together, respect the 
knowledge of the crowd, and take action towards a common goal (2012).  For those who 
have witnessed this extraordinary wonder of life, whether with starlings or with humans, 
you notice an ever-changing pattern of individuals coming together for a shared purpose, 
while moving in and out of the group to address a common challenge or to scout out the 
next roosting place.  Sergiovanni (1994) proposes:

Community is part of our nature.  Given the opportunity, most of us will opt for 
community as the metaphor for how we will live our lives and how we want our stu-
dents to live their lives in school.  We humans seek meaning and signifi cance above 
all, and building purposeful communities helps us to fi nd both. (p. 95)  
This occurrence would be impossible without meaningful interactions among partici-

pants and a reliance on the expertise of individuals.
Fortunately, we are all experts.  Each one of us has something that we can contribute to 

our own murmuration.  As a result, our peers, our students, and our community members 
are fortunate.  At the same time, building healthy relationships that allow us to learn from 
one another takes a lot of hard work.  Making that effort is essential not only to support a 
collaborative culture among our peers but also to spark a contagious energy that we owe 
to our students.  As teachers, it is our nature to develop environments that create positive 
impacts within and beyond our classrooms.  We can’t, however, be successful all of the 
time.  According to DuFour, DuFour and Eaker, (2008), “When confronted with diffi culty 
and uncertainty, it is natural for people to seek the security and comfort of the status 
quo” (p. 421).  As professionals, these situations beg us to consider how we can use our 

talents to welcome each and every person 
into a participatory culture.  It begins with 
a vision, one which happens “when people 
work together to conceive of new ways 
of combining existing knowledge, struc-
tures, and personnel, boundless potential, 
passion and results are possible” (Zmuda, 
2010, p. 65).

collection

We simply need to look around us to fi nd 
inspiration. As professionals we are not 
often given the time to go out into our 
school, to engage in the classrooms of oth-
ers, and to have the conversations that are 
so necessary to our learning.  Deprived of 
these opportunities, we exist without the 
cultural knowledge that brings wisdom 
to our practice. Conversations are crucial, 
whether they are virtual, digital, or in per-
son.  They are a vital component of any re-
lationship that allows us to learn about and 
more deeply understand each other.  We 
need to share in our colleagues’ successes 
and support one another as we develop our 
own collections.  DuFour and Eaker (1998) 
suggest professional learning communi-
ties as a successful strategy for sustained 
school improvement (p. xi).

Learning communities are not a new 
concept for teacher librarians.  Laurie 
Wade, high school assistant principal, de-
scribes it best when she defi nes our school’s  
library as “more than a place for gathering 
information but a place for engagement, 
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collaboration, participation, innovation, 
conversation, and interaction with tech-
nology—a learning-based environment for 
global citizens” (personal communication, 
March 19, 2013).  This “learning-based en-
vironment” builds the foundation for the 
school as a learning community, one in 
which all members are invited to partici-
pate.

There were several ways in which the 
district’s leadership built upon this founda-
tion.  There were high school restructuring 
committees, Middle States Accreditation 
action plans, leadership institutes, and cur-
riculum revisions; however, systemic, con-
tinuous change only began when we made 
what Zmuda (2010) calls “an unwavering 
commitment to progress” (p. 17).  Our ad-
ministrators refer to it as a razor-sharp fo-
cus on student learning and engagement.

Dale Reimann, high school principal, 
began the school year with several goals 
in mind:

• Share leadership responsibilities.
• Individualize opportunities.
• Communicate by listening, asking 

questions and responding.
• Tie decisions to professional goals.
• Mobilize ideas.
• Encourage reflection.
• Develop quick and simple measures of 

accountability. 
(personal communication, March 16, 

2013)
With these goals in mind, our faculty 

began to understand that our leadership 
team, as facilitators, not only listened to 
what we wanted to learn but also thought 
about what we needed to learn (City, El-
more, Fiarman and Teitel, 2009, p. 142).  
This notion did not bring on new initia-
tives; it settled us, allowing for a renewed 
sense of professionalism.  It opened up 
possibilities.

With the beginning of our school year 
came a new opportunity.  We flipped our 
in-service.  This “un-service,” as we called 
it, invited each of us to join in a conversa-
tion, one that was significant to us.  We 
had a voice, and those voices came to-
gether with markers on large paper sheets, 
where we recorded the problems that we 
wanted to address about our practice.  Du-

process visible is the real challenge.  Our 
brains work to create new lenses from 
which we view the world, but it is through 
reflection and collaboration with oth-
ers that we become catalysts of systemic 
change.  Yet, it is too often that we stand 
alone.  Sergiovanni (2004) believes, “When 
a school achieves a balance between indi-
vidual autonomy and collaborative work, it 
can harness all of its intelligence, creativ-
ity, and leadership to solve problems and 
be successful” (p. 49).

Because society calls for an educational 
model that forces us into segmented sched-
ules, we act as individuals.  As a result, 
there are few opportunities during our day 
to reflect deeply; there is even less time to 
practice this experience with others.  In 
Revisiting Professional Learning Communi-
ties at Work: New Insights for Improving 
Schools, the authors recognize, “Cultural 
norms exert a powerful influence on how 
people think, feel, and act, and because ed-
ucators are so immersed in their cultures, 
they often find it difficult to step outside 
of their traditions and assumptions to ex-
amine their conventional practices from 
a critical perspective (DuFour, DuFour & 
Eaker, 2008, p. 90).  Because this type of 
reflection is so challenging, reflection as 
a transformative learning strategy, for our 
students and ourselves, often gets lost.

In Burned In: Fueling the Fire to Teach, 
Friedman and Reynolds quote Jim Burke, 
“Reflection calls for us to take time to lis-
ten—to ourselves and from our guides—if 
we are to move ahead and regain some of 
our sense of clarity and purpose.  Reflec-
tion, while personal, need not be silent or 
done alone” (p. 7).   It is fortunate that our 
district has adopted a professional goal 
that builds in the opportunity for reflec-
tion.  Throughout the school year, as indi-
viduals and with our peers, we have made 
a commitment to “Turn up the HEAT” in 
our classrooms.  Using the LoTi H.E.A.T. 
Framework as a tool, teachers have been 
able to study their own practice as well 
as the practice of others in order to create 
what LoTi calls “a digitally-charged learn-
ing environment (2011).  The Framework, 
which measures higher order thinking, en-
gaged learning, authentic connections, and 

Four and Eaker (1998) suggest, “It is clear 
that the effort to transform a school into 
a professional learning community is more 
likely to be sustained when teachers…col-
lectively engage in problem solving, action 
research, and continuous improvement 
practices” (p. 117).  

The “un-service” format allowed us to 
choose a topic of concern, to decide how 
we interacted in small groups, and to pri-
oritize solutions that might work best for 
our school.  Beyond the sense of owner-
ship that was felt throughout the school, 
the real power was in our collective expe-
riences.  Muhammad (2009) explains this 
paradigm that comes about in professional 
learning communities as the realization 
that “we are much more effective together 
than we are separately” (p. 112).  Learning 
how to help ourselves and each other only 
comes with the opportunity to contribute 
and to be part of the collection.  

Seth Godin writes that when we are “fo-
cused on giving people dignity, respect and 
a chance to speak up,” we gain an oppor-
tunity to become “hooked into the realities 
and dreams of the tribe” (2013).   He shares 
that we become connected and aware that 
the “single most effective way to move 
forward is to help others move forward 
as well… [We are] able and interested in 
not only cheering people on, but shining 
a light on how they can accomplish their 
goals” (ibid).  Authentic experiences with 
our colleagues help us realize that our stu-
dents need the same type of interactions 
with their peers.  Students need to gather a 
lifetime’s worth of experiences, perceptions 
and memories.  Without this opportunity to 
collect from others, students might never 
realize their potential as part of the greater 
community. Collection breeds insight, 
ideas and innovation.   Invite students to 
explore to the edges.  It’s in the middle 
where mediocrity finds its home.

Reflection

Assimilating our collection of new infor-
mation with current background knowl-
edge is a natural process, one that most 
of us accomplish without much thought.  
A conscious effort to make that invisible 
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technology use, is meant to develop the 
habit of frequent reflection.

Through the use of faculty meetings, 
in-service time, and professional learning 
networks, we have started to create an en-
vironment in which we can ask thoughtful 
questions and take part in crucial conver-
sations about our practice.   The growth 
required to develop this kind of partici-
patory culture was evident in our English 
department curriculum writing team.  We 
subscribed to Jacobs’ (2010) belief stated in 
Curriculum 21: Essential Education for a 
Changing World:  “Updates in our curricu-
lum content should be at the heart of our 
work for our learners and our own profes-
sional development” (p. 59).  We worked 
to reflect and “re-vision” our curriculum 
content and assessments to enhance stu-
dent learning opportunities and to embed 
information fluency skills, but more im-
portantly, we submersed ourselves in the 
difficult work of learning how to be effec-
tive collaborative professionals.  This was a 
small step for our school but an immense 
leap for one department.

Until we gained consensus among all 
teachers to value the goal of creating a 
participatory culture, we know that slow, 
small steps are the best way to affect 
change and to make professional develop-
ment a habit rather than a contrived series 
of events (Wiggins & McTigh, 2007, p. 245; 
268).   The district’s next move was to re-
lieve five high school teachers of our extra 
duties, thus creating Instructional Technol-
ogy Coaches (ITCs) who would collaborate 
with teachers as they integrated meaning-
ful technology into their classroom instruc-
tion and adopted the HEAT Framework.  
Joe McFarland, Assistant Superintendent 
for Curriculum and Instruction defined the 
establishment of this new “duty” as the fol-
lowing: “The district’s 21st Century Tech-
nology Committee began to take action on 
the district’s vision of technology use by 
making full use of teacher expertise and 
planfully developing a structure that softly 
nudges people to take risks” (personal com-
munication, March 25, 2013).

As teacher leaders, the ITCs provide 
professional development opportunities 
during and after the school day, fashion at-

tainable marking period goals for the fac-
ulty, and meet regularly to learn from our 
own experiences.  Each of these activities 
calls for reflection and collaboration with 
the goal of supporting teaching and learn-
ing.  Tschannen-Moran and Tschannen-
Moran (2011) share the following:

Good coaches respect teacher aware-
ness, choice and responsibility.  They un-
derstand teacher experiences and show 
empathy and appreciation.  They recognize 
vitality and build on teacher strengths.  
As such, coaching in schools can increase 
teacher professionalism and raise the bar of 
teacher effectiveness to a continuous and 
collective striving for excellence. (p. 13)

Although a few teachers were leery of 
the role of the ITCs, confusing collabora-
tion with evaluation or questioning the 
ITC’s expertise, the benefits of engaging in 
positive professional relationships resulted 
in enhanced lessons, a culture of reflection, 
and newly-formed partnerships.

  Brianna Crowley, an English teacher 
who also serves as an ITC, explains what 
reflection has taught her about the role of 
leaders: 

An important lesson that I learned about 
building a collaborative culture among 
teachers is about the role of leadership. 
Rather than leaders using their skills and 
positions to solve problems or train people, 
leaders should use their skills to identify 
and promote the leadership in others. In 
every collaboration, a leader’s primary 
goal should be identifying and promoting 
the qualities of the other, so the capacity 
of that individual grows. Collaboration is 
only truly realized when both parties feel 
that they have skills and ideas that are 
valued.  Promoting a collaborative culture 
means promoting the leadership of others. 

(personal communication, March 20, 
2013)

It is this type of reflection that changes 
the way we work with others.  The lens 
through which Brianna and other fac-
ulty members in our school look impacts 
the way we nurture and participate with 
one another—recognizing our individual 
strengths and valuing our differences.

In his blog, Dangerously Irrelevant, 
Scott McLeod claims, “We are weird, 

until we are not. We can grow up to be 
ourselves, until we cannot. We can learn 
anything we want, until we learn to be-
lieve we cannot” (2013).  Reflection gives 
us permission to appreciate individualities, 
to continue growing, and to know that we 
can learn anything we want.  Whether in 
our own minds or in the presence of others, 
we own our reflections, and students must 
believe that they own theirs too.  

Questions spark their curiosity, develop 
their resiliency, and inspire innovation.  In 
a profession that often requires us to pro-
vide all the right answers, it’s sometimes 
difficult to live with our questions long 
enough to make a positive impact on our 
practice.  Reflection causes us to pause.  Be 
patient.  Ask someone else to come along. 

contRiBUtion

The collaborative satisfaction that comes 
from the ability to share and learn with 
another person can be transformative, and 
approaching work with our own unique 
perspectives and understandings provides 
each of us with a valuable way to con-
tribute.  Experts can be valuable resources 
in developing our collective wisdom, but 
experts are not always the best teachers.  
They often live within the confines of the 
knowledge and norms within their own 
field.  Experts frequently exude a confi-
dence that hinders their abilities to envi-
sion a world that is different, a world that 
welcomes innovative leaders rather than 
one that seeks followers.  A participatory 
culture, on the other hand, is built upon the 
belief that the equitable sharing of ideas 
invites us to respect the common knowl-
edge and challenge current paradigms. 
Contribution leads to change. 

City, Elmore, Fiarman and Teitel., 
(2009) state, “Students are not likely to 
take risks, collaborate, learn together, and 
experience higher-order tasks unless their 
teachers are doing so” (p. 174).  Contribu-
tion can elicit a sense of vulnerability.  Joe 
McFarland elaborates on this by explaining 
that leaders have to be vulnerable.  They 
have to have a willingness to make mis-
takes (personal communication, March 15, 
2013).  It is through these mistakes that 
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the learning is made possible.  Our school 
community has made many mistakes, but 
through these contributions, we have been 
able to risk vulnerability and to learn that 
the people with whom we connect provide 
us with help.

It would be ideal for us to have a recipe 
for success, but building a participatory 
culture has to come from within individu-
als.  Sergiovanni ( 1994) believes:

There is no recipe for community build-
ing—no correlates, no workshop agenda, 
no training package.  Community cannot 
be bought or borrowed... Recipes are too 
easy to implement and for that reason they 
too often result in practices that are grafted 
onto the school without significantly influ-
encing the school for very long. (p. 5)

I have, however, found some lessons 
that have guided us toward success:

In the change process educators must 
keep the focus on improved student per-
formance.  Through this focus, collective 
accountability emerges (Zumuda, 2010, p. 
177).

We call on principals, in particular, to 
begin blurring the lines of distinction be-
tween those who lead schools and those 
who teach in them (Berry, 2011, p. 208).

Teacher leadership should be prioritized 
as a key strategy for sustainable student 
learning growth and school improvement 
(Daughtrey, 2010).

Academic leaders must accomplish 
reforms by design.  Reform “by design” 
means that the actions taken are deliberate 
and focused on a clear and defensible end 
result.  Merely exhorting, demanding, and 
hoping won’t accomplish reform (Wiggins 
& McTighe, 2007, p. 178). 

The engine of reform is the intrinsic 
incentive that comes from seeing where 
you are versus where you desire to end up 
(Wiggins & McTigh, 2007, p. 203).

Facilitators help create the conditions 
under which learning occurs by building 
trust within the group, developing lateral 
accountability among network members, 
and transferring responsibility to the group 
(City, Elmore, Fiarman & Teitel, 2009, p. 
146).

Although many school reform initia-
tives of the past engaged educators in su-

perficial change at the margin of profes-
sional practice, the PLC concept calls upon 
them to engage in deep, substantive, real 
change.  And real change is really hard!  
False starts, mistakes, and setbacks are 
inevitable, and how educators respond to 
those mistakes determines their success or 
failure in implementing the concept (Bel-
lanca & Brandt, 2010, p. 89).

Probably the most significant action 
school districts can take in changing the 
nature of professional development is to 
provide meaningful, engaging programs 
that respect the intelligence and good will 
of teachers and help them grow in terms of 
knowledge, awareness, and practice.  Such 
professional development is characterized 
by teachers’ ability to select the topics they 
want to learn more about and the oppor-
tunity to work collaboratively with col-
leagues (Sonia Nieto as cited in Friedman 
& Reynolds, 2011, p. 126).

We keep it simple with collection and 
reflection and solidify the foundation of 
our emerging participatory culture with 
our contributions.  Will Richardson en-
courages this type of participatory culture 
by suggesting, “It’s not do your own work,’ 
so much as ‘do work with others and make 
it work that matters’” (2013).  This lesson 
should spill over into our classrooms.  In-
vite your students to share their own ex-
periences and create an environment in 
which they can learn from the experiences 
of others.  Through your actions in and out 
of the classroom, show students the power 
of contribution.  Do what you can with 
what you know.  Be generous.

We have the ability to impact the future 
in this critical time of change.  Initiatives, 
directives, and proposals do not make a 
difference without the promises found 
within a participatory culture.  Whitby 
(2013) calls for the following: 

To maintain relevance as educators, 
they need to employ relevant technology 
learning tools for education, connect and 
collaborate with other professionals to im-
prove skills and knowledge within their 
profession, and use PLNs [Professional 
Learning Networks] to improve their pro-
fession and hold off the barbarian politi-

cians and business people banging down 
the gates of education. 

We must look beyond our traditional 
structures, examine our professional prac-
tice, and challenge our assumptions.  In his 
book, Teaching 2030: What We Must Do 
for Our Students and Our Public: Now and 
in the Future, Berry envisions the future:  

But what we foresee will require more 
than another explosion of new technology 
and innovation.  We imagine social change 
of a very high order, transforming a nar-
row conceptualization of teacher’s work—
one that has produced more than a century 
of claustrophobic teaching policy—into 
an absolute realization that teaching is a 
subtle and intricate profession that must be 
supported by an equally subtle and intri-
cate policy approach. (p. 13)

For now, we celebrate our short-term 
wins and reach to accomplish long-term 
goals.  Our schools and our students rely 
on us.  As the culture begins to unfold we 
must, as August (2013) reminds us, make 
a conscious decision to protect it with un-
wavering commitment and courage.

Is it possible to have the same kind of 
commitment and combined effect as the 
starlings? Through our own type of mur-
muration, we can develop a participatory 
culture for ourselves and for our students.  
We are all connected.  The sooner we real-
ize this, the easier it will be to develop a 
professional model of collaboration cen-
tered on dialogue and discovery.  When we 
have candid discussions about our prac-
tice and celebrate the work of others, we 
all benefit.  Let’s develop the kind of re-
lationships that allow us to fly among our 
peers, fluently and gracefully.  Let’s honor 
the whimsical ways in which we float into 
and out of our collective experiences.  Let’s 
gather in spontaneous and breathtaking 
collaborations to share and to swirl in our 
conversations.  You are invited.  Let’s do 
this.
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