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A

t James Fowler High School in Calgary,
Principal Keith Johnson says, “Our data was
telling us that not all students were engaged
in their learning environments.” This led to the
introduction of Mastery Learning and Task Design.

Mastery learning is a
process that can reduce
achievement gaps between
various groups of students.
Benjamin Bloom, educational psychologist

What are Mastery Learning & Task Design?
Task Design involves evaluating the types of tasks students are asked to complete and improving the design
of these tasks. At James Fowler, there is an increased focus on flexibility as a way of thinking rather than
merely structural change.
With Mastery Learning, students are given opportunities to master each learning unit before proceeding
to a new task. It requires sequentially organized units and allows students to progress through the units at
their own pace. Students who need additional support can obtain it from the teacher who will spend more
time re-teaching and re-assessing until they master the unit. As a result, a greater number of students have
an opportunity to be successful.
In a typical lesson, the teacher measures the
student’s success in Concept 1 through formative
assessment, which can lead to enrichment, and
then moves on to Concept 2 for those students who
grasp the material right away.
“For students who encounter difficulty,” explains a
teacher, “we use re-teaching activities in Concept
1 and then we move to formative assessment
B; then when they are ready, they move to
Concept 2. We use student voice, agency, timing
and intentionality, exit cards and most of all,
collaboration through organic conversations.”
To focus on Task Design that promotes Mastery
Learning, Principal Johnson explains teachers
“have organized teams that design projects that
are both cross-stream and cross-curricular in
nature.” In addition, he notes, “Teachers have used
the Teacher Effectiveness Framework, from What
Did You Do in School Today? by Sharon Friesen,
to determine whether higher order thinking skills
are being utilized by students in the tasks they are
being asked to complete.”
In their implementation, teachers use rigour,
relevance and rapport.

This series of resources
presents effective
practices implemented by
some of the 27 schools
involved in the original
High School Flexibility
Enhancement Pilot
Project (HSFEPP) as they
explored ways to use
flexibility to increase
student engagement
and achievement and to
support quality teaching
in their schools.
This series represents
a sampling of the
effective practices being
implemented in redesign
schools across the
province.

[Teachers] have organized
teams that design projects
that are both cross-stream and
cross-curricular in nature.

Why the school implemented
Mastery Learning & Task Design
The school implemented these practices to improve student engagement and,
ultimately, academic achievement. As one teacher explains, “Our school is a
community of diverse learners and our diploma exam results had been low for
quite some time. Then, as part of our school development plan, we introduced
the Flexibility Enhancement Initiative which promoted personalization and
differentiation. This was a very important step for us because we wanted to
increase the number of students interested in advanced placement and artscentred learning.”

How success is measured
“We saw improvements in student learning both in the examples that were
brought into our cross-curricular discussions and in our professional learning
community discussions,” says Principal Johnson. The success of the practices is
also measured by student feedback, teacher feedback, parent feedback, diploma
exam results and the TELL Them FROM Me surveys.

We saw improvements in
student learning both in
the examples that were
brought into our crosscurricular discussions and
in our professional learning
community discussions.
Keith Johnson, Principal, James Fowler High School

What we learned
A number of the school’s teachers responded
with questions to be considered as part of future
discussions on improvement. They noted that “real
learning requires substantial time for mastery.”
Over the last two years, the school has worked
with the Galileo Network as a way to have teachers
reflect on their growth and practice. Johnson says
the practice could be improved by “developing Task
Design with more depth and more school-wide
participation.”

For more about Mastery Learning & Task Design, contact:
Keith Johnson, Principal
James Fowler High School, Calgary
schools.cbe.ab.ca/b825
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