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ABSTRACT
NAN ROZELLE BESCH LUJAN: Professional Learning Communities and Their Impact
on the Roadblocks That Inhibit Collaboration Among Teachers and Certified Staff at
Berkshire Elementary School
(Under the direction of Dr. Barbara Day)

21st century teaching initiatives place emphasis on the formation of collaborative
professional cultures. Recent educational literature suggests that there are a number of
roadblocks to the creation of such cultures. In 2005, a study conducted at Berkshire
elementary identified several of these hindrances. Foremost among them were alack of
time, the isolated nature of the profession, and the presence of divergent points of view as
the main roadblocks to forming a collaborative culture (Lujan, 2005).

This study investigated the perceptions of 37 elementary school teachers and staff
members at Berkshire Elementary on the impact of the implementation of the
Professional Learning Community Model, as defined by DuFour (2006), on the
roadblocks through an open-ended survey, quantitative data collected by the High Five
Regional Partnership for High School Excellence limited to just the responses from the
classroom teachers at Berkshire Elementary, one-on-one interviews, and observations of
Professional Learning Community Meetings.

Findings indicate that the model alleviates the roadblocks to collaboration

identified in 2005, but that continued efforts need to be made to encourage the

development of the collaborative culture.



This study is important because an understanding of the impact of this model on
previous obstacles to collaboration may be of value to educators who are trying to
establish collaborative communities within their schools and the school examined under
this study may be able to make changes to increase the effectiveness of its own

collaborative community.
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CHAPTERI
INTRODUCTION

What is collaboration? Friend and Cook (2003) defined it as “astyle for direct
interaction between at least two coequal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision
making as they work toward a common goa” (p. 5). This definition includes several
important characteristics. First, collaboration is voluntary and therefore cannot be forced;
both parties have to be willing to work together. Second, collaboration requires that both
parties be equal both in their contributions and their decision making power. Third,
collaboration requires a shared goal.

New initiatives in teaching require that teachers form collaborative cultures, but
this prospect is not as easy as one might think. It is not enough to claim that collaboration
isoccurring in aschool. Friend (2000) pointed out that mentioning collaboration is not
the same as actually collaborating. Wilma, a student intern who was cited in a study by
Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth (2001), illustrated this point when she commented
on her field placement where collaboration is part of the mission statement:

Peopl e gossip and [whine] and moan, but they don’t relate on a professional level.

And | don't know what | thought ... | thought everyone would be there with their

books and their professional ideas, exchanging high-flown stuff, which is naive.

But | guess | thought that there might be some place in the school, within the

school environment, where teachers would come together. But they don’t, it

ggg’gti)l?ppen in the faculty lounge and it doesn’t happen at staff meetings (p.

As anew teacher, the researcher for this dissertation found the same experience to

be true. Teachers with whom she worked with did not seem to be collaborating as she had



envisioned. She thought teachers would work together to make lesson plans, discuss
teaching ideas, and come to each other to figure out how to reach the studentsin their
classrooms. Instead it seemed that in team meetings they would talk only about
superficia things such asfield trips and recess times. They might give a copy of a
worksheet to another team member, but they weren’t talking about the fundamental s of
their day with one another.

Friend (2000) explained some of the reasons teachers give for the lack of
collaboration described by Wilma. * [Teachers] remark on how difficult collaboration is,
how little attention was paid to collaboration in their professional preparation, and how
few staff development opportunities are offered related to it” (p. 132). Teachers may try
to avoid these difficulties and pretend that shared values and common beliefs are already
present. However, this form of community is both fragile and unstable (Grossman et dl.,
2001).

The idea of collaborating with other teachersin one’s grade level seemed obvious
to the researcher, and yet, in her experience it was not occurring, at least not in the grade
levels that she had observed. Not understanding why this could possibly be, led the
researcher to investigate the roadbl ocks to collaboration at her school in 2005.

During her master’s program at North Carolina Central University in 2005 (Lujan,
2005), the researcher wrote a master’ s thesistitled, “ Teacher Collaboration and the
Roadblocks That Inhibit It,” in which she surveyed, interviewed, and held focus groups
with the teachers at Berkshire Elementary School. Berkshire Elementary School included

the following in their mission statement:



Our mission isto foster lifelong learning by providing a safe school environment
which responds to the needs of a diverse student body. Thisis accomplished by
the school, parents, and community members working together on adaily basis.

The purpose of her research in 2005 was to determine why at this particular schooal,
collaboration among teams was not occurring even though it was a part of their shared
mission statement.

Berkshire Elementary School islocated in a southeastern town with a population
of approximately 5,500 residents spread across 5.35 square miles. The town is located at
the junction of two major highways and is within 10 miles of an urban city of
approximately 51,500 residents. The town contains residential neighborhoods, alarge
historic district dating back to the late 18th century, and a considerable number of retail
and business areas with an emphasis on antique shopping. The nearby city is the home of
a state university with approximately 17,500 undergraduate students and 10,500 graduate
or professional students.

Berkshire Elementary School serves grades pre-K through fifth, with students
coming from the immediate community and six of the surrounding smaller communities.
The smaller communities are more rural than the immediate community and contain
several horse farms and houses set on multi-acre plots. The school aso includes two EC
pre-K classes and a Title One pre-K that serve the entire district. The student population,
as provided by the data manager at the school in the winter of 2009, was approximately
75% Caucasian, 14% African-American, 7.5% Hispanic, and 3.5% other (Asian and
multi-racial). S/he reported 518 total students enrolled in grades pre-K through fifth.
Berkshire Elementary School is one of seven elementary schools in the district.

At the time of the dissertation study in the winter of 2008 and spring of 2009,

Berkshire Elementary School had 29 classified employees and 45 certified employees.



Classified employees included teacher assistants, tutors, cafeteriaworkers, an
occupational therapist, office staff, and custodial staff. Certified employees included
classroom teachers, elective teachers (i.e., art, music, P.E., adaptive P.E., and Spanish),
teachers for exceptional children, reading teachers, ateacher for academically and
intellectually gifted students, administrators, a counselor, a speech and language
therapist, a school psychologist, a social worker, and a nurse.

In her study conducted in 2005 at Berkshire Elementary School, based on the data
obtained from surveys, interviews, and an observation of a planning meeting between two
grade levels, three mgjor obstacles emerged which aligned with the original research
guestion. The specific obstacles identified were time factors, the isolated nature of the
profession, and conflict caused by the divergent points of view of teachers (Lujan, 2005).

First, most of the participants in the survey indicated that time restrictions were a
roadblock in trying to form collaborative communities. The restrictions were aresult of
20-minute common planning periods, after-school obligations such as meetings and
tutoring, responsibilities of individual teachers like grading and planning, and life outside
of school such as graduate classes (Lujan, 2005).

Second, the isolated nature of the profession presented itself in the description of
six behaviors of teachers which made it difficult to collaborate. Those behaviors included
teachers that are competitive, won't share, take and never give, take over, end up “doing
their own thing,” and refuse to change. Third, conflicts that were a roadblock to
collaboration also occurred due to the divergent opinions, teaching styles, and

personalities of the teachersinvolved (Lujan, 2005).



Throughout the process of collecting data, there were afew surprising or
unexpected results. Almost one-third of the respondents indicated that people who do not
contribute to the collaboration are aroadblock to forming these relationships. It was
surprising that teachers would withhold ideas from other teachers but would be willing to
take the ideas of others. There were afew explanations for this practice: a desire to
receive acknowledgement of recognition for their work, fear of expressing opinionsin
front of colleagues, and not having enough experience with the curriculum or subject area
being taught to be able to offer up ideas or prior practices (Lujan, 2005).

Another unexpected finding is that although collaboration is seen as a benefit to
all who participated in the study, only 11 out of 23 respondents volunteered a positive
experience that they had with collaboration with their entire grade level team. Most of the
respondents recalled a positive experience with at |east one other teacher, and one
indicated that s/he had not had a positive experience since college (Lujan, 2005).

The implications of these findings are that steps need to be taken within schoolsto
try and prevent these roadblocks from occurring so that a productive collaborative culture
can be formed. Since the conclusion of this study in 2005, a new initiative has taken place
at Berkshire Elementary School that inspired the researcher to revisit the school with a
new study in mind.

Background of the Sudy

During the 2007-2008 school year, Berkshire Elementary School implemented the
Professional Learning Communities (PLC) model. This model is described in length in
the literature review section of this study; in brief, a Professional Learning Community is

a collaborative venture focused on student learning. Teachers on a PLC team discuss



essential learning outcomesin curriculum, share best practices, give common
assessments, and discuss the results of those assessments as ateam (Eaker, DuFour, &
DuFour, 2002).

At Berkshire Elementary, all staff members participated in training at the
beginning of the school year to learn how to participate in a Professional Learning
Community. This training was held district-wide and focused on setting norms and
establishing specific, measurable, attainable, results-oriented, and time-bound (SMART)
goals. In addition to the county-wide training, teachers at Berkshire Elementary had
another half-day training at their school site in which time was given to teams to write
their norms and at least one SMART goal. Norms for the purpose of a Professional
Learning Community are the rules by which the team wants to operate including but not
limited to the following: establishing atime for the meetings to take place, a policy for
tardiness, a method for turn taking, and a method for resolving conflicts or handling
disagreements. Each team was informed that its SMART goal would be the team’ s focus
for the first year of Professional Learning Community implementation and that the goal
should relate to improving student achievement in math through the use of aremediation
program developed by the team. How the team went about discussing their SMART goal
in their team meetings and how they would develop and implement their remediation
program was up to them. The school also expected teams to develop common math
assessments on at least a quarterly basis. These assessments did not have any required
format, but needed to include agreed upon items and needed to be given to all studentsin
the grade level. Team members were trained on the PLC model in terms of tracking

common assessment data for the purpose of determining which students needed



remediation and which teacher’ s students performed best on each objective on acommon
assessment. The purpose of tracking this information was supposed to be to discuss
proven strategies for teaching content and to record student growth.

During the first year, teams were organized by grade level with support and
elective staff members assigned to grade-level teams. For example, the gym teacher was
assigned to be a member of the third-grade team. Teams set their own meeting agendas.
Teams were required to meet weekly and were required to fill out afeedback sheet and
send it to the principal each week as an ongoing assessment of their regular meeting time.
The feedback sheet included an attendance record including a space to note reasons for
absences, notes from the meeting, and a space for questions for the administrator.

Throughout the year, additional full staff meetings were held under which
additional tasks were assigned to the Professional Learning Communities teams dealing
with vocabulary, such as coming up with acommon grade-level vocabulary list. These
tasks were supposed to be completed in addition to ongoing work on each team’s
SMART math goal and remediation program.

During the summer of 2008, two additional professional development days were
held at the school site. The purpose of these days was to discuss and develop a pyramid
of interventions that would be utilized to improve student achievement within
Professional Learning Community teams. The pyramid consisted of tiered interventions
increasing in the amount of support given to each struggling student.

During the 2008-2009 year, teams were organized by grade level, with new teams

created for support staff and electives staff. This was based on feedback from the support



and electives staff that they thought the time would be better utilized working with
partners who were in similar positions rather than with one grade level.
Purpose of the Sudy

The purpose of this study is to examine the effectiveness of the implementation of
Professiona Learning Communities, as defined by DuFour and DuFour (2006), in
addressing the obstacl es teachers encounter when they collaborate with one another
which were identified previously astime factors, the isolated nature of the profession,
and teachers' divergent points of view (Lujan, 2005).

Research Question

What was the effect of the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
on roadblocks to collaboration among teachers? If roadblocks were addressed, did the
collaborative culture change?

e How did the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
allow/disallow for sufficient time for teachers to collaborate?

e How did the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
impact the isolated nature of the profession?

e How did the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
impact conflicts that occur when divergent points of view are present?

Sgnificance of the Study
An understanding of the impact of this model on previous obstacles to
collaboration may be of value to educators who are trying to establish collaborative
communities within their schools. If the model were successful in addressing the
obstacles, other schools could consider implementing it in their schools. Conversely, if
the model were ineffective, other schools could potentially avoid issues that were

identified by the participantsin the study. In addition, the school studied under this



research project may be able to make changes to increase the effectiveness of its
collaborative community.

There are numerous benefits to successfully creating a collaborative culture both
professionally and personally (Appl, Troha, & Rowell, 2001). Jipson and Paley (2000)
spoke highly of their collaborative relationship, saying,

We can mutually discuss and/or advance interests, needs, and issues that have

individual and shared importance in our teaching, writing, and living. Thereis

really nothing we cannot share or say, and this absence of boundaries between us

creates a“ shelter” or safe space within which we can encourage, support, and
critique each other in the trying out of ideas, feelings, and actions (p. 37).

Calderon (1999) cautioned that “...if children from diverse backgrounds are to
succeed in schools, teachers need to work together effectively and efficiently” (p. 94). In
addition, Hollignsworth (2001), offered that “ Through collaboration, teachers can expand
their professional repertoires and provide more effective services for all students,
including students with disabilities, students who are gifted, students with other special
needs, and students without disabilities or special needs’ (p. 6).

In addition to the personal and professional benefits collaborative communities
bring to the individual educator, Professional Learning Communities can help with
teacher retention (Grossman et al., 2001). An individualistic community spirit can lead to
the loss of staff members in whom the school has invested significant time and effort
(Williams, Prestage, & Bedward, 2001). Schools with a culture of collaboration can
foster partnerships that counter isolation and enhance teacher practice (Williams et al.,
2001).

Certainly, the benefits to an effective collaborative culture are evident.
Understanding whether the implementation of Professional Learning Communities were

successful in addressing the roadbl ocks that impeded the formation of an effective



collaborative culture at Berkshire Elementary is necessary. This study may fill that need.
Studying the effectiveness of Professional Learning Communities through the eyes of the
classroom teacher may make educators better prepared to navigate the rocky terrain of

forming their own collaborative communities.
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Definition of Terms

The following definitions are used for the purpose of this study:

Collaboration: “astyle for direct interaction between at least two coequal parties
voluntarily engaged in shared decision making as they work toward a common goal”
(Friend & Cook, 2003, p. 5).

Collaborative Culture: A school “organized into collaborative teams of
professionals who work interdependently to achieve common goals for which members
are mutually accountable.” Staff members do not work in isolation. Teams are
“empowered to make decisions regarding curriculum, pacing, instruction, and assessment
... collaboratively and collectively.” They “build shared knowledge ... before arriving at
adecision” (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008, p. 346).

Conflict: A clash between two or more individuals as aresult of opposing ideas or
interests.

I solation: The condition of being alone.

Norms. Ground rules for team meetings to clarify how the members will work
together as ateam.

Professional Learning Community (PLC): a collaborative venture focused on
student learning. Teachers on a PL C team discuss essential |earning outcomesin
curriculum, share best practices, give common assessments, and discuss the results of
those assessments as ateam. (Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002). The purpose of aPLC is
to participate in an “ongoing process of collective inquiry and action research in order to

achieve better results for the students they serve. PLC’ s operate under the assumption that

11



the key to improved learning for students is continuous, job-embedded learning for

educators’ (DuFour & DuFour, 2006, p. 3).
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CHAPTER I

LITERATURE REVIEW

What is collaboration?

In addition to the work by Friend and Cook, several authors have written about
collaboration. According to Nolet and Tindal (1994) “Collaboration occurs when two or
more individuals work together to complete a project, create a product, or solve a
problem. When people collaborate, they enter into a purposeful, goal-directed
relationship with equitable contributions from all participants’ (p. 1). Collaboration
requires the establishment of shared ideas about teaching and learning. It allows
educators to support one another and to combine their talents (Kruse, 1996). In
collaborative schools, continuous improvement is possible because educators discuss
teaching content and methods, they share ideas, plan together, and work to balance the
curriculum vertically and horizontally (Wheelan, 2005).

What are the benefits of collaboration?
Shared Curriculum

There are numerous benefits to collaboration. One of the benefitsis a shared
curriculum. Teachers who work collaboratively share ideas and success stories based on a
commonly agreed upon curriculum. Not only does that mean that al children within one
grade level or team learn similar things, but also they are taught in ways that have proved

successful in the past.



Development of Best Practices

In addition to a common curriculum another benefit to collaboration is the
development of best practices. One of the major benefits for teachers to having
collaborative relationships is the opportunity to learn content and improve practice (Nolet
& Tindal, 1994). When teachers begin to see each other as partners, they can begin to
learn from one another in positive ways to make sense of the teaching and learning
problems that occur (Kruse, 1996). Peal (2007) contributed, “ Through assessment and the
sharing of student-assessment results, teams can focus on what worked for whom and
what did not” (p. 2). Teachers who collaborate can improve their instructional practices
by sharing experiences and knowledge with one another (Goddard, Goddard, &
Tschannen-Moran, 2007). They can coach each other, share student work, compare
practices, and swap lesson ideas (Akhavan, 2005). Each of these practices allows teachers
to refine their teaching strategies to better meet the needs of their students.
Widened Experience Base

Goddard et. a (2007) spoke to the benefit of collaboration to forming a widened
experience base, “ Collaboration ... encourages teachers to move beyond reliance on their
own memories and experiences with schooling and toward engagement with others
around important questions of teaching and learning” (p. 892). Salyer, Thufault, and
Curran (2002) added, “Through collaboration teachers can brainstorm ideas that take
advantage of the resources available, incorporate the contextual world of the students,
assess interpersonal strengths and weaknesses of students and faculty, and design an

environment where the academic skills are developed” (p. 205). Together teachers are not
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limited by what they can bring to the table individualy, but rather are able to dig deeper,
work more efficiently, and reflect on best practices.
Meeting Goals

Another benefit to collaboration is the increased ability for teachers to meet goals.
Such goals include creating meaningful learning experiences, covering curricula, and
addressing standards. When teachers collaborate across disciplines, they are able to create
meaningful learning experiences for their students (McCoy, 2000). Working with others
allows teachers to integrate curriculum so that they are able to teach more content,
allowing teachers to make significant strides to both cover the curriculum and address
state standards (Tosh, Troy, & Grieco, 2003). In addition to state goals, teachers who
collaborate are able to meet school and team goals more effectively. In a study conducted
by Frey and Pumpian (2006), collaborative relationships were shown to allow schools to
better meet their goals and objectives.
Raising Student Achievement

One of the greatest benefits to collaboration is the increased ability of teachersto
raise student achievement. In a study by Gruenert (2005), collaborative schools at the
elementary, middle, and high school level were shown to have higher student
achievement. Wheelan (2005) confirmed this finding showing that student achievement
was increased in schools where faculty members work well together.
Reduce Isolation

Collaboration has many additional benefits. Teachers who collaborate are able to
reduce isolation. Teachers develop a sense of community and experience less isolation

from their peers when they work together in ateam (Nolet & Tidal, 1994). Teamwork
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speeds up and simplifies the process of curriculum development and change because all
team members bring their own expertise and work together to create afinal product. This
not only takes less time, but ensures that the end product is based on sound ideas (Black
& Blake, 2001). Collectively, teachers give each other support as they attempt to address
the challenges associated with a contemporary student population (Kruse, 1996). This
support allows them to take curricular and instructional risks (Smith, 1998). Working as a
team can empower educators to feel comfortable with one another as they work to
improve the school community (Tosh, et al., 2003). Teaching can be a very isolating
profession since much of the school day is spent behind closed doors. Collaboration
allows teachers an opportunity to work together, building off of each other’ s strengths,
giving each other support to try new things, and helping each other meet goals.
Benefit to Pre-Service Teachers and Higher Education

Not only do teachers benefit from their own collaboration, but other members of
collaborative projects benefit as well. Pre-service teachers and professors benefit when
participating in collaboration between schools and the university. Pre-service teachers get
a sense of what teaching looks like in action as well as how teachers work together in
schools. Professors also benefit by being able to develop content that they can then share
with their students (Markowitz & Crane, 1993).
Reflection

An additional benefit that collaboration brings is the process of reflection.
Reflection on current practice allows for teachers and administrators to be proactive with
problems, as opposed to responding only when a problem becomes an issue (Kruse,

1996). Reflecting with other teachers adds vitality to teaching; it creates opportunitiesto
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refine and extend one’ s thinking (Smith, 1998). Reflection allows teachers to consider
how students will respond when developing materials, teaching strategies, and
assessment instruments (Harvard & Hodkinson, 1994).
Diversity

Collaboration allows teachers diversify their teaching ideas. The process of
collaboration brings together a varied group of people and enables educators to undertake
projects that might be impossible for an individual to achieve. Pre-service teachers are
even able to contribute to the group by bringing ideas that are new for current educators
(Andrews & Smith, 1994). Creative solutions are possible (Muronaga & Harada, 2000),
and the variety of skills, ideas, and strategies brought to the table allow for a degree of
richness not possible through the efforts of a single person (McCoy, 2000). When
working with others, each member of the group brings a unique skill-set to the table
(Markowitz & Crane, 1993). Working alone does not have these same benefits.
Achieve Shared Vision

Finally, collaboration is a means to achieve a shared vision within a school
(Kruse, 1996). In an article by Burnham, Discher, and Ingle, (2003) the writers shared an
example of a school where collaboration led to the unity of a staff in curriculum,
expectations, and effort. They wrote, “We have many success stories that have affected
positive change and development in our school” (p. 54). When teachers, parents,
students, and administrators work together toward collective goals, there is shared
responsibility for what happens in the school (Conzemius & O’ Neill, 2001).
Collaboration allows for teachers to work toward a common vision and achieve mutua

goals.
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What are the roadblocks to collaboration?

Nolet and Tindal (1994) pointed out a conundrum: “Given the apparent benefits
of collaboration among teachers, it is surprising that it doesn't occur more regularly in
schools, but, unfortunately, ongoing collaboration among teachersis still the exception
rather than the norm” (p. 1). This sentiment is confirmed by other authors as well. Some
teams of teachers collaborate and some never seem to be able to do so (Kruse, 1996).
There are even educators who don't see the need for teamwork and collaboration. They
guestion its effectiveness and consider it afad in education (Wheelan, 2005).

Teachers collaborative opportunities are likely to be hindered by a number of
factors. Several studiesindicated lack of time as a significant problem when attempting to
form collaborative communities (Friend, 2000; Lam, Yip, & Lam, 2002; Leonard &
Leonard, 1999; and Emihovich & Battaglia, 2000). Lam et al. (2002) uncovered
information about the isolated nature of teaching and its effect on collaboration. Their
sentiments are echoed by other researchers who found that trying to establish
collaborative communities among teachers often causes conflict because of their
independent interests and divergent points of view (Achinstein, 2002; Calderén, 1999;
Grossman et a., 2001; Little, 2003). There are anumber of other factors that appear in
the literature; however, the discussion will be limited to these main three asidentified for
Berkshire Elementary School in 2005 (Lujan, 2005).

Time Factors
Lack of Time
A lack of meeting time is one of the most obvious roadblocks to collaborative

cultures. The organization of schools does not lend itself to the opportunity to
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collaborate. Teachers work in their own classrooms and spend a minimal amount of time
per day outside of them. Almost all of the workday is taken up by supervising or teaching
students with little time left over to collaborate with adults (Nolet & Tindal, 1994).
According to Emihovich and Battaglia (2000), “ Educators indicate that few opportunities
exist for disseminating and exchanging teacher-generated professional knowledge” (p.
233).

A universal lament exists among educators about lack of time to work together
(Friend, 2000). Lam et a. (2002) found in both workshops and a questionnaire survey,
that teachers reported time constraints and psychological pressure as the two most
outstanding difficulties for their participation in collaboration. More specificaly, the
teachersinvolved in their study found it difficult to squeeze time out from their tight
schedules to collaborate with others. In astudy by Leonard and Leonard (1999), they
report, “ Teachers frequently discussed time constraints in the context of formal
collaboration, stating that they felt inundated with meetings and associated
responsibilities’ (p. 240). These teachers felt as though they did not have time to foster
collaborative relationships, although they recognized the importance of such
relationships.

In most schools, alimited amount of time is available within the school day when
teachers are not working directly with students. A 45-minute planning period is common
at the elementary school level. Horsheed (2007) described the typical tasksin a 45-
minute planning period,

[1f] one considers that elementary teachers may spend a couple of minutes

walking their classes to and from the specia [art, music, P.E.] where students will
go ... 45 minutes may be reduced to 35 — not enough time for substantive work.
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And teachers need those time slots for tasks such as planning, copying, grading,
and assembling materials for their next lesson (p. 44).

Although the availability of time is necessary for collaboration to be successful,
professionals, given their many competing responsibilities, have alimited capacity to
participate in these endeavors. Friend (2000) asked, “How much of this type of
collaboration can a single teacher reasonably be expected to do” (p. 131 & 160)?Itis
easy to fill up a45-minute planning period with the multitude of tasks that a teacher has
to complete, leaving no time for collaboration with colleagues during the school day.
Necessity of Time for Collaboration

Research indicates that time is necessary in order for a collaborative effort to be
successful. In aproject by Grossman et al. (2001), the authors' stated that time and
resources are necessary for teacher collaboration to be successful. Friend echoes the
sentiment, suggesting that collaboration is an approach to work tasks based on
sophisticated knowledge and skills that requires an extraordinary amount of time and
effort to sustain (2000). In addition, in developing collaborative cultures, it can take as
long as one year before participants have even begun to fully understand the benefits
(Walker, 1999).

Isolated Nature of Teaching

In addition to the roadblock of time constraints, the isolated nature of teaching has
been cited as a roadblock to collaboration. Peal (2007) described the history of isolation
among teachers,

Not long ago, phrases such as ‘my classroom,” ‘my school,” ‘my students,” and

‘my business' prevailed within educational institutions. From classroom teachers

to school principals, issues of personal turf and ownership reigned commonplace

in practice and in conversations, reflecting the adage: Once the bell rings,
classroom doors close and each person does his or her own thing (p. 1).
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It is no wonder why “teaching has been called ‘the second most private activity’”
(Wheelan, 2005, p. 2).

Goddard, et al. (2007) wrote, “From the one-room school houses that
characterized schooling in the United States over a century ago to modern multi-room
school buildings, teachers have traditionally taught studentsin isolation” (p. 878). Many
teachers are accustomed to planning and teaching behind closed doors (Hollingsworth,
2001). Norms of privacy are maintained, in part, by the temporal organization of the
school day, which limits teachers' interactions to fleeting encounters at lunchtime or to
the rushed minutes before and after school (Grossman et al., 2001). When teachers do
work together in the existing social structure of schools, “[They] return to their respective
classrooms individually not collectively” (p. 975).

In schools, teachers are separated into classes, isolated and insulated from one
another’ swork (Lam et al., 2002). Cookson (2005) recalled hisfirst teaching job: “It
really was like being dropped into the deep end of a swimming pool in order to learn how
to swim” (p. 14). He describes most schools as being “organized in an egg crate manner,
making professional collaborations difficult” (p. 14). Barth (2006) recorded a coupl e of
salient quotes relating to the isolated nature of the profession. He quoted a teacher as
saying, “Here, we all livein our separate caves.” And a notice on the wall of afaculty
lounge read, “We're al in this—alone” (p. 9). Even the architectural design of school
buildings, with each teacher working in his or her own classroom, with little interaction

among peers throughout the day promotes isolation.
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Reasons for Isolation
Grossman et al. (2001) suggested additional reasons for the isolated nature of the
teaching profession:
Few teachers entered the profession to work with other adults. When pressures
develop from working with other adults in crowded and often financially strapped
settings, retreating to the classroom provides a convenient safety valve. Given a
setting in which teachers do not necessarily share common visions and

pedagogical philosophies, it isfar easier to mark papers alone than to negotiate
with other adults who do not share your beliefs (p. 990-991).

Most teachers enter the profession because they want to work with children. Classrooms
become a teacher’ s terrain where s/he is held accountable for the students in his/her room
and at the end of the day, test scores reflect on that one teacher.

This *go-it-alone’ philosophy means that teachers are constantly reinventing the
wheel. Emihovich and Battaglia (2000) reported, “A common lament from many
principalsisthat veteran teachers are reluctant to share ideas about practice since the
‘Lone Ranger’ model still dominates the thinking of many teachers who were not
prepared under the new teaching models’ (p. 235). Barth (2006) contended that “ school
people carry around extraordinary insights about their practice — about discipline,
parental involvement, staff development, child development, leadership, and curriculum,”
which he calls craft knowledge. He continued, “If one day we educators could only
disclose our rich craft knowledge to one another, we could transform our schools
overnight” (p. 9). In order to do this, however, schools need to be restructured so that
teachers have opportunities to interact with one another.

One of the reasons that teaching is so isolated is because some teachers fear

critique from their peers. In spite of the strong evidence that sharing is promising for

teacher development, teachers generally do not welcomeit (Lam et a., 2002). Barth
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(2006) described the typical classroom, “with the door shut and a piece of artwork
covering that little pane of glass. The cost of concealing what we do isisolation from
colleagues who might cause us to examine and improve our practices’ (p. 9). Gruenert
(2005) explained, “Intuitively, collaboration makes sense, yet the traditional culture of
education still holds to the value of autonomy and individualism” (p. 43). Lam et al.
(2002) cautioned that although isolation may protect teachers from inspection and
intrusion, “...it deprives teachers of the opportunitiesto learn from and with one another
and to reflect on crucial aspects of teaching” (p. 182).
Necessity of Movement to Collegiality

In the spirit of collaboration, Lieberman, Saxl, and Miles (1988) indicated that a
movement is underway from the norms of privatized and adversaria relationshipsto
those standards that encourage collegiality and commitment. Schools are seeking waysin
which to get teachers to collaborate with one another and break the isolation that persists
among them.

Divergent Points of View

In attempting to move from isolation to collegiality, tensions between collective
obligations and individual priorities, preferences, and intentions arise (Little, 2003).
Individual differences among team members can prevent collaboration from occurring
(Smith, 1998). Although not all differences of opinion are negative, this particular review
of the literature focuses on conflict as a roadblock to collaboration.

Often, the result of afailed teaming session is due to argumentative and stubborn

attitudes of teachers (Pipho, 1997). If teachers are unwilling or unable to resolve
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conflicts, collaboration cannot occur. Achinstein (2002), described the issues surrounding
conflict and collaboration,

The term community often conjures images of a culture of consensus, shared

values, and social cohesion. Y et, in practice, when teachers collaborate, they run

headlong into enormous conflicts over professional beliefs and practices. In their

optimism about caring and supportive communities, advocates often underplay

the role of diversity, dissent, and disagreement in community life, leaving

practitionersill-prepared and conceptions of collaboration under explored (p.

421).
Inevitability of Divergent Views

Graham (2007) reported the inevitability of divergent views, “When educators are
asked to make collaborative decisions, there are bound to be differences of opinion” (p.
5). Grossman, et al. (2001) described the composition of atypical school as teachers with
a“dizzying mixture of philosophies, educational backgrounds, subject matter
commitments, political and religious beliefs, and opinions about students and learning, as
well as varying commitments to their own continued learning” (p. 991). There are
countless opportunities for conflict to occur in this diverse setting.
Lack of Consensus

The difficulty lies when teachers cannot seem to come to a consensus based on
these differing opinions. A teacher in astudy by Leonard and Leonard (1999) “ suggested
that it was difficult to ‘mix personalities™” (p. 240). Grossman et al., (2001) cautioned
that disciplinary differences are sometimes cast as a personality clash ending in a
“...deeper entrenchment and unwillingness by either group to step outside their
perspective to understand the other” (p. 971). This stubbornness makesit difficult for
teachers to find consensus or resolve conflict. When teachersin a school come with

different philosophiesit can be very difficult to find common ground, and the

collaborative processitself can start off on a negative foot (Calderon, 1999).
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What is conflict?
Achinstein defined conflict by saying,
Conflict can be understood as both a situation and an ongoing processin which
views ... are perceived to be to some degree incompatible. That is, conflict can be

an event whereby individuals or groups clash, in which divergent beliefs and
actions are exposed (p. 425).

Conflict is something that arises in anumber of studies on collaborative teams. The
discussions held during a study by Grossman et a. (2001) jarred participants out of
complacency and asked them to reconsider their beliefs. In the Washington teacher
community studied by Achinstein (2002), conflicts were challenging and “...described as
painful for teachers who perceive themselves as a tightly knit community of friends’ (p.
431). Teachers debated how to address challenging students, student concerns, and adult
responsibility for different approaches to teaching or interacting with students
(Achinstein, 2002). Little (2003) summarized,

Substantively, these studies point to the difficulty that teachers encounter in

achieving sustained and deep consideration of teaching problems and possibilities,

even in conditions formally structured for that purpose, and to related difficulties

in contending with difference and disagreement on matters of practice (p. 919-

920).
Conflict Resolution Methods

When the school faculty reflects polarized philosophies, beliefs, or program
preferences, the team can have difficulty forming a consensus on norms for interaction.
Calderdn (1999) stated, “When difficulties arise among the teams, the work is minimized
or subverted; comfort and status quo become the implicit goa” (p. 95). In addition, teams
who are highly competitive are less likely to be tolerant of divergent points of view and

engage in negotiation practices (Leonard & Leonard, 1999, p. 240). The maintenance of

teacher communities can pivot on the suppression of conflict. Grossman et al. (2001),
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indicated that some groups may regulate their interactions with the ... understanding
that it is‘against therules’ to challenge others or press too hard for clarification. This
understanding paves the way for the *illusion of consensus'” (p. 955). In some settings,
avoiding conflict by agreeing to disagree, or voting for consensus, means that
collaboration has not actually occurred; rather, teachers may just go back to their
classrooms and do what they think is right regardless of the consensus or points raised by
their peers.
Suppression of Conflict

Although schools have some formal mechanisms to address conflict, conflict is
often suppressed in these arenas. Killion (2005) explained, there “is alack of adequate
processes for handling disagreements. Eventually, organizations are burdened with the
weight of small problems that have escalated into large ones because issues went
unresolved” (p. 54). Communities come to rapid consensus, suppress dissenting voices,
and maintain a sense of unity while not actually coming to a shared decision that all
parties are happy with. Achinstein, (2002) described a lunchtime conversation which
demonstrated the Washington teacher community’ s stance toward conflict and consensus,
which ended disagreement by getting rid of the dissenters:

Ellen: There are horror stories of our faculty at incredible odds.

Dan: It used to be that way.

Val: But people like each other here now.

Ellen: An approach has been implanted so we don’'t see the conflict.

[ The principal] uses the term—consensus.

Dan: Y eah, we took those who disagreed and shot them. (Laughter)
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Val: That'strue. They are not here. If you are not going to conform,

you are going to leave. The precedent has been set up that those

unwilling to do that will not be here (p. 431).
At the end of the school year, ateacher with a dissenting opinion left the school. If
teachers with differing opinions did not leave the school the conflicts were often
“...reveaed in private interviews or in brief moments in lunchrooms, and impromptu or
informal faculty meetings. In this way, the public perception of unanimity among school-
teachers was sustained” (Achinstein, 2002, p. 434). Unfortunately, unanimity is not the
same as collaboration.

Walker (1999), explained the negative view on conflict among educators,

Conflict is an inevitable byproduct of collaboration. In most cases, we do not

view conflict as an opportunity to solve problems and to create new structures.

Instead, we try to convince ourselves that it will go away [and] hope that someone

will rescue us ... Affective conflict, however, quickly erodes trust within the
partnership (p. 303).

Isolation as a Response to Conflict

Not only does the movement from isolation cause conflict, but conflict can result
in isolation because sometimes teachers withdraw or isolate themselves as a result of
conflict. Dave, ateacher, wanted to leave the study by Grossman et al. (2001) early. “...
He was worried that if he stayed he would become impatient with colleagues and say
things he would later regret” (p. 957). Dave figured that the best course of action was to
minimize contact by isolating himself from the collaborative group (Grossman et al.,
2000). Isolation can be seen by teachers as a solution to avoiding conflict which they feel
unprepared to handle. Nolet and Tindal (1994) explained, “Many teachers lack both
specific skills associated with collaboration as well as a general sense of the purpose and
benefits of collaboration” (p. 2). In undergraduate teacher education programs, thereis

little emphasis on the teaching of team membership and leadership skills, leaving
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teachersin a position where they do not have the skillsto collaborate with their peers
(Wheelan, 2005).
Conflict asa Barrier to Forming a Collaborative Culture

In addition to alack of skillsin resolving conflicts, the number of conflicts that
occur can be a deterrent to forming a collaborative community. Achinstein (2002)
reported that many teachersinvolved in collaborative reform become “... frustrated with
repeated conflicts, with not getting to solve the problems. Stress, burnout, and teacher
turnover may [be] high pricesto pay for such an opennessto conflict” (p. 449).

While diversity and conflict can be positive in a collaborative culture, they can
also be impediments. Teachers who are unwilling or unable to resolve conflicts with their
peers can make it difficult, if not impossible, to collaborate. In order for collaboration to
occur, teams need to learn how to work through conflicts and come to shared consensus.
Furthermore, once those decisions are made, teachers need to execute the shared
decisionsin their classrooms once the doors have been closed.

What is necessary in order for collaboration to occur?
Shared Goals

There are a multitude of suggestions as to how to go about forming a
collaborative culture within a school in spite of the obstacles presented. Thefirstisto
have a plan; it keeps the group focused on their shared goals. The goals themselves
should be reasonable if agoal cannot possibly be attained, it will be achallenge to rise to
the occasion (Akhavan, 2005). For example, the goal can be subject specific, instead of
focusing on the entire school-wide curriculum, by focusing on a single subject such as

math (Tosh, et al., 2003). In addition everyone in the team needs to understand the
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benefits for each member; this provides stakeholders with a tangible reason for putting
forth the effort. Once the plan is established, that includes the goals, roles of each
stakeholder, and the tasks they will be responsible for, collaboration can begin
(Markowitz & Crane, 1993).
Administrative Support
In order for collaboration to be successful, there must be support from the
administration in terms of supplying resources, providing planning time, and providing
recognition (Markowitz & Crane, 1993). Administrative support can be pivotal asit has
the ability to provide the structure and assistance to facilitate the building of a
collaborative culture (Muronaga & Harada, 1999). Administrators can aso influence the
structure of the collaborative culture. In an interview with Richard DuFour, Principal
Becky Burnette described the structure in her school:
| facilitated each team in establishing operational norms or protocols that would
guide their work. | also helped each team identify their specific student
achievement goals. We worked together as a staff to ensure that each team’s goals
were connected to and would advance our school-wide goalsin student
achievement. Finally, | created weekly feedback sheets so teams could keep me
informed of their activities and give me timely notice of any problems they were
encountering. | respond in writing to each team’ s feedback sheet each week
(DuFour, 2001, paragraph 8).
Shared Participation
All members of the faculty and staff must be included and each person’s
contribution equally valued (Kruse, 1996). Shared participation is necessary as well;
pooling the available resources can lead to the accomplishment of shared goals
(Muronaga & Harada). Members of the team must be committed, even when frustrations

present themselves (Markowitz & Crane, 1993). “A collaborative approach to conflict

requires discussion in which both parties commit to engaging in genuine dialogue to
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understand and appreciate the perspectives of others’ (Killion, 2005, p. 54). In addition to

full participation and commitment, professionalism is also a must. With diverse ideas

about teaching and learning, team members must be able to trust and respect one another.
Professional Learning Communities: A Model for Collaboration

Professiona Learning Communities as defined by DuFour and Eaker include all
of the elements above that are considered necessary in order for collaboration to occur.
DuFour and Eaker (1998) wrote, “Educators create an environment that fosters mutual
cooperation, emotional support, and persona growth as they work together to achieve
what they cannot accomplish aone”’ (p. xii). Here they touched on the necessary
elements: having a shared goal, benefits for all members, a structure that fosters
collaboration, and a commitment from al members.

Professional Learning Communities start with shared mission, vision, values, and
goals. Eaker, et al., (2002) described a metaphor representing each of these four el ements
as legs of a stool, each holding equal importance. Without one the stool would lose its
support. These four elements are what separate a grade level team from a Professional
Learning Community. DuFour and Eaker (1998) indicated, “ Collective commitments to
guiding principles that articulate what the people in the school believe and what they seek
to create” isthe fundamental base of a Professional Learning Community (p. 25).

Shared Mission

Mission statements articulate the purpose of the organization. A mission
statement for a school that operates as a Professional Learning Community should answer
two questions: what kids are expected to learn and how teachers will respond when kids

do not learn. (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). The primary goa of Professional Learning
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Communities should be that all teachers are working together to ensure that learning is
taking place for all students; not just that students are taught but that they learn (DuFour,
2004).
Shared Vision

Vision is defined as what a school might become in the future if its members stick
to their shared mission. Vision is atarget that motivates the school “to work together to
makeit areality” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 62). A shared vision answers the question:
What do we hope to become? A good starting place is to have teachers envision where
they would like the school to bein five years. In order for avision to be shared, it must be
created with all the members of the Professional Learning Community. Thisis not
something that will take place easily but is essential to the functioning of the PLC.
DuFour and Eaker (1998) explained, “Building a shared vision is the ongoing, never-
ending, daily challenge confronting all those who hope to transform their schools into
learning communities’ (p. 65). A shared vision can have many benefits; it motivates and
energizes people, creates a proactive rather than problem-driven orientation, gives
direction to people within the organization, establishes specific standards of excellence,
and creates a clear agenda for action (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).
Shared Values and Goals

The final building blocks of alearning community are values and goals. Utilizing
the shared vision, alist of valuesis created by thinking about how educators must behave
in order to make the shared vision areality. DuFour and Eaker recommend limiting this
list of values to no more than 10. Values are the things that educators commit to doing in

order to achieve their shared vision. They should be linked directly to the vision
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statement, be direct, focus on behaviors and on what the group who is writing them can
do, not what other groups can do. Goals tell what steps are going to be taken and when.
They “serve as landmarks in an improvement process’ (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 100).
They break up the journey and provide opportunities to renew enthusiasm toward
continued change by providing opportunities to demonstrate progress toward the vision
established in the first place.
Continuous I mprovement

In addition to shared mission, vision, and values, members of a Professional
L earning Community must also be continuously trying to improve practice. In order to do
that, teachers must question what they are doing in their classrooms, try new things, test
their effectiveness, and reflect on whether or not the new methods work. Not only must
they be inquisitive, but they must work together in order to work through this process.
This means public reflection, shared meaning, joint planning, and coordinated action.
Members of a Professional Learning Community must talk to each other about their
beliefs about education. They must work together to achieve common ground. They must
develop an action plan to test their shared assumptions, and all members must carry the
plan out (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).
Effective Communication

Professional Learning Communities also must have effective communication.
They must articulate their plans related to the shared vision, values, and goals of the
community. They must monitor or assess to determine if they are achieving the goals
they set out to accomplish. They must ask questions that probe the effectiveness of their

efforts. They must model the kind of change they seek. They must allocate time toward
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the achievement of their goals. If ateam is not spending time on the goals, then that
communicates that the goals are not important to the team. They must celebrate their
accomplishments, because that which is celebrated is valued. They must be willing to
engage in discussions where conflict arises and must be able to come to a shared
consensus. Finally, members of a Professional Learning Community must communicate
in such away that every member of their team understands what they are trying to say
(DuFour & Eaker, 1998).
Prerequisites

In order to be effective, Professiona Learning Communities must have met four
prerequisites as defined by DuFour and Eaker (1998). The first deals with time. DuFour
and Eaker wrote, “Time for collaboration must be built into the school day and year” (p.
121). This means that the school day must be structured such that teachers are provided
with a*“regularly scheduled time for collegial work and planning” (DuFour & Eaker,
1998, p. 123). Second, “the purpose of collaboration must be made explicit” (DuFour &
Eaker, 1998, p. 123). Teams must be given a specific purpose or task to accomplish over
aset period of time. This gives teachers a sense of direction. Third, teachers and staff
members need training and support on how to collaborate effectively. Meetings must be
focused on instruction, curriculum, assessment, and strategies for improvement. In order
to do this, teams must establish norms by which they will operate, goals that they wish to
accomplish, ways to assess the effectiveness of their team, and a process by which to
resolve conflicts that occur. Teams must be asked to reflect on the functioning of their

team. Finally, educators must accept their responsibility to act as professionals and
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colleagues. If all other obstacles are taken care of, a member of the team who is not
committed to collaborating will make it difficult to make positive changes.
School Culture

School cultureis the shared purpose and guiding principles on which a school
runs. School culture also can be considered the personality of the school, the unwritten
rules that the group follows, and the way members of the school do things (Gruenert,
2008). Some schools foster collaboration, othersisolation. Some schools promote self-
efficacy, others fatalism. Some schools are student-centered, while others are teacher-
centered. Some schools “regard teaching as a craft that can be developed,” others regard
teaching “as an innate art” (DuFour, et al., 2008, p. 90). Some schools assign
responsibility for learning to teachers, while others assign that responsibility to students.
Some schools view faculty members as colleagues, while others view them as
adversaries. Some schools encourage continuous improvement, while others fight to
preserve the status-quo (DuFour, et al., 2008).

In successful schools, the culture is founded on strong leaders, democratic
principles, accountability, relationships and caring, passion for learning, meaningful
learning, high expectations, authentic learning and assessment, empowerment, and
commitment (Wilson, 2008). In DuFour and Eaker’s (1998) explanation of Professional
Learning Communities, they talked about the devel opment of shared mission, vision,
values, and goals which make up the culture of the school.

Impact of School Culture on PLC Success
In the previous sections on the requirements for an effective Professional

Learning Community and for successful collaboration, there are multiple references



about the culture of the school. According to Habegger (2008), “school cultureis at the
heart of improvement and growth in any building” (p. 42). In order for collaboration to
occur and initiatives like Professional Learning Communities to be successful, the school
must have a culture where learning is promoted, students and teachers are engaged,
teachers are empowered with confidence and feel valued, and parents and community
members are included (Habegger, 2008).

In an article by Eaker and Keating (2008), the authors spoke directly about the
impact of a positive school culture on the implementation of Professiona Learning
Communities. In order for schools to function as Professional Learning Communities,
PL C practices must “become embedded into day-to-day school culture” (p. 14).
Structural changes are only part of what it takes to make a Professional Learning
Community successful. Changes needed to take place “in the assumptions, beliefs,
expectations, and habits that constitute the norm for those working in [the Professional
Learning Community]” (p. 15). Changes included a shift from teaching to learning, from
working alone to working together, and from intentions to results. DuFour and Eaker’s
discussion of a collaborative process to develop a shared mission, vision, values, and
goalsis central to the challenge of changing school culture (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). In
addition to the four fundamental elements, Eaker, et a., (2002) also stress the importance
of a school culture that emphasi zes collaboration, learning, leadership, focused school
improvement plans, celebration, and persistence.

A final note on shifting school culture by becoming a Professional Learning
Community comes from DuFour, et al., (2008). In their work, they have come across

educators who claim that they “do PLCs on Thursday mornings” (p. 21). Thisisan
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example of a school that has not made the culture shift to Professional Learning
Communities. PLCs are not something that you “do” one day aweek during your
meeting time. It is something that is embedded. The faculty subjects“...every practice,
program, policy, and procedure to ongoing review and constant evaluation” (p. 21). They
don't “do PLC” they “areaPLC” (p. 21).
ummary

Although time and resources are necessary for teacher collaboration to be
successful, one of the chief complaints of teachersis that there is insufficient timeto
work together (Grossman et. al, 2000; Friend, 2000). Specifically, teachers indicated that
meetings and other responsibilities of their positions left them with little time to
collaborate (Leonard & Leonard, 1999). The traditional education setting requires
teachers to work behind closed doors, and even if collaborative efforts are attempted,
those teachers return to their classrooms independently (Hollingsworth, 2001; Grossman
et a., 2001). Lam et al. (2002) go so far asto say that there are few teachers who entered
the profession to collaborate with others. When teachers do attempt to collaborate with
one another, conflicts arise based on different approaches to teaching, different values,
and different personalities (Achinstein, 2002; Appl et al., 2001; and Grossman et al.,
2001). Time factors, the isolated nature of teaching, and divergent points of view hinder
teachers’ abilities to form collaborative communities.

If established correctly, Professional Learning Communities should be able to
address these roadbl ocks to collaboration. Shared planning time for the purpose of
conducting Professional Learning Community meetings would be established in order to

allow for teachers to meet together to accomplish shared goals. Horsheed (2007) suggests
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that school leaders use specialstime, consider recess, review funding sources, and think
about student grouping in order to provide sufficient time for teachers to collaborate. Pedl
(2007) reflected that,
The onset of professional learning community (PLC) philosophies brought about
a subtle change among educators, with their language shifting toward a greater
sense of collective ownership. As aresult, principals have begun to talk about
“our school’ and teachers have started to refer to ‘our curriculum’ and ‘ our

students.” In afield where personal domain has reigned, this sense of shared
responsibility is awelcomed shift, with students reaping the rewards’ (p. 1).

Thus there is a shift from the isolated nature of the profession toward a shared vision and
work toward shared goalsin teams.

Finaly, in Professional Learning Communities, Graham (2007) explained that
“teachers have to work through contention. In fact, research suggests that it isthe way in
which the teacher teams deal with conflict that ultimately determines the extent to which

aschool can become atrue professional learning community” (p. 5).
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Figure 1. Roadblocks to Collaboration and the Impact of Professional Learning
Communities at Berkshire Elementary
Conceptual Framework

Figure 1 represents the conceptual framework used to guide this study. It
illustrates the roadblocks identified by Berkshire Elementary School in 2005 to
collaboration among teachers: time, the isolated nature of the profession of teaching, and
divergent points of view. Connected to each of the roadblocks is the element of
Professional Learning Communities that hypothetically addresses the roadblock and
would allow for collaboration among teachers (Lujan, 2005).

In terms of allocated time to address the roadblock of time, DuFour and Eaker

(2998) confirm that time must be built into the school day and school year specifically for
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collaboration. This time must be regularly scheduled will allow enough time for collegial
work and planning among teachers.

In terms of a shared mission, vision, and goal's to address the roadbl ock of
isolation among teachers, DuFour and Eaker (1998) indicated that the basis of a
Professiona Learning Community isa*...collective commitment to guiding principles
that articulate what the people in the school believe and what they seek to create” (p. 25).
The move from an isolated nature of the profession occurs when teachers begin to refer to
our curriculum and our students instead of my curriculum and my students.

Regarding shared norms which address the roadblock of divergent views among
teachers, DuFour and Eaker (1998) indicated that teams must establish norms by which
they will operate, goals that they wish to accomplish, ways to assess the effectiveness of
their team, and a process by which to resolve conflicts that occur. In addition, teachers
must be willing to engage in discussions where conflict arises and must be able to come
to a shared consensus. In order to do this effectively, teachers need training and support
on how to collaborate effectively and must accept their responsibility to act as
professionals and colleagues.

The conceptual framework served as a foundation for this study. Questions were
designed with the three roadblocks in mind. Utilizing the elements of the conceptual
framework allows the researcher to investigate whether or not the implementation of
Professional Learning Communities has addressed the roadblocks to collaboration at

Berkshire Elementary.
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CHAPTER I

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the effectiveness of the
implementation of Professional Learning Communities, as defined by DuFour (2006), in
addressing the obstacles teachers encountered when they collaborated with one another.
Qualitative methods were chosen because they alow for alevel of depth and detail
allowing participants to speak their own words that cannot be achieved with quantitative
methods. In addition, qualitative methods allow responses to open up new emergent
topics not initially considered and can reveal complexity in away that quantitative data
cannot. In a 2005 study at Berkshire Elementary, teachers identified that their
collaborative opportunities were hindered by time factors, the isolated nature of the
profession, and teachers' divergent points of view (Lujan). The conceptua framework
(see Figure 1) served as a foundation for the survey questions and interviews designed
around the specific research questions relating to this study.

Research Question

What is the effect of the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
on roadbl ocks to collaboration among teachers? If roadblocks are addressed, does the
collaborative culture change?

e How does the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
allow/disallow for sufficient time for teachers to collaborate?



e How does the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
impact the isolated nature of the profession?

e How does the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
impact conflicts that occur when divergent points of view are present?

Pilot Testing

A pilot test was conducted in spring 2008. The purpose of the pilot test was to
conduct a preliminary test of data collection tools and procedures to identify and
eliminate problems allowing the researcher to make corrective changes or adjustments
before actualy collecting data from the target population.

Pilot Test Participants

At the time of the pilot study, there were 21 Berkshire Elementary classroom
teachers at the kindergarten through fifth grade level —three at each of grades 1, 3, and 5,
four at each of gradesK, 2, and 4. Of the 21 classroom teachers, 19 agreed to participate
in the pilot study. One declined participation without giving a reason; the other was
unreachable as she was on medical |eave.

Pilot Sudy Materials

Two surveys were used as a part of the pilot study. The purpose of the first wasto
determine the background of the staff at Berkshire Elementary School (Appendix A) and
was given at the same time as the consent forms. Only 10 participants received the
second survey which consisted of 10 open-ended questions on the topic of Professional
Learning Communities including opportunities for teachers to write about both the
positive and negative experiences they have had with Professional Learning Communities
(Appendix B). Open-ended questions were chosen because they allow participants to
include more information, including feelings, attitudes and understanding of the subject

than closed-ended questions do. Using a survey allowed the researcher to describe the
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characteristics of alarge population. Participants were chosen based on a sample from
each grade level. One teacher was selected randomly from each grade level that had three
teachers and two teachers were selected randomly from each grade level that had four
teachers. Thiswas done to get a sample of responses from all grade levels. Because the
purpose of the pilot study was to assess the effectiveness of the questions in addressing
the research questions, all the teachers did not need to be included. Samples of each
survey are included in the appendices.
Pilot Test Procedures
All of the classroom teachers received aletter briefly describing the pilot study
and requesting their consent to participate. Upon consent, they received a short survey
requesting demographic information including gender, ethnicity, the highest educational
level attained, years of experience and whether or not they were Nationally Board
Certified (Appendix A). The ten teachers selected at random representing one to two
teachers per grade level were given the second survey to complete (Appendix B).
Pilot Test Timeline
Spring 2008
1. February 2008 — Study Overview, Consent Forms, and Demographics Survey
Distributed
2. March 2008 — Surveys Distributed
3. April 2008 — Surveys Collected
4. April 2008 — Analysis of Pilot Test Data
Analysis of Pilot Test Data
After al 10 surveys were handed in (a 100% return rate for those who consented
to participate), the answers from each question were organized into a table. Exact quotes

were included so asto preserve the thoughts of the participants. Based on the data

collected, the survey instrument was edited to more specifically target the purpose of the
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study. Questions that produced ambiguous answers were clarified, and additional
guestions were added to provide more specific information related to the purpose of the
study.

In the responses to the first question regarding the participants' definition of
Professional Learning Communities, one of the participants described what s/he thought
the term Professional Learning Community should mean as opposed to what it actually
does mean. That question was modified to more clearly ask for a definition of the concept
for someone who does not understand as opposed to simply asking for a definition. When
looking at the responses related to time, the researcher noted alack of discussion relating
to the frequency of meetings and duration of meeting time. To correct for this, questions
were added that specifically address how often and how long teams meet. In addition, the
pilot survey did not address the difference in meeting times and duration from the period
before Professional Learning Communities were established. A question requesting a
comparison with meeting times and duration between the present and prior to the
implementation of Professional Learning Communities was added to address this issue.

The topic of norms (i.e., ground rules for team meetings to clarify how the
members will work together as ateam) was addressed in the pilot study survey, but not in
regard to their effectiveness. If ateam were not following the norms, this did not come
out in the survey responses during the pilot. A question regarding norm effectiveness was
therefore added to the survey. Responses relating to conflict were limited. The question
in the survey didn’'t ask participants to identify if conflicts occur in their teams or to
discuss their team’ s response to those conflicts. A question was added to find out if

conflicts occur and how the norms established by the participant’ s team addressed the



conflict. Finally, the question related to roadblocks in implementation of Professional

L earning Communities was changed to be less negative, allowing participants to indicate

why they think their team did not encounter roadblocks if they couldn’t think of any.
Dissertation Sudy Participants

The dissertation study also took place at Berkshire Elementary School. The
dissertation study focused on certified staff members, including classroom teachers,
electives teachers, exceptional children teachers, and support staff.

It isimportant to note that the site chosen for this research was significant because
this was afollow-up on research conducted at the same site in 2005. If this research were
conducted at another school, those teachers might not indicate the same roadblocks to
collaboration that were identified by these teachers in 2005 (Lujan, 2005). Of the 21
classroom teachers included in this study, 10 served as classroom teachers at Berkshire
Elementary in 2005. In addition to close to half of the classroom teachers remaining the
same from one study to the next, the principal in 2005 was still the principal in 20009.
Berkshire Elementary provided the same environment and many of the same people, with
the most relevant change being the implementation of Professional Learning
Communities and therefore was the best choice for this follow-up study. Another school
might, for example, overwhelmingly point to alack of administrative support as the
reason for alack of collaboration among teachers. The research questions might not be
suitable at a different site because the questions were tailored and designed as a follow-up
to the research conducted in 2005 at Berkshire Elementary (Lujan, 2005).

Although there was afocus on the three roadblocks as identified in the 2005 study

at Berkshire Elementary (Lujan, 2005), questions used in surveys and interviews were not
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limited to these three roadbl ocks, and the analysis of data allowed for other themes to
emerge. There could have been other barriers to collaboration that were operating at the
school and the analysis allowed for those to emerge if they were present.

The following offers a summary based on information from the demographics
survey. It is provided not because the summary explains the resulting collaborative
culture at Berkshire Elementary, but rather to describe the makeup of the staff. During the
analysis stage of research, data were looked at along the demographic markersto seeiif
any interesting findings were present, but it was not the hypothesis of this research that
there would be a difference in how a person with 5 years of experience versus a person
with 19 years of experience might answer the questions posed in this study based on their
years of experience, for example.

Out of the 45 certified employees, 37 were asked to participate in the study. Those
who were excluded included the administrative staff, any additional certified employees
who did not serve on a school-based Professional Learning Community team, and the
researcher. Of the 37 certified employees who were asked to participate, 97% — or 36
certified employees — agreed. One declined without giving areason. All 36 participants
completed the survey. Out of the 36 participants, 15 declined compensation (42%). As
shown in Table 1, the gender of the participantsin 2005 included 1 white male, 17 white
females, and 4 black females. In 2009, it included 2 white males and 1 Native American
male (1 white male was a classroom teacher) and 30 white females and five black
females (17 white females and 3 black females were classroom teachers). Of the 22
participants in 2005, there were 15 who held a four-year degree and 7 who held a

master’ s degree. Of the 36 participants in 2009, there were 19 who held a four-year
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degree (16 of whom were classroom teachers), 16 who held a master’ s degree (5 of
whom were classroom teachers), and one who held a Certificate of Advanced Studies
(who was not a classroom teacher), as shown in Table 2. A Certificate of Advanced
Studiesis a post-master’ s program and is sometimes referred to as a sixth year degree.
All of the certified employees held a certificate or license in their areain 2005 and 2009.
In 2005, seven of the participants had less than five years of experience, 7 had five to
nineyears, 5 had 10 to 14 years, 1 had 15 to 19 years, and 2 had 20 or more years. In
2009, four of the participants had less than five years of experience (3 or whom were
classroom teachers), 10 had five to nine years (6 of whom were classroom teachers), 8
had 10 to 14 years (4 of whom were classroom teachers), 7 had 15 to 19 years (6 of
whom were classroom teachers), and 7 had over 20 years (2 of whom were classroom
teachers) (see Table 3). Asshown in Table 3, in 2005 there were five participants who
were Nationally Board Certified and in 2009 there were seven (five of whom were
classroom teachers).

Table1
Demographics of Participants at Berkshire Elementary School

Demographics
Male Female
W | B | NA W B NA
2005
Classroom 1 0 0 17 4 0
Teachers
2009 Certified
Staff 2 0 1 30 5 0
(Classsroom | (1) | (0) | (O) | 17 | 3) | (O
Teachers)
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Table2

Educational Attainment of Participants at Berkshire Elementary School

Educational Attainment

Certificate of
BA/BS | Masters Adv. Studies
2005 Classroom Teachers | 15 7 0
2009 Certified Staff 19(16) 16(5) 1(0)

(Classroom Teachers)

Table3

Y ears of Experience in Education of Classroom Teachers at Berkshire Elementary School

Yearsof Experiencein Education & Nationally Board Certified Teachers

0-4vears |59Yeas |04 |19 o0 vears |NBC
Years Years
2005
Classroom |7 7 5 1 2 5
Teachers
2009
Certified
Staff 4(3) 10(6) 8(4) 7(6) 7(2) 7(5)
(Classroom
Teachers)

The High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellence, a partnership

between five corporate sponsors and five school districts committed to improve public

schools, conducted a quantitative study on Professional Learning Communitiesin the five

school districts that make up their partnership. Area 7 of the survey dealt with

demographics (the entire survey can be seen in appendix J). Figures 2 and 3 summarize

only the responses from the classroom teachers at Berkshire Elementary, to the following

statement: My hours of formal professiona development that focused on PLC

implementation (since September 2005). Figure 2 includes the total number of hours of
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High Five Professional Development: none (33%, or 7), 1-4 hours (19%, or 4), 5-8 hours
(5%, or 1), 9-12 hours (24%, or 5), and over 16 hours (19%, or 4). Figure 3 includes the
total number of hours of School District Professional Development: none (10%, or 2), 1-4
hours (14%, or 3), 5-8 hours (29%, or 6), 9-12 hours (29%, or 6), 13-16 hours (10%, or

2), and over 16 hours (10%, or 2).

Total hours High Five Professional
Development for PLC since 2005

19%

over 16
33% o None
None m1-4

o5-8
09-12

24% mover 16

9-12

5% 19%
5-8 1-4
Figure 2
Hours of High Five Professional Development in PLCs Since 2005
Total hours School District Professional
Development for PLC since 2005
10% 10%
over 16  None

10% 14% @ None

13-16 1-4 m1-4
05-8
09-12
m13-16

29% mover 16
5-8

Figure 3
Hours of School District Professional Development in PLCs Since 2005
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Eight participants, who made up two of the grade level Professional Learning
Teams at Berkshire Elementary (referred to as Alpha Team and Beta Team), were asked
to participate in interviews and observations. Interviews were chosen as a method
because they allow researchersto learn about things that cannot be directly observed,;
they allow participants to reveal their perspective on their behaviors; they allow for
expanded answers because the interviewer can probe for more details or change the line
of questioning in adirection not predetermined. The method of observation was chosen
because it allowed the researcher to understand the context behind the survey and
interview data. Observation allowed the researcher to describe the collaborative culture
firsthand and the extent of collaborative efforts of two PLC teams. The two teams were
selected based on scheduling. Since the researcher needed to be able to attend three
months of meetings, the researcher selected teams that met based on shared availability.
All eight members of the Alpha and Beta teams agreed to participate in interviews and
observations. They all completed their interviews, and the researcher was able to observe
three months of meetings with both teams. In the Alpha Team one meeting was cancelled
during the three-month period because of a snow day.

The Alpha Team consisted of three classroom teachers and a support staff
member. One classroom teacher on the Alpha Team had six years of teaching experience,
and this was the participant’ s fifth year in this grade level and at Berkshire Elementary.
The second classroom teacher had 10 years of teaching experience, and this was the
participant’s eighth year at Berkshire Elementary and sixth year teaching this grade level.

The participant’ s experience is in three districts within the state. The third classroom
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teacher had 28 years of teaching experience, and this was the participant’ sfirst year at
Berkshire and the participant’s 21st year teaching this grade level. The participant’s
experienceisin four schools within the district. The support staff member had 10 years of
teaching experience, and this was the participant’ s eighth year at Berkshire Elementary
and seventh year as a support staff teacher. The participant’s experience isin two districts
within the state. All members of the team had participated in the district-sponsored one-
day training on Professional Learning Communities. Three members of the team
participated in the half-day training at Berkshire, and the other participated in four hours
of PLC training over the course of a school year at the participant’s previous school. Two
members of the team participated in the two-day summer development of the pyramid of
interventions at Berkshire.

The Beta Team consisted of three classroom teachers, the same support staff
member who served on the Alpha Team, and an exceptional children’s teacher. One
classroom teacher had five years of teaching experience, and this was the participant’s
second year at Berkshire Elementary and second year teaching this grade level. The
participant’ s experience was in three schools in the district — two middle schools prior to
working at Berkshire and an elementary school out of state. S/he attended the district-
sponsored one-day training on Professional Learning Communities, the half-day training
at Berkshire, and the two-day summer development of the pyramid of interventions at
Berkshire. The second classroom teacher had nine years of teaching experience, and this
was the participant’ s first year as a classroom teacher at Berkshire Elementary and third
year teaching this grade level. S/he also served as a permanent substitute at Berkshire

Elementary for five years prior to reentering the classroom. The participant’ s experience

51



was in two schools within the district. S/he attended the half-day training at Berkshire,
and the two-day summer development of the pyramid of interventions at Berkshire. The
third classroom teacher had three and a half years of full-time public school teaching
experience and six months of part-time private school teaching experience, and this was
the participant’ sfirst year at Berkshire Elementary and first year teaching this grade
level. The participant’ s experience isin three schools in two states. The participant
attended an afternoon professional development on Professional Learning Communities
at the participant’s last school.
Teacher as Researcher

It isimportant to be clear that the researcher also operated as a teacher within the
school being studied. She began working at Berkshire Elementary School in 2002 as a
classroom teacher. She worked as a classroom teacher for two years and then assumed
the role of Spanish teacher working with al students in grades kindergarten through fifth.
She was not involved in leading any staff development at the school in the area of
Professional Learning Communities. She has served on two grade level teams and
currently serves on a Professional Learning Community team with other electives
teachersin the school: the Physical Education teacher, the Music teacher, the Art teacher,
and the Media Coordinator.

Additionally, she has helped to organize several socia events and activities. She
isamember of the Hospitality Committee that plans social events for the staff and has led
events such as the annual Boo Buddy exchange (a secret buddy program conducted

during the month of October) and the yearly Afternoon Tea. For the past five years, she
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has also served on a committee to plan the annual Absolutely Incredible Kids Day
program. This program recognizes two teachers on staff and the entire student body.

Throughout her tenure at Berkshire Elementary, she has had the opportunity to
devel op relationships with the teachers with whom she works. She has had the
opportunity to provide support to colleagues as they have worked on their own further
education by sitting in on presentations and offering feedback. She has gone to weddings,
hosted and attended baby showers, made scrapbooks for going-away parties, and has
attended retirement festivities. She has participated in cookie exchanges and women's
dinners. She's gone to game nights, movies, and hosted colleagues at her house for
crafting and parties. She has had the opportunity over the past seven yearsto offer her
assistance with planning, trandlating, interpreting, and other tasks. She has also had
experience working with this staff in the past while conducting research for her master’s
thesis and during the pilot study of this research.

It is because of this relationship that the researcher believed participants would be
more forthcoming during the data collection process. In addition, this study asked
guestions about school culture and climate which were included to provide the teachers
and staff with an opportunity to illustrate the rel ationships between teachers first hand. It
isthe belief of the researcher that given this opportunity, teachers will echo the sentiment
of the researcher that teachers at Berkshire support and feel connected to one another.
Five of the survey questions dealt directly with school culture. She thought teachers and
staff members, many of whom have devel oped a relationship with her in the past seven
years, might be more willing to share details than if she had asked the same questions of a

group of teachers with whom she had no experience. In interviews, she had the
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opportunity to ask questions that someone who did not have the history with the
interviewees might not have known to ask.

This presumption that insider research is likely to be positive does not go without
aresearch basis. Coghlan (2007) wrote an article regarding executives who do research in
their own organization for doctorates. The main benefit to insider research that he
mentions is the fact that insider researchers are already immersed in the organization and
have built up knowledge of the organization from being a member during the processes
being studied. He calls this “ preunderstanding,” which includes jargon, what topics are
safe to discuss, how the informal organization is structured, and that they can “draw on
their own experience in asking questions’ and are able to observe “without others
necessarily being aware of their presence’ (p. 296). At the sametime, “insiders can
assume too much and not probe as much as if they were outsiders’ (p 297). He suggests
that insider researchers reflect often on their experiences “in order to expose underlying
assumptions’ (p. 297).

To address issues of bias, the researcher wrote a positionality memo in which she
periodically included her reactions to the data and how she thought her role in the school
might be affecting her analysis. This may have helped to eliminate some of the bias that
might have occurred if this reflection had not taken place throughout the research. In
addition to the positionality memo, she did not conduct in-depth observations and
interviews within her own Professional Learning Community team. They had the
opportunity to participate in the survey, but for interviews and observations she worked

with other teams.



Throughout the process of developing the research study, it was not the position
of the researcher that PLCs were necessarily the ultimate solution to a lack of
collaboration among teachers. The question in 2005, remained the focal point in 2009,
why aren’t teachers collaborating? Why does something that seems so obvious not take
place when three or more teachers are together? If the roadbl ocks which teachers claimed
were the reasons for alack of collaboration in 2005 were addressed, would teachers
collaborate or would new reasons emerge?

Dissertation Sudy Materials

For the dissertation study, two surveys were used again. The background survey
was repeated as the demographics and the educational level of some of the educators had
changed; however, it was made part of the consent form to reduce the number of forms
(Appendix ). The second survey included 20 open-ended questions on the topic of
Professiona Learning Communities, including opportunities for teachers to write about
both the positive and negative experiences they have had with Professional Learning
Communities (Appendix C). Question 10 was omitted from analysis due to an apparent
misinterpretation of the question by the majority of respondents.

Quantitative survey data from a Professional Learning Community survey
conducted by the High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellence also were
utilized. The researcher was provided with the data collected from the classroom teachers
at Berkshire Elementary School who participated in the survey. The survey was
distributed electronically viae-mail on December 3, 2008. Participants had until
December 15, 2008, to complete the survey. Of the 22 classroom teachers who work at

Berkshire, 95%, or 21 classroom teachers completed the survey.
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The following information on reliability and validity of the High Five Regional
Partnership for High School Excellence PLC Study was provided by Vann Langston,
Executive Director of High Five:

The High Five PLC Survey wasfirst developed, reviewed, approved, and
administered in five...school systems during the 2007-08 academic year. Two
reports prepared by...one of the districtsinvolved, documented the validation
process for the implementation survey. A brief summary of those reports follows
here.

Content Validity. A literature review (Reichstetter, 2006) helped to determine the
essential elements of a strong PLC and High Five PLC survey themes and related
components.

. A strong adherence to a student learning vision is to consistently guide
teaching and learning decisions (Hord, as cited in Reichstetter, 2006, p. 1).

. Teams are committed to engaging in an ongoing cycle of continuous
improvement (DuFour, as cited in Reichstetter, 2006, p. 2).

. An embedded collaborative culture exists with afocus on learning
(Shellard, as cited in Reichstetter, 2006, p. 2).

. PL C team members analyze current practices together in relation to
student results (Mitchell & Sackney, as cited in Reichstetter, 2006, p. 2).

. Leadership is shared (Phillips, as cited in Reichstetter, 2006, p. 2) and
facilitates the learning of all staff members (Pedler, Burgoyne, Boydell, as cited in
Reichstetter, 2006, p. 2).

. Supportive conditions, especially time, are required (Hord, ascited in
Reichstetter, 2006, p. 3).

. Ongoing common formative assessments and their results show
instructional effectiveness and whether students have or have not learned the
essential curriculum (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, as cited in Reichstetter,
2006, p. 3).

A review of an existing PLC survey and a PLC continuum (DuFour, DuFour,
Eaker, and Many, 2006) also helped to determine appropriate elements and
components for the High Five PLC survey.

The High Five Regional Partnership Metrics Committee, including evaluation and
research department and curriculum and instruction department leadership from
five school systems, used the information from the review and from the DuFour
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PL C survey to discuss, develop, and subsequently approve the High Five PLC
survey.

Face Validity. A group of selected teachers and education administrators
reviewed and contributed feedback on both the elements and components of the
proposed survey. They determined, along with separate reviews by the Metrics
Committee and the Working Group from the High Five Regional Partnership, that
the items within the survey appeared to measure what they were intended to
measure.

Survey Reliability Analyses 2008-2009. Across al five districts in 2008-2009,
there were 12,976 survey respondents who indicated that they were participating
in aPLC. For those participants, there were 28 main items to which they could
respond “ Strongly Agree”, “Agree,” “Disagree,” or “ Strongly Disagree.” The four
options on the scale represent a forced-choice scale with no middle choice.
Participants could also indicate that they “Did not understand” or ssmply not
respond to the item. Despite the forced-choice nature of the scale, omit rates
ranged from only 1% to 7% with most items in the 1-3% range.

For the 28 items, responses were rescored into two categories: Agree (which
included “Agree” and “ Strongly Agree”) or Disagree (which included “ Disagree”
and “Strongly Disagree’). Agree were treated as 1s and Disagree treated asOsin a
Cronbach’s alpha analysis. The reliability of those 28 itemsasasingle scaeis
very strong (Cronbach Coefficient Alpha = 0.924479). The table (which appears
in Appendix K) shows the individual items correlated with the total scale. The
data also show that the scale would not be significantly improved or impaired by a
reduction in the number of items.

Dissertation Sudy Procedures

The first step upon approval of the research proposal by the dissertation

committee was to apply for approval from the Academic Affairs Institutional Review

Board. The notice of approval by expedited review isincluded in Appendix E. It was

determined that the risk involved in this research was no more than minimal.

To obtain access, the researcher contacted the Chief Academic Officer of the

school district of Berkshire Elementary School. The researcher requested permission and

access as an employee of the district as part of fulfilling requirements for an advanced

degree. Once the Chief Academic Officer had the Academic Affairs Institutional Review

Board documentation and had a brief description of the research including the conceptual
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framework, she asked the researcher to obtain permission from the principal at Berkshire
Elementary. The researcher met with the principal at Berkshire Elementary to request
permission to conduct research at the school and gave the principal aletter describing the
purpose of the study and a brief description of the study methods that would be employed
(see Appendix F). Following the principal’ s consent, the Chief Academic Officer
provided aletter of permission to conduct research within the school district (see
Appendix G). The researcher also requested permission to utilize quantitative datafrom a
survey conducted by the High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellencein
December 2008. The researcher requested the data from Berkshire Elementary School
specifically as opposed to the data of the entire district or of the five districts who
participated in the study.

Based on the recommendation of the Academic Affairs Institutional Review
Board, the researcher met with two teams prior to distributing consent forms to request a
consensus on whether or not the teams would be willing to participate in interviews and
would allow the researcher to observe their meetings for three months and record the
interviews and meetings as part of the study. Both teams consented unanimously.

The certified staff members who served on Professional Learning Communities
received aletter describing the purpose of the study along with a request to participate
and to grant permission to audio tape them during interviews, grade level meetings and/or
planning sessions throughout the research period of the winter and spring of 2009. This
letter also described compensation for participation, afive dollar gift card for completing
the survey, and an additional five dollar gift card for those team members who

participated in interviews and observations (Appendix H). In accordance with the
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Academic Affairs Institutional Review Board, a consent form and an explanation of the
purposes of the research and the expected duration of the participant's involvement, along
with a description of the procedures to be followed, was provided to the participants (see
Appendix 1). A prepared statement described the extent to which confidentiality of
records identifying the participant will be maintained. Participants were aso given an
explanation of whom to contact for answers to pertinent questions. All participants were
informed that participation was voluntary, that refusal to participate involved no penalty,
and that they could discontinue participation at any time.

Those who compl eted the consent form were included in the study. Upon consent,
participants received a 20-question open-ended survey on the topic of Professional
Learning Communities, including opportunities for teachers to write about both the
positive and negative experiences they have had with Professional Learning Communities
(see Appendix C).

Interviews were scheduled based on times that participants were able to meet.
Interviews took place in their classrooms during after-school hours or during workdays
when students were not present. Each interviewee was interviewed for approximately 30
minutes to one hour. The interviews were semi-structured with questions based on their
survey responses. An interview protocol is presented in Appendix D. In addition to
surveys and interviews, for three months those two teams were observed during their
Professional Learning Community meetings, each of which lasted approximately 20
minutes to one hour in length. Since teams met once per week, thisresulted in

approximately 10 to 12 observations per team.
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Recordings were transcribed with all names changed to preserve anonymity of the

participants; after transcription, the recordings were destroyed. Subjects were instructed

not to put their names on the questionnaires so that anonymity would be protected (that

is, the information was collected in a manner in which a subject’ s individual responses

could not be linked to that subject without the linking sheet which was kept under lock

and key). The study lasted approximately one semester, taking place in the winter and

spring of 2009.

Dissertation Sudy Timeline

Winter 2008 and spring 2009

1
2.

~No

8.
9

10.

11.
12.
13.

Filed IRB Application.

Sought Permission at District Level to conduct research and utilize quantitative
data of the classroom teachers at Berkshire Elementary from a survey on PLCs
given to five districts as part of the High Five Regional Partnership for High
School Excellence Berkshire Elementary School.

Met with two teams to request consensus on consent to observe, interview, and
record.

Distributed study overview and consent forms including demographics survey.
Distributed open-ended survey on Professional Learning Communities and
collaboration.

Began attending Professional Learning Communities meetings.

Collected and analyzed open-ended survey on Professional Learning
Communities and collaboration.

Arranged interviews with selected participants.

. Conducted interviews and continued to attend Professional Learning Community

meetings.

Transcribed interviews. Typed up notes on Professional Learning Communities
meetings.

Analyzed data using Atlas.ti.

Drew conclusions and typed up results.

Met with committee to discuss findings.

Analysis of Dissertation Sudy Data

This study islargely descriptive in nature. The researcher looked at any

descriptive and interpretive concepts that stood out. The goal of data analysisin this
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study was to determine if the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
addressed roadbl ocks to collaboration and whether or not collaboration was occurring in
Professiona Learning Community teams. Beyond that the researcher looked at the
culture of collaboration among teachers. Data analysis took place simultaneously with
data collection.

Transcription of interview datatook place in stages. First the researcher listened
to the recordings, noting any major themes that emerged. Next the researcher transcribed
the recordings utilizing Naturally Speaking software. Finally, the researcher listened to
the recordings a third time, comparing them with the transcription to make any necessary
changes. Survey responses and notes from observations were also typed along with
observer comments to facilitate the coding process.

The researcher also utilized quantitative data from a survey conducted by the
High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellence. These data were used to
generally describe the opinions classroom teachers at Berkshire Elementary held
regarding the collaborative culture. The researcher explored how codes and survey data
helped to explain each other.

In the quantitative survey distributed by the High Five Regional Partnership for
High School Excellence, teachers were asked to anonymously rate how strongly they
agreed with a set of statementsto indicate what PLC behaviors they really seein their
team and in their school regarding their experience. These statements were organized into
six areas, including focus, collaboration, strategies, assessments, impact, and support.
There were also five additional questions which asked teachers to identify how often

team-devel oped formative assessments were administered, how often their PLC met, the
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length of their typical PLC meeting, and the total number of hours spent in Professional
Development for PLC led by High Five and by the school district. The survey consisted
of closed-ended questions. The closed-ended questions were rated using afour point
Likert Scale with the following anchors. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Disagree,
and 4 = Strongly Disagree. A mean rating of 2.50 or lower was considered positive,
where as arating higher than 2.50 was considered negative. Also, clusters of at least three
respondents (14%) providing arating of three or four was noted as concerned subgroups.

Tables Four-Eight related to the quantitative survey data present the percentages,
frequencies, and means of responses to the 28 items organized by the themes of time,
isolation, divergent views, collaboration, culture, and benefits.

Coding was done using Atlas.ti software. Transcripts from interviews, answers
from surveys, and notes from observations were coded based on a priori themes and aso
on themes that emerged during analysis. Specifically the researcher |ooked to the data
and itsrelation to the research questions that served as the basis of this study. Time,
isolation, divergent views, collaboration, and culture served as inductive codes. Teachers
responses were organized into these five themes. Within each theme similar responses
were grouped together and enumerated for the purpose of summarizing the results.
Similar responses that did not fit within the five a priori themes were assigned deductive
codes. This alowed additional themes to emerge from the data. Conclusions were
focused on the larger research questions, based on similarities that occurred. When
unrelated responses occurred, these results were also examined to determine what
conclusions could be drawn. Any unexpected information that became apparent was also

analyzed.
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Limitations of the Dissertation Sudy

The three factors that may have hindered or affected the findings of this study
were alimited observation time, researcher bias, and a change in the original study
population from 2005 to 2009. If the researcher had not been working full time, she could
have observed any of the Professional Learning Community meetings. However, as some
of the teams met during the school day, it was not cost-effective to attend their meetings.
There were teams that met outside of the school day, so the researcher focused
observations on two of those teams. Secondly, the researcher worked at the school in the
study and biasis alimitation of al insider research. Self monitoring for bias was essential
for objective reporting since all the data being collected through observations, interviews,
and surveys were filtered through the researcher. Finally, only 10 of the original 22
classroom teachers were present in the 2009 study. Since just over half of the participants
were no longer present in the school the change in staff might have accounted for some of
the changes in the collaborative culture. To account for this, the data for the 10 teachers
were filtered out for the major research questions to show the impact on those teachers
who were present in both studies.

Further, the findings may only be applicable to schools set in asimilar
environment, with similar circumstances, or who implemented Professional Learning
Communities in the same manner. For example, a school set in the middle of an urban
areamight not have the same experience establishing and implementing Professional

Learning Communities.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

For the purpose of this study, the data are shared as they address each question in
the study. In addition, following the data from the entire participant base, thereisa
filtered analysis of the survey data collected from just those teachers who were present in
the 2005 study at Berkshire Elementary as it relates to the major research questions.

Those three research gquestions were:

e How does the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
allow/disallow for sufficient time for teachers to collaborate?

e How does the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
impact the isolated nature of the profession?

e How does the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
impact conflicts that occur when divergent points of view are present?

Finally, the overarching question of this study was: What is the effect of the
implementation of Professional Learning Communities on roadblocks to collaboration
among teachers? If roadblocks are addressed, does the collaborative culture change?

Other themes emerged from the data through the process of coding which are
presented at the end of the chapter. These new categories were established when common
terms were mentioned by four or more participants and were identified as emergent
themes. Emerging themes included: benefits, roadblocks, and impressions. While these

themes did not relate directly back to the research questions, they provided insight into



the feelings participants had regarding Professional Learning Communities and
contributed to the recommendations for improving the collaborative culture at Berkshire
Elementary School.

Defining PLCs

Defining Professional Learning Communities was an essential step in this study.
In order to discover if PLC implementation had improved the collaborative culture of the
school, it was first necessary to determine if the participants possessed a unified
definition of PLCs. The rest of the data would not have been relevant if the teachers did
not have a common understanding of what made a Professional Learning Community
different from a generic teaching team.

When asked to define Professional Learning Communities, the staff members at
Berkshire Elementary School expressed many similar ideas. All participants indicated
that a Professional Learning Community is made up of a group of teachers, professionals,
and/or educators. Fifteen of the participants (42%) went further to clarify that this group
was made up of colleagues or peers who work with the same grade level, discipline, or
content area. One participant indicated that “a PLC is agroup of educators who meet on a
regular basis to discuss and share ideas on topics of mutual interest.” Fourteen of the
participants (39%) indicated that teams provide common instruction, concepts, skills,
strategies, pacing, and assessment for students.

The primary function of a Professional Learning Community cited by 22 of the
participants (61%) is to collaborate or work together. Thirteen participants (36%)
indicated that Professional Learning Communities provided an opportunity for colleagues

to discuss students, concerns, teaching methods and strategies, pacing of instruction,
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progress toward goals, and curriculum. One participant said specifically that teachers
needed to have the opportunity to “have intelligent conversations like other professionals
do.” Eight participants (22%) indicated that team members share and plan during
meetings. They share techniques, lessons, and ideas and plan common assessments,
curricula, and teaching strategies. One participant saw planning as the primary function
saying, “It isamore intense grade level meeting or planning committee.”

Fifteen of the participants (42%) indicated that the goal of Professional Learning
Communities was to improve teaching practices or enhance student learning.
Additionally, 13 participants indicated that a goal was meeting student needs.
Professional Learning Communities included problem solving, according to three of the
participants. Five of the participants (14%) saw reflection asagoal of Professional
Learning Communities, specifically reflecting on progress toward goals and monitoring
student achievement through the use of common assessments. Finaly, three participants
saw Professional Learning Communities as an avenue through which colleagues could
support one another in their jobs.

Implementation of Professional Learning Communities at Berkshire Elementary

According to DuFour and Eaker (1998), the implementation of PLCs should start
with ashared mission, vision, values, and goals. At Berkshire Elementary the following
mission statement isin place: “Our mission isto foster lifelong learning by providing a
safe school environment which responds to the needs of a diverse student body. Thisis
accomplished by the school, parents, and community members working together on a

daily basis.”
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In terms of vision, the staff at Berkshire has worked together to devel op a school
improvement plan in which they have identified school-wide goals for improvement and
values which focus on the things that the staff commits to do to achieve those school-
wide goals. At the beginning of the school year, teams were asked to make a team goal
that related to the school improvement plan.

DuFour and Eaker (1998) also wrote that members of a PLC need to committed to
continuous improvement through public reflection, shared meaning, joint planning, and
coordinated action. As reported later in the chapter, the Alpha and Beta teams reported
that they do not discuss the results of their common assessments for the purpose of
improving practice. It is through the discussion of the results of common assessments that
public reflection and coordinated action can occur. The researcher observed that both
teams discuss common curriculum in terms of what should be taught. According to
participants, the Alpha Team does not discuss strategies for teaching as ateam. The
researcher observed the Beta Team discuss strategies for teaching as ateam at times. It
was reported that both teams have plans for achieving their team goals which they carry
out, though one of the members of the Alpha Team does not always carry out the planin
the manner in which it was intended according to two of his’her teammates.

DuFour and Eaker (1998) recommended that PLCs must have effective
communication. Effective communication includes discussion of the team'’s plan related
to goals to determine if they were achieving the goals that they set out to accomplish. In
both teams, the researcher did not observe the teachers engaging in a monitoring process

to determine if they were achieving their team goals.
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According to DuFour and Eaker (1998), the prerequisites for a PLC to be
effective, are time built into the school day, an explicit purpose, training and support on
how to collaborate effectively, and a commitment of all participantsto act as
professionals and colleagues. At Berkshire timeis reportedly built into the school day for
grade level and electives PLC teams, but not for support staff or exceptional children
teams. The purpose for the teams meetings has been identified as working toward the
team goal in the area of math and vocabulary. Teachers at Berkshire have not received
any district provided training on how to collaborate effectively. Finally, as reported later
in the chapter, several participants describe their teams as professional and collegial.

Based on the data collected at Berkshire Elementary, the implementation of
Professiona Learning Communitiesislacking in comparison to the ideal implementation
as described by DuFour and Eaker (1998). The two observed teams did not discuss the
results of common assessments for the purpose of improving practice. One team observed
did not discuss strategies for teaching as part of their PLC meetings and one of the
members of that team did not always carry out the plan agreed upon in team meetings
when g'he returned to hig’her classroom. In addition, although time was built into the
school day for shared planning among classroom teachers, support staff and exceptional
children’s staff members were not provided shared planning during the school day.

Research Question I.

The first research question asked: How does the implementation of Professional
Learning Communities allow/disallow sufficient time for teachers to collaborate? In order
to determine the impact of Professional Learning Communities on the roadblock of time,

guestions related to the frequency of meetings, consistency of meetings, use of time,

69



adequacy of amount of time allotted, and comparison to previous teams were asked
through surveys and interviews.
Survey Data

Frequency. Questions four and five in the survey dealt with the timing of
meetings of Professional Learning Community teams. These were included to give
participants an opportunity to describe how often their team meets and whether or not the
team meets outside of their regularly scheduled meetings. Based on the survey responses,
al participantsindicated that their team met regularly as part of the implementation of
Professiona Learning Communities. All of the grade level teams reported that they met
weekly and that the administration provided an additional half-day once a month for the
grade level to meet during the school day for an additional meeting. The electives team
reported that they met weekly. The exceptional children’s team reported that they met
monthly, and the support staff team reported that they met as needed, every one to two
months. When asked to identify a negative experience with Professional Learning
Communities, five participants said that finding a common time to meet was difficult.
Classroom teachers all had common planning periods, but other staff members had to
find acommon time to meet since there wasn’'t one built into their schedules.

Additional Meetings. In addition to regular meetings, two grade-level teams
reported that they met an additional time during the week to discuss curriculum planning,
field trips, fundraisers and other topics. Two grade-level teams reported that they met on
adaily basisinformally at lunch, recess, and during planning to discuss topics, plan
lessons, and share tips. The other two grade-level teams reported that they met

occasionally to discuss grade-level specific issues or situations, emergencies or
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immediate concerns, things like upcoming field trips, and additional time outside of the
regular meeting was sometimes needed to complete atask that did not get finished during
that week’ s Professional Learning Community meeting.

The electives team indicated that they met informally throughout the week to
share ideas and keep up with what the others were doing. The exceptional children’s team
indicated that they often were in Individualized Educational Plan meetings together. The
support team meets as needed when student concerns or issues arise, their team members
are al located in the main office and this allows for them to have ongoing and informal
discussions that take place on adaily basis. Two participants indicated that they met
individually with another team member to plan outside of the regular Professional
Learning Community meeting time.

Sufficient Time. When asked if the structure of Professional Learning
Communities allowed for sufficient time to collaborate, participants had differing
opinions. Almost half (47%) agreed that there was sufficient time to collaborate amongst
teams. Ten classroom teachers attributed this to the monthly half-day meeting that is
scheduled by the administration. “Now that we have the two-and-a-half-hour block once
amonth, | feel we do have sufficient time to collaborate. Thistime is uninterrupted and
away from the students.” Of the original 2005 respondents, 60% (6) agreed that there was
sufficient time.

More than one-fourth of the participants (28%) indicated that more time was
needed in order to collaborate within Professional Learning Communities. Some cited a
need for more time because there was more to discuss than could be accomplished in a

once-a-week meeting, “We just have so much to do and trying to focus on several
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curriculum areas is difficult.” Some teams have to meet after school due to the fact that
al of the team members do not have shared planning time. “Most of us are unable to
meet at any other time than after school due to our schedules with children. And then, we
have other responsibilities that we need to take care of for our students education.” Of
the original 2005 respondents, 30% (3) thought more time was needed.

Almost one-fifth (22%) of the participants indicated that sometimes there was
sufficient time, and other times not. “ Sometimes we feel a different issueis more of a
priority than the assignment given to us by the district/administration, but we are required
to work on the assignment given.” In addition to assignments, visitors to the meeting can
be time-suckers aswell, “Y es, unless we have visitors come to our group, we usually
accomplish all of our goalsin our set time period.” Non-classroom teachers indicated that
they could use more time to meet with other teams, or with job-alike teams in the county;
“yes, though it might be beneficial to have time for our group to collaborate with other
groups.” Of the original 2005 respondents, 10% (1) said it depended on what they had to
discuss that day.

Use of Time. When asked to recall a negative experience with Professional
Learning Communities, six participants said that they wished that there was more time or
that they could use the time the way the team wished. One participant said that guests
who came to the meeting tended to eat up the team’ stime. Three participants said that
time was eaten up by tasks and discussion topics assigned to the team, which | eft little
time for sharing lesson ideas.

Comparison to Previous Teams. When participants were asked if their

Professional Learning Community team meets for a different amount of time than before
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Professiona Learning Communities were put in place, most participants indicated that
they met more, or that their meetings were more focused, structured, or effective. One-
fourth of participants (25%) indicated that the structure of Professional Learning
Communities meant that their team met more than they did in the past. “We spend more
time together planning now.” Five participants (14%) indicated that the time they spent in
their team was more focused than it was in the past. “1 feel that grade-level meetings can
primarily address business, while PLCs are generally focused on instruction, the
teaching/learning process, and assessment.” Five participants (14%) felt that meetings
were more structured or organized as aresult of the implementation of Professional
Learning Communities. “It seems to be more structured and paperwork must follow.”
Almost one-fifth of the participants (22%) thought that the amount of time they spent
meeting with their team was the same as it was before Professional Learning
Communities was implemented. The question did not apply to six participants (17%) who
were new to their position or new to the school. Of the original 2005 respondents, 20%
(2) said their team met for more time now than they did before PLCs; 80% (8) said that
their team met the same or that the time was more focused, organized, beneficial, or
consistent.
Quantitative Survey Data

The quantitative survey included items that addressed how often PLC teams met
and the length of typical meetings. One-hundred percent (21) of the teachers selected the
statement: My PLC typically meets weekly when asked to describe the frequency of their

PL C meetings. Figure 4 summarizes the responses to the following statement: The length
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of my typical PLC meeting is 30 minutes to an hour (86%, or 18 teachers) and more than

one hour (14%, or 3 teachers).

The length of my typical PLC meeting is

14%
More than one hour

® 30 min. to hour

O More than one hour

86%
30 min. to hour

Figure 4
Length of PLC Meetings

Interview Data

Consistency. When asked about consistency in adhering to the schedule of
meetings, the Alpha Team indicated that there are rarely conflicts with the meeting time.
In the case of a conflict if thereis something pressing to discuss, the meeting is
rescheduled. Otherwise the meeting is cancelled. In the interview, one team member
indicated that the attendance of another member was not consistent: “There are times that
[s/he] just says[s/he] is not coming to the meeting, and [s/he] isjust absent.” The Beta
team indicated that there are sometimes conflicts with the meeting time, especially on
early release days which tend to occur on their meeting day. In the case of a conflict, they
either reschedule or talk informally at another time if there is something urgent that needs

to be decided. Usually they meet as a PLC during the early release day activities. One
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team member said that they personally had missed meetings this year dueto illness:
“There have been times when | haven't been there because I’ ve been sick.”
Comparison to Previous Teams. When asked how they felt about collaboration
among colleagues before PLCs were put into place, one Alpha Team member said,
| think [the PLC] probably allows more time. The whole set up of the mandatory
meeting time and everything just sets up more time for it, but the idea of it isthe
same. The focus is more on curriculum now instead of grade-level procedural
things.
Another Alpha Team member said,
| don’t feel like collaboration was as easy before PLCs, only because now, we
have a set time every week, so that does help. Other timesit was just get them

while | can, which thereis still alot of that, but the time provided, the time set,
does make sure that | do talk to them once aweek, so that it has hel ped.

Frustration. When asked what was frustrating about being a member of the team,
one Alpha Team member said that it was frustrating that all the PL.C meetings took place
after school. “I would like it better if we could do it at the planning time one day. It’s not
really bad after school, but sometimes, after school, you know you're just ready to go.”

Research Question I1.

The second research gquestion asked: How does the implementation of
Professional Learning Communities impact the isolated nature of the profession? In order
to determine the impact of Professional Learning Communities on the roadblock of
isolation, questions related to the impact on isolation, recollections of experiencesin
teams, consistency of meetings, aspects of being on the team and comparison to previous
teams were asked through surveys and interviews.

Survey Data
When asked how the implementation of Professional Learning Communities

impacts the isolated nature of the profession, the majority of the participants (86%)
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indicated that they helped to alleviate isolation. Almost one-third of participants (28%)
explained that the structure of Professional Learning Communities forces teams to meet
on aregular basis. “I think it helps give a structured and accountable time for
professionals to reflect and plan for the curriculum. Lessons are implemented
purposefully and according to an agreed-upon pace.” In addition to meeting on aregular
basis, eight participants (22%) said the structure promotes collaboration. “PLCs allow
educators to collaborate and communicate. Teachers are able to see what others are
doing.” Approximately one-fifth of participants (19%) suggested that Professional

L earning Communities helped teachers to build relationships. “It provides opportunities
to build relationships (both personal and professional).” A couple of participants
indicated that this would be especially helpful for new employees; “It can aid in
alleviating that isolation, especially for young teachers.” Of the original 2005
respondents, 90% (9) said that PLCs alleviates isolation by forcing teachersto interact,
requiring meetings, allowing collaboration, giving teachers a chance to bond,
encouraging teachers to look at results together, work together, and integrate; 10% (1)
saw no impact on isolation saying that teachers who were isolated before still isolate
themselves now.

Although the majority of participants indicated that Professional Learning
Communities had a positive impact on isolation among teachers, one-seventh of
participants (14%) saw no impact and negative implications for implementing
Professional Learning Communities. Two participants spoke to the nature of the members
of their Professional Learning Community. One wrote, “No real impact asfar as| have

seen. Those who shared before still share and those who were closed off are still closed
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off.” Another stated, “It helps to bring teachers together. However, it iswhat you make it
... our team wants to work together and collaborate so it fits our personalities.” Negative
implicationsincluded alack of opportunity to work with other teams, a narrow focus, a
scheduled time which might not be convenient or timely for the topics that need to be
discussed, and “ Sometimes it takes away the creativity of teaching by forcing us to do the
same things.”

Positive Experiences. When asked to recall a positive experience they have had in
their Professional Learning Community, five participants responded by saying the
relationships they had developed amongst team members and feeling part of ateam were
positive experiences. “Ours is a humorous group and I’ ve learned more about the other
special area and support people at our school.” “Overall it has alowed me to feel more
involved with the grade levels with which | am working.”

Quantitative Survey Data

Table 4 presents statements related to the impact of PLCs on isolation. These
statements received an overall mean rating of 1.50, which was below the upper bound
(2.50) of the“Agree” category. Also, the mean scores for all of the statements within the
areawere at or below the mean criterion level. One-hundred percent (21) agreed or
strongly agreed with the statements: As a PLC, we use team-adopted common standards
of success to evaluate student learning; as a PLC, we have adopted strategic and specific,
measurable, attainable, results-oriented, and time-bound (SMART) goals that we are
working to achieve. Ninety-five percent (20) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed

with the statement: AsaPLC, we are able to be open and honest with each other about
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what we do well and not so well (e.g., ininstruction, in teacher-student relationships, in
teamsmanship).

Table 4 Quantitative PLC Survey Results 2008-2009 for Berkshire Elementary; Isolation

Strongly X Strongly Weighted
. Agree Disagree X
Isolation Agree Disagree Average
43% (9 57% (12 0% (0 0% (0 1.57
IUse team-adopted standards to assess learning 5 (9) 6 (12) *(0) °(0)
Adopted SMART goals that we are working to achieve 57% (12) 43% (9) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1.43

Interview Data
Consistency of Meetings. When asked what was positive about being a member of
the team, one teacher on the Alpha Team said, “that we actually sit down and get together
every week.” When asked to compare this PLC with other teams they have been a
member of, s’he indicated that in his or her experience, at every school that she has
taught,
we' ve had thistype of thing, evenif it [were not] called PLC... | don’t see much
difference other than sticking to meeting every week. At other times [meetings
would] start out the year, but then you get so many other meetings and stuff that it

wouldn’t keep on happening. In this case it keeps on happening every week,
because they don’t have achoiceiswhat | think.

One member of the Beta Team could not recall meeting with the grade-level team prior to
the implementation of PLCs: “I don’t remember technically doing that [not on aweekly
basis]. No, uh-uh, no, it was whole staff.”
Pacing and Common Curriculum. When asked about positive aspects of being on
the team, one member of the Alpha Team spoke about pacing and common curriculum,
We do have some pacing that we are all teaching the same thing at the same time,
which makes it good because we know that al the students are getting the same
basic concepts at the same time. When we do change classes on Fridays at |east

every student has been exposed to that information, which makesit really niceto
have that collaboration.
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Comparisons with Previous Teams. When asked to compare their team with teams
from the past, one member of the Beta Team said, “ Sometimes, | mean | try to goin
every morning and say hey and give them a hug, but sometimes you become this person
in these four walls and you find it difficult to see anyone outside of the walls.” When
asked to compare this team to ones they had been on in the past they said, “ At the other
school | worked you never heard of PLC, working together... ateacher wasits own
entity, and nobody helped anybody and it wasn’t that kind of beast.” When asked how
they felt about collaboration before PLCs were implemented, they said, “ There was some
that | did, but it wasn't, it was almost like a competition, you know what | mean, teacher
against teacher, which teacher’ s better. It wasn't ateam.” A teacher in the Alpha Team
said, “Thisyear, not everyone is willing to share and so everyone becomes guarded.”

Research Question I11.

The third research question asked: How does the implementation of Professional
Learning Communities impact conflicts that occur when divergent points of view are
present? In order to determine the impact of Professional Learning Communities on the
roadblock of disagreement, questions related to the presence of divergent points of view,
methods of conflict resolution, aspects of being on the team and recollections of
experiences in teams were asked through surveys and interviews.

Survey Data

When asked if divergent points of view occur among their Professional Learning
Community Team, the mgjority of participants (61%) indicated that yes, divergent points
of view did occur. “Y es, there are different points of view. Usually, we discussthemin a

professional manner and move on to the next topic.” An equal number of participants
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(19% each) responded that divergent points of view occurred rarely or not at all. One
participant said, “Not as much asI’d like to see. Honestly, by the time we meet, the
teachers are so tired they listen more than contribute. A few tend to take the lead.”
Another participant said, “We rarely if ever have had any conflicts or disagreements. |
think because we get along so well and respect one another’sideas.” For non-classroom
teacher teams, part of the lack of conflict was attributed to a difference in content areas
and alack of control over what needed to be discussed at meetings. “Not often. Most of
our discussion revolves around mandates and it doesn’t matter if we agree. We are ableto
find consensus on how to address the mandates.” Of the original 2005 respondents, 100%
(10) agreed that divergent points of view did occur.

Conflict Resolution. In afollow-up question, participants were asked to describe
how their team was able to resolve these conflicts or, if no conflicts occurred, why they
thought their team did not experience divergent points of view. Several traits of teams
were attributed to their ability to manage conflicts. One-third of the participants (36%)
said that their Professional Learning Community members were respectful of one
another. Five participants (14%) said that their team acted in a professional manner when
conflicts arose. Other participants said that their team members were flexible, easy-going,
got along, accommaodating, open minded, on task, dedicated, and fair.

Different methods were described by which teams resolved conflicts when they
occurred. Six participants (17%) said that their team came to a consensus in order to
solve conflicts. “Conflicts are presented and discussed openly until consensus is met —the
PLC | am apart of consists of very flexible and open-minded, fair individuals.” One-

tenth of respondents (11%) said that their team ultimately decided based on what was
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best for the children. An equal number (11%) responded by saying that at times their
team would agree to disagree. “Y es, divergent points of view occur often and it depends
on the person’ s willingness to accept others' ideas. Sometimes it is easy. Sometimes we
just can’'t agree. We always try to be respectful of each other though.” Other methods of
resolution included taking a majority vote (8%) and the leader or senior member of the
team had the final say (6%). “Yes, it happens, but we usually go with the maority.” Of
the original 2005 respondents, 100% (10) indicated that their norms allowed them to
manage conflicts through respect and a variety of conflict resolution methods.

Difference as a Positive Aspect. When asked to recall a positive aspect of their
team, one participant recalled the following as a positive experience,

Knowing that we are on the same page as our colleagues but not having to be

identical (robots) in everything we do isrelieving. We are expected to use

research-based practices/best practices to yield student success but with some
flexibility. Thereis consistency!

S/he values having some commonalities while still being able to have differencesin the
way they teach in their individual classrooms.

Negative Experiences. When asked to recall a negative experience, four
participants recalled atime in their Professional Learning Community when divergent
points of view presented themselves. Two said that it was a hegative experience when
their opinion was not supported by the rest of their team. “| presented an idea and was
‘shot’ down.” One said that divergent points of view led to loss of focus during ateam
meeting. One said it was negative “when there is someone in the group who adamantly

disagrees.”
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Quantitative Survey Data

In Table 5 statements related to divergent points of view were presented. These
statements received an overall mean rating of 1.57, which was below the upper bound
(2.50) of the “Agree” category. Also, the mean scores for al of the statements within the
areawere at or below the mean criterion level. One-hundred percent (21) of the teachers
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: We use decision-making processes such as
brain-storming, problem identification, consensus, and prioritization. Ninety percent (19)
of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we have a
process to effectively resolve conflict.

Table 5 Quantitative PLC Survey Results 2008-2009 for Berkshire Elementary;
Divergent Views

Strongly X Strongly Weighted
. . Agree Disagree X
Divergent Views Agree Disagree Average
2% (1 9 9 9 1.
Use sound, structured decision-making processes 62% (13) 38% (8) 0%(0) 0% (0) 38
Have a process to effectively resolve conflict 33% (7) 57% (12) 10% (2) 0% (0) 1.76

Interview Data
Theinterview data supported divergent points of view. When asked if the
structure of PLCs supports their team’s efforts to collaborate, one Beta Team member
said,
| think whether or not you collaborate in your team is very dependent on the
members that you have on that team. | mean, you can have al the structure of the
guidance and norms, but when it comes right down to it, there are unspoken
things that are going on in that meeting that unless somebody is willing to say
you' re breaking our norm. It is not going to be addressed, and even if somebody
does say our norm is being broken, then you’ ve got confrontation and conflict and
most people want to avoid that. | think they are purely niceties.

In his’her opinion even with a structure to support collaboration, team members might be

avoiding topics that might present divergent points of view to avoid conflict.
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Overarching Research Question: Impact on Collaboration.

The overarching research question asked: What is the impact of the
implementation of Professional Learning Communities on roadblocks to collaboration
among teachers? If roadbl ocks are addressed, does the collaborative culture change? In
order to determine the impact of Professional Learning Communities on collaboration,
guestions related to the presence of collaboration in teams, between individuals, and with
support and exceptional children’s staff were asked. In addition interviewees were asked
to recall experiencesin previous teams. SMART goals of the teams and their methods for
addressing those goals were discussed to determine the extent to which collaboration was
occurring on teams. Interviewees were asked if their teams used common assessments
and if they discussed those assessments as part of their PLC meetings. In addition, the
participants were asked to share areas where the team could improve and suggestions for
improvement, and strategies for collaboration through surveys and interviews. Meetings
were observed for three months to determine if collaboration was occurring in meetings,
and if so, to what extent.

Survey Data

When asked whether or not they collaborated in their Professional Learning
Community team, the majority of participants (94%) said that their team did. Almost half
of the participants (47%) indicated that their team collaborated by sharing ideas,
materials, and/or teaching strategies. “We often share ideas for how to help specific
students be more successful and involved. We also give ideas for presenting our content
more effectively.” Another participant said, “Y es, very much so. | bring any type of

material, professional or otherwise, that would help my team stay on track, cut out work,

83



make teaching a dlight bit easier. | am the oldest on the team with lots of resources and |
don’t mind sharing them.” Approximately one-fifth of participants (17% each) indicated
that their team collaborated by planning instruction and common assessments. “Yeswe
collaborate in our PLC. One exampleis grade level remediation. We look at
skills/concepts that we have taught, create an assessment, and then look at the results of
the assessment as a team. We then discuss strategies for teaching each concept that seem
to work the best and set up groups to remediate studentsin their area of need.” More than
one-tenth of participants (11%) shared that their team collaborated by solving problems
presented by fellow team members. “ Absolutely, we are always offering suggestions to
problem solve crisis situations.” Other forms of collaboration included: completing tasks,
brainstorming, planning remediation, and communicating. “We do collaborate to get the
tasks completed.” Of the original 2005 respondents, 90% (9) said that they collaborated
in their PLC team. Two participants said that their team did not collaborate. One said,
“No, I’'m not clear on my rolein the PLC and/or how to use it effectively.” Another said,
“No, there is not enough time for all of that. We tend to stick to what works for us
because it is safer and less time consuming.” Of the original 2005 respondents, 10% (1)
indicated that collaboration did not occur in his’her PLC.

Positive Experiences. When asked to identify a positive experience they had with
Professional Learning Communities, severa participants (67%) recalled a time when they
collaborated with members of their professional |earning team. Five participants said that
it was a positive experience when their team shared ideas with one another. “It has
allowed ustimeto look at the curriculum more in depth and share ideas about the best

way to cover each subject/topic.” In addition to sharing ideas, four participants recalled a



positive experience when the team gave good advice for a problem they were having in
their classroom. “A team member made a suggestion to help a student that | had not
considered and it led to an excellent outcome.”

Three participants each said that it was positive when their Professional Learning
Community worked toward a common goal or developed common assessments. “At
Christmas we were studying Christmas around the world. We all brought different ideas
to the table to make sure we really covered the topic the best way possible.” One
participant recalled the following experience, “When | presented an ideafor the grade
level everyone got on board and we all made it happen.” “Last year, we created several
great common assessments for Math that were very helpful.”

Commiserating, raising student achievement and planning were positive
experiences for two participants each. “We laugh alot and share our common
frustrations.” “When we switch for enrichment, some of my lower students who didn’t
get a concept that I’ d tried to teach sometimes master the concept with another teacher’s
learning style.” “All of our PLCs have been positive. To have the opportunity to ‘ put our
heads together’ to develop lesson plans and activities is rewarding.”

Quantitative Survey Data

In Table 6 statements related to collaboration were presented. These statements
received an overall mean rating of 1.68, which was below the upper bound (2.50) of the
“Agree’ category. Also, the mean scores for al of the statements within the area were at
or below the mean criterion level. Ninety-five percent (20) of the teachers agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement: Asa PLC, we document and monitor our PLC

processes so that we can continue to improve. Ninety percent (18) of the teachers agreed
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or strongly agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we systematically gather evidence about
the impact of various instructional strategies on student learning. One teacher marked that
g’he did not understand the statement.

Strategies for Collaboration. One-hundred percent (21) of the teachers agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement: As a PLC, we have made a conscious effort to align
our instruction to achieve our essential learning outcomes. Ninety percent (19) of the
teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statements: Asa PLC, we are identifying
increasingly more effective instructional strategies; asaPLC, we utilize those
increasingly more effective instructional strategies that our team identifies. Ninety-five
percent (20) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we
require every student who has not yet mastered the essential |earning outcomes to
participate in additional learning opportunities every few weeks.

Collaboration on Assessments. Eighty-one percent (17) of the teachers agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we have developed a variety of common
formative assessments using different approaches (e.g., performance assessment, essays,
tests, and quizzes). A subgroup of 19% (4) disagreed. Ninety-five percent (20) of the
teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: Asa PLC, we have aligned our
common formative assessments to the essential learning outcomes. Eight-six percent (18)
of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we examine the
results of our common formative assessments to identify students who need additional
learning opportunities (enrichment or re-teaching). A subgroup of 14% (3) disagreed.
Eighty-one percent (17) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: Asa

PL C, we examine the results of our common formative assessments to determine which
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instructional practices are most effective in achieving student mastery. A subgroup of

19% (4) disagreed. Figure 5 summarizes the responses to the following statement: Asa

PLC, we usually administer team-developed common formative assessments: Not at all

(5%, or one teacher), once every three weeks (24%, or five teachers), once a quarter

(61%, or 13 teachers), or once a semester (10%, or two teachers).

Table 6 Quantitative PLC Survey Results 2008-2009 for Berkshire Elementary

Collaboration

Examine results to evaluate instructional practices

Strongly X Strongly | Weighted
Agree Disagree
Collaboration Agree . - Disagree Average
. . 43% (9) 52% (11) 5% (1) 0% (0) 1.62
Document and monitor our processes so that we can improve
Systematically gather evidence concerning instructional
Szrategies Ve & 35%(7) | 55%(11) | 10%(2) | o0%(0) 175
48% (10 52% (11 0% (0 0% (0 1.52
Worked to align our instruction with learning outcomes % (10) %(11) %(0) %(0)
0, 0, 0, 0,
Are identifying more effective instructional strategies 29% (6) 62% (13) 10% (2) 0% (0) 181
I ) L ) . 33% (7) 57% (12) 10% (2) 0% (0) 1.76
Utilize increasingly more effective instructional strategies
Require students in need to participate in other learnin
opgortunities particip e 48% (10) | 48% (100 | 5% (1) 0% (0) 1.57
Developed common formative assessments using different 0 0 o o
approaches 43% (9) 38% (8) 19% (4) 0% (0) 1.76
Aligned our common formative assessments to learnin,
oufwmes & 48% (10) | 48%(10) | 5% (1) 0% (0) 1.57
57% (12 29% (6 14% (3 0% (0 1.57
Examine results to identify students who in need %(12) % (6) %(3) %(0)
33% (7) 48% (10) 19% (4) 0% (0) 1.86
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Team-developed Common Formative
Assessments were administered

10%
Once semester 9% Notat all

24% Once 3 weeks

@ Not at all
m Once 3 weeks

O Once quarter

B Once semester

61%
Once quarter

Figure 5
Frequency of Team-Developed Common Formative Assessments

Interview Data

Alpha Team SMART Goals. Questions relating to the goals of teams were asked to
identify the purpose for collaboration, the shared plan by which collaboration should
occur, and the participants' views on the effectiveness of their team on achieving or
working towards those goals were included in interviews. When asked what the team’s
SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, results-oriented, and time-bound) goals were
and how effective the team was for each the Alpha Team reported three goals: 1) to
increase End of Grade test scoresin reading, 2) to increase End of Grade test scoresin
math, and 3) to develop a common vocabulary list for the grade level. One member
indicated that their reading goal was being addressed by tutors coming into the school.

Vocabulary Goal. In terms of the vocabulary goal, one team member discussed
the progress the team was making in that area. “[One of our goalsis] working on
common vocabulary collection and terms.” “We haven't discussed it since we wrote the

SMART goal. We've done alittle bit of the vocabulary training ... but we haven't
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discussed a common way to keep them, or discussed common words at all. We really
haven’'t done anything with it [as ateam]. We kind of decided it would be put off until
the end of the year when we had gone through all the units and do it then.” In one
meeting the team was supposed to discuss four chapters out of ateacher’s guide on how
to implement a science notebook for the purpose of vocabulary instruction. When the
team |leader asked another team member if s/he had read the chapters s/he was supposed
to,
[s/he] was mad, because | called [him/her] out at the meeting. But | mean, we
were supposed to read it, and | was like, what are we supposed to do? | guess
there’ s nothing for us to do. And then [s/he] came back (after the meeting) and
asked meif | had actually given [him/her] abook. [S/he] takes things very
personaly, [s/he] always feels that [s/he]’ s being attacked, [s/he]’ s extremely
defensive, [g/he] got mad, | guess because of that. | just said, ‘Did you read it?
And [¢he] said, ‘No, | couldn’t find it.” And | said, ‘Well | guess we don’t have
anything to talk about.” Then [s/he] came over (after the meeting) and told me that

[s/he] found the book and | was like okay, and then [g/he] went over and told [the
other classroom teacher] that | was being rude to [him/her].

Math Goal; Pre-Test. In terms of the math goal, the Alphateam has continued a
program they implemented the previous school year. The teachers give a common pre-
test at the beginning of the unit that has been created by the grade level chair. They use
the results of that assessment to determine which students will be served by the AIG
(Academicaly or Intellectually Gifted) teacher. The Al G teacher will pull the students
who have been identified as AIG as well as the students that did not miss many questions
on the pre-test for that unit. The teachers utilize the information from the pre-test on an
individual basisin order to determine what objectives they will need to focus on and what
objectives they do not need to spend as much time on in terms of instruction. One teacher
indicated that they would also pull small groups if there were certain objectives that only

asmall group of students seemed to be having trouble with.
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Mid-Week Check. Every week (with the exception of weeks where apre-test is
given or when there is an early release day or short week) a mid-week check is given,
which is a short assessment on three objectives to determine what remediation is needed.
Every two weeks the results of those mid-week checks are charted on a spreadsheet to
determine which students will be put into which group for remediation or enrichment on
the objectives that were tested. The goal isto pair the teacher whose students performed
the best on that objective with the students who need remediation with that objective.
One teacher on the team saw this as away that their team exceeds expectations: “our
team goes out of the way to make sure that we graph and chart those midweek scores so
that we know which teacher’ s strength can work best for the students that need help.”
However, when that is not possible, or as indicated by one teacher, when that teacher is
not willing to take that particular group, the teachers will volunteer to take the group that
isworking on the objective that they want to remediate. “If the person iswilling to take
that group, then we do. | don’t know, sometimes individuals just want to do what they
want to do.” This remediation and enrichment occurs every other Friday. “ Everyone does
rearrange their kids into the different groups.”

Post-Test. At the end of the unit the teachers give a post-test which is the same as
the pre-test to determine whether or not the students have made sufficient growth in the
objectives for that particular unit. The support staff member said “| disagree strongly with
making kids take that assessment again, if they’ ve already mastered it.” S/he said that “a
lot of times, | think that the End of Grade fear, [the teachers] want to make sure that they

can show, so they will go ahead and give it again anyway.” S/he brought this up at one of
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the meetings and said that they would not be sending the kids back to take the post-test,
but rather would give them a post-assessment only on the parts that they missed.

Results of Common Assessments. Although the teachers are giving common
assessments and are remediating students every two weeks, they reported that they are
not discussing the results of their pre-tests and post-testsin their PLC. “We never discuss
the results of common assessments during PLC.” “We don’t have discussion about the
post-test. That's kind of the individual and the student grade that comes from that. It isa
portion of the grade.” “| don’t discuss the results of the post-test with anyone but the AIG
teacher.”

Per ceptions of Team Members on Goal Progress. According to two of the team
members, the third member isinconsistent with what s/he is supposed to with these
checks. One member said, “Not everyone on our team is ateam player, [s/he] does not
aways do it and does not do it when we're supposed to, or just doesn't do it at all. Just
last week for example, [g/he] didn’'t turn [his/her midweek check scores] in so they could
be put in the spreadsheet. Another member said, “We have issues with getting the
information that we' re supposed to get to be able to make the spreadsheet. In the first
place, sometimes people don’t do it, or don’t do it on time, or can’t find it, or claim they
never got it. It isoften that | don't get it.” The third classroom teacher said, “As ateam,
the teachers and the students seem to be taking [the math goal] serioudly. | don’t see how
it could be taken any more seriously. We're doing it on schedule, we don’'t missit, even
at Christmas, Thanksgiving, all those times, and we stuck to it.” The same teacher saw
their progress toward the math goal as away in which they exceeded expectations. “I

think it’s over and above what happensin most PLCs, in not just this[district], but in
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[other districtg], | have friends in all these places and alot of people don’t have
something that’ s consistent week after week with their team.”

When asked to describe their ideas for improving the team’ s effectiveness, one
member of the Alpha Team said that “it would be nice if everyone did what they were
asked to do in atimely fashion. That would be a huge thing that if you know you’ re asked
to do this, whether you agree or disagree, likeit or don't like it, if we agreeto do it [in the
meeting] then do it.”

Beta Team SMART Goal. The Beta Team’s goal was to raise End of Grade test
scoresin Math. When asked how effective the team was for their goal, one teacher said,
“1 think we spend alot of time, | mean as ateam, that’s probably what we spend the most
time on, discussing math. | mean subject-wise and planning and remediation and just
everything that goesinto it.” “We're doing pretty good with meeting math goals and
staying where we need to be on the curriculum, I mean the pacing guide, and not getting
behind and trying to keep everybody together.”

Pacing. In order to achieve their goal, the Beta Team discusses their pacing in
math in three-week blocks of time. One team member said, “ They have changed to do
their math where they’ re mostly doing the same unit at the same time.” One teacher said,
“Generaly, not in PLCs, but we meet in the hallway or outside, we'll go over to [one
team member’ s classroom after school and we'll discuss what’s working and what’ s
not.” Another teacher said, “ There' s like random like not scheduled meetings where
we're just talking like ‘“Where are you in math? and ‘ Are you ready for this? or ‘Can we
give atest? because we've found out that [for example] even though we gave a pre-test

that had some things on it, we're not ready to give that on the post-test yet. So you know
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that’ s what we talked about on Thursday to plan out — ‘Okay thisiswhat’s going to be
on thefirst test’” — and then after that we talked about what else do we need to fit in
before the end of the nine weeks.” Since these conversations do not take place during the
PL C meeting, one of the Beta Team members said, “| haven't heard alot of discussion
about math. It seemslike lately it’s been more vocabulary and the writing.” Another team

member said,

| would say that the PLCs haven't really been used as aform to develop
curriculum and collaborate. 1’ s really been the PLCs have just been about getting
these writing assessments done and getting goals set, so outside of our PLC time,
I’d say our team is pretty effective at it, but it just doesn’t happen during PLC
time because we have administrators and everybody elsein here.

Common Assessments. The team devel ops common assessments to give at the
beginning and end of each three-week block. When asked how they devel oped their

common assessments, one teacher said,

We've used Test Magic or Accelerated Math, or we just make up atest and run it
by the rest of [the teacherg]. It’s given at the three-week mark or of course at the
nine weeks. And we try to, when we make them up especialy, to give an exact
number per objective so when it comes time to do areport card, it makesit easier
to judge like which objectives they really had difficulty with or really mastered.

Another teacher said,

We talked about it in our half-day planning time. We usually go over to the media

center with the pacing guide and whatever we can kind of dig up out of the filing

cabinets here and try to piece together an end of three weekstest or an end of

quarter test and just try to get the three-week pacing guide for usthat’s alittle

more detailed than the one the district gave us.

The team utilizes data from the pre-test to determine which students will be
served by the AIG teacher by meeting with the Al G teacher and looking over the test

results. One teacher said,

Wekind of talk about where we're going with it after that. We kind of look at
how the kids did on the pre-test, and the ones they got correct we obviously don’t
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teach very much and the ones where it seems like everyone across the board
missed it we know what to focus on and discuss tactics on how to teach that.

Absence of Collaborating at a Higher Level. Collaboration was seen by the
participants as an area where teams failed or could improve upon. One member who
serves on both teams said,

| think in general we failed what PLCs are. | mean, | actually do like to be able to
get together with them weekly, because it’s nice for usto be able to figure out all
these other things that we have going on; however, are we talking any specific
interventions? Are we talking strategies? Are we sharing things that we should be
sharing? No. So that isafailurein general, for both groups [during their PLC
time].

She said, “We don't do PLCs like we' re supposed to do them anyways. They turn into
grade-level meetings and they turn into what needs to be done for the week.” On the
Alpha Team g/he said, “I know there is some *Well, there’ s no need to share because
they’re not going to do it anyway.” And | understand you don’t want to waste your time,
but there needs to be something so that because even that third member feelslike
sometimes, like it would be niceif [g/he] had ideas, and it would be nice if [g/he] had
help.” When asked whether or not the structure of PLCs supported efforts to collaborate,
one member of the Alpha Team said, “If we collaborated, yesit would.” Another Alpha
Team member said,

No, and | don’t think that in education that the PLC is effective at al asit should
be. We have this PLC meeting where we really don’t want to collaborate because
you know, teaching is one of those areas I’ ve found where people will share if

you ask, but most people will not willingly share because they had to scratch and
claw to get there and they feel like you need to scratch and claw to get there too
and it’sjust the nature of the beast and you know that going in. Y ou hear that
when you' re in school — you hear that when you get out, you know that that’s the
way it is. And the good teachers scratch and claw and survive. | think the PLC isa
waste of time in an educational setting, and that’s just me.

Another teacher on the Beta Team thought the team failed an expectation because,
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even though we share ideas and we respect each other, | think maybe just doing
some more collaborating at kind of at a higher level in the sense of talking about
certain activities because | found that last year, unless | really went and asked or
went and watched, | really didn’t know what the other teachers were doing.

“1 think we could do alot better at that. It' s just a discussion we need to have more
because last year it was helpful when | got to see other teachers. It might be a discussion
like, ‘I taught this' or you know, a very brief discussion of like how someone could
replicate it.” One of the Beta Team members suggested that the team might want to
coordinate “lessons like in the way certain math skills are taught, because | go to one
room and one teacher’ s teaching it one way and | go into the next room and she’s
teaching another way and then the children come to my room for the same concept, but
they’ ve been taught different ways, which makesit real interesting for me to try and help
them.” One of the Alpha Team members said, “We know which concepts we' re teaching,
but we do not often know what activity each teacher is doing and that again goes back to
one of our weaknesses | think is that we do not share.”

Collaboration Between Individuals. Reportedly, sharing of teaching ideas does
occur between individuals on the teams. When asked where they turn for ideas for
instruction, one member of the Beta Team said, “If they are teaching something and
they’reopentoit, I'll go up and say ‘well, have you tried showing them thisway,” so I'll
doit right therein class.” Another team member said, they have “talked to my team
members.” Another member of the Beta Team said, “1 turn to both [of my teammates] for
ideas.” A member of the Alpha Team said, “[S/he] and | do sometimes share ideas about
how we teach in our classroom.” One teacher on the Alpha Team said, “If you ask,” the
teachers on the team share ideas for instruction. The other teacher on the Alpha Team

said,
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alot of timesif you ask [him/her], if you say, I’m studying this, do you know of
anything good or [g/he] runs across something in an area, [s/he] will say, ‘Oh |
tried this, you might want to use this,” or [s/he] will bring copiesto me. I’ll
usually ask [one of my colleagues]. | just go in and ask [him/her], ‘ Do you know
what to do for this? or ‘| noticed that you are copying this, how are you going to
useit?
“If someone were to ask for something, everyone iswilling to share.”
Collaborating with Support Saff. When asked what was positive about being a
member of the team, one support staff member who serves on both teams said,

| do know more about what’ s going on with both grade levels: What they’re
teaching, what they’ re doing. We are able to keep some things on pace alittle bit
better. | can hear abit more about what’ s happening, what they need, and what
they’re doing.
When asked how s/he felt about collaboration among their colleagues before PLCs were
established, the exceptional children’s member of the Beta Team said,
Prior to the PLCs | wasn't required to go, and what they discussed was a lot of
times grade-level stuff, field trips, stuff that it wasn’t really applicable to me. So
this, at times, does get me more insight and it’s more focused. But then ill
there's, sometimes it doesn’t really apply to me, but it’s good stuff for me to

know. It’s good to know what they’ re having to do and what the kids are having
to do, so it’s good information.

Improving Team Effectiveness. When asked about his'her ideas for improving the
team’ s effectiveness, one member from the Alpha Team recommended having
administrative intervention. “| really think they need some administrator to come in here
and say thisiswhat you need to be accomplishing and you'’ re not accomplishing this.
And you're not sharing ideas, and you’ re not collaborating, and you’ re not working
together.”

Advice on Collaborating Effectively. When asked what advice they would give to

another team about how to collaborate with one another effectively, interviewees gave
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different responses. “Don’t be judgmental, be open to other ideas and consider them, and
don't act like you know it al.”
Set goals and norms at the beginning of the year telling you know, thisis how
we're going to make decisions, etc. | mean having that discussion and deciding,
thisis how we're going to make decisions, etc., thisiswhat is going to happen if

we come up with a dilemma or someone is not agreeing, thisis how we're going
to handle it.” “Have a sense of humor.

“Get along somewhat socially and professionally, and just awillingnessto listen to your
coworkers.” “Be respectful.” “Be open and supportive of others and their ideas and try to
really have atrue sharing of the work and ideas. Be collegial with one another and
positive.” “ Chart information on a spreadsheet. It makes a huge difference. It's so easy to
look and see everything that way.” “Be open to sharing because it really helps when you
can hear what other people are doing and how other people have done a certain lesson or
what they do in their classroom.”
Comparisons with Previous Teams. When asked how their PLC team this year
compares with other teams, one member of the Beta Team said,
It'salot different than some other teams that | was on where it was kind of like
there wasn't any kind of cohesiveness at all and it was just like we had no reason
to collaborate instructionally, other than that we had the same students. Like | had
them for science and you had them for language arts and social studies and ‘ okay,
so is he abutthead in your classtoo? so it was always arealy weird
conversation. So I’ ve had both sides of the coin, where it’ s very effective, and

everybody gets along, and then where there' sreally not any kind of
communication other than behavior.

Meeting Data
Meetings were observed for the purpose of identifying if collaboration was
occurring on teams and the extent to which participants collaborated with one another.
Alpha Team. For the most part, throughout the three months of observations, the

Alpha Team participated in superficial collaboration. Superficial collaboration as defined
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by Marsh (2004) is “limited forms of sharing that do not progress beyond advice-giving
and material sharing — there are no deeper forms of interaction such as joint planning,
observation, and experimentation.” The teachers on the Alpha Team dealt with many
different tasks during their PLC meetings. The summary of the meeting datafor the
Alpha Team is organized by these tasks including math, reading, writing, field trips and
fundraising, responses to requests received via e-mail, End of Grade tests, tasks related to
the support staff member on their team, and work on their vocabulary goal.

Math. In terms of math, the teachers reported their top two choices for textbook
adoption. They also discussed the dates for pre-tests, post-tests, mid-week checks, and
enrichment/remediation Fridays. When discussing the dates for the mid-week checks,
they would also share the objectives that would be included on the mid-week check.
After receiving training on the Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) program during a
professional development for classroom teachers at Berkshire Elementary, the associate
principal came to an Alpha Team meeting to ask the teachers how they planned to
implement CGlI into their classrooms. S/he wanted them to come up with a plan for
implementation as a grade-level. The team spent one meeting picking word problems out
of avariety of word problem resource books and distributed packets of those problems at
the next meeting. Two of the teachers talked about how they use math journalsin their
classrooms and it was agreed that they would utilize their journals for student work on
the word problems. The other teacher said that /he would have his/her students keep
their work together in afolder since s/he did not do math journalsin his’her class. The

problems would be presented in an order decided on an individual basis. Two math tutors
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were also hired, and the teachers discussed who would use the tutorsin their classrooms
and how the tutors would be used during the enrichment/remediation every other Friday.

Reading. For reading, they wrote alist of students who would receive tutoring on
two occasions — one for each of the two tutors hired to prepare students for the reading
End of Grade test. Two of the teachers volunteered information about their students to the
reading tutors in terms of behavior they had witnessed when students read in their
classrooms.

Wkiting. In terms of writing, one teacher brought up the writing training, saying
s/he wanted to do that. Another teacher on the team said s/he had completed it and talked
about how s/he had printed off certificates saying they had completed it.

Field Trips and Fundraising. On the topic of field trips and fundraisers, they
discussed field trips in terms of bussing, the agenda, room assignments, and scholarships
for students who could not afford the trip. One of the teachersfailed to turnin the
information stating the number of parents that needed bussing for the field trip. In later
meetings they discussed a date for a chaperone meeting, the cost of the trip for students
and parents, and the field trip permission form and letter that would be sent home. They
discussed fundraisers: setting up a sales table at Math Night, selling candy barsin the car
rider line, checking with the PTA on funds from a previous fundraiser at the social, and
dates for donut sales.

Responses to Requests. In response to e-mail requests, they brainstormed topics
and speakers for the ESL teacher for a Latino Parent Night they were hosting. For Black
History Month, they discussed possible speakers and individual teachers volunteered to

make contacts to get those speakers in. One teacher said s/he would arrange for a speaker
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to come in but never followed through, so the speaker never came. The grade-level chair
asked if anyone would volunteer for a curriculum mapping meeting taking place at an
unknown date over the summer, but no one would volunteer without knowing the date.
Another teacher volunteered to go to a math implementation meeting. At one meeting a
teacher on the team reminded the others that they needed to have their spelling bee reps
reported to the Media Coordinator by the end of the week for the school spelling bee.

End of Grade Tests. Topics related to the End of Grade tests were aso discussed
during meetings. The teachers commiserated over the fact that test preparation materials
had arrived but were not the ones they had selected after three meetings of discussions
with and for the administration where their feedback was requested. Instead the
administration had found out about a last-minute deal on materials and had purchased
those instead. At one meeting one of the reading tutors asked one of the teachers for
advice on what s/he had done with their students the previous year since they had such
good scores on the End of Grade tests in reading. S/he offered up that s/he gave them lots
of examples of longer passages with questions in preparation for the test. At one meeting
an administrator attended and passed along information about benchmarks on the End of
Grade tests being raised such that the students would have to get 67% of the questions
correct instead of 50% as in past years.

Tasks Related to Support Saff. The meetings served as an opportunity for the
support staff member on the team to communicate with the team as a whole. S'he asked
their opinion about the reading students they served; did the teachers want the kidsto
choose novels based on interest or be assigned books based on their ability level for the

upcoming unit on the civil war? S/he asked if they had any contributions they could send
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for amemory book project s/he was doing with a group of their students. S'he and one of
the teachers on the team discussed ajoint venture on acommunity service project they
were doing with the students for Earth month. S/he also talked after the meeting on one
occasion about a question on the pre-test and what the correct answer was supposed to be.
At one meeting s/he explained his/her position on having the students who take a pre-test
not having to take a post-test on the material they got right the first time, so he said s’he
would be keeping those students in his’her room while the classes took the post-test in the
classrooms. During one meeting, she asked the teachers when it would be a good time to
come into their classrooms to discuss a new group s/he was starting with 12 students
from the grade level. S/he discussed the timing of the group’s final presentation, the
application process, and the dates during which the group would meet. S/lhe would aso
ask at times if the teachers would like copies of resources s/he had related to topics they
were teaching in their classrooms.

Vocabulary Goal Work. Work in the meeting included the SMART goal they
developed at the beginning of the school year: to develop acommon vocabulary list for
the grade level. On two separate occasions members of the vocabulary committee at the
school visited the meeting to dispense vocabulary training. In one they were shown the
six stages of teaching vocabulary. In another, the committee member went over a packet
of vocabulary teaching strategies and talked about how the teachers should code the word
list for refinement over the summer at the district level. Teachers were asked to code the
word list based on the number of times they used the words in their classrooms. One
teacher on the team, who had actually led a staff devel opment the previous year on

vocabulary instruction, commented that the strategies in the packet were al ones s/he had
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aready trained the staff on. During one meeting, the teachers were supposed to have read
four chapters out of a science notebook handbook and were supposed to discuss the
chapters and also talk about how they had been implementing science notebooks in their
classrooms. One teacher said s/he had read the first two chapters, but did not have the
handbook with them at the meeting. S/he did not volunteer ways in which they had been
using the notebooks in the classroom. Another teacher on the team said that s'he had used
the notebooks and instructed students to draw a picture of an experiment, make a
prediction, write vocabulary, make lists of materials for experiments, write steps for an
experiment, make charts, and draw graphs related to the experiments. During the second
discussion on the science notebook handbook, the teachers sat around the table reading
sections out loud from the four assigned chapters. Occasionally, the teachers would make
comments about what they had read aloud, or about a diagram pictured in the chapters.

Beta Team. In the Beta Team, meetings were conducted in a different manner
altogether from the Alpha Team. The summary of the meeting data is shared by meeting
rather than by task because over time the focus of the team shifted from tasks assigned by
members outside of the team to agenda driven meetings.

Meeting |. One 65-minute meeting was spent going over the schedule with one of
the reading tutors to determine when it would be a good time to pull each teacher’ s kids
for tutoring. S/he also asked the teachers to do Directed Reading Assessments on al of
the students that they felt needed to be included for tutoring so that they could be put into
groups. During the last five minutes of the meeting, the principal |et the team know that
they were ordering test preparation materials for them, and the teachers said that after the

meeting they were going to talk about their upcoming field trip.
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During the meeting, the following conversation took place, precipitated by the
reading tutor:

READING TUTOR. | would think this PLC thing would be areally strong
helpful piece that you' re not reinventing the wheel every timethat y’al can share
together and help each other be smarter.

TEACHER 3. It would be nice if we could use the time for planning, which we' ve
been told that we can’t do.

TEACHER 1. Thistime has been set aside for PLC, but alot of timesthisisthe

only time that we really have other than the once a month time they’ re giving us.

So today we got that taken care of in that time, but alot of timeswhen we meet as

a PLC we need to do planning stuff.

READING TUTOR. Now, call me stupid, but if you're looking at kids of a

variety of needsin terms of differentiation, how isthat different than planning in a

PLC?

TEACHER 1. PLCs were more designed to talk about the results and what you're

going to do about them. We were told that it shouldn’t be just planning. We

shouldn’t be talking about field trips and stuff that wasn't instructional. But
sometimes it’s the only time that the three of us are together.

Meeting I1. In the next meeting, the teachers spent 40 minutes talking with the
principal about how to fill out the spreadsheet for the other tutor. The reading tutor made
a second request for the teachers to conduct Directed Reading Assessments so they could
make the groups, which resulted in a discussion about when they could find the time to
conduct the assessments in atimely manner. The last 20 minutes of the meeting was
spent with an announcement by the associate principal making sure they had received the
e-mail about the change on the writing test day, deciding on a date for the pre-test in
math, and one teacher complaining about the fact that the awards assembly had been
scheduled during his/her planning period for the second time this school year.

Meetings |11 and 1V. The next meeting took place during aworkday, and the

teachers used the time to devel op a common assessment to use as a pre-test for their next
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math unit. The meeting after that was spent on a variety of tasks. The reading tutor
showed them how to read the results of the benchmarks they had given the kids who had
been selected for tutoring. A member of the vocabulary committee reviewed the
vocabulary strategies packet and how to code the vocabulary list. They spent time
discussing with the principal when they could do the writing test scoring during the
school day in preparation for the deadline coming up the following week. It was decided
that they could work for atwo-hour block during the day on Monday by rearranging their
specials schedule with another grade-level team. (Observer comment: Later an e-mail
was sent saying that the teachers should continue grading writing assessments during
their PLC time and move it up aday so they could get them done in time for the
Wednesday deadline). The principal also sought feedback for when the snow day should
be made up. Would the teachers prefer to make it up on two afternoons or on a Saturday?
Finally, the teachers discussed a problem that came up with the tutoring kids not getting
enough time to eat their lunch because the cafeteria was never ready for them when it was
time for the grade level’ s lunch. The principal said he would handle that with the
cafeteria manager.

Meetings V and VI. The next week’ s meeting was spent scoring writing tests as
decided in the previous meeting. The following meeting the teachers discussed what
topics they had been teaching at math. They also discussed difficulties they had been
having with getting parents to come in for success plan conferences and completing the
success plans. Success plans are written contracts between the student, parent, and
teacher indicating what all three parties will do to address the areas in which the student

is performing below grade level. Teachers are supposed to meet with parents at |east
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every nine weeks to discuss the progress the student is making towards those goals and a
the meeting all three parties sign the contract. They discussed reading and ideas for how
to prepare students for the End of Grade test in reading. One teacher talked about a test-
taking strategy teachers use in another grade level for reading. Another teacher talked
about how s/he had been making copies of seven stories and questions that relate to the
stories every week out of abook and giving the kids a week to complete them. The
students have to get 67% right. If the students get 67% right, the participant marks a three
onit, and if they don’t, the participant makes the student correct the entire thing. S’he
offered to copy the packets for the other two teachers. The teachers also talked about
Math Night, what activity they were going to do, how it worked, and when they needed
to be there.

Meetings VII and VII1. The meeting after that was led by the associate principal,
who conducted test administration training and then discussed with the teachers at length
the purpose of success plans and when they needed to be completed in order for retention
letters to be sent. At the following meeting the teachers began by scoring writing tests at
atable together. When the associate principal arrived they started a discussion about the
recent training they had participated in on Cognitive Guided Instruction Math. They
wanted to know if they had been implementing any of the things they had learned about
in the training the previous week. Two of the teachers shared that they had been working
more with word problemsin their classrooms. After that the associate principal went into
adiscussion about what should go onin a PLC and what should not go oninaPLC.

AP. Like, do you all normally have an agenda?

TEACHER ONE. We don't type one out, but we talk about it, but we don’t print
it out.
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AP. You don’t know anything before you come to the table.

TEACHER TWO. | usually know there are things we need to do when we come
tothe PLC.

(Observer comment: Discussion ensued about what they had planned to do for
this particular meeting)

TEACHER THREE. We fedl like our PLC has been taken over with the writing
test. With all due respect, we' ve had administrators telling us what we need to do
in our PLC and we haven't been able to do any planning in our PLCs since
Thanksgiving.

EC TEAM MEMBER. It' s different from last year because last year we had one
or two assignments that we worked on throughout the year.

TEACHER ONE. This year there’s alot more go back to your PLC and do this or
dothisor dothis. ...

TEACHER TWO. Like the vocabulary stuff.

EC TEAM MEMBER. It stoo many assignments to do, to digest them all and get
them ready and to understand what you'’ re supposed to do. ...

AP: So maybe we need to focus more on what you guys need to do.

TEACHER TWO. We already know what we got to do. ... This, this, that, and 17
million other things.

TEACHER THREE. Common assessments would be nice and actually talk about
[our grade’ s] curriculum.

(Observer comment: Discussion ensued about the fact that the team did that last
year.)

AP: What can we do? | will be honest with you, | have been in four buildings, and
you guys are given more time than I’ ve ever seenin my life, inasfar asina
schedule to get to do things. So | will just say, | know it seems like alot to you.

TEACHER TWO. Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute, we're given alot more time
but we're also have alot more mess.

AP: Some people don’t get the [two hoursg] at all. | know what you’' ve got to do,
and | hear what you’ re saying, but everybody’ s going through the same thing. But
you are in amuch better position than some in the district. Because the principal,
[s/he] has tweaked that schedule and done awhole ot with it that other principals
have not done.
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EC TEAM MEMBER. [S/he] has gone to bat for us, and [s/he] will say [the
teachers have] got too much.

AP: [S/he] has done that on more than one occasion and gotten [his’/her] hand
slapped.

EC TEAM MEMBER. I wish there was away for usto say ‘Unclewe give.’ You
can’'t expect usto learn thiswell, if we're getting so many assignments.

AP: That iskind of atrend in education in general. We have to kind of go with the
flow. What can we do for you? So that we can help you function likeaPLC
should function. Because we want you guys to get together and put your brains
together instead of you having to work by yourself to figure out your planning and
all that kind of stuff because you' re doing something like this. What can we do to
help, because that’ s what we're here for.

TEACHER TWO. What is the objective, what is the reasoning for PLCs?
AP: So you're not working by yourself.

SUPPORT STAFF MEMBER. It was set up to talk about specific strategies for
kids, where to intervene with kids, what strategies to use for students and what are
you teaching and what are you teaching and what’ s working and what’ s not.

(Observer comment: Discussion ensued about an example of the kinds of
discussions that should be happening in PLCs, what they could be doing.)

TEACHER ONE. We never have a PLC where we don’t come here with
something to do. If we came and we didn’t have this, this, and this that we need to
do, then it would sound like that. That’s what they all sound like when we do the
planning. But when we get around this table there's aways either someone
coming in to talk about stuff or train us on something. We do have those
conversations.

(Observer comment: The EC Team Member and the Support Staff Member don’t
get to be there for those conversations because they don't take place at PLC time.)

TEACHER ONE. So when you ask, what can we do, it’sjust like, truthfully, we
could be given a PLC time whereit’sjust a PLC time and not with you’ ve got to
read this or we' ve got to sit down and talk about this. ...

(Observer comment: Discussion ensued about ideas for how they could
accomplish thisin their PLC.)

AP: We need to figure out how to do it. ... It's not working that you guys get

together to score writing tests. We need to have an agenda. Y ou need to discuss it
and it needsto be in depth and you need to be on the same page.
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TEACHER THREE. That's what we did before Thanksgiving.

TEACHER ONE. (Taked about the writing tests and how much time they are
taking up thisyear.) All the other stuff we could be doing.

AP: Don’'t do it during your PLC time — do it after school another afternoon.

TEACHER THREE. There'salack of time. I’d like to have my prep periods. It
seems there' s a shortage of time — planning periods get taken for awards
assemblies, etc.

TEACHER ONE. We' ve got people up there who have never worked in a school

building before, and it’ sjust like do they have any idea of how much thisis
putting on the teachers. I’m more overwhelmed this year than | was last year.

AP: We'retrying to help.

By the end of the meeting the team developed an agenda to use for the following
week. The Associate Principal suggested,

Address stuff in amemo that can beinamemo ... If it’s not deep discussion, do it

outside of PLC. We' ve got grade levels that do this, who talk about what they’re

going to teach, they go over the common assessments, they talk about the results
of the assessments ... It can be done. It'sa process ...

Meeting I X. During the weekly meetings that followed, the Beta Team aways had
an agenda for what they planned to discuss. In one meeting one of the agenda items was
to discuss four chapters out of the science notebook handbook. None of the teachers had
read, so the support staff member summarized the chapters and one of the teachers
mentioned how s/he used science notebooks in his/her classin the past. They discussed
math pacing, and the support staff member shared some resources that s'he had for word
problems for the math unit they were working on. One teacher shared a strategy s/he used
with his/her students to teach them how to convert improper fractions into mixed
numbers. They began a brief discussion about the next writing prompt, what the topic
was, and the support staff member shared some read-aloud books they might use to

introduce the topic. They discussed mini lessonsin reading. One of the teachers on the
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team teaches mini lessons to his/her whole class occasionally, but not everyday in his’her
classroom. The other teachers did not have the training on mini lessons and so the
resource teacher and one of the reading tutors shared ideas about how they could
incorporate mini lessons into their reading instruction. Finally, they talked about pacing
for social studies and it was determined that the classes were all still working on
government.

Meeting X. During the next meeting the teacherstalked at length about the pacing
for the writing prompt that they were required to give the next week. They talked about
how they were going to introduce the prompt using picture books and examples from
their personal lives and talked about how they planned to model what they were looking
for in their students writing samples. The associate principal asked them how they
planned to use the dictionaries and thesauruses they requested, and the teachers explained
that they needed them for their vocabulary instruction. They were also asked to come up
with aplan for CGI implementation. The associate principal also talked with them about
how throughout the school the administrative team had noticed some teachers using
tutors for replacement instruction, s’he reminded the team that the reading tutors were to
be used to supplement. The teachers talked about how they could use tutors during their
writing time.

Meeting XI. In their two hour meeting, one teacher showed how g'he had mounted
word problems to cardstock and laminated them for group work as a strategy for
implementing CGI word problems. The team devel oped a sheet for word problems work
that included a space for students to write the problem, show work on two different ways

to solve the problem, and space with lines for the students to write how they solved the
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problem. They discussed math pacing and what “Full Court Press’ is, how it works, etc.
because the newest team member didn’t know. Full Court Pressis afour-day intensive
test preparation period that is conducted school-wide in grades 3-5. Special areateachers,
exceptional children’ s teachers, and support staff are assigned to classroomsin grades 3-5
to work with small groups on math and reading test preparation. They report every
morning for four morningsin arow the week before the test. They talked at length about
the standard course of study for the next unit determining what needed to be taught for
that unit. Finally, the associate principal came and reminded the team to make sure they
set their dates for their last two field trips.

Meeting XII. In another meeting, the team talked about CGI implementation.
Since the word problems were taking a huge amount of time they modified the sheet they
came up with to reduce it to one way instead of two and discussed the idea of giving
students the whole day to work on it instead of just at the beginning of math. The support
staff members in attendance offered some suggestions on implementation. They talked
about the progress their students were making on the writing prompt and how they have
been working with kids to pull the writing out of them. The support staff member shared
all the interactive read alouds s/he had pulled and went over a description of mini lessons
and their format. Part of the meeting was used to discuss when they would be able to
score the writing prompts. They decided to score the writing tests individually and
divided up the classes, assigning two readers to each, one classroom teacher and one
support person.

Sgnificance. The shift of the Beta Team’ s focus on tasks assigned by members

outside of the team to agenda driven meetings allowed for a shift from superficial forms
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of collaboration to higher level collaboration. By the end of the three month period,

members of the Beta Team were spending their Professional Learning Community

meetings discussing curriculum not just in terms of what content to teach, but in terms of

what ideas or strategies could be used to teach that content in their classrooms.
Overarching Research Question: Impact on Culture.

The overarching research question asked: What is the impact of the
implementation of Professional Learning Communities on roadblocks to collaboration
among teachers? If roadbl ocks are addressed, does the collaborative culture change? In
order to determine the impact of Professional Learning Communities on culture,
guestions related to the relationshi ps between teammates, the extent to which their team
socialized outside of school, the self-perception of participants, the status of open
communication, the norms, suggestions for improving team effectiveness, frustrations,
ways in which the team exceeds expectations, aspects of the teams, comparisons with
previous teams, focus of the culture, culture-wide strategies, and culture of support were
asked through surveys and interviews.

Survey Data

There were questions included on the survey that gave the participants an
opportunity to describe the relationship that they have with their teammates, the extent of
those relationships, and how they fedl they are viewed and responded to as members of
the team. The purpose of thisline of questioning was to explore how team members
interact with one another, how they view one another, and how they respond to one
another. Other aspects of the survey address school culture as well in terms of discussion

regarding the goals of Professional Learning Communities, the norms of teams, and

111



guestions on divergent points of view; however, these questions were specifically geared
toward culture. For example, in response to a question regarding a positive experience in
Professiona Learning Communities, one participant said that “having our administrators
stop in periodically to seeif we have any questions or concernsis always nice.”
Mentioning administrative support istied to school culture.

Relationships. When asked to describe the relationship they have with the
members of their Professional Learning Community team, nearly one-fifth (22%) of the
participants described their relationship as respectful. Likewise, one-fifth (22%) of the
participants described their relationship as friendly. This was followed by the description
that their team “works well together” (19%). One participant said, “We work well
together and respect each others' ideas and input.” Of the responses, 14% indicated their
team was professional. Participants also used the adjectives excellent (6%), good (14%)
and wonderful (3%) to describe their team’ s relationship. Relationships were described as
open or candid by 14% of participants. One participant said, “We have good
relationships, it is safe to discuss, give your opinion and to disagree.” Approximately
one-tenth of participants (11%) indicated that their relationship was close, collaborative,
collegial, dependable, and trusting. “| have a very close bond with my PLC members’
was one participant’ s response. Other descriptive words included: comfortable,
committed, cordial, cooperative, diverse, inclusive, positive, understanding, and valuable.
One participant said, “We get along well and do not leave anyone out when making
decisions.” Negative descriptions were less frequent. Two participants indicated that
there were certain members of their team with whom they were not close or had a more

sterile relationship and one participant indicated that his/her team was guarded. In
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addition, when asked to identify a negative experience they had in their Professional
Learning Community, one participant said that teachers whose students do not perform
well on common assessments in their team “are not assisted to learn how to improve on
those areas. They are just made aware of their shortcoming and left to fix it themselves.”

Socializing. When asked if their Professional Learning Community team meets
outside of school socially, amost half of the participants (47%) indicated that they spent
some time outside of school with members of their team. Members of two of the teams
said that “on workdays we may run out to lunch together,” but one team member said that
in their opinion, lunch on aworkday doesn’t count as meeting outside of school socially.
Eight of the participants (22%) indicated that while the entire team doesn’t get together to
socialize, they have done things with part of the team including socializing, fellowship,
eating lunch or dinner, shopping, going to amovie, or meeting at another member’s
home. One team had a Christmas social and one team member commented the team had
“high hopes of doing it some more.” One participant indicated that their team chats,
shares anecdotes, and goofs. Celebrating the end of the school year was another social
engagement mentioned by a participant. According to another participant, members of
their team call each other on occasion and also network on Facebook.

Self-Perceptions. Question three asked participants to write how their teammates
would describe them. Approximately one-fifth (19%) of the participants responded that
his/her teammates would describe them as helpful. “1 think they would describe me as
helpful and that | contribute to the team.” This was followed by atie between flexible,
task-oriented, sharing, and ateam player by 17% of the participants. One participant said

his/her teammates would describe them as “direct, to the point and efficient.” Another
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said, “I think that the PL.C would describe me as ateam player and one who sharesand is
resourceful.” Approximately one-tenth (11%) of the participants responded by saying
they do what’ s best for students, are hard-working, professional, and responsible. One
participant said they thought their teammates would describe them as “ Open to new ideas
and thinking about the students' needsfirst.” Another responded by saying their
Professiona Learning Community team would describe them as “ someone that works too
hard and too many hours.” Other responses included honest, eager to learn, agood
listener, aggressive, approachable, caring, comfortable, committed, cordial, direct,
friendly, fun, informal, inquisitive, insightful, integral, knowledgeable, aleader, nice,
organized, pliable, a problem-solver, respectful, sexy, ateammate, and vocal. One
participant said, “ They might describe me as willing to participate and ready to take on
any necessary tasks, but not super eager to be spending every [meeting] discussing topics
not necessarily relevant to my interactions with my students.”

Satus of Open Communication. Question nine asked participants to describe how
their Professional Learning Community team responds to their contributions. One-third
(33%) of the participants said that their team responded receptively to their contributions.
One participant said, “ Team members are usually very receptive. We enjoy
hearing/seeing what works for students!” Thiswas followed by 17% of participants each
describing their team'’ s response as accepting, positively, or with their own opinion.
Examples of these responses include the following: “ They are very accepting”;
“Positively, | have aways felt comfortable sharing in my PLC”; “They are open about
letting me know whether they agree or don’t and why”. Approximately one-tenth (11%)

of the participants said that their team responds respectfully to their contributions. Other
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responses included: gratefully, by listening, by applying my ideas, fine, favorably,
valued, supportively, with pleasure, well, and professionally. Two participants indicated
that their ideas were met with little or no response. One participant indicated that “outside
of our team when individuals add to our load it is often met with disdain.”

Norms. Questions seven and eight asked participants to recall their Professional
Learning Community Team’'s norms and the extent to which their team follows the norms
they have established. Of the nineteams, all had a norm that dealt with the meeting time
for their Professional Learning Community. Some included a meeting end time as well.
“We will meet at a specific time and place each week.” Eight of the teams had a norm
about respecting al members of the team. “ Respect the differences within the group.”
Confidentiality was listed as an expectation for seven of the teams. “What we say will be
held in confidence.” Expectations for attendance and what to do if someone had to missa
meeting were included as anorm for six of the teams. “We expect attendance and
notification if we aren’t able to attend.” Likewise six teams had a norm about staying on
task during the meetings. “ Get the job done!” Five teams had a norm about everyone
having input and taking turns so that everyone had an opportunity to be heard without
interruption. “Allow al to have input and consider everyone'sinput.” Being prompt was
anorm that was held by four teams. “Everyoneis on time.” Four teams had an agenda or
list of concerns which kept the meeting focused. “What we will discussislisted first so
everyone knows our purpose for meeting.” There were also norms about how to make
decisions, four teams used consensus, two teams made decisions based on majority rule,
and one team also agrees to disagree. “We will make decisions by listening to all ideas

and majority will decide.” “V ote by consensus and agree to disagree.”
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Of the 36 participants, there were three who could not recall all of the norms their
team had established. One was new to the position, one said she had missed part of that
meeting, and the other couldn’t remember them all. With the exception of the person who
didn’t know any of the team norms, all other participants indicated that their team was
effective in following the norms they had established. “We stick to the norms very well.”
However, when asked to recall a negative experience with Professiona Learning
Communities, one member said that “feeling uncomfortable when one or two people just
want to vent and complain” was negative. Another said, “Occasionally our PLC meetings
become burdened with negativity and are not productive. We have had trouble meeting
on aregular basis this year as well, due to the inflexibility of group members.” These are
two examples of difficulties teams had following their norms.

Quantitative Survey Data

In Table 7 statements related to the impact of Professional Learning Communities
on culture were presented. These statements received an overall mean rating of 1.81,
which was below the upper bound (2.50) of the “ Agree” category. Also, the mean scores
for all of the statements within the area were at or below the mean criterion level.

Focus of Culture. Ninety-five percent (20) of the teachers agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we have identified essential |earning outcomes for
our students. (Essential learning outcomes, also called power standards, are the course
and grade level critical knowledge, skills, and dispositions that students are expected to
retain long after the assessment is completed, that are applicable to multiple academic
disciplines, and that prepare the student for success in the next grade/course.) Seventy-six

percent (16) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we
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believe that all of our students will master the essential learning outcomes. A subgroup of
24% (5) disagreed. One-hundred percent (21) agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement: AsaPLC, our SMART goals are aligned to our school’s SMART goals.

Collaborative Culture. Ninety-five percent (20) of the teachers agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement: As a PLC, we have established norms (e.g., ground rules for
team meetings, including holding each other accountable for student learning) to clarify
how we will work together as a team. One-hundred percent (21) of the teachers agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement: AsaPLC, we abide by the explicit team norms we
developed; asaPLC.

Culture-Wide Strategies. Ninety-five percent (20) of the teachers agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement: Asa PLC, we utilize the school-wide intervention
pyramid (sequence of required interventions).

Culture of Support. Eighty-one percent (17) of the teachers agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement: As aPLC, we receive feedback and support from leadership
on our implementation of PLC concepts and practices. A subgroup of 19% (4) disagreed.
Fifty-three percent (11) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: My
school celebrates team progress toward the implementation of PLC concepts and
practices. Forty-eight percent (10) of the teachers disagreed with that statement. Sixty-
seven percent (14) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: My
school celebrates team progress toward SMART goals for student achievement. Thirty-

three percent (7) of the teachers disagreed or strongly disagreed with that statement.
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Table 7 Quantitative PLC Survey Results 2008-2009 for Berkshire Elementary; Culture

Strongly . Strongly | Weighted
A D
Culture Agree gree Isagree Disagree Average
43% (9 52% (11 5% (1 0% (0 1.62
Identified essential learning outcomes %) %(11) % (1) %(0)
. 24% (5) 52% (11) 24% (5) 0% (0) 2.00
Believe our students can master these outcomes
0, 0, 1) 0,
Our SMART goals are aligned to our school's SMART goals 57%(12) 43%0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 143
57% (12 38% (8 5% (1 0% (0 1.48
Have established norm rules for working as a team %(12) % (8) % (1) %(0)
0, 0, 0, 0,
Abide by the explicit team norms we developed 48% (10) 52% (11) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1.52
0, 0 0, 0,
Open and honest about strengths and weaknesses 43% () 52% (11) 0% (0) 5% (1) 167
29% (6 67% (14 5% (1 0% (0 1.76
Utilize the school-wide intervention pyramid of interventions % (6) % (14) % (1) %(0)
0, 0, 0, 0,
We receive feedback and support from our leadership 29% (6) 52% (11) 19% (4) 0% (0) 1.90
l;/ll_y(lj:chool celebrates team progress towards implementing our 10% (2) 43% (9) 48% (10) 0% (0) 238
My school celebrates team progress toward SMART goals 5% (1) 62% (13) 33%(7) 0% (0) 2.29

Interview Data

Satus of Open Communication. When asked how they would describe the status
of open communication on their team, participants had different views. On the Alpha
Team one team member said,

| feel that if | made a suggestion [one member of the team] would look at me and

nod and pretend like s/he’ staking it into serious consideration, but depending on

what hig’her own personal opinion is about it, she might go away and not actually
be receptive. Basically most of the time the other member is receptive.

Another team member said that the seasoned teachers on their team “ have very embedded
ideas about how things should be and often are not as open to suggestions from a[less
experienced] teacher and think the [less experienced] teacher should listen to their
suggestions.” S/he said that was something that was frustrating, “working with two
headstrong people who believe that their way is the best way.” One team member said,

“It depends on what it is, but if it’s some things that have gone on here at [Berkshire], and
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thisis how it’s been done, so thisis how it’s going to be.” The last member of the team
said,

| feel like people can suggest whatever s'he wants to. However, that doesn’t mean
that it’s always going to be taken positively and accepted or implemented ... [One
member] probably feels like g'he can say whatever s/he wants to say, but because
it’s not accepted by the others the majority of the time, | assume that’s why s/he
doesn’t even bother.

“The third member that’s come in new, that’s brought tension, and | know the other two
people fedl like what’s the point with that third person.”

Improving Team Effectiveness. When asked about their ideas for improving the
team’ s effectiveness, two teachers on the Alpha Team recommended removing one of the
teachers from the team. One said, “[The PLC] needs to be split up as ateam.” The other
commented concerning, “Removing the weak link.” When asked to compare their current
team to past teams, one teacher on the Alpha Team said,

Thisteam is strained compared to the one that we had last year and even the one

before that. Like | said, there’ s one teacher who doesn’t really want to be here,

and it’s no fault of [his/hers] or ours. [S/he] just doesn’t want to be here so [he]

doesn’t always play fair. And it’ s really hard when one person won't play when
you're on ateam of three pretty much.

One of the other teachers on the team said,
Thisisthe worst. It’s not even the school stuff, alot of times| feel personally
attacked, never to my face, but to [my teammate]. [S/he] can say what [g/he]
wants about me teaching, | don’t need [him/her] to validate me, | don’t need
approval from [him/her], but if you' re going to talk about my personal life and
you don’t even know me, that’ s not appropriate for the work setting that we have
here. It makesit really, realy hard to sit in a meeting with [him/her], you know, to
deal with that, it’sjust hard.
Frustrations. When asked what was frustrating about being a member of the team,
one Alpha Team member said, “It’ sfrustrating in [this PLC] in just the terms of the
dynamics of the personalities. That’s frustrating sometimes you don’t feel accomplished.”

A fellow team member said,
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oh God, the feeling of never accomplishing anything, never getting anything
done, and never feeling like, ‘ Yay, that was really productive!’ or feeling really
good about anything. | fedl really bad about myself when | leave these meetings. |
feel bad about my grade level. It’ s depressing. It’sjust the team energy, like last
year it was fine. It worked, you know, but complete breakdown this year.

On the Beta Team, one member said, “They are all trying to feel their way and |
think they’ re unsure of themselves ... | think sometimes they think should | or am | going
tolook like | don’t know what I’m doing.” The other members of the team were positive
in regards the status of open communication on their team. “| feel like they listen ...
WE're pretty open; we get along really well.”

Everybody on the team has the same personality: ‘Well, what do you think about
it? ‘Well, let me hear what you thought.” Y ou’re not afraid to say something for
fear of being shot down or looked at like you' re insane.

We do areally good job of not only communicating, but taking into consideration
everybody’ s ideas and taking everybody seriously. Everybody listensand | just
think we all get along really well so that really helps when it comes to making big
decisions.

Exceeding Expectations. When asked to give an example of where their team
exceeds an expectation or goal, one teacher on the Beta Team said,

| just think we'rereally flexible. | just think that one of the hardest parts of our
jobisall pressure and things that are being put on us at onetime and ... last year
asmy first year at this school | didn’t feel near the pressure, just different things
being asked to do thisand that as | do thisyear. But | think that we're just really
good about being flexible and you know doing whatever it takes for the kids and
that’ s what we' ve been told from the administration, too.

Another teacher on the Beta Team said they exceed expectations by “getting along and
supporting each other.”

Positive Aspects. When asked what the most positive aspect of being a member of
their PLC team was, one member of the Beta Team said

| just enjoy coming to work, you know. I’ ve worked with teamswhere | don’t like

the people | work with and I’ m like ugh, | don’t want to have to be on their team,
and it’sjust nice knowing that we really get along and we agree on alot of things.
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It's dways avery respectful environment, and that’s not always the case whether

you talk to somebody at another school or other teams. I’ ve been in the opposite

situation, and that’ s just areally good feeling, just to know that you really feel

like they care about you.
Another member of the Beta Team said, “They cooperate very well —they talk and listen
to each other very well. They make everyone feel like they’ re avital part of [the team],
and there' sfood.” What was positive for another teacher on the team was that “when we
have ajob to do, all three of us can work together to get it done, instead of just one
person having to do it.” Another teacher seconded those comments, saying that “ our
ability to work together — I think we are able to pool our resources when we need to” was
positive.

Comparisons with Previous Teams. When asked to compare this team with ones
they had worked on in the past, one Beta Team member said,

Thisteam is much less stressful than the ones | have worked on in the past.

Whereas thisteam is learning and probably alot of the time trying to figure things

out and really get things done, the other team was so focused. Y ou could hardly

breathe. It was stressful, and it wasn’t as enjoyable. It was efficient and it was

effective, but part of being without kids and working with your colleagues to me

should be that it’s enjoyable, that you get to enjoy being with your colleagues and

sharing that knowledge, and it being an open exchange. Not thinking about every

word you are going to say and ‘isthis going to piss somebody off?

Emergent Themes

Other themes emerged from the data through the process of coding; these new
categories were established when common terms were mentioned by four or more
participants and were identified as emergent themes. Emerging themes included benefits,
roadblocks, and impressions. These data did not fit well with the original research
guestions, but helped to describe the feelings of the participants about Professional

Learning Communities and also hel ped to inform the recommendations to the school

regarding its collaborative culture.
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Benefits

Survey Data

One of the questions on the survey asked participants to identify the benefits of
Professional Learning Communities. The majority of participants (69%) said that the
opportunity to share ideas and collaborate was a benefit of Professional Learning
Communities. “PLCs give teachers an opportunity to collaborate and get professional
advice from colleagues.” Six participants (17%) said that because of Professiona
L earning Communities, teachers could improve their practice. “ Teachers (professional s)
are coming together to improve the quality of our teaching.” Similarly, six participants
(17%) said that the opportunity to build relationships, feel like part of ateam, and tackle
isolation among teachers was a benefit to Professional Learning Communities. “They
might force the lone wolf type to collaborate with his/her colleagues.” Five participants
(14%) said that being part of a PLC gave teachers an opportunity to support one another.
In addition, five participants (14%) said that students benefit from the work that is done
in Professional Learning Communities. “ Students benefit because they are getting the
best of all the members of the team not just their specific teacher’ s best.” Five
participants (14%) attributed these benefits to the structure of Professional Learning
Communities. “They provide a structured venue for teachers to collaborate and support
each other.”
Quantitative Survey Data

In Table 8 statements related to the theme of benefits were presented. This theme
received an overall mean rating of 2.06, which is below the upper bound (2.50) of the

“Agree’ category. Also, the mean scores for al of the statements within the area were at
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or below the mean criterion level. Seventy-one percent (15) of the teachers agreed or
strongly agreed with the statements: | am a better teacher because of my work with my
PLC; my students are learning more because of my work with my PLC. Twenty-nine
percent (6) of the teachers disagreed or strongly disagreed with those statements. Ninety
percent (19) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: The PLC
process has the potential to provide a more supportive environment for teachers. Seventy-
five percent (15) of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: Time spent
with my PLC will save me time overall. Twenty-five percent (5) of the teachers disagreed
or strongly disagreed with that statement. One teacher marked that s/he did not
understand the statement.

Table 8 Quantitative PLC Survey Results 2008-2009 for Berkshire Elementary; Benefits

Benefits Sf’-\rgrr:egely Agree Disagree ;T;:;]rgeiz sziegrztgzd
| am a better teacher because of my work with my PLC 14%(3) 57%(12) 24% (3) 5% (1) 2.19
My students are learning more because of my work with my PLC 14% (3) 57% (12) 24% (5) 5% (1) 2.19
PLCs can provide a more supportive environment for teachers 29% (6) 62% (13) 5% (1) 5% (1) 1.86
Time spent wtih my PLC will save me time overall 30% (6) 45% (9) 20% (4) 5% (1) 2.00

Roadbl ocks
Survey Data
When asked if there were any roadblocks they encountered when implementing
Professional Learning Communities, over half of the participants (53%) said that time
was the biggest roadblock. For non-classroom teachers, it was finding atime for
everyone on their team to meet. “Time is the biggest factor. It often is difficult to set
aside atime for everyone to meet. This, coupled with the time constraints of most folks

would be the only roadblock | can see.” Another wish for non-classroom teachers was to
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have more time to meet with job-alike teachersin the district. “ There is not enough time
to meet with teachers from other schools.” For some, it was having enough time to do
their job because some of their planning time was used up to meet with their Professional
Learning Community. “The only roadblock that | see isthat PLC work limits the amount
of time | have to prepare materials for my own class.” One participant specifically
mentioned the early release days for the county which are devoted to Professional
Learning Community work, but none of the early release days are devoted to working in
your own classroom. For others it was having enough time within the PLC meeting to
accomplish their team’s goals. “Time is the biggest roadblock, just having enough time to
get things done.”

In addition to issues with time, clarity on the purpose of Professional Learning
Communities, lack of training on the PLC model, and robotic teaching were mentioned as
three other roadblocks. Some participants (8%) said when team members were not clear
about the purpose of Professional Learning Communitiesit was aroadblock. “I think the
main roadblock is understanding what type of information needs to be shared and
discussed during the PLC vs. the grade level meeting.” “We're not always clear of the
objectives, and the definition of what we are to do seems to frequently change.”
“Teachers who have had little or no PLC training or experience. | feel like they believe
they arein thisalone, their students are ‘their students' and they don’t trust anyone else to
teach them.” One participant said that having to teach too similarly was a roadblock.
“Roadblocks are being asked to teach too similarly to each other. It takes away from

individuality in the profession.” Another participant said that team members who were
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not willing to share were aroadblock to PLCs. “Yes, | think sometimes not everyoneis
willing to share and collaborate. It puts things at a standstill sometimes.”
Interview Data

Alpha Team. When asked what was frustrating about his/her team, a teacher on
the Alpha Team said that his’her team exceeded in “ complaining, being negative, and
ripping [things] apart, [but] other than that no.” S'he said his/her team failed in sharing
the workload. “All the responsibility falls on me and [one other teacher on the team]. The
other [person doesn’t] volunteer to do it, but yet s/he’s going to complain about it the
entire time you do it.”

Beta Team; Purpose of PLC. When asked to give an example of where their team
exceeds an expectation or goal, one member of the Beta Team said,

| think at this point we're still struggling to understand what the PLC is about and

what we're supposed to be doing and trying to keep from doing something during

the PLC that we're not supposed to be doing, but we need to do anyway, so |
think it’ s still trying to get a good idea of what the purposeis. | think it’s way too
soon to expect that you would exceed an expectation, at this point if you' ve met
every week, that’slike ‘“Woo!" That’sbig.
“It’ strying to determine the purpose of the team and my purpose in the team that’s
frustrating.”

When asked to identify away in which hig/her team failed to meet an expectation
or goal, one member of the Beta Team talked about why his/her team failed at the
primary goal of a PLC. The roadblock s/he addressed was that not enough time had
elapsed in order for the team to have evolved into what a PL C should be “I think we're at
the learning stage of discovering how we can benefit [from the PLC].”

Unclear on Expectations. Another teacher on the Beta Team said,

| feel alittle bit like I’m kind of in alake with arock tied to me right now, so |
don’t really know what’ s expected of me. I’'m at a new school, al the procedures
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are new, al the curriculum is new, and | have no ideaif I’m meeting End of
Grade standards, | don’t really know, our whole team is new, | would say | have
no ideaif we're really exceeding anything or if we're just kind of floundering to

stay up.
The participant gave two examples where the team was not meeting expectations because
the team didn’t know what was expected,
We didn't fill the cabinet up front with student work, because we didn’t know we
were supposed to, and as far as getting thisfield trip together that we' re getting

ready to go on in about aweek, | guess there' s a one-month deadline which none
of us knew about, so we failed those two expectations.

Another teacher on the team said, “| think sometimes knowing what it is we' re supposed
to be doing” isan areain which their team fails to meet agoal or expectation.

Inexperience of Team. When asked to compare this PLC to previous teams, one
Beta Team member said, “ Thisone’ s avery inexperienced team, at this grade level and at
this school. The one team that | had been at before, the one guy had been at the school for
five years and the other woman had been there for four years or something so they both
had a lot more experience than | did, whereas this one, we're al in our first or second
year.” Another fellow Beta Team member compared this team with the one from the
previous year,

It's harder this year in that [one of my team members| is new and sometimes |

forget that [s/he] isnew ... and that’s a struggle. It’ s nice to have somebody that

has experience that’s on the team that you can rely on instead of having to feel
like you're the one that hasto be relied on.

Another Beta Team member saw the team’ s inexperience as a frustration,

There are some things that we were expected to know how to do or whatever, do
it the right way, but we don’t know just because we're all kind of in the same
boat, which iswhere we just haven’t been around here long enough.

One team member said,

| think they’re just individually struggling so much, you wish you could be doing
more. | wish we could be accomplishing more in terms of instruction. | feel like
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they could actually have good conversations about strategies and things you could
do, but | don’t think that they’re at a place where they can get there yet.

Too Many Assignments. Another roadblock seen by one member of the Beta
Team was too many assignments coming from above which diminished the team’ s ability

to use PLC time to talk about things that would benefit them,

They’re probably giving us too much to do. There istoo much coming down
going, ‘do thisin your PLC," ‘do thisin your PLC.” You don’t have that timeto
mold it to what would probably be best for your team because you’ ve got these
expectations coming down that ‘we have to talk about this' and you feel like since
you're sending the minutes, it’s like oh it’s bad if we talk about something else, so
it’skind of like Big Brother.

Oneteacher said, “Lately, all we talk about [in PLCs] iswriting tests and getting kids into

reading groups for tutoring since Thanksgiving. | feel like we' ve beat it to death.”
Another team member echoed the sentiment about too many assignments,

There’ s too much mess we have to do. It is hard. There' s so much stuff. It’s not
just the stuff we've got to do in PLC — it’s al the other e-mails, and the forms,
and the phone calls, and you know people saying ‘do it now,” ‘do it now,” ‘do it
now.” It'sdifficult to just take a moment and say we have a PLC and we can only
do thislittle thing right herein this PLC. That’s hard.

When asked if the structure of a PL C supports their team’s efforts to collaborate, this

Beta Team member said,
Yesand no. You know this year has seemed like so much more stuff, so much
more | want you to do it now, you know online courses, a new reading
curriculum, there's so much more that | feel like I’m expected to do that it's
almost like ‘Oh my God are you serious’, that’swhat | feel like saying. Last year
it didn’t seem like as much.
Improving Team Effectiveness. When asked about their ideas for improving the
team’ s effectiveness, two teachers on the Beta Team suggested having another time to
discuss things so they didn’t have to use their PLC time. One said, “ Sometimes it turns

into other types of discussions, like the other day when we had one and it was we were

being trained for the writing test, and I’m sorry, that’s not a PLC, that’s being trained for
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the writing test.” When asked if the structure of PLCs supported their efforts to

collaborate, they said,
| definitely think what's intended for the PLCs to be is supporting how we're
supposed to collaborate. What | see alot of times though are other things that are
like we need to meet because we need to talk about such and such and then that
kind of getsin the way of what our PLC should really be. And different people
have to show up for different reasons to talk to us and to me that should be a
separate meeting. | don't know if I’m just being selfish, but to me that should be
okay ‘ Can we have a meeting to discuss this? Not ‘Can | butt into your PLC so
we cantalk? Soit’s not the way it’s structured — | think that not everyone’'s on
the same page, so they may not see that we really need this time together to do
what we need to do.

Another teacher said,
| think it would be easier if we were just allowed to use the time to plan for things
that are going on in the classroom, rather than, it seemslike alot of it iskind of
busy work, and sometimes it would be nice if we could just go in there with our
teacher editions and plan. So we could stay on track with each other better. Asa
new teacher, I’d like to know allittle about what we have to teach.

One member of the Beta Team recommended pairing the newer team with a strong
leader. “[ The team] lacks aleader, bless their hearts, but | really do just feel bad. That
may be a struggle in its own sense.”
Impressions

Survey Data

When asked to describe how they feel about their Professional Learning
Community experience, participants had different impressions. More than one-fourth of
participants (28%) said that Professional Learning Communities were beneficial,
valuable, or important. “I feel it has been beneficial and valuable.” Six participants (17%)
said that Professional Learning Communities were good. “Good, it has been helpful and
enlightening to see how other teachers think. Planning together keeps me focused.”

Similarly, six participants (17%) said that PLCs were positive. “I like theidea, and | think
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it is positive in helping one another. My team members are supportive and caring. What
more could you ask for?” Five participants (14%) said that their work in Professional
Learning Communities was helpful. “1 feel it isahelpful time and look forward to
meeting with my PLC to help me become a better teacher.” Five participants (14%)
thought that with more training or a different focus, their Professional Learning
Community could be more effective. “I am hopeful that | will gradually learn more about
the PLC and how to participate effectively.” Some participants (11%) did not think that
the Professional Learning Community model changed anything about the way that their
team works together. “I think the makeup and attitudes of the group members will
ultimately decide how well the PLC functionsasawhole.” “I'm indifferent. | think we
would have met as a grade level regardless, but these force us to meet.” Four participants
(11%) said that being a Professional Learning Community team helped them build
relationships with their co-workers. “It has given me the opportunity to get to know my
colleagues better and understand how we help and encourage each other day to day.” “I

think that it has brought our team closer together.”
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CHAPTERV

DISCUSSION

ummary

This study explored the perceptions of 36 elementary classroom teachers,
exceptional children’ s teachers, and support staff members. An open-ended survey,
interviews, and observations were conducted to determine the participant’s beliefs
regarding the impact of the implementation of Professional Learning Communities on the
collaborative culture at Berkshire Elementary School. Quantitative survey data were
utilized to generally describe the opinions of the classroom teachers regarding the
collaborative culture.

The goal of this study was to investigate the impact of the implementation of
Professional Learning Communities on the roadblocks to collaboration identified in 2005
by the teachers at Berkshire Elementary and to determine how addressing these
roadblocks impacted the collaborative culture at Berkshire Elementary (Lujan, 2005).
The intended goal of this study is to contribute to the improvement of collaborative
culture at Berkshire Elementary and at other schools that may be considering
implementation of the Professional Learning Community Model.

Data obtained from surveys, interviews, and observations were analyzed against
five inductive themes — time, isolation, disagreement, collaboration, and culture — and

three deductive themes — benefits, roadblocks, and impressions — that aligned with the



origina research questions. According to the majority of the participants, Professional
L earning Communities are made up of groups of educators who collaborate or work
together toward a shared goal.

Conclusions

The focus of study was to determine what the effect of the implementation of
Professional Learning Communities was on roadblocks to collaboration among teachers.
If roadblocks were addressed, how would that affect the collaborative culture? In
particular, the study aimed to reveal how the implementation of Professional Learning
Communities at Berkshire Elementary allows/disallows for sufficient time for teachers to
collaborate, alters the isolated nature of the profession, and impacts conflicts that occur
when divergent points of view were present.

First Hypothesis

The first hypothesis argued that the implementation of Professional Learning
Communities would address time restraints as a roadbl ock to collaboration. DuFour and
Eaker (1998) confirmed that time must be built into the school day and school year
specifically for collaboration.

The findings in this study indicate that the teachers and certified staff members at
Berkshire Elementary reported the implementation of Professional Learning
Communities allowed for sufficient time for teachers to collaborate. All participantsin
the study indicated that their PLC team met on aregular basis, and the majority indicated
that their team met more or that their meetings were more focused, structured, or

effective than they were before PL Cs were implemented. One interviewee echoed the
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sentiments of the staff membersin 2005 who said that when meetings were not required,
they wouldn’t keep happening.
Data Summary

All grade level PLCsreported that they met on aweekly basis, with al meeting as
needed outside of the regular meeting time. The elective team met weekly and informally
throughout the week. The Exceptional Teacher’s team met monthly and was often in |EP
meetings together. The support staff team met every one to two months and as needed
outside of scheduled meetings. Almost half of the participants agreed that there was
sufficient time to collaborate within teams. Twenty-two percent indicated that sometimes
there was sufficient time and others times not. Twenty-eight percent indicated that more
time was needed. One Alpha Team member indicated that the PLC system of mandatory
meetings creates more time for collaboration, and the meetings were set up to focus more
on curriculum instead of procedural items. On the quantitative survey, all of the
classroom teachers responded that their PLC team met weekly. Most of the classroom
teachers reported that their PLC meetings typically last 30 minutes to an hour.

Most of the participants indicated that their team met more or that their meetings
were more focused, structured, or effective than they were before PLCs were
implemented.

The Alpha and Beta team rarely experienced conflicts with their meeting times.
During observations, they never outright cancelled a meeting. They were always
rescheduled (with the exception of a snow day). The participants responded that their

teams would reschedul e the meeting if there was something pressing to discuss. There
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were occasions in which one or two members of the team were absent, but the team had
been informed ahead of time.
Second Hypothesis

The second hypothesis argued that the implementation of Professiona Learning
Communities would address the issue of isolation among teachers as a roadblock to
collaboration. DuFour and Eaker (1998) indicated that PL Cs require teachers to develop a
shared mission, vision, and goals and to commit to guiding principles that articulate
school beliefs. It was also found that the implementation of Professiona Learning
Communities alleviated isolation by forcing teams to meet on aregular basis, promoting
collaboration, and helping teachers build relationships. In addition, the majority of
teachers reported that they felt that PL Cs provide a more supportive environment for
teachers.

Data Summary

In the open-ended survey, the majority of participants indicated that PLCs helped
to alleviate isolation because they force teams to meet on aregular basis, promote
collaboration, and help teachers build relationships.

One Alpha Team member described it as positive that team members sat down
and got together every week, which they didn’t think would keep on happening every
week if team members had a choice. Another Alpha Team member said that it was
positive that the team was on the same page in terms of pacing for math instruction. They
said it was really helpful that they were al teaching the same thing at the same time when

it came time to rearrange the classes for remediation and enrichment every other week.
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One Beta Team member described the fact that sometimes s’he became “this
person in these four walls and you find it difficult to see anyone outside of the walls.”
They recalled their experience in aformer school saying that every “teacher wasits own
entity and nobody helped anybody.”

Responses from the classroom teachers on the quantitative survey distributed by
the High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellence that dealt with
independence indicated that most teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the following
statements. As a PLC, we use team-adopted common standards of success to evaluate
student learning; as a PLC we have adopted SMART goals that we are working to
achieve.

Third Hypothesis

The third hypothesis was that the implementation of Professional Learning
Communities would address the roadblock of divergent views among teachers. DuFour
and Eaker (1998) indicated that teams must establish norms by which they will operate,
goals that they wish to accomplish, ways to assess the effectiveness of their team, and a
process by which to resolve conflicts that occur. In addition, teachers must be willing to
engage in discussions where conflict arises and must be able to come to a shared
consensus.

It was also found that with the implementation of Professional Learning
Communities, the mgjority of teachersindicated that their PLC had developed a process
to effectively resolve conflict. In addition, the majority of teachers reported that their

PL Cs had come to a consensus to identify essential learning outcomes, standards to
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assess learning, SMART goals, and norms, and to develop common formative
assessments.
Data Summary

When asked on the open-ended survey if divergent points of view occur amongst
their PLC team, the magjority of participants indicated that they did occur. In order to
resolve those conflicts, participants said their team comes to a consensus, decides what is
best for the children, agrees to disagree, takes a mgjority vote, or the leader or senior
member of the team makes the final decision.

Responses from the classroom teachers on the quantitative survey distributed by
the High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellence that dealt with the
disagreement indicated that most teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the following
statements. Asa PLC, we have a process to effectively resolve conflict; asa PLC we use
sound, structured decision-making processes.

One member of the Beta Team indicated that whether or not one collaboratesin
one' steam is dependent on the members of the team. S/he said that there were “ unspoken
things that are going on in the meeting” and “most people want to avoid [conflict by not
saying when anorm is being broken].”

Overarching Hypothesis

The overarching research hypothesis was that if the roadblocks of time, the
isolated nature of the profession, and divergent points of view were addressed, that the
collaborative culture would improve. Through surveys, interviews, and observations, the
researcher found that although the roadbl ocks to collaboration identified in 2005 had

been addressed by the implementation of Professional Learning Communities,
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collaboration among teams did not function in an ideal way. The Alpha and Beta Teams
met regularly and had norms in place to handle conflict, but in their meetings they
collaborated in a superficial way focusing on housekeeping items. It was only outside of
team meetings, that two of the Alpha Team members reported that they would share
teaching ideas with one another. On the other hand, the teachers on the Beta Team
reported that they would share ideas regularly outside of their regular meeting time.
Unfortunately since these collaborative interactions were held outside of the PLC
meeting, the support staff member and the EC teacher did not benefit. After the
implementation of an agenda, those discussions started to take place more during the PLC
time and the support staff member and the EC teacher were able to participate.

Data Summary

The data summary on the overarching research question is organized into four
areas: collaboration, culture, benefits, and impressions. The first two themes were
inductive codes and the last two were deductive codes which emerged from the data.

Impact on Collaboration. In the open-ended survey, most of the participants
indicated that they collaborated in their PLC and most recalled collaborating when asked
to identify a positive experience they have had in their PLC team.

Responses from the classroom teachers on the quantitative survey distributed by
the High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellence that dealt with
collaboration indicated that most teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the following
statements: As aPLC, we document and monitor our PLC processes so that we can
continue to improve; as a PLC, we systematically gather evidence about the impact of

various instructional strategies on student learning; as a PLC, we have made a conscious
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effort to align our instruction to achieve our essential learning outcomes; asaPLC, we
areidentifying and utilizing increasingly more effective instructional strategies; asaPLC,
we require every student who has not yet mastered the essential learning outcomes to
participate in additional learning opportunities every few weeks; asaPLC, we have
developed avariety of common formative assessments using different approaches; as a
PLC, we have aligned our common formative assessments to the essential learning
outcomes; as a PLC, we examine the results of our common formative assessments to
identify students who need additional learning opportunities; asaPLC, we examine the
results of our common formative assessments to determine which instructional practices
are most effective in achieving student mastery. The mgority of teachers indicated that as
aPLC, they administer team-developed common formative assessments once a quarter.
The Alpha Team’'s SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, results-oriented, and
time-bound) goals were 1) to increase End of Grade math scoresin math and reading and
2) to develop acommon vocabulary list for the grade level. The reading goal was being
addressed by tutors coming into the school. The team utilized a variety of assessments
and a schedule of remediation and enrichment in order to work toward the math goal.
They give acommon assessment as a pre-test and post-test, and they give a mid-week
check each week to determine how to group students for remediation and enrichment that
they do every two weeks as ateam. According to two of the teachers on the team, the
third teacher isinconsistent in regard to the assessment tasks, in terms of completing
them at all, completing them on time, or reporting the results. The teachers utilize the
results of the pre-test to determine on what they need to focus their instruction. The

teachers utilize the results of the post-test to determine student grades. The team does not
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discuss the results of pre-tests and post-testsin their PLC. In terms of their vocabulary
goal, some of the time for their PLC meetingsis used for training from the vocabulary
committee. Otherwise, one team member reports that the team does not discuss
vocabulary at al, and it was decided at the beginning of the year that the discussion
would be tabled until the end of the school year.

The Beta Team's SMART goal wasto raise End of Grade test scoresin math. To
address the goal, the Beta Team discusses math instruction in three-week periods. They
give common assessments at the beginning and end of every three-week period and
remediate in their own classrooms. Pre-tests are utilized to help determine pacing for
math instruction.

For both teams, collaborating was seen as an area where they could improve. A
team member who serves on both teams described the meetings as times when the teams
discussed what needed to be done for the week rather than atime for talking about
specific interventions, strategies, or sharing. On the Alpha Team one member said that it
feelslikeit is awaste of time to share since no one would implement the ideas, another
said that most people won't willingly share because they had to “scratch and claw” to get
there. On the Beta Team, one member said that even though their team shared ideas, they
could collaborate at a higher level in the sense of talking about certain activities. Another
said that it would be helpful if the team coordinated lessons in the way certain things
were taught so they were all teaching similar concepts a similar way. The support staff
and EC members of the teams indicated they are able to know more about what is going
on with both grade levels in terms of what they’ re teaching because of their participation

in the grade level PLCs.
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According to both teams, sharing of teaching ideas happens between individuals
on the team outside of the PLC meetings. Participants indicated that if one asks for
assistance, materials, or ideas, every member iswilling to share. In interviews, most team
members indicated that they turn to their colleagues for ideas for instruction.

In meetings, the Alpha Team was observed participating in superficial
collaboration. They spent their meetings dealing with tasks related to math, reading,
writing, field trips and fundraising, responses to requests received viae-mail, End of
Grade tests, tasks related to support staff members on their team, and work on their
vocabulary goal. They discussed dates of assessments and topics for math instruction.
They provided information to the reading tutor identifying students who needed to be
served and their schedules. They mentioned training for writing. They discussed details
of field trips and fundraisers. Other than one instance where the reading tutor asked
another teacher for advice for how to prepare students for the End of Grade Reading test,
the discussion about the End of Grade tests centered on which materials the school
administration had purchased for test preparation. The team received training from the
vocabulary committee during their meetings. In addition they were supposed to discuss
chapters out of a handbook regarding to science notebook implementation, but one team
member was not prepared so the discussion was dropped. The researcher did observe
several instances of collaboration between individual classroom teachers on the team and
the support staff member, i.e., they would discuss results of assessments for specific
students or the support staff member would ask for the opinion of the teachers about

aspects of planning for their groups.
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In meetings, the Beta Team spent time going over the tutoring schedule with the
reading tutor and discussing assessments they had to administer to identify studentsto be
served and also to interpret the benchmarks administered by the reading tutor. They
discussed how to fill out a spreadsheet for the other tutor. They also received training
from the vocabulary committee during their meetings and from the associate principa on
test administration. The support staff member shared a summary of an assigned reading
they were supposed to do related to vocabul ary implementation via science notebooks.
They discussed the schedule for scoring writing assessments and were told they could
score them during their PLC time in addition to time within the school day provided by
the administration. In another meeting they decided to score tests individually instead of
at an assigned time. During one meeting they were provided an explanation about the
purpose and due dates of success plans.

The Beta Team devel oped common assessments during their meetings and
discussed pacing of mathematics instruction. The teachers talked about the standard
course of study and determined which topics needed to be presented during each unit.
During one meeting a teacher on the team shared a reading test-taking strategy and shared
a packet that s/he had developed to use with his’her studentsto prepare them for the
reading test.

During one meeting, the associate principal led a discussion about what should
and should not go on in a PLC. The teachers commented that their PLC had been taken
over by the writing test, other tasks, and with people coming in to talk with them or train
them. The associate principal asked what the administration could do to help and the

teachers responded that they could provide more time or fewer projects to do during their
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PLC. The associate principal said that their team was already given more time than other
schoolsin the district and that they would have to have an agenda so they could discuss
planning in-depth so they could be on the same page. The associate principal
recommended that they could appropriately handle certain issuesin a memo when
possible and limit the discussion about certain tasks to only the time that was necessary to
complete them. In future meetings, the team had an agenda which they followed.

Impact on Culture. In the open-ended survey, participants indicated that they
perceive members of their team as respectful, friendly, professional, or work well
together. Almost half of the participants indicated that their team met outside of school
socially. Participants think their teammates see them as helpful, flexible, task-oriented,
sharing, or ateam player. According to participants, team members respond receptively,
acceptingly, positively, or by sharing their opinion.

Teams devel oped norms dealing with meeting time, respect, attendance, staying
on task, everyone having input, being on time, having an agenda, and resolving conflicts.
On the quantitative survey most teachers agreed or strongly agreed that their team had
established norms and abided by the explicit norms they developed.

On the quantitative survey distributed by the High Five Regional Partnership for
High School Excellence that dealt with the school culture, responses from the classroom
teachers indicated that most teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the following
statements: AsaPLC, we have identified essential learning outcomes for our students; as
aPLC, webelievethat all of our students will master the essential |earning outcomes; as
aPLC, our SMART goals are aligned to our school’s SMART goals; asaPLC, we utilize

the school-wide intervention pyramid; as a PLC, we receive feedback and support from
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leadership on our implementation of PL.C concepts and practices; my school celebrates
team progress toward SMART goals for student achievement.

On the quantitative survey, most teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement: AsaPLC, we are able to be open and honest with each other about what we
do well and not so well. On the Alpha Team the status of open communication was
described in the following ways: one member will nod and pretend like g/he is taking my
ideas into consideration and the other member is receptive; the other members of his/her
team are seasoned teachers and they are not as open to suggestions from aless
experienced teacher; if it's something that’ s been done a certain way in the past, thisis
how it’s going to be; it’s not always going to be taken positively and accepted or
implemented. The team was described by members as strained. The dynamics of the
personalities on the team were described as frustrating and the team energy was described
as depressing by another member.

On the Beta Team, the status of open communication was described in the
following ways. we're unsure of ourselves, we're pretty open, we get along really well;
we do agood job taking into consideration everybody’ s ideas; we're really flexible. One
team member said that s/he enjoyed coming to work because his/her team really gets
along. S/he described hig/her team as respectful. Another member described them as
cooperative. Also, the three members can work together to get it done, instead of the
responsibility lying with one person. One member described the team as |l ess stressful

than ones /he had worked with in the past.
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Emergent Themes

Other themes emerged from the data through the process of coding; these new
categories were established when common terms were mentioned by four or more
participants and were identified as emergent themes. Emerging themes included benefits,
roadblocks, and impressions. The data represented by these three themes did not fit well
with the original research questions but reflects the opinions of the participants on
Professiona Learning Communities and is used to provide recommendations for the
improvement of the collaborative culture at Berkshire Elementary School.
Benefits

In the open-ended survey, the majority of participants saw the opportunity to

share and collaborate as a benefit to PLCs. Participants also said that PLCs allowed them
to improve their practice, build relationships, support one another, and benefit students.

Responses from the classroom teachers on the quantitative survey distributed by
the High Five Regional Partnership for High School Excellence that dealt with benefits
indicated that most teachers agreed or strongly agreed with the following statements: |
am a better teacher because of my work with my PLC; my students are learning more
because of my work with my PLC; the PLC process has the potential to provide a more
supportive environment for teachers; time spent with my PLC will save me time overall.
Impressions

When asked to describe their PLC experience, 28% said they were beneficial,
valuable, or important; 17% said they were good; 17% said they were positive; 14% said

they were helpful; 14% thought they could be more effective; and 11% thought they
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helped them build relationships. Four participants (11%) said that PLCs hadn’t changed
anything about how their team worked together.
Thoughts of the Researcher on the PLC Model as Implemented by Berkshire

Comparing the collaborative culture in 2005 to the collaborative culture in 2009,
there are definite improvements. In 2005, teams were meeting on an inconsistent basis
and based on observations spent a significant amount of their meetings discussing
superficial things such asfield trips and fundraisers. In 2009, teams were meeting
consistently, had normsin place to structure the meetings, had goals and assignments
from the administration to accomplish during those meetings, and to some extent shared
teaching strategies and to a greater extent discussed curriculum content and planned
common assessments. Though the collaborative culture in 2009 was still not the idealized
version dreamed about by the researcher as anewly hired teacher, it had improved by
leaps and bounds in the four years that had passed between studies. Is PLC the answer for
everyone? Maybe, maybe not, but it seemed to make a difference at Berkshire
Elementary and the potential is there for continued improvement.
Demographic Information

When the data were analyzed against demographic information, no trends stuck
out. There was not a significant difference in the opinions of the participants when data
were filtered on the basis of gender, race, years of experience, or educational attainment.
Demographicsin this study served to describe the participants generally and provide
information to readers who might want to compare the population in this study with their

own.
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Implications

The implications of this study are that the implementation of Professional
Learning Communities has positively impacted the collaborative culture at Berkshire
Elementary. Teachers have been provided with shared planning time which they have
utilized to meet together on aregular basis and come to consensus on various aspects of
curriculum and instruction. However, Berkshire Elementary School may be able to make
changes to increase the effectiveness of their collaborative community even further based
on the results of this study. In speaking with the participants and in analyzing the data,
there are several recommendations to make that happen. These recommendations are not
only applicable to the community established at Berkshire Elementary but also could be
utilized by other schools exhibiting similar roadbl ocks.

A summary of the roadblocks identified by participants points out several
roadblocks to the implementation of Professional Learning Communities at Berkshire
Elementary. Those and othersidentified by the researcher are the basis for the
recommendations which follow. In the open-ended survey, time was considered a
roadblock by over half of the participants, specifically, finding a common time to meet
for non-classroom teachers, time for individual planning within the school day and on
early release days for classroom teachers due to PLC work, and having enough time to
get things done within their PLC meeting.

On the Beta Team, the main roadblock was described by many members as an
uncertainty of what they were supposed to be doing during PLC and understanding what
PLC isabout. They responded that this issue related to the fact that theirs was an

inexperienced team with teachersin their first or second year at the school. Another issue
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for the Beta Team was the amount of tasks that were being assigned to be completed. The
members lamented that they wanted to be able to use their PLC time for planning as a
grade level. In addition to tasks, they also had people showing up for different reasons to
talk to them which used up their time.

On the Alpha Team, one member expressed hig/her frustrations with the team,
saying that other members were negative and complained. S/he also described the fact
that the workload tended to fall on two members of the team. Another team member felt
that one of the other team members didn’t really want to be there, and even though it
wasn't anyone' s fault, ghe just didn’t always participate since ghe didn’t want to be
there in the first place.

Recommendations

In interviews, observations, and surveys, one issue that kept surfacing was that
individuals from outside of the PLC team would come into PL C meetings with their own
agenda. PL.C time needs to be kept sacred because it is the time when everyone on the
team has committed to come together to work toward the shared goals they have
established in their team. The sacred nature of PLC time needs to be communicated by
the administration and needs to be included in the norms of all PLC teams. When
someone asks to be included on the PLC agenda, the team needs to figure out first of all
if what that person wants to discussis relevant to their team goals. If not, then s’he should
be asked to schedul e a separate meeting time with the team. If so, she should be made
aware of the teams norms for meetings, especialy if atime limit will or should be
assigned to him/her. It might be a good idea for the team to have a predetermined time

that they will have available in case these requests come up, i.e., an open meeting time
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the first Wednesday of the month when they know they will be meeting with people
outside of their PLC to discuss matters that do not relate to their PLC goals. Thiswould
also be atime that could be utilized for things like test administration training.

Another recommendation has to do with the types of things that are discussed in
PL C meetings. As recommended by the associate principal to the Beta Team, things that
can be handled in amemo should be handled in a memo. Sometimes a task that needs to
be completed by the team does not require that the team sit around a table and complete
it. If something can be handled outside of the meeting viae-mail or asimilar method, it
increases the amount of time within the meeting that can be used for deep discussions
about planning, instruction, and assessment.

In the Beta Team, it was a common concern that team members felt they did not
know what was expected of them during their PLC time. One recommendation for thisis
to assign teams of limited experience with a more experienced leader and clearer goals.
On that team for example, the support staff member had experience as a grade-level
teacher in that same grade level and had been at the school for longer than the grade-level
teachers on the team. A more experienced leader could help the team to make and stick to
an agenda.

In the Alpha Team, it was a common concern that one of the members was not a
team player and did not want to be there. In a school that is already using Professional
Learning Communities, the hiring team or the administration needs to make sure that
potential additions to the staff can buy into the process. In this particular instance, the
newest team member was assigned to the school, but it is still important to make sure that

new team members understand the norms established by the team and are willing to go
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along with them or are able to work with existing membersto refine the norms to
something that all members can agree upon. Although no one can be forced to buy into
PL Cs, expectations for performance can be expressed and teachers can be held
accountable to those expectations. Also, training for new staff members needs to be
provided (even if they have already received PLC training in other schools) so that
everyone is on the same page about how PL Cs operate within the school.

On the Alpha Team there were issues with team members completing tasksin a
timely manner. Teams should conduct a mid-year review or quarterly review where they
discuss how their team isworking, and if there are issues that need to be addressed, they
need to revise the norms to reflect what needs to be added so that the team operates more
effectively. During mid-year conferences between individual teachers and administrators,
the teachers were asked to reflect on their PLC’ s strengths and weaknesses, and that
information was utilized by the administration to address concerns and offer support.
This needs to be done not only on the administrative level, but within the team as well.
Both teams expressed that there could be improvement in the area of sharing teaching
ideas. Part of the team norms could be that all members will share one teaching idea
during each meeting, or something to that effect.

Among non-classroom teachers, it was found that participants wished they had
shared planning time within the school day during which they could meet with other
teams or with others on their team for the purpose of planning. Even if only on a monthly
basis during the week where teams had their half-day planning, time needs to be reserved
within non-classroom teachers’ schedules where they can talk with classroom teachers

during the school day.
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One areathat was lacking in the Alpha and Beta teams was discussion about the
results of common assessment. Some additional training needs to be done on how to
discuss the results of common assessments. Within the PLC model, teachers are supposed
to record data from all common assessments and are supposed to discuss the results with
one another as part of their PLC. Teachers should be identifying students who need
interventions and teachers with strength in the areas where remediation is needed should
be sharing with the other teammates what they do in their classroom to teach the material.
Rather than just pairing students who have a weakness on an objective with a teacher
who has a strength teaching that objective, all teachers should benefit from learning what
the strong teacher did to be strong.

Misconceptions about “teaching too similarly to one another” also came up in
survey data. InaPLC it isnot the goal that all the teachers on the team will operate like
robots teaching all the same things in the same ways on the same days. Thereis some
need for similarities, but it is not expected that all teams will operate identically. It is
important that all teachersin the grade level have identified the same goals for
instruction, i.e., what they expect the students to learn; have common pacing such that the
grade level isworking on the same tested, remediated, and enriched topics at the same
time; and teach a common set of strategies for those topics. Teams also need to utilize
common assessments for the purpose of discussing results. But that does not mean that a
teacher hasto use all the same activities in higher class that another teacher on his/her
team uses.

In survey data, one comment was that teachers missed the opportunity to work

with other teachers within the building. In the past at half-day trainings and staff
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meetings, tables were often mixed and teachers got the opportunity to work with people
outside of their teams. On occasion, teachers should be encouraged to sit with people who
are not on their PLC. Thiswould promote relationship building and also vertical
articulation between grade levels.
Future Research

Further research might include an expanded participant base that includes
additional schools or an alternate participant base. The survey could be redevel oped
based on responses given by participants to create some closed-ended questions to
replace some of the open-ended questions making data analysis a bit easier. Alternatively,
the questions that made up the 2005 study could be replicated to determine if roadblocks
to collaboration are still present, and if so, how those roadblocks differ from the ones
identified before Professional Learning Communities were implemented. It would also be
interesting to implement the recommendations of this study at Berkshire Elementary and
then reassess after an extended period of time had passed to see if the recommendations
helped alleviate some of the roadblocks present. In the survey, participants were asked to
indicate how their teammates would describe them. 1t would be interesting also to ask
each participant how they would describe their team members. While a great deal of data
were collected on PL Cs throughout the school, if different teams had been observed, the
implications might have been different. It would be interesting to observe and interview
other teams within the school. Also, it would be interesting to look at the results of the
guantitative survey from other schoolsin the district and other schools in the High Five

partnership.
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Appendix A:
Demographics Survey

Name:
Gender: Race:

What is your highest level of education attai ned:
High School/GED

Associate’ s Degree

BA/BS Degree

Master’s Degree

PhD

Other:

Areyou aNational Board Certified teacher?

How many years of experience in education do you have?
0-4 years

5-9years

10-14 years

15-19 years

20+ years
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Appendix B:
Professional Learning Communities Survey (Pilot Study)

How do you define Professional Learning Communities?

What are the norms your Professional Learning Communities have established?
How does the structure of Professional Learning Communities allow/disallow for
sufficient time for teachersto collaborate?

How does the institution of Professional Learning Communities impact the
isolated nature of the profession?

How does the institution of Professional Learning Communities impact conflicts
that occur when divergent points of view are present?

Describe a positive experience you have had in your Professional Learning
Community:

Describe a negative experience you have had in your Professional Learning
Community:

What are the benefits of Professional Learning Communities as you see them?
What roadblocks have you encountered with the implementation of Professional
L earning Communities?

Describe how you feel about your Professional Learning Communities
experience:
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Appendix C:

Professional Learning Communities Survey

APPROVED - IrB. 11N CH
DEC 2 2 2008

Professional Learning Communities Survey

Instructions: Do not write your name on this survey. Please write in complete
sentences. Return the survey in the envelope provided in the locked box in the front
office labeled “Professional Learning Communities Survey” by February 10", Thank
you for your participation in this survey.

1. How would you define Professional Learning Communities to someone who is
not familiar with the concept?

2. How would you describe the relationship you have with your Professional
Learning Communities members?

3. How do you think members of your Professional Learning Community would
describe you?

4. How often does your team meet for Professional Learning Communities?
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5. Does your team meet outside of Professional Learning Communities? If so, how
often? What is the purpose of these meetings?

6. Does your team meet outside of school socially? If so, what kinds of interactions
do you have?

7. What are the norms your Professional Learning Communities have established?

8. Describe your team’s effectiveness in following the norms you have established.

9. How do your team members respond to your contributions?
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10. How would you describe your team’s working relationship to others?

11. Does the structure of Professional Learning Communities allow for sufficient time
for teachers to collaborate? If so, how? If not, why do you think this is so?

12. How does the time you spend meeting with your grade level team now compare to
the time you spent with your grade level team prior to the implementation of
Professional Learning Communities?

13. How does the institution of Professional Learning Communities impact the
isolated nature of the profession?
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14. When meeting in your Professional Learning Community, do you find that
divergent points of view occur? If so, how do your norms affect your ability to
solve these conflicts? If not, why do you think conflicts do not occur in your
team?

15. Do you find that you collaborate in your Professional Learning Community? If
s0, in what ways? If not, why do you think this is the case?

16. Describe a positive experience you have had in your Professional Learning
Community:

17. Describe a negative experience you have had in your Professional Learning
Community:
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18. What are the benefits of Professional Learning Communities as you see them?

19. Have you encountered roadblocks with the implementation of Professional
Learning Communities? If so, what were they? If not, why do you think this is
507

20. Describe how you feel about your Professional Learning Communities
experience:
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Appendix D:
Interview Protocol

What is your teaching background?

How long have you been teaching at this school ?

Have you always been in the same grade level at this school ?

What professional development have you participated in related to Professional

L earning Communities?

When does your Professional Learning Community Team meet?

What happens when there is a schedul e conflict? Are meetings ever rescheduled?

How would you describe the status of open communication on your team? Do you

feel that your suggestions will be given serious consideration by the group?

8. What are some goals that your team has developed? On ascale of 1 (low) to 10
(high) how would you rate your team’ s effectiveness for each and why?

9. What is one example of your team’s exceeding an expectation or goal thisyear?

10. What is an example of your team’s failing to meet an expectation or goal this
year?

11. What is the most positive aspect of being a member of this team?

12. What is the most frustrating aspect of being a member of this team?

13. What are your ideas for improving the team’ s effectiveness in the future?

14. What do you discuss in your Professional Learning Community meetings?

15. Have you devel oped common assessments in your Professional Learning
Community? If so, have you discussed the results of those assessments? If so, in
what way?

16. Have you utilized the data from assessments in your meetings?

17. Do members of your team share ideas about what they teach in their classrooms?

18. Where do you turn for ideas for instruction?

19. How does remediation work in your team?

20. If you could give advice to another team about how to collaborate with one
another effectively, what advice would you give?

21. How does this team compare to ones you have worked on in the past?

22. Do you fed asthough your team’ s efforts to collaborate are supported by the
structure of Professional Learning Communities?

23. Before Professional Learning Communities were established in your school, how
did you feel about collaboration among your colleagues?

24. How much time did you spend meeting with your team before PLCs were
established?

25. What kinds of things did you talk about in your meetings before PLCs were

established?

hpOODNPRE

No o

Questions 7-14 come from DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 127-128
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Study Title: Professional Learning Communities and their Impact on the Roadblocks that Inhibit
Collaboration among Teachers and Certified Staft at Space Age Elementary School

This submission has been approved by the above IRB for the period indicated. It has been
determined that the risk involved in this research is no more than minimal.
Study Description:

Purpose: To examine the effectiveness of the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
in addressing the obstacles teachers encounter when they collaborate with one another.

Participants: 43 K-5 teachers and staff at Space Age Elementary School.

Procedures: Administer survey. conduct interviews with 3-8 participants, and observe Professional
learning Community Team meetings.

Investigator’s Responsibilities:

Federal regulations require that all research be reviewed at least annually. It is the Principal
Investigator’s responsibility to submit for renewal and obtain approval before the expiration date.
You may not continue any research activity beyond the expiration date without IRB approval.
Failure to receive approval for continuation before the expiration date will result in automatic
termination of the approval for this study on the expiration date.

When applicable, enclosed are stamped copies of approved consent documents and other
recruitment materials. You must copy the stamped consent forms for use with subjects unless you
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have approval to do otherwise.

You are required to obtain IRB approval for any changes to any aspect of this study before they can
be implemented (use the modification form at ohre.unc.edu/forms). Should any adverse event or
unanticipated problem involving risks to subjects or others occur it must be reported immediately to
the IRB using the adverse event form at the same web site.

Researchers are reminded that additional approvals may be needed from relevant "gatekeepers” to
access subjects (e.g.. principals, facility directors, healthcare system).

This study was reviewed in accordance with federal regulations governing human subjects research,
including those found at 45 CFR 46 (Common Rule), 45 CFR 164 (HIPAA). 21 CFR 50 & 56
(FDA). and 40 CFR 26 (EPA). where applicable.

cG:
Barbara Day, School Of Education
Crystal Daniel. (School of Education). Non-IRB Review Contact
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Appendix F:

L etter to the Principal

378 Summerwalk Circle
Chapel Hill. NC 27517

December 9, 2008

As you know, I am pursuing my doctoral degree at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill in the area of curriculum and instruction. This school year. I am in the
process of completing my dissertation research. The purpose of this letter is to request
permission to invite teachers and staff at to participate in
my research on Professional Learning Communities and teacher collaboration. 1
personally guarantee anonymity to the school and any teachers interviewed as part of my
research. All names will be changed so that the school and its teachers will remain
anonymous. I will be happy to share any findings that | have. [ will be conducting
research from January, 2009 to April, 2009 to allow me enough time to conduct any
interviews and any observations that are necessary for my research. I would also like to
have time during the monthly staff meeting in January or February to distribute my
survey and allow teachers time to complete it. I plan to tape record the interviews and
observations as part of my research and will destroy the tapes after 1 have transcribed
them and changed the names of all of the participants. Thank you for considering my
request.

Sincerely.

Nan Lujan
Spanish Teacher

I, . agree to allow Nan Lujan to conduct research at
from January, 2009 to April, 2009 for her dissertation on Professional
Learning Communities and teacher collaboration.

(Signature)
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Appendix G:

Letter from District

gy — O

- - 9
- v — R
Chief Academic Officer
January 6, 2009
Ms. Nan Lujan
Dear Nan,

I have reviewed your research proposal request entitled “Professional Learning Communities and
Teacher Collaboration”. Thank you for pm\rldmg me with all of the pertinent information and
approval by your school principal, .

I am approving your request and hope that you will receive some very positive responses while
doing your study. Please share your results with me when you complete this study. Good luck and
hope to hear from your soon.

Sincerely,

Chief Academic Officer

kd

pc
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Appendix H:

L etter to Teachers

APPROVED - IRB, 1INC-CH

DEC 2.2 2008

378 Summerwalk Circle
Chapel Hill, NC 27517

December 19, 2008

Dear Teachers,

[ am pursuing my doctoral degree at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in
the area of curriculum and instruction. This semester I am conducting the research for
my dissertation on Professional Learning Communities and their impact on the
roadblocks that inhibit collaboration among teachers. The purpose of this letter is to
inform you that I will be conducting my research in the Winter and Spring of 2009 at

and to invite you to participate in this research. As a thank you for
participating, I will be providing each participant with a $5 gift card for completing the
survey. I have spoken with two teams who have agreed to participate in interviews and
to be observed during their Professional Learning Community Meetings. They will be
provided with an additional $5 gift card. For those two teams, I would also like to request
your consent to tape record you during my study. You do not have to consent to being
tape recorded to participate in the study. I will be conducting interviews and will attend
some grade-level meetings and/or planning sessions throughout my research time frame
of January, 2009 to May, 2009. I personally guarantee anonymity to the school and any
teachers interviewed as part of my research. All names will be changed so that the school
and its teachers will remain anonymous. If you are willing to participate in my study
please complete the attached form and return it to me. Thank you for considering my
request.

Sincerely,

Nan Lujan
Spanish Teacher
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Appendix I:

Consent Form

‘THIS CONSENT DOCUMENT SHOULD BE USED ONLY

erween 2 %m’ 2]2) JCQ’
University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill INTITUTIONAL AT S, CCCmbL b
Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Adult Participants

Social Behavioral Form

IRB Study # 08-2115
Consent Form Version Date: 12/19/2008

Title of Study: Professional Learning Communities
and their Impact on the Roadblocks That Inhibit Collaboration
Among Teachers and Certified Staff at Space Age Elementary School

Principal Investigator: Nan Lujan
UNC-Chapel Hill Department: School of Education
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Barbara Day
Faculty Advisor telephone number: (919) 962-7739

Study Contact telephone number: (919) 969-9718
Study Contact email: nanscpa@yahoo.com

What are some general things you should know about research studies?

You are being asked to take part in a research study. To join the study is voluntary.

You may refuse to join, or you may withdraw your consent to be in the study, for any reason,
without penalty.

Research studies are designed to obtain new knowledge. This new information may help people
in the future. You may not receive any direct benefit from being in the research study. There
also may be risks to being in research studies.

Details about this study are discussed below. It is important that you understand this information
so that you can make an informed choice about being in this research study.

You will be given a copy of this consent form. You should ask the researchers named above, or
staff members who may assist them, any questions you have about this study at any time.

What is the purpose of this study?

The purpose of this research study is to learn about the impact of Professional Learning
Communities on the roadblocks that inhibit collaboration’among teachers, namely: time
constraints, the isolated nature of the profession, and divergent points of view amongst teachers.

You are being asked to be in the study because you are a participant in a Professional Learning
Community.

How many people will take part in this study?
If you decide to be in this study, you will be one of approximately 43 people in this research
study.

Page 1 of 4
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How long will your part in this study last?

Your participation will include the length of time it takes to complete an open ended survey on
Professional Learning Communities and collaboration which is estimated to take no more than
45 minutes.

[n addition, two teams have already come to consensus that they will participate in interviews
and observations of their Professional Learning Community Meetings. If you are on one of those
two teams you can expect the interview to take up to 1 hour of your time with up to 30 minutes
allotted in a follow-up interview. Those team members can expect the Principal Investigator
(Nan Lujan), to observe three months of your Professional Learning Community Meetings which
will not require you to spend any additional time than you already do in those meetings.

What will happen if vou take part in the study?
* You will complete this consent form

* You will complete an open ended survey related to Professional Learning Communities

e 2 PLC teams have been invited to participate in a one on one interview made up of questions
related to the responses on the open ended survey.
There may be up to a 30 minute follow-up interview if necessary.

e 2 PLC teams will be observed during three months of PLC meetings

What are the possible benefits from being in this study?
You may not benefit from this study, but you might find the process interesting.

What are the possible risks or discomforts involved from being in this study?

There are minimal risks associated with this study. Names will not be written on the survey but
the researcher will know who completed the surveys so the answers are confidential between
participants but not between the participants and the researcher. Names will be changed to
protect the anonymity of the participants and any tape recordings will be destroyed after analysis
has taken place.

There may be uncommon or previously unknown risks. You should report any problems to the
researcher.

How will vour privacy be protected?

Participants will not be identified in any report or publication about this study. Audio recordings
will be stored under lock and key during use; recordings will be transcribed and the tapes
destroyed.

Will you receive anything for being in this study?
You will be receiving $5 gift card for taking part in the survey. If you are on one of the two

teams that agreed to participate in an interview and Professional Learning Community meeting
observations, you will receive an additional $5 gift card.

Will it cost you anvthing to be in this study?
There will be no costs for being in the study

Page 2 of 4
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What if vou have questions about this studv?
You have the right to ask, and have answered, any questions you may have about this research. If
you have questions, or concerns, you should contact the researchers listed on the first page of this

form.

What if vou have questions about vour rights as a research participant?

All research on human volunteers is reviewed by a committee that works to protect your rights
and welfare. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject you may
contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board at 919-966-3113 or by email
to IRB_subjects@unc.edu.
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Title of Study: Professional Learning Communities

and their Impact on the Roadblocks That Inhibit Collaboration
Among Teachers and Certified Staff at Space Age Elementary School
Principal Investigator: Nan Lujan

Participant’s Agreement:

I have read the information provided above. I have asked all the questions I have at this time. |
voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.
Check the lines that reflect your choices:

I will complete the survey.

I am willing to complete interviews
_ OK to record me during interviews (Audio and video recordings may be requested to be
turned off at any time.)

Not OK to record me during interviews

I am willing to allow Nan Lujan to observe me during PLC meetings.

OK to record me during PLC meetings (Audio and video recordings may be requested to
be turned off at any time.)

Not OK to record me during PLC meetings

Signature of Research Participant Date

Printed Name of Research Participant

Gender: Race:

What is your highest level of education attained:
BA/BS Degree
Master’s Degree
PhD
Other:

Are you a National Board Certified teacher?

How many years of experience in education do you have?
0-4 years
5-9 years
10-14 years
15-19 vyears
20+ years
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Appendix J.

High Five PLC Survey 2008-2009

Print Survey Page 1 of 16

& rrine

* Required Information.

High Five PLC Survey 2008-09

Introduction

Our district, along with the other High Five districts, has determined that research indicates
the development of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) is likaly to lead to highar
studant achieveamant and enhanced teacher satisfaction. This sureey is designed to maasura
the depth of iImplementation of PLCs. The summarized results of the survey, along with team-
level data, will be shared with individual teams, schools, districts and High Five. The items
are ali multiple-cholce; the survey should take about 15-20 minutes of your time.

If you participate in more than ope PLC team, please choose the primary one for the purpose
of offering feedback on this survey. This year there are two surveys—the teaching and
learning survey designed to gather feedback from classroom teachers whose focus in thelr
H_l:‘ Jm:'.!ude-s' mmm and use of Essential Learnings and development and use of common

ts. The second survey is for stalf whose primary role is to help students
mmugn prmnmn and intervention efforts or to help classroom teachers be more effective—
called the support survey. Both Surveys have many common questions in areas fike
Collaborative Culture and Support/Resource allocation, the support survey asks more about
prevention/irtervention and support efforts, the teaching and leaming survey lsim'lbaut
Essential Leaming Outcomes and common assessment. If you are a support
ilrngnidtoﬂmdumfcﬂtfﬂ- the ﬁr:tmdlnrﬂw.bnlphanmplrmthmmﬂm_m

learning survey.

http:/fresearch.zarca. com/zprint/print_surveyv.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=53&recno=0 1030/ 200
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Print Survey Page 2 of 16

Instructions

Choose the survey that best fits the work dope by your primary PLC team.

Flease completa the full survey according to your axpaerience in your main PLC. If you are not
a participant in any PLC, respond to item 1 and 2, skipping naxt to completa the
Damographics section (bems 13-17). Pleasa answer honestly. Ba sure to SUBMIT the survey
when you have finished.

* 1. If you participate in more than one PLC team, please choosa the primary one for the
purpose of offering feedback on this survey. This year there are two surveys—the teaching
and lsarning survey designad to gather feedback from dassroom teachers whosa focus in
thair PLC includes dafinition and usa of Essantial Learmings and development and use of
common formative a ts. Tha 1 survay is for staff whosa primary rola is to halp
students through prevention and intervention efforts or to help classroom teachers be more
effective—called the support survey. Both surveys have many common questions in areas
like Collaborative Culture and Support/Resource allocation, the support survey asks more
about prevention/intervention and support efforts, the teaching and learning survey asks
about Essential Learning Outcomes and commaon assessment. If you are 8 support parson,
but are assigned to an academic PLC like the first grade or Algebra I please reply to the
taaching and lsaming survay,

Choose the survey that best fits the work dore by your primary PLC team.

{Select one option)

D Teaching and Learning Survey (K-12 Classroom Teschers) Go to Question No, 2

() Suppart Survey (Support stafl, le: Counsslor, Soclal Worker, ATG

Teacher, Tec Oy Specialist, ekc.| G0 to Question No. 18

I Did Mot Answer Then Go to Question No. 2

http:/fresearch.zarca. com/zprint/print_surveyv.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=53&recno=0 130720009
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Print Survey Page 3 of 16

* 2. During this school year, I have been part of a professional learning community (PLC)
focused on achieving essential learning outcomes for all students, (Select one option)

{:}l Yes, a School-level PLC Go to Question No. 3
() ‘es, a District-level PLC Go to Question No. 3
() Ne Go to Question Mo, 14

If Did Mot Answer Then Go to Question No. 3

In the following questions, you will be asked ta share information abour you. The reports
generated from this data will not disaggregate down to the level of individuals—even the
PLC team reports will only be genevated if ar least three members completed the survey.

3. The number of my main PLC is:

4, A Focus on Learning

Stro “Stron 1do not
"ﬂ..“."n.?v Agree | Disagree | 200] |understand.

(&) As & PLC, we have identified essantial
learning outctmes for our studanks,
{Essential learning outcomes, also called
power standards, are the course and
grade level critical knowledge, skills, and
dispositions that students are expected ta| () O O B 8
retalm long after the assessment s
completed, that are applicable to multiple
academic disciplines, and that prepare
the student for Sucoess in the next
gradefcourse. ) (Select one option)

() As & PLC, we believe that all of our
students will master the assential O O O O O
leaming oubcomas. (Select one option)

{c) As a PLC, we use team-adopted common
standards of success to evaluate shudent O D O () O
learming. (Select one option)

{d) As a PLC, we have adopted strategic and
spedfic, measurable, attainable, rasults-
orlented, and timebound (SMART) goals i) O O O @)
that we are warking bo achigve, (Select
o option])

(&) As a PLC, our SMART geals are aligned to
our school’s SMART goals, {Select one O O ] O O
aptiony

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&=s1d=533&recno=0 130720009
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Print Survey Page 4 of 16

5. Collaborative Culture: Team Processes

Strongl Strongl 1do
ﬂﬂrlzf Agrea | Disagrea DEru: undwﬂ:::d.

(&) As & PLC, we have established norms
{e.g., ground rules for beam meatings
including holding each other
accountable for student learming)bo O O O O O
clarify how we will work together as a
team. {Select one option)

{b) As a PLC, we abide by the explicit team

norms we developed, (Select one O O O O O
option)

(c) As a PLL, we use decision-making
processes such 85 brain-storming, 0 () @ 0 0

problem identification, congensus, and
pricrtizaton. (Sebect one option)

(d) As a FLC, we are abla to be open and
haonest with each other about what we
do well and not so well (e.g., In
instruction, in teacher-shudent @ @) O 0O O
relaticnships, In teamsmanship).
{Select one option)

(2) As @ PLC, we have & process to
effectively resolve conflict. (Select one O O )] )
opkian}

(F) A% & PLC, we document and manitor our

PLC processes so that we can continua 0 O QO O @]
o improve., (Select one option)

{g) As a PLC, we systamatically gather

evidence about the Impact of varous
instructional strategies on student ® O O O C
leaming. (Select one option)

6. Instructional Strategies and Intarventions

Strong Stro Tdo not
.ﬂg_rﬂw AQras ) ERsngra mg“ﬂ undacstad.

(a) As & PLC, w have made & conscious
affart to align our imstruction ko
achigve our essential learming D D C} O O
outcomes. {Select one option)
() &s & PLC, we are identifying

increasingly maore affactive
LI'ISD'LICT:-:;I'EII: strategles. (Select one O @) O @) @)
option)

(<) As a PLL, we wtiliza those increasingly
mare effective instructional strategies

http:/fresearch.zarca. com/zprint/print_surveyv.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=53&recno=0 130720009
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Print Survey

that our team identifies, (Select ane
option)

Page 5 of 16

(d) As & FLC, we utilize the school-wide
mtervention pyramid {sequence of
required Interventions). {Select one
option)

(2) As & PLC, we require evary student
who has not yet mastered the essantial
|earning outcomes to participate in
additional learning opportunities avery
Few woeaks, (Selact one aption)

7. Common Formative Assassments

Strongly Agree

Disagree bsltmﬁil'l"

(a) As a PLC, we hava daveloped a variety
of common formative assessments
using different approaches (e.g.,
performance assessmeant, essays,
tests, quizzes), (Select one option)

I do not

understand.

(b) As & PLC, we have alignad our
COMmon rﬂl"ﬂ'l.a‘ﬂ'l'E BESeSSments to the
essentisl learning cutcomes, (Select
o Bption)

(<) As a PLC, we axaming tha results of
our common formative assessments to
identify students who nead additicnal
leaming opportunities (enrichment or
re-teaching). (Select one option)

{d) A= a PLC, we examine the results of
gur commaon formative assessments to
determinge which instructional practices
are mast affective in achieving student
mastery, (Select one option)

8, Common Formative Assassments - As a PLC, wea usually administer team-developad
common formative assessments with the following frequancy:

About once
ayery 3 weeks

About once
every 6 weaks

About once a)
gquarter

About once a

SEmEster all

Not at]

(a) Team-developed
{Select one option)

O

o

O

O

173
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Print Survey Page 6 of 16

9. Impact _
Strongly Strongly Ido
Agrea Agrea | Disagree Disagrea | understand.
{a) I am a better teacher because of my
work with my PLC. (Select ane ) O O § o
option)
{b) My students are leaming more
bacause of my wark with my PLC. ) O O O O
{Select one option)
{c) The PLC process has the potential to
wide a more supportive
E:-trmnt for teachers. (Sebect D D D D
one option)
{d) Time spent with my PLC will save
me tine overall, (Select one option) O O O O

10. Support/Resource Allocation

Em:nntr I do not

Strongly
Agres Agree | Disagrea Dlsaﬂrae understand.

{a) As a PLC, we receive feedback and

suppart from leadership on our
implementation of PLEC concepts and O O @) O @)

practices. (Select one option)
(b} My school celebrates team progress

boward the implementation of PLC
concepts and practices. (Select one ':' D '::} D D
optian)
() My school celebrates team progress
toward SMART goals for student [ ] O O O )

achiavameant, {Select one option}

11. Support/Resource Allocation - My PLC typically meets with the following frequency:
{Select one option)

Nane

Dally

Weekly

Twed times a manth

Manthiy

O0aao

http:/fresearch.zarca. com/zprint/print_surveyv.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=53&recno=0 130720009
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Print Survey Page 7 of 16

(0 Quarterdy

12. Support/Resource Allocation = The length of my typical PLC meeting Is: {Select one
option)

() Less than 30 min
(C) Batween 30 min and an hour

() Mora than an hour

13. Support/Resourca Allocation - My PLC typically mests at the following time (Mark all
that apply):

O

Bafore schocl
After school

During lunch period

On workdays
Other (please specify)

O
O
[J ouring a common planning perod
O
O

Tt the following questions, you will be asked to share iniformation abous yow. The reports
generated from this date will not diseggregate down to the level of individuals—even the
PLC team reports will anly be generated if ar feast three members completed the survey.

:p:I‘ ?mmqraphlcs = Years of teaching experience (including current year): (Select one
i,

() 1-2years

() -4 years

() 5-10 years

() 11 - 20 years

() More than 20 years

* 15, Demographics - My main grade level assignment this year (select one):

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&=s1d=533&recno=0 130720009
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F
&

O00O0O0ODCOCOO0OO

9-12

Elermentary spacialist

Middle grade specialist

(CJ ather (please specify)

* 18, Damographics - Which of the following best fits your primary job

responsibility? (Select one):

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&=s1d=533&recno=0

O

O
O
O
O
O
@
o
O
o
O
o
O
O

Regular elementary classroom subjects
Math

Math and Sdence

Sclence

Language Arts [/ Reading / Writing [ Liberacy
Language Arts and Social Shudies

Social Studies / History

Career Technical Education

Technology Education

Waorkd Language / Foraign Language

PE /Health

Arts f Arts Education /Exceptional Education
AG J Gifted

Guidance f Counselor / Psychologist / Social Warker

176
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Print Survey Page 9 of 16

(C) ESL/ English as a Sacond Language
() pre-k

() Other

* 17. Demographics - Base school assignment for this year:

D) — - —— Go to Question No, 33
O ——— Go to Question No. 33
() e o — Go to Cuestion No. 33
O - - — Go to Question No. 33
() m— — Go to Question Mo, 33
() - - — o to Question Mo. 33
) e w—— Go to Question No. 33
[ 45| — Go to Question Mo, 33
O o —— G0 to Question No, 33
) e - — — Go to Question Mo, 33
0 - - Go to Question Mo. 33
0 —— 5o to Question No. 33
O ——— Go to Question No, 33

IF Did Not Angwer Then G to Question Mo, 33

* 1B. During this school year, I have been part of a professional learning community (PLC)
focusad on supporting dassroom teachers to be more effective or helping students through
pravention and intervention efforts. (Select one option)

() ‘Yes, a School-level PLC Go to Question No. 19
(0 ‘s, & District-level PLC o to Question No. 19
O o Go to Question No, 29

If Dd Mot Answer Then Go to Question Mo, 1%

19, A Focus on Learning

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=533&recno=0 13072000
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Print Survey Page 10 of 16

Strongly Strongly 1 do not
Agree | AOree | DIsagree | oo, ree | understand.

{a) As a PLC, we believe that all of our
students will master the essential o 0 ) 0
learning outcomes. (Select ane option)

(B) AS & PLC, wit Support classroom
teachers to ba swocessful with all D D D D D
students. (Select one option)

(<) As a PLL, we focus on improving our
support b classroom teachers so they
can be successful with students wha =y O ) R &
need classroom accommadations.
(Select one option)

{d) As @ PLC, we have adopted strategic
and specific, measurable, attainable,
results-oriented, and tmebound ) 0 & 0 O
{SMART) goals that wa are working to
achiave, (Select one option)

{&) As a PLC, our SMART goals are aligned
to our district's/schonl’s SMART goals, (it O O @ O
{Select one option)

20, Collaborative Culture: Team Processes

Strongly Strongly 1 do not
Agree | AOTee Disogres Disagree |understand,

{a) As @ PLC, we have established norms
(e.g., ground rules for team meetings

Including Polding each other

accountable for student leaming) to C} D G D D
clarify Pow we will work togather as a
team. (Select one option)

{B) As a PLC, we abide by the explicit team

narms we developed, (Select ona 0O D @) 0O O
option)

{c) As a PLC, we use decision-making
processes such as brain-storming, @) ) 0 9 O

problem identification, consensus, and
prioftization. (Select one option)

{d) As & PLC, we are able to be opan and
honest with each other about what we

do well and not so well (8.9., in

mstruction, in teacher-shudent D G C} D O
relaticnships, in teamsmanship),
{Select one option)

{2} As a PLC, we have a process bo
affectively resolve conflict. (Select one O O O @ 8]
option)

(F) A5 a PLC, we document and monitor our
PLC processes s0 that we can contnua O D D ':'

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&=s1d=533&recno=0 130720009
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b2 improve, (Select one option)

Page 11 of 16

21. Prevention/Intarvention

Sl.runntym

.ﬂlﬂ!

Disagree

Strongly
Blaagroe

I do not

(a) As a PLE, we develop and execute
strategies to prevent students from
axperiendng academic fallure and to
proactively provide support for student
success. (Sekect one option)

() As a PLC, we use assassment and other
data (absences, incdent reports, ete,)
b0 idantify students who are in need of
mtervention, (Select ane option)

{c) As & PLC, we are abla quickly to identify
students who are in need of
intervention. (Select one option)

{d) As a PLC, we support o assroom
teachers to fully utilize the school-wide
intervention pyramid (sequence of
required Interventions), (Select one
optian)

(&) As & PLC we have developed and use a
gystermn to monitor the performance of
studenks involved in
prevention/intervention efforts, (Select

orse opkion)

(F) As a PLC, we use data on student
performance of students imalved In
prevention/intervention efforts to
identify Incraasingly more effective
interventions, {Select one option)

{a) As a PLC, we utilize these increasingly
mere efective intervertions that ur
teanm identifies. (Select one option)

22. Provision of Support

Strongly

Agree | Disagrea

Strongly

{a) As a PLC, we focus on leaming mora
about research based strategies for
our area of expertise. {Select one
opkion}

I do not

understand.

http:/fresearch.zarca. com/zprint/print_surveyv.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=53&recno=0
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(B) As a PLC, we develop strategies for
coaching and orting teachers in
their ug nfﬂ-:;l:lreseTrm based O D G D D
strategies. (Select one option)

{c) As a PLC, we use observation of
students In class and student
performance data to examine the [:I D D (:} l:}
results of our collaborative efforts with
teachers. (Sebect one option)

(d) As & PLC, we examing the results of
our comman farmative Bssessments ta
determing which instructional practices
are most effactive in achieving student
mastery. (Select one option)

@]
@
@]
(@]
O

23. Impact

{a) I am better in my role because of my
work with my PLC. (Salect one
option)

() The students in my School are
learning more Because of my wark
with miy PLC. (Select one option)

(<) The PLC process has the potential to

Ide a more supportive
mmm:m for educators. (Select O O O O O
Oe option)

{d} Thers s evidence that teachers in my
school are being more swccessful with
students due to the support [ have D D G D D
given tham, (Select one option)
{e) Teadhers in my school express
appreciation for the support T have O O ) O £
Qiven Ehem. (Select one option)

m it with my PLC will save me
e (G G ko] O C O O ]

24, Support/Resource Allocation

Strongly A Disagree :lrm':nlf = Idunnt.
(&) As & PLC, wa receive fesdback and
support from leadership on our
http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&=s1d=533&recno=0 130720009
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imglernentation of PLT concepts and
practices. (Select one option)

Page 13 of 16

(B} My school celebrates team progress
boward the implementation of PLC
concepts and practices. (Select one
option)

(c) My school celebrates team progress
toward SMART goals for studant
achievement, {Select ane option)

25, Support/Resource Allocation - My PLC typically meets with the following frequancy:

{Select one option)

None

Daily

Weekly

Tweo bimas a month

Morthily

COo0O0O0CO

Quarterly

26. Support/Resource Allocation = The length of my typical PLC meeting Is: (Select one

option)

() Less than 30 min
() Between 30 min and an hour

() More than an hour

27. Support/Resource Allocation - My PLC typically meats at the following time (Mark all

that apply):

O

Bafore school
After school

During lunch period

On workdays

O
O
[] turing a comman planning periad
O
O

Other (please specify)

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&=s1d=533&recno=0 130720009
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Tt the follewing questions, you will be asked to share Information abous yoi. The reports
generated from this data will not disageregate down to the level of individuals—even the
PLC team reparts will only be generated if af least three members completed the survey.

28. The number of my main PLC is:

* 19. Demographics - Years of exparience as an educator (including currant year): (Select
one option)

1-2 years
3-4 years
5 -10 years

11 - 20 years

CO00O0

Maore than 20 years

*
W
(=]

. Demographics - Primarily T sarva (salect ona):

7

&

9-12

Elermentary specialist

Middle grade specialist

00 B0 8 80Qa 00a

Other (please spedfy)

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&=s1d=533&recno=0 130720009
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* 31. Demographics - My maln rolefassignment this year Is (select one):

() Counselor

Social Worker/Family specialist

English as a Second Language Teacher

AIG {gifted) Teacher/Gifted Ed, Specialist

Special Education/Exceptional Education Resource Teacher
Uteracy Coach/Reading Teacher

Technology Specialist/ComputerfIT support

Media Specialist/Librarian

School-based IRT/Curriculum Specialist

Building admininistration

Central office administration

OD0DO0CCDODOQCOO0ODO

Other

* 32, Demographics - Base school assignment Tor this year:

®)

COODQOOOOQCOOOO

E . . B _
e —
—— ———
—— s Seem—
— e = =
- ———
.
—
o —
— - —
- - -
— -
o

http://research.zarca.com/zprint/print_survey.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=533&recno=0
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Page 16 of 16
33, Damographics - My hours of formal professional developmant that focused on PLC
implementation (since September 2005):
Mo 1-3 5-8 9-12 13-16 |Ower 16
hours | hours | hours | howrs | hours

*  High Five sponsared (Select one

bty olo|le|lD| o]

Eb] E;ﬁj district sponsored (Select one G D D G O O

http:/fresearch.zarca. com/zprint/print_surveyv.aspxfeno=13 1 6&s1d=53&recno=0 130720009
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Appendix K:

High Five PLC Survey 2008-2009 Survey Reliability Analyses

Survey Item Raw Raw Alpha
Correlation without Item
with Total

Identified essential learning outcomes 0.546873 0.9221

Believe our students can master these outcomes 0.370606 0.9242

Use team-adopted standards to assess learning 0.570247 0.9214

Adopted SMART goals that we are working to achieve 0.589108 0.9211

Our SMART goals are aligned to our school’s SMART goals 0.556384 0.9216

Have established norm rules for working as a team 0.477493 0.9228

Abide by the explicit team norms we developed 0.518146 0.9222

Use sound, structured decision-making processes 0.510377 0.9225

Open and honest about strengths and weaknesses 0.489804 0.9225

Have a process to effectively resolve conflict 0.522392 0.9221

Document and monitor our processes so that we can improve 0.548642 0.9217

Systematically gather evidence concerning instructional strategies 0.63216 0.9204

Worked to align our instruction with learning outcomes 0.560461 0.9221

Are identifying more effective instructional strategies 0.593315 0.9214

Utilize increasingly more effective instructional strategies 0.625232 0.9209

Utilize the school-wide intervention pyramid of interventions 0.521185 0.922

Require students in need to participate in other learning opportunities 0.534568 0.9221

Developed common formative assessments using different approaches 0.574828 0.9212

Aligned our common formative assessments to learning outcomes 0.607179 0.9208

Examine results to identify students who in need 0.631077 0.9203

Examine results to evaluate instructional practices 0.669252 0.9196

I am a better teacher because of my work with my PLC 0.544188 0.9217

My students are learning more because of my work with my PLC 0.56013 0.9215

PLCs can provide a more supportive environment for teachers 0.355708 0.924

Time spent with my PLC will save me time overall 0.441326 0.9239

We receive feedback and support from our leadership 0.548088 0.9217

My school celebrates team progress toward implementing our PLCs 0.501341 0.9227
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