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ABSTRACT 

PHAEDRA BELL EARLY 
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES: TEACHING, LEARNING, 
UNDERSTANDING 
Under the direction of THEODOREA REGINA BERRY, Ed.D. 

The purpose of this study was to focus on teacher learning as it relates to 

professional learning communities. It is often touted that schools are a place for student 

learning, but many teachers now see school as a place for them to become learners as 

well through professional learning communities. This qualitative case study was designed 

to determine if the implementation of professional learning communities was meaningful 

for the teacher learner and the teaching culture. A review of literature illustrates how 

professional learning communities evolved, gives definitions of professional learning 

communities from experts, and discusses characteristics of successful communities. Two 

professional learning communities were studied through a variety of methods including 

observations, interviews, questionnaires, and artifact review. This research study 

scrutinized three pre-formulated topics that emerged as having direct influence on the 

success of professional learning communities for participating teachers: (1) supportive 

conditions, (2) shared personal practice, and (3) collective learning and application. The 

findings declared that the teachers involved in this study did engage in professional 

learning communities where authentic learning takes place. 

xiii 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Background 

Many believe that schools are for student learning, but should schools also be a 

place for teacher learning? Professional learning communities can be a key to educators 

working together toward a shared purpose of not only student learning but also teacher 

learning. 

I often think back to my days as a beginning teacher. I was finally a 

"professional!" I was full of energy and ready to teach anything that was given to me— 

just close my door and teach, teach, teach. And that is exactly what I did.. .closed the 

door and taught. 

Seasoned teachers would ask me, "Do you need help with anything?" I would 

smile and reply, "No, I think I am doing ok," and go to my classroom and teach. The 

principal would ask, "Do you need anything?" I would smile and reply, "No, I don't think 

so," and I would go back to my classroom and teach. Friends, family, strangers would 

ask, "So how is it going?" I would smile and say something positive and go back to my 

room and ....teach. Those first six months, I left the building at about 7:00 in the evening 

every day. I spent Saturdays and Sundays in that classroom.. .alone.. .with the door 

closed.. .getting my things together.. .to teach. 

Then one Friday morning, while standing and supervising duty, two teachers 

stopped and asked the usual question.. ."So how is it going?" This time my normal 
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response didn't spring from my mouth. Instead, tears formed in my eyes and I just began 

to cry. I don't know what was different about this time. It was the same old question, but 

it was just.. .different. 

They immediately surrounded me, comforting me, and telling me everything 

would be ok... and then they began tell me their stories-not that anything went wrong in 

their years. They just found a way to relate to what I was going through. 

As teachers, we have a unique gift: a gift of sharing.. .a gift of talking.. .a gift of 

showing others they are not alone. These two women were simply showing me that I was 

not alone. They let me know it was okay to talk. It was okay to think aloud. It was okay 

to take advice from other teachers. It was okay to open my door and not just.. .teach. 

In the 1998 publication of Professional Learning Communities at Work: Best 

Practices for Enhancing Student Achievement, the authors Eaker, DuFour, and DuFour 

presented the premise that the most promising strategy for substantive school 

improvement is developing the capacity of school personnel to function as a professional 

learning community (PLC). They strengthened the argument by citing a consensus of 

leading researchers from within and outside education who agreed that characteristics of 

a professional learning community are essential to sustained improvement of any 

organization. 

Many leaders are familiar with the term professional learning communities. In 

fact, Hord (1997, 2003) notes the term "learning community" is becoming commonplace 

in education. Professional learning communities hold a great deal of promise for 

education today. PLCs allow the de-privatization of teaching by encouraging school-
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based collaboration and reflective dialogue that improves classroom instruction and 

student learning. It is based upon this premise that attempts have been made to marry 

research and practice in order to make schools "learningful places" for educators and 

students through professional learning communities (Hord & Sommer, 2008). Educators 

in PLCs examine the practices and procedures of their schools to ensure alignment with 

one fundamental purpose: learning for all students. The PLC groups maintain an 

unrelenting focus on student learning (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004). 

In the fall of 2007, a rural Georgia school system had a vision. The vision 

centered on the belief that if the overarching goal was to promote a love and passion for 

learning in students, then teachers had to become learners themselves. District leaders felt 

professional learning communities would be the spark for this endeavor. A plan was set 

forth to begin professional learning communities in all schools within the district. 

To make sure that PLCs were guided and supported, the district trained principals 

and teacher leaders at each school. Two teachers were chosen from every grade level to 

become "Better Seeking Team" members. Better Seeking Team (BST) members, as 

defined by the Houston County School System Strategic School Improvement Plan 

(2008), are a representative group of teachers and administrators focused upon 

instructional goals and issues, working collaboratively and consistently to contribute to 

the development, revision, and implementation of the School Improvement Plan. These 

teachers attended a two-day retreat explaining the district's philosophy about using PLCs 

and discussing the components the district identified as being critical for teacher learning. 

After the retreat, teacher leaders went back to their schools and were appointed as leaders 

of their grade levels. A master schedule was created that supported collaboration during 
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assigned "specials" (music, art, physical education) time. Grade level members were 

divided equally into groups called data teams and led by grade level teacher leaders. Data 

teams are small groups of teachers that review student work and plan courses of action 

together. The teacher leaders conducted regular meetings to help their colleagues work as 

a team to address school and instructional issues. The data teams met once a week to 

review students' work, common assessments, observations, and checklists. Weaknesses 

and strengths for groups of students were also determined during these team meetings. 

The goals of these teams were to implement current teaching methods, have collaborative 

conversations, grow professionally, reflect on teaching practices and promote student 

achievement. This time allowed teachers the opportunity to work with colleagues on a 

one-on-one level, without interruption. 

Conceptual Underpinnings for the Study 

For the purposes of this study, the adult learning theory and the constructivism 

theory will be used as the theoretical framework to examine the relationship among 

professional learning communities, teachers, and learning. The professional learning 

community is grounded in adult learning theory and evidences several characteristics 

important to adult learning. Understanding what motivates adults to grow and learn 

enhances professional development and helps schools or districts become communities 

of learners (Zepeda, 1999). Theories about adult learners appear to have three common 

threads. First, adults are more self-directed. They want to control what and why they 

learn. Second, adults need to see the results of their efforts and to get feedback about 

progress toward their goals (Dalellew & Martinez, 1988; Zemke & Zemke, 1995). 

Basically, adults need to understand how their learning has a direct impact on their work. 
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Finally, adult learners are able to gain and impart knowledge through collaboration 

because of their experiences. Understanding how adults learn and what motivates adults 

to learn is critical to establishing successful PLCs. 

The professional learning community also models the self-initiating learner 

working in concert with peers; this is known as the constructivist approach (Brooks & 

Brooks, 1993). Constructivism recognizes learning as the process of making sense of 

information and experiences. The "constructivist stance maintains that learning is a 

process of constructing meaning; it is how people make sense of their experience" 

(Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p. 260). Learning constructively requires an environment in 

which learners work collegially and one that is situated in authentic activities and 

contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). Under the constructivist model, learning in isolation is a 

contradiction of terms. Learners build knowledge by interaction with environmental 

stimuli. PLCs demand that professionals work on the work together by sharing ideas and 

challenging assumptions, all within the guiding principle of improving teacher practice to 

increase student learning. The educational work of Vygotsky indicated learning is often a 

social activity (Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev, & Millar, 2003); therefore teachers must be 

allowed to work together if they are to become more effective instructors. Burns, 

Menchaca, and Dimock (2001) identified six principles as important to constructivist 

learning theory: 

1. Learners bring unique prior knowledge, experience, and beliefs to 

a learning situation. 
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2. Knowledge is constructed uniquely and individually, in multiple 

ways, through a variety of authentic tools, resources, experiences, 

and contexts. 

3. Learning is both an active and reflective process. 

4. Learning is a developmental process of accommodation, 

assimilation, or reflection to construct new conceptual structures. 

5. Learning is a developmental process of accommodation, 

assimilation, or reflection to construct new conceptual structures or 

new mental modes. 

6. Social interaction introduces multiple perspectives through 

reflection, collaboration, negotiation, and shared meaning. 

7. Learning is internally controlled and mediated by the learner. 

Statement of the Problem 

There are indicators that point to the growth of professional learning communities 

as a model of support for teachers. Schmoker (2004) cited a groundswell of researchers 

and educators who advocate for promoting the structures found in collaborative PLCs. In 

their research, Joyce and Showers (1995) suggested that if teacher professional 

development included collaborative problem-solving and the analysis of student 

performance, student achievement was positively affected. Many studies track PLCs and 

their impact on student performance and learning. The underlying premise in most of 

these studies is that student learning increases as teacher learning increases. However, as 

previously noted by Joyce and Showers, professional development that includes 

performance analysis and collaborative problem solving positively impacts student 



7 

learning. Is the performance gain a result of teacher learning or data analysis and targeted 

teaching? Is it correct to assume that personal teacher learning has occurred, or have 

teachers simply "learned" how to more effectively "aim" their instruction? Schools in 

which PLCs are "top down" required staff development, lack evidence of the PLCs' 

effectiveness on authentic teacher learning. There seems to be no way to determine if 

implementation is meaningful or successful for the teacher learner or the teaching culture 

of the school. This study investigated a primary school's required implementation of 

professional learning communities and its impact on authentic teacher learning and the 

academic culture of the school. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to characterize the academic 

culture of a rural Georgia primary school, describe the school's mandated implementation 

of PLCs for primary teachers, determine if participation in the PLCs increased authentic 

teacher learning and understanding, and discuss the PLC's impact on the academic 

culture of the school. A qualitative research method was appropriate for the proposed 

study because qualitative research strives to understand the meaning and process of an 

experience instead of a determined outcome (Creswell, 2007). My central research 

questions investigated the ways teacher learning and the academic culture of a rural 

primary school changed as a result of participation in professional learning communities. 

Research Questions 

1. In what ways do teachers engage in PLCs in this primary school? 

2. Have teachers experienced authentic learning as a result of participation in PLCs? 
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3. How has the implementation of the principles of a PLC changed the academic 

culture of the primary school as perceived by teachers? 

4. How has the implementation of the principles of a PLC changed the academic 

culture of the primary school as perceived by school leadership? 

Rationale 

In academia, "Professional Learning Communities" are touted as a vital 

component of today's schools. These communities promote learning and yield collegial 

interactions and feedback. The National Commission on Teaching (2003) insists that 

quality teaching requires strong professional learning communities. Collegial 

interchange, not isolation, must become the norm for teachers. Communities of learning 

can no longer be considered Utopian; they must become the building blocks that establish 

a new foundation for America's schools. In the age of accountability and standards, 

teacher collaboration has the potential to demonstrate promise and promote high levels of 

professionalism among teachers (Hargreaves, 2000; Sparks, 2003). 

There are several reasons a study on PLCs was needed. First, PLCs focus not only 

on student learning, but also on teacher learning, an aspect of education that has been 

regulated to half-day PowerPoint presentations on pointless information. PLCs provide 

an interesting arena in which to model and discuss techniques for teaching students, in 

addition to creating a forum where teachers can engage with other practicing 

professionals instead of the "consultants" that most school districts bring in to improve 

teaching practice. This study was also critical to educational pedagogy because it was 

being conducted by an active participant in a professional learning community in an 

actual school. The study further proposed that there is a difference between teachers' 
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learning, and teachers' knowledge. Finally, because PLCs have become synonymous 

with professional development in the eyes of many teachers, it is necessary to identify 

how professional learning communities were perceived by teachers for which 

participation was mandated. 

Educators often espouse the importance of being "lifelong" learners. However 

this practice can be difficult for teachers, many of whom are accustomed to isolation and 

alienation. PLCs require time, effort and energy. The average PLC meets on at least a 

weekly basis, reviews assessments on students and decides what strategies should be used 

to improve student performance. This is a different type of teacher development from the 

traditional "sit and get," and it has been proven advantageous. Effective PLCs can create 

more successful students, more knowledgeable teachers and a more academic-focused 

school climate. In addition, PLCs challenge participants to refine their thinking about 

teaching and education, creating an environment where teachers can "learn." The goal of 

this dissertation is to describe one school's mandated implementation of professional 

learning communities and its impact on teacher learning and school educational culture. 

Significance 

There are many persons involved in the creation and development of professional 

learning communities. Kleine-Kracht (1993) stated that in a PLC, no longer do "teachers 

teach, students learn, and administrators manage...there is a need for everyone to 

contribute." One of the primary persons involved is the principal. Hord and Sommers 

(2008) note that not only is the principal involved in creating the vision with the staff, but 

the principal continuously communicates the vision to all stakeholders, articulating 

powerful images that foster commitment to the vision by all. This means that throughout 
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the school and its neighborhood community, across the school year, high-quality student 

achievement and successful learning will be evident because the principal believes in the 

tenets of PLCs and expects them to be actualized on his/her campus. 

Next, the staff has to believe the vision, as well. In a PLC, staff members work 

together and the typical isolation experienced by teachers and administrators is reduced. 

When staff members come together to hold conversations about teaching and learning, 

the participants demonstrate higher commitment to the goals, mission, and vision of the 

school (Hord & Sommers, 2008). However, this philosophy can create dissonance for 

many school staff members, especially teachers who have had success with their current 

teaching methodology or teachers who blame forces outside of their personal locus of 

control for student underachievement. 

In their study Lee, Smith, and Croninger (1995) reported important student results 

when teachers and administrators worked as a PLC. In these schools, students 

accomplished greater academic gains than did students in traditional schools. These gains 

were achieved in all major curricular areas. Other studies have shown similar results on 

student learning when PLCs were implemented. The current study differs, however, from 

the previous studies in that although evidence of student learning is a focus of the study, 

the main focus is on evidence of teacher learning and ultimately organizational learning. 

It not only looks at administrator vision and staff participation; it also attempts to reveal 

evidence of true professional learning or lack thereof, and its impact on academic school 

culture. 
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Methodology 

The methodology chosen for this study was ethnographic case study. An 

ethnographic case study is a case study analysis of a person, event, activity, or process set 

within a cultural perspective (Creswell, 2005). The central core of ethnography is a 

concern with the meaning of actions and events to the people the researcher is trying to 

understand; it always implies an understanding of culture. Ethnographic research is a 

qualitative methodology that requires the researcher to interpret the real world from the 

perspective of the informers in the investigation (Dobbert, 1982). 

According to Creswell (2005), an ethnographic approach is used when the 

population of a study is a culture-sharing group that has been together for some time and 

has developed shared values, beliefs, and language. Creswell identified seven 

characteristics marking an ethnographic study: (a) cultural themes; (b) a culture-sharing 

groups; (c) shared patterns of behavior, belief, and language; (d) fieldwork; (e) 

description, themes, and interpretation; (f) context or setting; and (g) researcher 

reflexivity (p. 442). Based on these characteristics, ethnography has been selected for this 

study. 

Data 

This study was conducted at a Pre-K-2nd grade primary school in Middle Georgia. 

First and second grade teachers and principals participated in the study. The data 

consisted of observations, documents, images, questionnaires, and artifacts. 

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect qualitative data from participants 

if deemed necessary. Creswell (2007) included interviews among the basic types of 

information to collect for qualitative study. Teacher interviews were conducted to gain 
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further insights on the trends and patterns discovered. An invitation to participate in the 

study, embedded in the School Improvement Plan, was given to all teachers. 

Data Collection 

Observations of professional learning communities took place at specific times; 

collaborative teacher teams met during and after the school day. Electronic templates 

were created and distributed to each team to record information specific to the 

collaborative sessions, including agenda topics, agreements, and conversations (See 

Appendix A). 

A questionnaire (See Appendix D) for PLC participating teachers was designed to 

investigate the following questions: 

1. Prior to school wide implementation of the PLC model, did you frequently 

collaborate and problem solve with peers to facilitate student success? 

2. How has participation in a PLC changed your educational practice? 

3. What changes have you seen in your classroom as a result of participating 

in a PLC? 

4. What changes have you seen in your students as a result of participating 

in a PLC? 

5. What changes have you seen in your school organization as a result of 

participating in a PLC? 

6. When professional learning communities meet as a part of the school 

improvement plan, what occurs? 

7. What factors do teachers report to facilitate collaboration with colleagues? 

8. What factors do teachers report to hinder collaboration with colleagues? 



13 

9. What factors do teachers report to facilitate a change in the culture of the 

school? 

10. What factors do teachers report to hinder a change in the culture of the 

school? 

Questionnaires may aid in forming a superficial picture of what is actually taking place in 

PLCs. It is often in follow-up interviews that more candid and deeper views are 

expressed (Weiss, 1994). Interviews were conducted with respondents whose 

questionnaire responses needed to be further clarified, as well as with respondent 

volunteers. 

Data Analysis 

Observations were analyzed through the use of descriptive and reflective field 

notes taken by the researcher. Descriptive field notes summarized what the researcher 

saw and heard in the setting; they described what happened in the setting during the 

observation in as much detail and with as few subjective comments as possible. 

Reflective field notes included descriptions of the observers' feelings and thoughts about 

what he or she was observing (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed by the author to identify categories 

of responses. Teacher comments during the interview were coded and analyzed for 

trends. Trends were described in narrative form. A data collection method was used to 

manage and analyze data from weekly meetings held by teachers, observations, 

questionnaires and interviews collected from recording sheets. The validity of the study 

was maintained through multiple methods, including triangulation of data, rich data 



14 

keeping and descriptions, checking for researcher biases, and searching for and exploring 

discrepant viewpoints. 

Limitations 

Qualitative research is not necessarily intended to have generalizable findings, but 

rather to have an in-depth interpretation of a unique setting or population (Creswell, 

1994; Maxwell, 1996). This study was limited to one school that was actively 

participating in a professional learning community. This school actively functioned as a 

professional learning community and was often displayed as a model school in the county 

for professional learning communities. The scope of the study would have been enhanced 

had time and access permitted the inclusion of other schools implementing the 

professional learning community model. However, due to time constraints and limited 

access to other schools, this process took place at one chosen site. A restricted view of 

professional learning communities resulted from researching only one school. Other 

limitations included the overall public school climate. At a time when school districts are 

not renewing teacher contracts and putting in place policies and procedures that make it 

easier to furlough or lay off teachers, some respondents were not as truthful for fear of 

negative administrator perception. The researcher attempted to avoid these limitations 

through careful planning of observations and building rapport with participants. 

Assumptions 

In this research study, several assumptions were made. The school studied 

supports professional learning communities. Since the focus of the study was to observe 

teachers participating in PLCs, it is imminent that the groups are actively displaying 

characteristics of PLCs. The observations of PLCs will provide sufficient data to 
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delineate how participation impacts a school's academic culture, teacher practice, and 

student learning. The population studied will be willing to participate if formal interviews 

are necessary. 

Definition of Key Terms 

This section contains definitions of key terms and vocabulary used throughout 

this study with appropriate citations. 

Better seeking team members (BST)- a representative group of teachers and 

administrators focused upon instructional goals and issues, working collaboratively and 

consistently to contribute to the development, revision, and implementation of the School 

Improvement Plan (Houston County School System Strategic School Improvement Plan, 

2008). 

Collaboration- a systematic process in which people work together, 

interdependently, to analyze and impact professional practice in order to improve 

individual and collective results (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006). 

Collaborative professional development- "the collaborative work of teachers to 

solve problems, support growth and analyze and evaluate progress" (Joyce & Showers, 

1995). 

Culture- the assumptions, beliefs, expectations, values, and habits that constitute 

the norm for a school. 

Knowledge- clear awareness or explicit information, e.g., of a situation or fact 

(Encarta Dictionary, 2000). 

Learning- acquiring new or modifying existing knowledge, behaviors, skills, 

values, or preferences; may involve synthesizing different types of information. 
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Learning community- "a social organization consisting of cooperative relations 

among adults who share common purposes and where daily life for both adults and 

students is organized in ways which foster commitment among its members" (Bryk & 

Driscroll, 1988). 

Professional learning community- a school organized utilizing the principles of a) 

shared mission, vision and values, b) collective inquiry, c) collaborative teams, d) action 

orientation, e) continuous improvement, and f) results orientation to improve student 

achievement (Dufour & Eaker, 1998). 

Professional development- opportunities for teachers to learn and develop as 

professionals in a way that will ultimately impact student achievement (Guskey, 2003). 

Professional portfolio- a thoughtful document demonstrating a teacher's approach 

to teaching or an administrator's approach to leadership. It offers a portrait of the 

educator's practice over time and reflections about that practice (Martin-Kniep, 1999). 

Reflective dialogue- conversations that focus on teaching behaviors and learning 

outcomes to encourage teachers to discuss their teaching practices and collaborate on 

how they can improve (Roberts & Pruitt, 2009). 

School culture- the way things are one in a school (McEwan, 1998). 

Study groups- a gathering of people who meet on a regularly scheduled basis to 

address issues that the group members have agreed to study (Roberts & Pruitt, 2009). 

Team norms- ground rules or habits that govern a group (Goleman, 2002). 

Summary 

The primary purpose of this study was to provide a complete picture of a 

professional learning community in a primary school setting. The practices, beliefs, 
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knowledge and learning of respondents were described. The significance of this study lies 

in gaining an understanding of how the implementation of professional learning 

communities impacts participant learning and if that learning changes the academic 

culture of a primary school. This knowledge will allow school districts to better 

implement professional learning communities in districts and to gain greater teacher 

acceptance when implementation attempts are made. In addition, it will provide an 

alternate viewpoint for schools that are already maintaining or beginning professional 

learning communities. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The purpose of this qualitative ethnographic case study is to explore how teachers 

who participate in professional learning communities obtain knowledge that improves 

classroom practice, student achievement, and most significantly, teacher learning. It also 

describes the impact authentic teacher learning has on the overall academic culture of a 

school. This report examines professional learning communities as a model of additional 

support for teachers. 

The literature review presents background on the development of professional 

learning communities, definitions and the characteristics of PLCs. The review also 

presents information regarding trends when PLCs are successfully implemented. 

The Beginning of Professional Learning Communities 

The thought process within schools began changing in the late 1980s, with a shift 

from a traditional approach, where teachers worked in isolation, to an approach of 

collaboration, accountability, and teacher efficacy. Shortly after the release of A Nation at 

Risk, the Holmes Group (1986) conducted a study in which it observed that teacher 

education continued to be intellectually weak. Although teachers were reported as being 

knowledgeable, the study noted teachers were not provided with the opportunity to use 

their knowledge to improve the profession or assist colleagues in their improvement. The 

Holmes Group (1986) proposed five goals to improve the educational industry and 

provide teachers with the status of professionals: 

18 
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1. Making the education of teachers intellectually more solid. 

2. Recognizing differences in teachers' knowledge, skills, and commitment; 

in their education, certification, and work; and distinguishing between 

instructors, professional teachers, and career professionals. 

3. Creating standards of entry to the profession -examinations and 

educational requirements—that are professionally relevant and 

intellectually defensible. 

4. Connecting institutions to schools. 

5. Making schools better places for teachers to work and to learn by 

requiring less bureaucracy, more professional autonomy, and more 

leadership for teachers (p.4). 

This topic of isolation was highlighted in a published empirical research report 

on teacher workplace conditions by Rosenholtz (1989). Effective school workplaces 

containing teacher collaboration were described. These teachers shared and analyzed with 

each other their instructional practices and shared ideas to improve the quality of 

instruction. It was also found that student achievement and success increased as teachers 

shared ideas and improved their instructional practices. 

In schools where teachers share common goals, where colleagues help one 

another, and where teachers continue to learn, the workplace becomes a community 

endeavor, notes Rosenholtz (1989). These learning-enriched schools operate with the 

knowledge that improvement of teaching is a collective enterprise, not an individualized 

one, and this commitment can lead to greater gains in student achievement. Hord (1997) 

confirmed the findings of Rozenholtz and others, adding that when teachers were 
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provided with opportunities for collaborative inquiry, what resulted were ideas, insights, 

and practices that could be shared. 

Unfortunately, Rosenholtz (1989) found that in most traditional school settings, 

teachers function as individuals in isolation who rarely share ideas; who don't seek or 

offer professional assistance; who insulate themselves from self-disclosure of 

inadequacies; and who convince themselves that their problems are particular to them. 

"Teachers avoid help seeking if they view it as potentially embarrassing or stigmatizing 

and if it again threatens their sense of professional adequacy" (Rosenholtz, 1989, p. 430). 

In 1990, Peter Senge's book, Fifth Discipline, became a driving force in 

education. The focus was on systems thinking in a learning organization, "where people 

continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 

expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and 

where people are continually learning how to learn together" (p. 3). This led to a focus on 

engaging teachers in teams to create and develop a shared vision that would guide their 

work, function as collaborative groups in order to improve their teaching, and evaluate 

the effectiveness of their instruction. 

Senge et al(2000) offered a framework for learning founded on five key areas or 

disciplines: 

1. Systems thinking - understanding the whole rather than just the fractional parts of 

organizational thinking and behavior. 

2. Personal mastery - a readiness to continually renew personal learning and to 

relate this to organizational work. 
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3. Mental models - models that assist managers in challenging their own 

assumptions and views of the "current reality." 

4. Shared vision - the conviction, commitment and clarity of intent that generates a 

need for learning and the collective will to learn. 

5. Team learning - work groups that engage in dialogue. 

Senge continued to claim that for these five disciplines to work successfully there must 

be a fundamental shift in the mindset of the members in the organization. 

During the reform efforts of America 2000/Goals 2000, another study was 

conducted by the National Commission on Teaching and America's Future (NCTAF) 

(1996) to review the progress made in improving teacher education and the 

professionalization of the field. The report stated that little had been done to enforce 

standards for teachers, to improve teacher preparation, and to recruit valuable teacher 

candidates. NCTAF (1996) also indicated schools had not provided adequate support for 

new teachers and lacked in offering professional development and rewards for teachers in 

the field. Due to these findings, the Commission (1996) proceeded to challenge the nation 

to achieve six goals by 2006: 

1. All children will be taught by teachers who have the knowledge, skills, 

and commitments to teach children well. 

2. All teacher education programs will meet professional standards, or they 

will be closed. 

3. All teachers will have access to high-quality professional development and 

regular time for collegial work and planning. Both teachers and principals 
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will be hired and retained based on their ability to meet professional 

standards of practice. 

4. Teachers' salaries will be based on their knowledge and skills. 

5. Quality teaching will be the central investment of schools. Most education 

dollars will be spent on classroom teaching (p. 63). 

NCTAF (1996) recommended that the nation become serious about standards for both 

students and teachers. It was also recommended that teacher programs and professional 

development be reinvented and new recruitment strategies used to place qualified 

teachers in every classroom. 

In 1998, in Wegner's Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity, 

the author proposes a theory of learning based on the concept of communities of practice. 

He defined such a community of practice as "groups of people who share a concern, a set 

of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in 

this area by interacting on an on-going basis" (p. 4). Wegner (1998) stated that we all 

belong to communities of practice and membership changes over the course of our lives. 

The goals for education have long stressed the need for all students to master 

rigorous content, learn how to learn, pursue productive employment, and compete in a 

global economy (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). There is an emerging consensus on what can 

foster the achievement of these goals. As researchers and practitioners have immersed 

themselves in the study of how to best serve practicing teachers in their professional 

growth and development, the idea of building professional learning communities has 

continued to surface (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 

2005; Hord & Sommers, 2008; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Researchers from a variety 
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of fields—organizational development, effective schools, and innovation and change— 

have all offered remarkably similar models for school improvement. But the professional 

learning community is a model that stands alone, while embracing everyone involved. 

Theories Relating to Adult Learning 

The practice of the learning community is not a new concept. It has gained 

popularity alongside growing appreciation of the contextualized and highly social nature 

of learning in general, and had recognizable manifestations in adult learning and 

workplace learning (Bandura, 1986; Lave & Wegner, 1991; Vygotsky, 1926/1997; 

Wegner, 1998). Collins (1991) explores adult learning as the interactive relationship of 

theory and practice. In essence, the adult learner studies a particular theory and then puts 

it into practice when presented with the opportunity to do so. 

The professional learning community is grounded in adult learning theory and 

evidences several characteristics important to adult learning. These characteristics include 

adult learners being self-directed, wanting to work with colleagues, desiring hands-on 

learning, and wanting to know that what they are learning is going to help them do their 

job (Knowles et al., 1998; Zemke & Zemke, 1981). The importance of making real world 

connections to their everyday work is evident. 

In addition, constructivists believe that learning is a search for meaning. 

Knowledge is not just out there to be obtained, but to be constructed by the learner. The 

professional learning community models the self-initiating learner working in concert 

with peers. Constructivism recognizes learning as the process of making sense of 

information and experiences. Learning is achieved through assimilation and 

accommodation. People assimilate information when they add it to an existing cognitive 
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structure (Miller, 1993). This is applying something known to a new event. 

Accommodation requires that the cognitive structure needs to be created or completely 

reorganized. Taking assimilation and accommodation, a constructivist provides 

opportunities for teachers to analyze facts and come to a new understanding through 

discussion and critical thought. 

Definitions of Professional Learning Communities 

As researchers and practitioners have immersed themselves in the study of how to 

best serve practicing teachers in their professional growth and development, the idea of 

building professional learning communities has continued to surface (Darling-Hammond 

& Richardson, 2009; DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005; Hord & Sommers, 2008; 

McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). The term learning community has taken on a variety of 

meanings in educational literature. The primary distinguishing feature of a professional 

learning community is its focus on teachers. The concept of a professional learning 

community is intended to change the way we think about teachers and continued 

learning. Lieberman and Miller (1999) stated, 

The professional learning community's importance lies in the fact that it changes 
the relationship of teachers to their peers, breaking the isolation that most teachers 
have found so devastating. In supportive communities, teachers reinforce each 
other in a climate that encourages observing students, sharing teaching strategies, 
trying out new ways of teaching, getting feedback, and redesigning curriculum 
and methods of instruction. Teachers' professional learning communities serve as 
important mediators for teachers' interpretations and analyses of student learning. 
In communities where reform, restructuring and school transformation are the 
vision, teachers learn to make public their challenges as well as their successes. 
Teachers receive support, learn from one another, and gain confidence for 
changing their practice to better meet their student's needs, (p. 58). 

Hord (1997) believed the term professional learning community defines itself. A 

school that operates as such engages the entire group of professionals in coming together 
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for learning within a supportive, self-created community. There is a broad international 

consensus that the phrase suggests a group of people sharing and critically interrogating 

their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, 

growth-promoting way, and operating as a collective enterprise (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

DuFour, 2004; Fullan, 1999; Hord, 1997; Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1995). 

In Learning by Doing (2006) DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many define the term 

professional learning communities as "educators committed to working collaboratively in 

ongoing processes of collective inquiry and action research to achieve better results for 

the students they serve" (p. 217). A professional learning community is composed of 

collaborative teams whose members work interdependently to achieve common goals 

linked to the purpose of learning for all. 

Martin-Kniep (2008) viewed professional learning communities as forums in 

which participants embrace the privilege and responsibility of learning individually and 

collectively. Their purpose is to improve their own thinking and practice in the service of 

supporting adult and student learning in the organizations for which they work. 

Scribner et al. (1999) defined professional learning communities as a means of 

facilitating teacher development and improved professional practice. They cited shared 

norms and values, a focus on student learning, reflective dialogue, deprivatization of 

practice, and shared expertise as markers of professional learning communities. Fulton et 

al. (2005) described a professional learning community as a networked link of novice and 

experienced teachers within and across school districts to foster community building and 

sharing of expertise to enable novice teachers to become successful. Morrissey (2000) 

added to the discussion by defining a professional learning community as one that 



engages the entire group of professionals to come together in a self-created community 

where participants interact, test ideas, challenge ideas, and process new information. 

Abel (2005) defined professional learning teams specifically as four to six 

teachers who use data, research, and evidence-based practice to focus unrelentingly on 

improving student achievement and to share professional practices. Sather (2005) termed 

professional learning communities as four to six highly collaborative teachers who meet 

regularly to engage in professional learning to improve instruction and increase student 

learning. As evidenced, there are many definitions for professional learning communities; 

Table 1 shows how experts have defined professional learning communities in terms of 

their participants and purposes. 

Table 1 Expert Definitions of PLCs 

Author Who Is Included? What Is Their Purpose? 
Shulman (2004) Collegium or setting where 

individuals who are peers 
come together with a shared 
mission 

Overcome the limitations of 
individual experience and 
understanding in the 
absence of multiple 
perspectives, by having 
practitioners access, share, 
and negotiate each other's 
wisdom of practice. 

Senge(1990) People in the organization 
who see the need for change 
in the business community 

Effect positive change 

Wenger (1998) Members who join in 
common activities and learn 
together through the 
relationships with other 
people 

Affect performance, handle 
unstructured problems and 
share knowledge outside 
traditional structural 
boundaries 

DuFour, Eaker, and 
DuFour (2005) 

Groups of educators 
committed to working 
collaboratively in ongoing 
processes of collective 
inquiry and action research 

Achieve better results for students 
by pondering the questions: What 
is it we want students to learn? 
How will we know if they have 
learned it? What will we do it 
they do not learn it? 
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Characteristics of a Professional Learning Community 

The literature identifies characteristics that are associated with the development 

and maintenance of communities of learners. A professional community, as identified by 

Kruse, Louis, and Bryk (1995), has as its focus the cultivation of learning and interaction 

among teachers and administrators so as to improve teaching and learning outcomes for 

students and for the school community at large. As a result of extensive research, the 

authors cited five elements of a professional learning community: (1) reflective dialogue, 

(2) focus on student learning, (3) interaction among teacher colleagues, (4) collaboration, 

and (5) shared values and norms. 

Myers and Simpson (1998), described learning communities as "cultural settings 

in which everyone learns, in which every participant is responsible for both the learning 

and the overall well-being of everyone else" (p. 2). In a research study, Louis and 

colleagues (1995) stated: 

By using the term professional learning community we dignify our interest not 
only in discrete acts of teacher sharing, but in the establishment of a school-wide 
culture that makes collaboration expected, inclusive, genuine, ongoing, and 
focused on critically examining practice to improve student outcomes. 

Through Hord's investigations, an instrument called Descriptors of Professional 

Learning Communities was developed. Hord's premise was that a fundamental 

characteristic of the vision in professional learning communities is an unwavering focus 

on student learning (1997). The 17 descriptors on the instrument were grouped into five 

major attributes of professional learning community behavior identified from prior 

research and a review of literature. These five attributes are collegial and facilitative 
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participation of the principal, who shares leadership and thus, power and authority, 

through inviting shared decision making from the staff; 

1. Shared vision that is developed from the staffs unswerving commitment 

to students' learning and that is consistently articulated and referenced for 

the staffs work; 

2. Learning that is done collectively and work that applies the learning to 

create solutions that address students' needs; 

3. Visitation and review that is done collectively and work that applies the 

learning to create solutions that address students' needs; and 

4. Physical conditions and human capacities that support such an operation 

(p. 4). 

In Professional Learning Communities at Work, DuFour and Eaker (1998) 

described a set of six characteristics that illustrate the process of professional learning 

communities: 

1. Shared mission, vision, and values; 

2. Collective inquiry into best practices and current reality; 

3. Collaborative teams focused on learning; 

4. Action orientation and experimentation; 

5. Commitment to continuous improvement; and 

6. Results orientation. 

The center for comprehensive School Reform and Improvement (2009), the 

Southwest Educational Developmental Laboratory (1997), and the National Association 
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of Elementary School Principals (2008) identified similar characteristics to describe 

professional learning communities: 

1. Shared values and visions; 

2. Commitment to results; 

3. Collective inquiry; 

4. Supportive conditions; 

5. Collaborative culture; 

6. Focus on examining outcomes to improve student learning; 

7. Supportive and shared leadership; and 

8. Shared personal practice. 

From literature, we learn that professional learning communities have several 

characteristics in common. These common characteristics are highlighted below: 

Figure 1 
Common Characteristics of PLCs 
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The Role of Teacher 

The work of professional learning communities is influenced greatly by the 

assumptions and beliefs that their participants have concerning themselves and others. 

For many individuals who join professional learning communities, the primary goal is to 

be in a place and with a group of other learners with whom they can share questions, 

ideas to be tested, and projects in the making (Martin-Kniep, 2008). The teacher's role in 

learning communities, as described by Kincheloe, Slattery, and Steinberg (2000), is one 

of 

self-directed agents, sophisticated thinkers and active researchers in ever-
changing, often ambiguous contexts. It encourages teachers to construct their own 
views of their practice; it encourages them to question the constructs of others and 
to avoid acting in response to the officially certified knowledge base. It 
encourages teachers to discover along the path towards harmony the asymmetries 
and contradictions between critical conceptions of justice and the untidy world of 
world of learners and schools, (p. 268) 

Whether pursuing new areas of interest and inquiry or continuing to explore and 

probe facets of learning in others, participants are active, avid learners who document and 

share their questions, discoveries, and knowledge in the professional learning community 

(Martin-Kniep, 2008). If teachers are to help transform their schools into professional 

learning communities, they must recognize their obligation to continue to "practice" and 

to explore the art and science of teaching throughout their entire careers (DuFour & 

Eaker, 1998). These differences are crucial, and if they are "practiced" effectively, they 

will change the art of teaching in five significant ways: 

1. Professional teachers emphasize learning rather than teaching. 
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2. Professional teachers emphasize active student engagement with 

significant content. 

3. Professional teachers focus on student performance and production. 

4. Professional teachers routinely collaborate with their colleagues. 

5. Professional teachers are students of teaching and consumers of research. 

The Role of Leadership 

Major change almost never begins from the bottom (Evans, 1996). Some 

responsibilities simply cannot be delegated, and at the school level, it is the principal who 

creates the conditions that allow PLC concepts to flourish (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). 

Education research has reinforced the importance of the principal in creating the 

conditions for an effective school (Smith & Andrews, 1989). School administrators 

participate democratically with teachers by sharing power, authority, and decision 

making, and by promoting and nurturing leadership among staff (Huffman & Hipp, 

2003). In PLCs, principals are not coercive or controlling, but seek to share power and 

distribute leadership among staff. In turn staffs increasingly become open to changing 

roles and responsibilities. Principals let go of power and nurture the human side and 

expertise of the entire school community. Shared responsibility is apparent through 

broad-based decision making that reflects commitment and accountability. 

Principals can play a key role in creating the conditions that enable schools to 

become professional learning communities (Louis, Kruse, & Raywid, 1996). The 

following characteristics were stated: 

1. School leaders must play a significant role in the expansion of learning 

and development of community within a school. 
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2. Principals who are effective at creating both learning and community 

within their schools must lead from the center rather than from a position 

at the top of an organizational hierarchy. 

3. Being at the center of a community of learners means using every 

opportunity to stimulate discussion, especially creating networks of 

conversation that tie faculty and staff together around common issues of 

teaching and learning. 

4. Principals and school leaders who are effective at creating schools that are 

continually learning together facilitate debate and reflective dialogue 

among faculty members. 

Administrators must encourage lifelong learning in their teachers to maintain 

professional learning communities. Although a savvy administrator knows how to bring 

his/her professionals together by delegating responsibilities to teachers and allowing them 

to share in the planning process, too many curriculum innovations have failed because 

teachers became frustrated or overwhelmed and forfeited the ownership they had been 

offered to facilitate and implement change (Senge et al., 2000). 



CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This ethnographic case study describes how a professional learning community 

contributed to the culture of a primary school in Georgia. Professional learning 

communities provide a place where teachers can actively and passionately investigate 

their own teaching, where they can consistently reflect on their own practice, where they 

can collaborate to investigate, discuss, explore, and learn from one another, and where, as 

members of a community, they can generate a base of knowledge that goes beyond what 

any of them could learn in isolation (Shulman, 2004). Chapters 1 and 2 presented the 

essence of the study, an understanding of professional learning communities, and a 

review of related literature. 

This chapter further describes the qualitative methodology employed in 

conducting the research. Qualitative research allows for an in-depth exploration of an 

individual teacher's beliefs, values and knowledge base. It also discusses the setting, 

population, sample, problem, purpose, data, data collection, and data analysis. 

Design 

The methodology chosen for this study is ethnographic case study. The central 

core of ethnography is a concern with the meaning of actions and events to the people the 
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researcher is trying to understand; it implies an understanding of culture. Ethnographic 

research is a qualitative methodology, which requires the researcher to interpret the real 

world from the perspective of the informers in the investigation (Dobbert, 1982). 

An ethnographic case study is a case study analysis of a person, event, activity, or 

process, set within a cultural perspective (Creswell, 2005). The core of ethnography is a 

concern with the meaning of actions and events to the people the researcher is trying to 

understand; it always implies an understanding of culture. Ethnographic research is a 

qualitative methodology that requires the researcher to interpret the real world from the 

perspective of the informers in the investigation (Dobbert, 1982). 

According to Creswell (2005), an ethnographic approach is used when the 

population of a study is a culture-sharing group that has been together for some time and 

has developed shared values, beliefs, and language. Seven characteristics identified by 

Creswell (2005) mark an ethnographic study: (a) cultural themes; (b) a culture-sharing 

groups; (c) shared patterns of behavior, belief, and language; (d) fieldwork; (e) 

description, themes, and interpretation; (0 context or setting; and (g) researcher 

reflexivity (p. 442). Ethnography was chosen for this study based on these characteristics. 

Setting 

The system being studied is located in the central region of Georgia and has a 

population of 140,713. The student population is 26,787. The system employs 2160 

certified teachers, with four having Associate's degrees, 606 having Bachelor's degrees, 

901 having Masters degrees, 557 having Specialist degrees and 92 having Doctorate 

degrees. 
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This study will be conducted at a Pre-K-2nd grade primary school in middle 

Georgia. This primary school was established in fall 2003, and was the first new primary 

school in the district since 1998. The faculty consists of 51 certified teachers: 14 of these 

teachers have a Bachelor's degree, 14 have Master's degrees, 21 have Specialist's 

degrees, and two have Doctorate degrees. The same principal led this school from 2003 

until 2009. In 2009, the Assistant Principal of Instruction assumed the position of 

principal. These principals were responsible for hiring most of the school staff and for 

assignment of specific teaching data teams. The school has seen a growth in students, but 

the school staff has been stable. Over half of the teaching staff has taught at the school for 

five years or longer. 

Population and Sample 

According to DuFour et al. (2006) and Many (2009), PLCs have grown in 

popularity and have become commonplace in many schools. The population for this 

study was selected using logistical, definitional, and conceptual criteria (LeCompte & 

Schensul, 1999). Logistically, the population was from the state of Georgia to meet the 

demands of time and distance needed to complete the research. The definitional criteria 

determining this group was the size of the population sample and the theoretical context 

of the study. The conceptual criteria for this study included a representational set of the 

population based on members' capabilities of meeting the needs of the study. As part of 

the School Improvement Plan (SIP), teacher leaders were appointed leaders of their grade 

levels. Grade level members were divided equally and led by grade level teacher leaders 

in regular meetings to help their colleagues work as a team to address school and 

instructional issues. Teachers received a scheduled time during the school week to 
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collaborate with grade level teams. A structured format for recording meeting plans and 

results was developed by the team, based on examples given by the teacher leader. 

As a part of this research, a purposeful sample of teachers in two grade levels was 

observed. With case studies, purposeful sampling allows the researcher to discover, 

understand, and gain insight from a sample from which the most can be learned 

(Merriam, 1998). The criterion for identifying the grade level was based on the 

population's participation in PLCs. Thus, the goal of purposeful sampling was not to 

obtain a large and representative sample; the goal was to select persons, places, or things 

that could provide the richest and most detailed information to help one answer research 

questions (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010).This group exhibited the characteristics 

of a PLC in terms of establishment, implementation, and understanding. Ethnography is 

concerned with how culture-sharing groups develop values, beliefs, and assumptions 

(Creswell, 2007); the identified population met this definition. 

Problem and Purposes Overview 

The top-down mandated use of professional learning communities in schools 

lacks awareness of effectiveness for teachers involved. There seems to be no way to 

determine if implementation of professional learning communities is meaningful or 

successful based on the beliefs, expectations, and values of schools. This study 

investigated how a primary school used professional learning communities to embrace 

the culture of its school and to improve teaching, learning, and understanding of their 

teachers. 

The purpose of this ethnographic study is to describe the culture of a professional 

learning community in a Georgia primary school. A qualitative research method was 
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appropriate for this study because qualitative research strives to understand the meaning 

and process of an experience instead of a determined outcome (Creswell, 2007). The 

research design that was used was focused on an in-depth observation and exploration of 

the activities encountered by the teachers and principals participating in professional 

learning communities. The central research questions investigated and described the ways 

a primary school embarked on implementing professional learning communities in their 

building. 

Research Questions 

This research sought to answer the following questions: 

1. In what ways do teachers engage in PLCs in this primary school? 

2. Have teachers experienced authentic learning as a result of participation in 

PLCs? 

3. How has the implementation of the principles of a professional learning 

community changed the academic culture of the primary school as perceived 

by teachers? 

4. How has the implementation of the principles of a professional learning 

community changed the academic culture of the primary school as perceived 

by school leadership? 

Data and Data Collection 

To support the holistic perspective of a qualitative ethnographic design, data was 

gathered on multiple aspects of the setting and culture to report a comprehensive and 

complete view of the social construction taking place in the sites studied (Patton, 2002). 

The sampling techniques selected for this study were purposeful (Creswell, 2005), not 
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random. Observations of professional learning communities took place at specific times; 

collaborative teacher teams met during and after the school day. The observations of PLC 

meetings provided sufficient data to delineate how participants construct knowledge and 

understanding of education participants. Observations involved different degrees of 

researcher involvement: observer as participant, participant as observer, and complete 

observer (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). 

Electronic templates were created and distributed to each team to record 

information specific to that collaborative session, including agenda topics, agreements, 

and conversations (See Appendix A); teacher made student analysis forms (See Appendix 

B and Appendix C); and questionnaires (See Appendix D). Questionnaires were designed 

to investigate the following questions: 

1. Prior to school-wide implementation of the PLC model, did you 

frequently collaborate and problem solve with peers to facilitate student 

success? 

2. How has participation in a PLC changed your educational practice? 

3. What changes have you seen in your classroom as a result of participating 

in a PLC? 

4. What changes have you seen in your students as a result of participating in 

a PLC? 

5. What changes have you seen in your school organization as a result of 

participating in a PLC? 

6. When professional learning communities meet as a part of the school 

improvement plan, what occurs? 
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7. What factors do teachers report to facilitate collaboration with colleagues? 

8. What factors do teachers report to hinder collaboration with colleagues? 

9. What factors do teachers report to facilitate a change in the culture of the 

school? 

10. What factors do teachers report to hinder a change in the culture of the 

school? 

Questionnaires had the possibility of eliciting a superficial picture of what was actually 

taking place in the professional learning communities. It was often in follow-up 

interviews that more candid and deeper views are expressed (Weiss, 1994). 

Documents, images, and artifacts are types of data collection tools used in 

qualitative research (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). Artifacts for this research 

included the researcher's personal journal, notes, e-mails, hand-outs during meetings, 

copies of team agendas and minutes, leadership team agendas and minutes, school 

improvement plans, school or team goals and philosophy statements, and lesson plans for 

integrated curriculum units. The collection of these artifacts allowed the researcher to 

analyze the reality of each specific team in an unobtrusive manner (Creswell, 2005). 

Data Analysis 

Observations were analyzed through the use of descriptive and reflective field 

notes taken by the researcher. Descriptive field notes summarized what the researcher 

saw and heard in the setting; they described what happened in the setting during the 

observation in as much detail as and with as few subjective comments as possible. 

Reflective field notes include descriptions of the observers' feelings and thoughts about 

what he or she is observing (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). 
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If interviews were needed, the session was recorded and transcribed by the 

researcher to identify categories of responses. Teacher comments during the interview 

were coded and analyzed for trends. Trends were described in narrative form. A data 

collection method was used to manage and analyze data collected from recording sheets 

from weekly meetings held by teachers, observations, and interviews. 

Throughout the analysis of field notes, interview transcripts, and document notes 

a descriptive framework was developed and utilized to organize the data. The validity of 

the study was maintained through multiple methods, including triangulation of data, 

member checking, rich data keeping and descriptions, checking for researcher biases, and 

searching for discrepant viewpoints. These methods alone could not ensure validity 

because the potential existed that the same bias might be present in more than one type of 

data (Fielding & Fielding, 1986). 

Triangulation, a critical strategy in qualitative research, encompasses using 

multiple sources of data collection and then analyzing each type to find convergence 

around common themes (Creswell, 2005; Maxwell, 1996). "This strategy reduces the risk 

of chance associations and of systematic biases due to a specific method" (Maxwell, 

1996, p. 93). Triangulations were used with the following methods of data collection: 

observations, visual data and artifacts, and interviews if deemed necessary. 

Member checking allowed participants to review a piece of the analysis or the 

final report for accuracy (Creswell, 2005; Maxwell, 1996). Member checking took place 

at several points of the study. Descriptions that were detailed and complete enough that 

they provided a full and revealing picture of what is going on in the setting were provided 

(Maxwell, 1996). 
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Ethnographic researchers examine their own assumptions, biases, roles, and 

relationships in a study to understand how these influence their analysis and 

interpretation of results. Critical ethnographers probe these issues in-depth throughout the 

study; however, even realist ethnographers recognize the importance of subjectivity, the 

process whereby researchers examine their own assumptions and biases (Lodico, 

Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). 

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the problem and the research questions this 

ethnographic study sought to answer. The decision to use an ethnographic approach was 

based on the need to describe a group in their culture. The theories of adult learning and 

constructivism provided the framework to make these decisions related to design and 

methods. 

Purposeful sampling was utilized to select the grade levels chosen to represent 

this school's culture. The principal, assistant principal, and teacher leaders assisted with 

the selection of grade levels due to their knowledge of PLCs within the school. Two 

grade levels were focused on for the study. 

Data was collected through observation of meetings, document review, and 

interviews with PLC participants. Field notes were taken and interviews were recorded to 

ensure the accuracy of data collected. The participants' confidentiality was maintained 

and all documents were kept in a secure environment. 



CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to understand the 

implementation of professional learning communities in a primary school. First grade and 

second grade teachers were observed to examine the teacher learning that takes place in 

this school's professional learning communities. This study comprised a collection of 

observations and verbal responses regarding the implementation of PLCs in a primary 

school. Included are e-mail interview responses of two administrators (principal and 

assistant principal of instruction), written responses of ten anonymous primary educators, 

and the researcher's observations of data team meetings. Also included are pertinent 

materials collected during observations, such as agendas, team notes, photographs, and 

teacher-made student conferencing sheets. 

Questionnaires between the researcher and participating teachers, as well as 

observation notes, were reviewed and compared to address the following research 

questions: 

1. In what ways do teachers engage in PLCs in this primary school? 

2. Have teachers experienced authentic learning as a result of participation in 

PLCs? 

3. How has the implementation of the principles of a PLC changed the 

academic culture of the primary school as perceived by teachers? 

42 
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4. How has the implementation of the principles of a PLC changed the 

academic culture of the primary school as perceived by school leadership? 

A Snapshot of the Primary School 

This primary school opened its doors in fall 2003. It has grown to have over 700 

students in grades Pre-Kindergarten to 2nd grade. The faculty consists of 51 certified 

teachers and three administrators. Over half of the teaching staff has taught at this school 

for five years or longer. As part of the school improvement plan, all teachers must 

participate in a professional learning community. Grade levels kindergarten, 1st and 2nd 

grade consisted of ten teachers per grade level. These teachers were divided into teams of 

five, identified as data teams. These data teams were considered the professional learning 

communities. 

All teachers were given a time during the day where their students attended 

physical education, music, or art. This forty-five minute time was known as Specials and 

it was the time the teachers used for planning. One day a week, the teachers met for 

professional learning communities. 

While attending professional learning communities in this primary school, I 

noticed that the gatherings were more than just business as usual. The teachers gathered 

together and began discussions about students and their teaching, not just planning the 

next field trip. I rarely heard of this engagement from other schools. Meetings often 

began with small talk until everyone gathered. If a teacher was not present, another 

teacher would often call that teacher's room or walk to the room of the missing teacher. 

This was my first evidence of the building of community and the trust that these groups 

had for each other. 
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Description of Sample 

As a part of this research, a purposeful sample of teachers in two grade levels was 

observed. The criterion for identifying the grade level was based on the population's 

participation in professional learning communities. Tables 2, 3 and 4 depict a 

representation of the group chosen to participate in observations and answer the 

questionnaire. The majority of the teachers had more than five years of teaching 

experience and had been a part of this professional learning community for at least three 

years. The administrators strategically placed at least one expert subject person on each 

team. These groups exhibited the characteristics of a PLC in terms of establishment, 

implementation, and understanding. 

Table 2 Participants' Demographics Grade One 

Participants Years Taught Gender Responsibility Grades Taught 
1 7 Female ELA Is' grade 

2 11 Female Math K, 1st, Math 
EIP Teacher 

3 10 Female BST 1st and 5m 

grades 
4 6 Female 1st grade 

5 4 Female ELA 1st grade 
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Table 3 Participants' Demographics Grade Two 

Participants Years Taught Gender Responsibility Grades Taught 
6 15 Female ELA and BST K, 1st, and 2nd 

grades 
7 21 Female Math 2nd grade 

8 10 Female BST K and 2nd 

grades 
9 24 Female 2nd grade 

10 13 Female ELA and BST PK, K, and 2nd 

grades 

Table 4 Participants' Demographics Administration 

Participant Years Taught Gender Responsibility Grades Taught 
Admin. 1 22 Female ELA, BST, 

Math 
K, Reading 
Recovery, E1P 
Teacher, and 
APL 

Admin. 2 15 Female ELA, BST, 
Math 

3rd grade and 
EIP Teacher 

As a participant observer, I assumed the role of an "inside" observer who actually 

engaged in activities at my school (Creswell, 2005). This was the opportune time for me 

to see all sides of the workings of our school. I was able to view our community from that 

of an observer, but also participate as needed. 

As I observed, I recorded information through note-taking and audio-tapping. 

This role required the permission of the principal and participants. This role allowed me 

to assume a comfortable, active participant status. It was interesting to participate and 
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interact on a different level with other grade levels. I was no longer a presenter or 

someone else on a different grade level. I was a learner with them. In theory, I was able 

to exercise the constructivist thought of making meaning of my experiences. Like my 

peers, I was able to become an adult learner. 

This study began with guidelines and procedures set by the Better Seeking Team 

(BST) to ensure that each group had a purpose and direction. Better Seeking Team (BST) 

members, as defined by the Houston County School System Strategic School 

Improvement Plan (2008), are a representative group of teachers and administrators 

focused upon instructional goals and issues, working collaboratively and consistently to 

contribute to the development, revision, and implementation of the School Improvement 

Plan. During this study, I was not a member of BST, but was able to sit in during 

meetings of this group. 

The two teams being observed were similar in their make-up, but very different in 

the way they interacted. Group one being more of a work oriented mixture. They were 

very focused on completing a task and getting as many task completed as possible. 

Although it was a friendly atmosphere, there was a kind of rush to get things done that 

sometimes left me wondering if things were moving too fast for the group and for myself. 

Having previously been a part of this group, I know how well they work together and 

they are thought of as being very professional and strong teacher leaders by peers and the 

administration. 

Group two on the other hand, was more of a lively group. It took them a minute or 

shall I say five to get started with their meetings. If one were to walk by the classroom 

that held these teachers, a buzz of laughter and talking would be heard. This particular 
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year, I was a first year teacher to this grade level and was accustomed to the structure of 

group one. Group two worked well together, but had several teachers on the team that 

had "creativity" in talking and making connections. This "creativity" often led to 

meetings that ran over or meetings that didn't address task set forth by the agenda. This 

too was a group that created a friendly, relaxed atmosphere. But with this relaxed 

atmosphere came the apprehension from me, being a newbie, that I might not get the 

learning conversation that I needed to succeed at this grade. Like group one, this group 

was known for having two teachers who led model classrooms which were often visited 

by observing teachers. This group also held strong teachers who were experts at other 

subjects and were deemed professional by administration. 

Each team was to establish protocols and norms that highlighted how the teams 

would thrive and become a professional learning community. 1 noted the following 

statements to be typical of each group: meeting once a week on the same day and time; 

being prepared and on time; participation from everyone, including work samples, having 

a time limit for sharing; decisions being made based on consensus of the group; and 

respecting each other's opinions. 

Each team was instructed to decide on a day of the week to meet during their 

planning time. During this time, teachers on that data team were to meet and discuss 

instructional needs based on the group decision. When this was decided, the day of the 

week was to be reported to the assistant principal of instruction. 

Observations 

The initial period of observation began with the first grade level data team 

meetings. These meetings lasted approximately 30 minutes. On average, each group was 
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comprised of five participants. Each group held members of that particular grade level. 

The assigned facilitator of this group, being the Better Seeking Team (BST) member, led 

the meeting. 

The meeting took place in a 1st grade classroom. As a welcome back treat, one of 

the participants baked brownies. As the teachers filed in from walking their students to 

specials, several took a brownie and smiled. Participant 4 commented "this is so nice to 

have an afternoon snack; this is just what I needed! Now where is the coke!" The other 

teachers laughed and the group immediately started the meeting. 

During this initial meeting, a set of norms was established. These norms included 

a time limit for sharing, respect for the person speaking, attendance, preparation, and 

contributions to discussion. The participants in this group sat around a table facing each 

other. We all made eye contact with each other and wrote notes as needed. Participants 

were given opportunities to ask questions. Participant 1 reminded the group of the sheet 

utilized the previous year to analyze student work. The sheet was passed around the table 

and all participants agreed to work on utilizing a designed template displaying the needs 

of their students (See Appendix B). It was then agreed that the meetings for the week 

would center on a different subject as the guide of their professional talks (Table 5). 

According to the week, a different student piece was to be brought to the PLC. 

Table 5 Grade One PLC Schedule 

Week 1 Writing 

Week 2 Reading 

Week 3 Math 

Week 4 Word Work 
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Participant 2, the newest member to the PLC, asked "How am I to decide what to 

bring to the meeting, should it be a piece I just grab, or should I really think on what to 

bring?" Participant 1 replied, "Let's think on that, do some of us want to bring all high or 

all average, or all low?" Participant 3 chimed in by saying, "For next week, let's all just 

bring a piece from a student that is confusing you, whether high, low, or average. I think 

if we think together, whatever level they are, we can come up with strategies to help you 

and that child. 

"Participant 5 glanced at the clock and reminded us that we have five minutes to 

use restroom if needed and pick up our students. Participant 3 reminded the group that the 

meetings will be every week at the same time and place. Participant 4 suggested, "It 

would be nice to visit other rooms." Participant 3 asked the group if this is okay. 

Participant 4 volunteered to host the next meeting. The teachers realize the time again 

and spring from their seats to receive their students who are heard on the halls. 

As I glance around the room after the teachers left, I saw a chart that was being 

made by one of the teachers. This chart outlined the weekly subject assignments that 

would be taken on by the team. It also held the name of child with a star by his name. In 

parenthesis the teacher had written, "Bring folder next week, conference with and 

determine what student needs". This action displayed that this teacher was preparing for 

next week's learning community. 

The initial period of observation of Group 2 began with an introductory meeting 

explaining what was to be expected during data team time. This meeting lasted 

approximately 30 minutes. This group contained five members. Two members of the 

group were new to the grade level. In previous years, this group was known to not stay on 
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task by having conversations not pertaining to PLCs. The group decided on norms that 

included a time limit for sharing, attendance, preparation, and contributions to discussion. 

This group held two BST members; they both led the meetings. One of the BST members 

would be leaving for maternity leave in a few months. 

This second grade group decided to focus on just the element of writing as their 

beginning focus. A sheet was introduced for tracking students in all writing units, 

allowing teachers to use one sheet per student for the entire year (See Appendix C). 

During this time it was also thought beneficial to have a structured time referenced to 

make sure that everything was done by the end of the data team time (Table 6). 

Table 6 Grade Two PLC Schedule 

Time Action 
5-8 Celebrations 
minutes 
10 

minutes 
Analyzing student pieces 
(skim and move around the 
table, marking with Post-its) 

10 Next Steps (Discuss what 
minutes can be done to help items 

marked on students' work.) 
2-4 Questions and any other 
minutes conversation 
Total 
time: 
27-32 
minutes 

The data team meetings started with a celebration of things that have happened in 

a particular classroom. These celebrations usually centered on particular units that were 

being studied as a grade level or previous units studied. Participant 7 started the meeting 

off with celebrating a science experiment that went well with her students. She spoke of 
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how highly engaged her students were with discovering solar energy. She ended the 

celebration by showing a picture of her students outside doing the activity. She then 

offered the directions to the experiment to the group. A sheet was passed for the group to 

sign their name if they wanted the directions. All teachers signed for the activity. 

Upon ending the celebrations, the group immediately started passing student 

pieces around the table. Each teacher would read the piece and write a suggestion to 

enrich the student piece on a post-it note. This rotation would continue until the student 

piece returned to the teacher. Once the pieces returned to the teacher, the floor was 

opened to discussion. During this discussion, teachers voiced what could be done to help 

the student in areas of concern. This was also the time that teachers discussed what was 

working well in their classrooms. 

During one PLC meeting, teachers gathered to discuss a current lesson done in the 

classroom. Each set of teachers took turns sharing their classroom experiences, questions, 

and concerns. All the teachers provided input and support, creating an opportunity for 

learning. Participant 6 shared a student piece, which led to the following conversation: 

Participant 6: "Even though I have met with this student, I don't feel like I meet 

with them enough to push them in writing. I feel like I am not meeting with my 

kids enough." 

Participant 8: "When you meet with them, what do you do? Or shall I say do you 

have true focus?" 

Participant 6: "I feel I have a focus, but I can't seem to conference as much as I 

would like to." 



Participant 9: "Yes, I am having the same problem, and I am meeting too long 

with my lower students and not spreading the wealth." 

Participant 10: "I had to start looking at my week and doing a few kids a day." 

Participant 7: "But when do you find time to study your students' writing on your 

own time? I just feel like I am constantly lugging things home to study. There has 

to be an easier way to study and meet." 

Participant 10: "Well it made more sense for me to make Mondays my assessment 

day. I would look at all of the writing and that kinda sets me up for what my week 

will look like. So Tuesday, I may pencil in four conferences, each being five 

minutes. On Wednesday, I pull two groups based on what I have studied in the 

student pieces from Monday. Now remember, even though I am not meeting with 

that particular child one on one, I am still addressing something that they need. 

The other two days are pretty much the same as the other two." 

Participant 8: "So your goal remains the same to meet with each student at least 

once a week." 

Participant 10: "Yes, my focus remains on knowing that child's needs for that 

week." 

From this conversation, the team decided to have the next data team meeting 

discuss what happened in a one-on-one conference with a student. The participants said 

they wanted to discuss note-taking, inquiry and the next steps for the student they were 

helping. The meeting adjourned and each teacher left with a task for the following week. 

These meetings displayed the commitment to deepening the understanding of teaching 

and learning. These teachers explored and addressed a specific issue and problem 
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important to teaching and learning. This community seeks, first and foremost, the 

importance of learning. The learning that took place during these sessions became known 

by the teachers as "smart talk". 

Themes 

This short -term study was conducted in one school and included opinions and 

insights of teachers, administrators, and observations of the researcher. Responses of both 

teachers and administrators were compared, along with observation notes of the 

researcher. Through the use of questionnaires (Please see Appendix D), another view was 

given of the thoughts of professional learning communities through the eyes of the 

teachers and administrators. Certain patterns were analyzed and categorized into 

pre-formulated topics developed by Huffman and Hipp (2003) that support the research 

questions of this study. These pre-formulated patterns and themes surfaced from 

observations, questionnaires, interviews, and artifacts. Three major themes were evident 

from these encounters: supportive conditions, shared personal practice, and collective 

learning and application. For clarity, the researcher organized the three themes and their 

sub-categories into Table 7. 

Table 7 Themes Organizational Chart 

Themes Sub-categories 
Supportive Conditions • Communication from administrators 

• Time 
• Shared responsibility of team 

Shared Personal Practice • Analysis of student work 
• Reflection 
• Dialogue 

Collective Learning and Application • Problem solving 
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Supportive Conditions 

The theme of supportive conditions was prevalent throughout all the observations 

and questionnaires. Collegial relationships include respect, trust, norms of critical inquiry 

and improvement, and positive, caring relationships among students, teachers, and 

administrators (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). Supportive conditions in these PLCs 

encompassed sub-categories of communication of administrators, time, and shared 

responsibility of team. These sub-categories were evident in the guidelines and freedoms 

given by the administrators, scheduled planning times, and assignment of instructional 

leaders on teams. 

Communication of administrators. The PLCs of both participating communities 

demonstrated a need for explicit communication from administrators as to what was to be 

expected from their PLC experience. This was evident in observations and 

questionnaires. Teams are most effective when they are clear about the results they are to 

achieve. This clarity of purpose is enhanced when teams are provided with clearly stated 

performance goals that indicate what the team is to produce or accomplish (DuFour & 

Eaker, 1998). Participant 9 noted, "The bottom lines given in the beginning were very 

helpful to me. I felt that it became more than just meeting to meet, we knew why we were 

meeting and it was ok." Participant 6 added to this thought by expressing, 

"Administration told us what was expected during this set time, but then left it up to the 

team to work out what needed to be done. The entire time they reassured us that they 

trusted us and knew that we knew what we needed. That simple statement from them 

meant the world to me as a professional learner." 
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Time. The PLCs of both groups expressed the need to meet enough times during 

the year to have a sense of continuity. The need was presented in interviews, 

questionnaires, and artifacts. The way in which a school structures its time can make a 

tremendous impact upon commitment to a change process (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). 

Through this time allotted by administration, the ability to explore, inquire, and design 

were accessible. Participant 3 commented, "I think teachers enjoy collaboration when it's 

as little inconvenience as possible...having time during the day has really helped. The 

best time has been the use of Super Specials! This two hour break really gives us a 

chance to stop, talk, think, and reflect about things going on. Sometimes I think one way, 

and then discuss it and my view totally changes." 

Participant 6 noted, "It is so helpful how administration has set up the PLCs 

around our planning time. It has really made me understand that the planning period is 

not just about me taking a break or getting my classroom ready.. .planning is also 

knowing the next steps for my students by working with our teachers." Participant 5 

said, "The PLC model enabled more structured collaborative time, which enabled more 

consistent and meaningful work with team members." 

Although the majority of the participants' thoughts about time expressed rave 

reviews, Participant 7 stated, "Even though time is given during the day for PLCs, it 

never seems like enough time. I know that sounds greedy, but I feel when we begin a 

meaningful discussion, it is time to go and get our kids." 

Shared responsibility of team. A professional learning community requires its 

members to change their traditional behavior. In order to reculture, there is also a need to 

develop capacity through distributed leadership, which necessitates shared responsibility 



and broad decision making (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). These participants worked in a 

small group before taking their questions, concerns, and ideas to administration. Before 

this practice, it is witnessed by the researcher, several isolated meetings or administration 

addressing teachers individually about similar issues. This is noted by participant 1 in 

saying, "Because of more participation among colleagues, more teamwork, more data 

collection to use to set learning goals for our students and our learning community, I had 

less questions than I did as a beginning teacher." 

Participant 3: "I sometimes still see some professional cliques; however, I have 

seen some more of the faculty become more involved in professional learning through 

book studies, etc. We are learning to talk more to each other and not at each other." 

Participant 6: "When the school truly feels part of decision making, they own 

it.. .Our professional learning communities have allowed us to think about our needs and 

then pursue them as a team." 

Participant 4: "These communities have allowed us to develop respect among 

colleagues, by allowing us to work together. We have been given a task and each person 

holds a responsibility." 

Participant 7: "I think true collaboration occurs when the person you are working 

with really wants to be there; forced collaboration is just another chore and not helpful. I 

feel we did a good job of assigning duties to make everyone feel involved. It was 

something that they felt they could do and it eased the tension if any tension was there." 

Shared Personal Practice 

The theme of shared personal practice was highlighted in observations of PLCs 

and questionnaires from this study. The process through which teachers can review their 



57 

colleagues' behaviors and classroom practices in a facilitative rather than evaluative 

context is a critical aspect of a professional learning community in breaking down walls 

of isolation and independent practice (Louis & Kruse, 1995). Darling-Hammond and 

Richardson (2009) pointed to such collaborative practices as peer observations of 

practice, analysis of student work, and study groups as examples of PLC activities. 

Analysis of student work. The use of student work in aiding the beginning of the 

PLC groups was evident in the agenda and expectations set by both groups. Jointing 

assessing student work is one of the most effective ways to focus attention on student 

learning, and it is a powerful factor in developing and maintaining a professional learning 

community (Roberts & Pruitt, 2009). The communities always centered on examining a 

student piece, which sparked comments such as, Participant 1: "Once we kept our 

meetings the same for a while, I knew exactly what areas to show my colleagues to get a 

fast and meaningful response to what I needed to do." 

Participant 4: "It took me a minute to stop selecting perfect pieces to share. I 

noticed everyone has something to work on, and that is what made the conversation 

better'" 

Participant 10: "I used to stress and look at my students' work all alone, but now 

I welcome having others to review the pieces with me!" Participant 2: "It helps me teach 

struggling students who didn't grasp the concept the first few times. When I show things 

that my kids are doing, I can guarantee that it is happening somewhere else or someone 

may have just solved it!" 

Participant 3: "The more I shared my students' work, the less stressed I became 

about what I thought they were not mastering. Bringing it to the team allowed me to see 
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that some of the same things were going on in other classrooms and I felt a whole lot 

better." 

Reflection. Reflection is the cornerstone of the professional learning community. 

Active, open questioning and feedback on each other's practices are central to the 

development of all the dispositions of practice of professional learning communities 

(Martin-Kniep, 2008). Active, open questioning and feedback were evident in all 

observations of PLCs in this study. In professional learning communities, educators use 

the results of their work to reflect back on what they did, what they might do differently 

next time to get results, and start to assess patterns in their teaching (Hord & Sommers, 

2008). 

Participant 2: "When I am reflecting during my PLC time, I think it makes me a 

better teacher—it's easier because I look at what I have taught and think about what I 

have taught, then when sharing with my community, I am thinking about my teaching 

again and ways it can be improved. Before PLC time, I would just think and try to solve 

it myself, which sometimes was not the best strategy." 

Participant 4: "It forces me to take time to reflect on my classroom and my 

students in an organized manner. I think through a lot more. I think through aloud a lot 

more. My team makes me feel like what I am thinking through is valuable." 

Dialogue. In this model, teachers work together and engage in critical dialogue to 

examine their practice and student performance. Garmston and Wellman (1998) define 

dialogue as a "reflective learning process in which group members seek to understand 

one another's viewpoints and deeply help assumptions" (p.31). These teachers were 
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skilled at posing questions, collecting data, and then undertaking significant research into 

new strategies as they worked on changing their classroom practices. 

Participant 1: "In my special education classroom, I have seen regular educators 

more willing and accepting of my students after I share my experiences." 

Participant 2: "Helps me use my time more efficiently and meet my kids' needs 

better. The conversation is all about what we can do to make this time together 

meaningful because we all hate to meet just to be meeting... so let's make it work through 

talking it out!" 

Participant 1: "We discuss what needs improvement and what has been achieved. 

New goals are set for the upcoming year." 

Participant 2: "Teacher growth through discussions and team building." 

Participant 3: "When I have conversation it deepens my understanding 

Collective Learning and Application 

In the early phases of these communities, it was difficult to establish a school 

culture of sharing. Members of a professional learning community recognize they cannot 

accomplish their fundamental purpose of high levels of learning for all students unless 

they work together collaboratively (DuFour et al, 2006). Not until a sharing behavior was 

modeled, did it seem teachers really understood what was expected and that it was okay 

to share. The beginning of this collective learning and application began with 

administration and selected teachers sharing what was working well. From something as 

simple as sharing a great book used in the classroom, the notion sparked what was needed 

to move ahead in the learning communities. 
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Problem solving. Professional learning communities create a systematic process 

of interventions to ensure students receive additional time and support for learning when 

they experience difficulty (DuFour et al, 2006). Due to the introduction of Response of 

Intervention (RTI), a method of academic intervention, these groups collected, analyzed, 

and presented evidence beyond self-reported anecdotes. This was evident in the 

observations and artifacts collected for this study. These techniques led to changes in 

instructional practices and gave more documentation for RTI meetings. 

Participant 2: "We work together to help all students; it is assistance with 

thinking of possible solutions, ideas, strategies, etc." 

Participant 4: "There is a better focus on curriculum. If there are deficits, they are 

caught sooner and interventions begin sooner due to heavy thinking done with the team." 

Participant 9: "Being the EBP teacher this year, I was overloaded with students on 

RTI, without the discussion, I would have never come up with strategies and probes 

alone. My team helped me think things through, sometimes during the meeting we would 

even pull probes off of the internet for me to try. The big difference in getting through 

this year was having that problem solving piece. I knew I could not move a child to a 

different tier unless I had evidence that they needed to be there." 

Administrative Interview 

The administrative involvement in this school's professional learning 

communities was evident in the morale and understanding demonstrated by the teachers. 

In the beginning, schools establish committees, yet despite good intentions, these 

communities fail to develop because of poor vision and communication from 

administration. The focus for this school has been the initiation of professional learning 
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communities, but also the implementation of these communities along with the needs of 

their teachers. One of the administrators of this school defined professional learning 

communities as a collaborative practice of learning: "These communities take place in an 

environment that promotes discussing, analyzing, and evaluating student data, as well as 

teaching practices to grow both teacher and student performance." 

The administrator described professional learning communities as being 

formulated in a variety of ways throughout the building. She stated, "Some are conducted 

whole school, others are grade level, and still others are small group or individual-based. 

They are facilitated by teacher leaders and/or administrators if needed. Many are self-

initiated!" 

When asked about the administrator's role in professional learning communities, 

the administrator stated, 

I believe student performance changes based on teacher knowledge and ability to 
put into practice what is learned. I think it is my responsibility to be a learner, as 
well. Therefore, I must not only provide opportunities to push each person to their 
next level, but also be pushed myself. I must be available and a part of 
conversations, observations, and trainings that do just that. Know ourselves, know 
our kids, and know when and how to help each other all play an important role in 
professional learning communities. They are not all in the same place at the same 
time. New teachers have to be caught up, old teachers have to embrace change, 
and we all have to do this while juggling a life outside of the classroom. Just like 
in a classroom, the challenge lies with meeting the individual needs of teachers. 

According to the administrator, when asked what her role in facilitating professional 

learning communities is, the administrator stated, 

I'm a part of the learning. I attend and participate in as many PLCs as I physically 
can. When I see a need for growth and understanding, I make it my priority to 
help that individual. I provide materials needed to go along new learning as well 
as model current practices. I provide feedback/input in areas of concern and/or 
growth. I am a learner, so researching by reading, practicing, and collaborating is 
what I do!! 
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When taking on the effort of beginning professional learning communities, there are 

things that hinder both teachers' and administrators' views. The administrator described 

factors that hinder the efforts of professional learning communities in this building. The 

administrator indicated, 

Time, money, and motivation are three big hurdles to overcome with PLCs. It is a 
balancing act for me to provide, expect, and facilitate PLCs. Job-embedded 
professional learning is known to be the most effective way to grow. This takes 
teachers away from their students and requires money for subs and consultant 
dues (if applicable). 
In addition, many of our teachers already spend above and beyond the required 
eight hours a day. With today's expectations comes more planning and prep work. 
However, I firmly believe family should come first (even though it is not always 
the case for me either). Before- and after-school professional learning takes away 
from their already packed day. Making sure our teachers have a balance of work 
and home is difficult. Finally, motivation is sometimes difficult for me to 
establish with teachers that aren't already intrinsically motivated to grow 
professionally. Change is not easy for some individuals, and it takes patience. 

When asked what has changed in the building due to professional learning 

communities, she listed several things: 

• Our teaching practices have changed due to PLCs, which ultimately 
affects student performance. 

• Our knowledge of the reading, writing and more recently, the math 
process has grown. 

• Our ability to individualize based on our capacity to collect and analyze 
data has improved. 

• Our focus on standards-based instruction continues to improve. 

In ending the interview, the administrator was asked about the future of 

professional learning communities in the building. She was very optimistic, saying, "I 

strongly believe that looking at where students are and working/learning together about 

how to push them to the next level is where we will see our most growth." 

The leadership role of an administrator is pivotal in the building of professional 

learning communities (Roberts & Pruitt, 2009). This interview impacted this study and 
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my views by not only demonstrating a shift in learning for the teachers, but also showing 

an apparent shift in the view of leadership occurring in this building. The communities 

are created to have teacher leaders in each group. This strategic planning by the 

administrators allowed them the opportunity to demonstrate the sharing of leadership. 

Sharing PLCs with Other Schools 

In schools initiating efforts to share power, authority, and responsibility, a natural 

progression of efforts is evident (Huffman & Kipp, 2003). Professional learning being an 

important part of the development plan for this system, initiatives begin to take place 

involving other schools in the county. Teachers at this school seem to be pleased with 

what is taking place with professional learning communities. This enthusiasm and 

knowledge is witnessed by county level administrators. The Reading/ELA Coordinator 

praised the work that the teachers do in maintaining professional learning communities, 

but admits that there is still a lot of work to be done in furthering the process and getting 

all schools involved. She pledged to bring all schools aboard and said that a different 

approach would be taken next school term, by including one teacher from each school 

and each grade level to participate in planning, discussion, and reflection for the growth 

of the county. This newly formed group will be known as the ELA Cadre. Teachers from 

the studied school will be the presenters and leaders for this community. 

Researchers contend that teachers must have a voice in their own professional 

development and be allowed to choose what they want to learn (Brand, 1997; Drago-

Severson & Pinto, 2006; Glasser, 1999; Lauer & Matthews, 2007; Leech & Fulton, 2008; 

Lucillo, 2009). Lucillo (2009) argues teachers know best what they need in the 
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classroom. The more they are involved, the more effective professional development will 

be. See Figure 2 for a representation of the county model. 

Figure 2 County PLC Module 
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The professional learning communities are based on four domains of professional 

learning as they relate to Common Core GPS and Balanced Literacy in this county. These 

modules are designed to be presented as ongoing professional learning within schools by 

and through the Teacher Leader Cadre for the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years. 

The system goals for this system wide professional learning community are: 

1. Create systems of continuous improvement through Teacher Leader Cadre 

and Common Core driven systematic professional learning modules 

2. Develop schools as the centers of professional learning 

o Teacher Leader Cadre as school based leader 

o Professional learning modules within schools 

3. Center professional learning around four specific domains 
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o Domain 1- Study of Common Core Georgia Performance 

Standards 

o Domain 2- Rebalancing Balanced Literacy 

o Domain 3- Adaption of Units of Study for classroom practice 

o Domain 4- Assessment (Summative, Formative, Benchmarks, 

Common Assessments, Record of Progress) 

Schools that take the plunge and actually begin doing the work of a PLC develop 

their capacity to help all students learn at high levels far more effectively than schools 

that spend years preparing to become PLCs through reading or even training (DuFour et 

al., 2006). Collegial relationships between teachers in schools must spread to teachers in 

other schools. This understanding contributes significantly to the work of school 

improvement and is aligned with Fullan and Miles' (1992) notion that "change involves 

learning and .. .all change involves coming to understand and to be good at something 

new" (p.749). 

As I think about what this county is about to undertake, I ponder on what has 

happened to creativity in education. As schools increasingly become politicized, their 

success determined solely by statistics, educators are tempted to focus narrowly on 

reading and math scores rather than formulate and communicate a vision based on 

conversation and reflection with other educators. As educators, how are students 

encouraged to take risks with their learning? How do teachers foster this creativity? It is 

often thought; teachers can and should be all-knowing. It is often thought, as the years 

ascend, intelligence increases. These are the very thoughts that hinder the development of 

students, society, teachers, and sometimes me. A challenge that this stance of 
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participation inherits, is seeing the lack of teachers wanting and needing to know more 

about their craft after school hours. 

I feel we have a huge responsibility to know our subject matter, our students, and 

our teaching. These three things are always evolving, and it is our job to keep up with the 

changes. This creates another challenge affecting student learning; the idea of continuing 

to learn about subject matter must extend to learning about my teaching. This learning 

must sometimes take place during hours that do not always happen in the normal 8-4 

school day. 

I think the development of this model will help teachers create the communities 

needed in their schools where conversations and planning will held during the school day. 

I do feel it will be a huge undertaking, but also see that a great deal of preparation and 

conversation has taken place to lead teachers where they need to be lead. The spreading 

of this concept of community in this model will allow others to learn more about 

professional learning communities, through modeling and through their conversations. 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This research topic was chosen due to the increasing importance of teachers 

becoming learners through professional learning communities. The findings of this study 

show evidence of the impact professional learning communities have on the studied 

school's teacher learning and academic culture. Implications for future research drive the 

discussion. 

Summary of the Study 

Researchers point to the growth of professional learning communities as a model 

of support for teachers. Many studies track professional learning communities and their 

impact on student performance and learning. The underlying premise in most of these 

studies is that student learning increases as teacher learning increases. This research 

focused on teacher learning as it relates to professional learning communities. It sought to 

determine if PLC implementation is meaningful for the teacher learner or the teaching 

culture of the school. An in-depth study of two professional learning communities in a 

rural Georgia primary school was conducted through a variety of methods including 

observations, interviews, questionnaires, and an artifact review. Each method was 

developed on a review of literature. 

The review of literature presented the beginning of professional learning 

communities. Definitions and characteristics were given to portray a better understanding 
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of these communities. Theories related to adult learning connect to explain the roles of 

teachers and administrators in PLCs. 

I purposefully selected the participants based on the school population's 

participation in professional learning communities. I conducted observations with two 

groups of teachers. During these observations I was a participant observer. 

Questionnaires were also given for more investigation. Follow-up interviews were also 

conducted with administrators. I took three steps to ensure the accuracy of the data. I 

digitally recorded observations, took field notes, and collected documents related to 

professional learning communities. After observation of the groups, transcription by the 

researcher took place. The verbatim transcription and supporting documents were coded 

using priority coding. 

Discussion of Research Findings 

Three pre-formulated themes, along with several sub-categories, became evident 

in this study of professional learning communities: supportive conditions, shared personal 

responsibility and collective team learning and application. There also became apparent 

certain conditions under which each PLC functioned. Each group established norms and 

stayed committed to those norms. Groups also reflected on what went well within the 

PLCs and made decisions as a group on changes for next year. 

Along with observations, the research questions provided vital information on 

teacher learning. In research question one, I found that both groups engaged in 

professional learning communities. Groups did not contain bystanders who were not 

active participants in the PLC. The communities were structured in a way that maximized 



69 

collaboration, reflection, and innovation. The participants readily positioned themselves 

to be learners by studying student work and having conversations about that work. 

Teacher responses to research question two indicated that participants 

experienced authentic learning as a result of participation in professional learning 

communities. Although teaching occurs at a fast pace, these teachers have created an 

environment that provided forums in which teachers could leam from each other, by 

sharing their experiences. Purpose was the key variable in differentiating the PLC groups. 

These groups were "true" PLCs as defined by Hord and Sommers. In a true professional 

learning community, the major emphasis is on collective learning, when individuals leam 

more than if they are learning independently. The PLC is not just about collaboration; it 

is collaborating to learn together about a topic the community deems important (Hord & 

Sommers, 2008). 

In research question three, I found through implementation of professional 

learning communities, teachers changed the academic culture of the school by examining 

student work. Collaborative examination of student work led to the teacher knowing 

more strategies to improve student growth. Collectively teachers found answers to 

questions and insights to issues that in isolation were hard to do. It was not just about 

targeting instruction; it was more about learning new methods and styles of teaching from 

peers to address specific weaknesses the teachers saw in their classrooms. 

In the final research question, I found through implementation of professional 

learning communities, school leadership advocated and supported the change in 

academics. Research on the role of principals suggests that professional learning 

communities in schools are most suitable when principals routinely and consistently 



listen to teachers, help them evidence knowledge about teaching and learning and follow 

through on their promises and decisions (Moller,2000). Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) 

describe principals who establish shared leadership and supportive organizational 

structures that encourage teachers to take responsibility, as having greater success in 

achieving school improvement goals than when they neglect these strategies. When 

suggestions arose from each PLC, administration listened and supported decisions. 

Conclusions 

After concluding the study, I came to several conclusions. Two professional 

learning communities produced teacher learning, even though mandated, these teachers 

were willing to actively engage in the process and were given the autonomy to self-select 

topics upon which to focus their learning. Teachers must be the primary decision makers 

for their learning. This thought connects to the adult learning theory by showing that 

adults desire the need to take responsibility for themselves and their learning. The 

teachers in this community were ready to communicate with each other and were 

encouraged by their administrators to choose what will meet their needs as teachers. 

The PLCs also facilitated teacher learning because they were conducted in a safe 

setting where teachers felt comfortable sharing their personal experience and classroom 

difficulties. The PLC community must feel safe for all participants. Collegial 

relationships include respect, trust, norms of critical inquiry and improvement, and 

positive, caring relationships among students, teachers, and administrators (Huffman & 

Hipp, 2003). This community was built around the idea that all can be learners, but first 

we must learn to share. The sharing activities that occurred during faculty meetings and 

grade level meeting were the beginning stages of getting community buy-in to PLCs. 
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Time must be built in the day for collaboration. If teachers are going to work 

collaboratively, time has to be built into the school day to accommodate dialogue, 

research, and interaction (Roberts & Pruitt, 2009). Support and input regarding school 

expectations were necessary for this PLC process, but in order to accomplish this, time 

was needed for the teachers. The way in which a school structures its time can have a 

tremendous impact upon commitment to a change process. 

Finally, these two PLCs increased learning because administration was sensitive 

to the needs of the teacher learner in addition to the student learner. Teacher comments 

indicated that administrators promoted leadership among the staff, but also listened to 

when these leaders were ready and able to rise to leadership. By concentrating on 

teaching, the instructional leader of the past emphasized the inputs of the learning 

process. By concentrating on learning, today's school leaders shift their thinking to the 

learning of both student and teacher (DuFour, 2002). The strategic placement of leaders 

on data team in this community showcased that administration understood the importance 

of sharing leadership with teachers. 

Implications 

This study gives insight into professional learning communities in a primary 

school. This description adds to the field of professional learning and development for 

several reasons. First it focuses on the teacher learner. So much attention is given to 

increasing the learning of students that little is done to understand the way teachers can 

learn. Second, it addresses professional learning communities as a vehicle to increase 

teacher efficacy. Teachers must feel that they can change the system in which they work; 

they must feel they have a voice and that their voice is heard. As noted in the 
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constructivist approach, adult learning must make meaning of what they know. Finally, 

administration must not just expect teachers to learn, but treat them as learners, giving 

them the opportunity and time to adequately study their craft. 

Recommendations 

After conducting this research, the following recommendations are presented 

regarding the implementation of professional learning communities. It is very important 

to make decisions based on actual data, not just assumptions and subjective perceptions. 

Data may allow you to see where you are, set goals, and measure your progress. Data 

may be test scores, facts, figures, records, reports, and other documents (Roberts & Pruitt, 

2009). 

The development of a professional portfolio would offer a portrait of the 

educator's practice overtime and reflections about it (Martin-Kniep, 1999). A benefit to 

the learning community and to education in general is that a portfolio provides a vehicle 

for preserving samples of outstanding teaching or leadership (Wolf, 1996). I feel this 

would be an additional artifact for other schools to gain a better understanding of what 

takes place in professional learning communities. 

District level support should become evident with scheduling during professional 

learning days. If professional learning communities are to be the focus of a county, 

consideration of the individual school's needs should be considered allowing for smaller 

group interactions. The use of large workshop sessions could cease, thus, incorporating 

learning communities at each school. 
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Summary 

Schools will improve if and when many more teachers can help students learn. 

Teachers can help students learn best when they have the knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions to make that happen. This success takes place when teachers see themselves 

as learners, when they are supported by structures that value their learning as well as 

student learning; and when they can work in forums in which students and others can 

inform their decision making and other practices (Martin-Kniep, 2008). 

This school recognizes the characteristics of professional learning communities. 

Their thoughts and what takes place at meetings have shown what it is to be a teacher and 

to be a learner. These characteristics displayed by this school are in alignment with 

research reviewed on this topic. 

My perceptions of professional learning communities have tuned in on the 

importance of having all parties involved. It is evident that the community that has been 

built thrives because everyone accepts a role. This may be in the form of administration 

appointing duties, teachers being leaders, or something as simple as teachers sharing what 

is going well in their classrooms. The main focus that I have witnessed with this school is 

the embracing of the notion that learning is not to be done in isolation. They have 

embraced the notion that together, small and big things can be accomplished. 

In order to be powerful learners of our craft, in order to make our teaching better, 

we need to feel uncertain and to experience disequilibrium. In order to be powerful 

learners, we need to be off-balance, tilted forward, ready to be affected by other people's 

ideas, ready to be surprised and changed by our children (Calkins, 2001). Author Kathy 



74 

Collins (2004) eloquently sums up the view of the importance of teachers working 

together: 

the beauty of a job like teaching is that there are so many opportunities to learn 
and change. Our job reinvents itself when we get a new class each fall, change 
grades, or develop a new curriculum. Teachers model all day long as they teach, 
but perhaps the most important thing they can model is how to learn with other 
teachers. 

I often think back to those days as a first year teacher and how hard worked.. .how 

many long hours I put in to one day. Professional learning communities, structured in the 

same manner as the ones in this study would have made my life infinitely less stressful. 

Instead of planning in isolation, how wonderful would it have been to collaborate with 

other teachers, new and old, about things agreed that we needed to learn. How awesome 

it would have been to be able to share needs with administration and have them respect 

those needs. How powerful it would have been to know that I not only changed the lives 

of my students, but of my peers and my school. 
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PLC MINUTES TEMPLATE 
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PLC Minutes Template 

Date Grade. 

Members Present: 

Instructional Goal: 
Work Aligned With PLC Process 

Check 

Inquiry 

Analyze Data 

Look at Student Work 

Examine Instruction 

Assess Student Progress 

Reflect 

Materials Shared: 

Meeting Outcomes: 

Next Steps to Improve Student Learning: 
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APPENDIX B: 

GRADE ONE STUDENT ANALYSIS FORM 
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Analyzing Our Students 
Writing/Reading/Math/Word Work 

Student Name 

What the student is doing well: What the student needs to work on: 

The following tells me what my next steps are with this student. These can be done in a 
strategy group or conference. They are listed in order of importance. 

Strategy or Conference suggestions: Mentor Text 



APPENDIX C 

GRADE TWO STUDENT ANALYSIS FORM 
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Analyzing Our Students 
Writing 

**This sheet is to be used for all units of study...keep in mind, you are teaching the 
writer, not his/her writing! 

Student Name 

What the student needs work on: 

Unit of Study 

Narrative 

All About 

Informational 

Authors as Mentors 

The following tells me what my next steps are with this student. These can be done in a 
strategy group or conference. They are listed in order of importance. 

Strategy or Conference suggestions: Mentor Text 
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APPENDIX D 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Questionnaire 

Directions: 
Do NOT write your name on this questionnaire. When you have completed this questionnaire, 
please use the interoffice mail and send it to Phaedra Early #0104. The following questionnaire 
contains questions concerning professional learning communities and the perceptions of its 
participants. Please respond by writing a short narrative for each question. Thank you for taking 
the time to fill in this questionnaire, you will remain anonymous. 

1. Prior to school wide implementation of the PLC model, did you frequently 

collaborate and problem solve with peers to facilitate student success? 

2. How has participation in a PLC changed your educational practice? 

3. As a result of participating in a PLC, what changes have you seen in your 

classroom? 

4. As a result of participating in a PLC, what changes have you seen in your 

students? 

5. As a result of participating in a PLC, what changes have you seen in your school 

organization? 

6. When professional learning communities meet as a part of the school 

improvement plan, what occurs? 

7. What factors do teachers report to facilitate collaboration with colleagues? 

8. What factors do teachers report to hinder collaboration with colleagues? 

9. What factors do teachers report to facilitate a change in the culture of the school? 

10. What factors do teachers report to hinder a change in the culture of the school? 

Thank you for your time! 
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MERCER IRB APPROVAL 
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PtiMdraB Early 

TfftcoBege of Education 

V*con. GA 3U07-0001 

RE: Proteaooai Learnim ComrwMtties: Ttaehwfc learnim. unde»m««fcn (H12030C 

OearEarty. 

vow application entitled Professional learmnj CommmMs: Teacfunt uarrvnt understand** (HUOJOBS was reviewed by 

thu institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research m accordance wtth federal R^utitk«$21ClRS6Jl̂ bj and 45 
». t P. 44 1 KHbj (for expedited review) and was approved uttder Category 6,7 per fen a 60i6*. 

Your actuation was approved for on* year of study on 20-V.*-20l2. The protocol expires 1»-M*i-2013. tf the study commies 
beyond one year, it must be re-evaluated fcy the iR# Committee. 

ttemfc) Approved: 
New&ppfccation 

RSease complete the survey for «*e IRB and the Office of Research Compliance. To access the survey, dick on the foBowinc 
'ink: ̂ '.7*** jrooaumwe .<xrnfli>in*tf>$-'Ht&l2?yW2RMQ 

Respectfully, 

yktiJL«&XmS 
Ava Chamtttss-Richardson, MfO, OP, cm 
Member 
ntiaoonal Review Board 
Mercer University IRB & Office of Researdi Compliance 
Rhone («7S1 501-4101 
!J>(478|101-2329 
OftC.MvcergMeiar.Edu 

< «« • «<•«• *<»» >«»• »4 **<«•»•» «4- <# »•< *tm* '«*»•. *.»"•"« » v^f-. *•«» .. -• >.»•'««*«'•• .* I ***»•«».* • -*t g*f + »t.» <..»»** 
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lll l I.OllH.I 111 I IH ( VI l<)\ 

INFORMED CONSENT TEMPLATE 

Informed Consent 
Professional 1.earning Communities: Teaching. I earning I indcrsianding 

You arc being asked lo participate in a research study. Before you give your consent 10 

volunteer, it is important lhal u>u read the following information and ask as munv 
questions <is necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigators 
Phaedra Lie]) Larlv. l,d.S. 

Mcrccr I mversity Ph.D. Curriculum and Instruction 
Dr. Theodorca Betry. Faculty Adv isor 

I'uitosc of the Research 
This rvscaicli Hudv is designed to investigate a primary school's required implementation 
of professional learning communities. 

The data from this research will he used ki determine the mtpuct of professional learning! 
communities on authentic tcacher Icamint; and the academic culturc of the sdiool. 

I his study will contribute lo the students' cihitnc of study by becoming a pan of the 
written record of research lhal will lie conducted, litis study will provide cvidcncc of the 
candidate's ability to perform independent research. 

Procedures 
If you volunteer to participate in this study. you will he asketl to he observed in your 
professional learning community meeting once 0 week for the entire meeting period (45 
minutes |. I he rescarchcr will also inters, krw v ou if needed for more information. 

Your purticipation will take approximately 45 minutes, once a w«ek tor the entire 
meeting period, during a six week period. 

To the host of our knowledge, the tilings you will be doing have no more risk of harm 
than you would experience in everyday life. Although wc have made ev en effort to 
minimise this, you may find some questions we ask you upsetting or stressful If so. we 
con tell you about some people who may be able to help you with these feelings. You 
have the right to discontinue participation, cither temporarily or permanently, al any time. 

Apc^3.»v Pntocv 
C*4J»falfar Jate I «<H»< «>|i-itun r\u«uii' • M.iuwi. <» \ 

I >01 * *'•>» • < t*"H| M>1 or t »**H> .-Mi I • |".\X (i*s> Mil 5 (If. 
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Potential Benefits of the Research 
You will not gel any personal benefit from taking port in this study. 

I'onlitlentialitN oral Data Storage 
Your records will he confidential. You will not h? identified (e.g.. name, social Kturity 
number) in any records or publications of this study, Information must be stored at 
Mercer U nivetsitY lor at least 3 years after completion of lhe study. 

Participation and Withdrawal 
Your pankipaiion in this research study h voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact Phaedra Hell 
llarlv. 

< Jucstions about the Research 
11' you have anv auesikwis about the rnmirh. please speak with Phaedra Hell Karly by 
telephoning during the workday. If you have any questions about the 
informed consent process or any other rights sis a research subject, please contact Dr. 
Theodores Berry by telephoning during the wurkday. 

It is unlikely that participation in this projcct will result in harm to subjects. 

litis project has been reviewed and approved by Mcrccr I diversity's IRB. If you believe 
there is any inirintiement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair 

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions ami these have been answered to 
your satisfaction. Your signature helon indicates your voluntary agreement to participate 
in this research study. 

Signature of Research Participant Date 

Participant Name (Please Print) Date 

Si gnat ure o f Person Ohtai ni ng Consent Date 

:'U -I'l 

piK-aailuliAfy 
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